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ARTVARK 
SAXOPHONE 
QUARTET
Alastair Penman hears from Artvark members Mete 
Erker and Peter Broekhuizen about Mother of Thousand, 
a new project exploring historical instruments and 
modern recording techniques to create fresh soundworlds

7KH�$UWYDUN�6D[RSKRQH�4XDUWHW�LV�SHUKDSV�
one of the busiest and most innovative 
VD[RSKRQH�TXDUWHWV�LQ�WKH�EXVLQHVV��
Many readers may have heard of their 
collaboration with the Apollo Saxophone 
4XDUWHW��IHDWXUHG�LQ�WKH�DXWXPQ������LVVXH�
of Clarinet & Saxophone��1RZ��$UWYDUN�
are back with their latest project, Mother 
of Thousand, recorded during lockdown 
DQG�GUDZLQJ�RQ�PDQ\�YDULHG�LQǋXHQFHV��
The project is named after the plant 
Mother of Thousands, a succulent plant 
that grows baby plantlets on the edge 
RI�LWV�OHDYHV��7KH�SODQWOHWV�DUH�GURSSHG�
on the ground, where they grow roots of 
WKHLU�RZQ�DQG�GHYHORS�LQWR�DGXOW�SODQWV��
The compositional process Artvark used 
means that Mother of Thousand developed 
in much the same way as the plant grows, 
with new ideas springing from each 
SUHYLRXV�LGHD�

Hailing from the Netherlands, Artvark 
comprises Bart Wirtz (alto), Rolf Delfos 
(alto), Mete Erker (tenor) and Peter 
Broekhuizen (baritone), and on Mother 
of Thousand they are joined by Leo 
YDQ�2RVWURP�IRU�RQH�WUDFN��/HR�KDV�
RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�VLJQLǊFDQW�FROOHFWLRQV�
of historical saxophones in the world, 
and has previously collaborated with 
$UWYDUN��2Q�WKH�WUDFN�A Slide’s Nest, 
Artvark and Leo play three Swanee 
saxophones and two slide saxophones, 
which create a completely unique and 
PDJLFDO�VRXQGZRUOG��1RZ�YHU\�UDUH��VOLGH�
saxophones were surprisingly popular for 
a short period in the 1920s, produced by 

DURXQG�ǊYH�GLǉHUHQW�PDQXIDFWXUHUV��7KH�6ZDQHH�VD[RSKRQHV��QDPHG�DIWHU�WKH�6ZDQHH�
ZKLVWOH��ZHUH�SHUKDSV�WKH�PRVW�SRSXODU��$OO�VOLGH�VD[RSKRQHV�RSHUDWHG�RQ�WKH�VLPSOH�
premise of using a slide to change the length of the instrument and hence the note 
SURGXFHG��D�VLPSOH�FRQFHSW�EXW�YHU\�FKDOOHQJLQJ�WR�SOD\�

Artvark also play Leo van Oostrom’s instruments on the track Inner Circle, using 
saxophones built in Adolphe Sax’s workshop between 1861 and 1866, again creating a 
UDWKHU�GLVWLQFWLYH�DQG�VSHFLDO�VRXQG��1RW�FRQWHQW�ZLWK�MXVW�XVLQJ�KLVWRULFDO�LQVWUXPHQWV��
the group also experimented with modern recording and production techniques; whether 
it be placing a snare drum between the baritone saxophone and the microphone, or using 
H[WUHPH�SDQQLQJ�RI�LQVWUXPHQWV�WR�FUHDWH�WKH�HǉHFW�RI�WKH�TXDUWHW�LQ�FRQVWDQW�PRWLRQ��
WKHUH�LV�DOZD\V�VRPHWKLQJ�LQQRYDWLYH�DERXW�$UWYDUNşV�FRPSRVLWLRQV�DQG�SHUIRUPDQFHV�
2YHU�=RRP��,�FDXJKW�XS�ZLWK�$UWYDUN�PHPEHUV�0HWH�(UNHU�DQG�3HWHU�%URHNKXL]HQ�WR�ǊQG�

RXW�PRUH�DERXW�WKH�DOEXP�DQG�WKH�TXDUWHWşV�FRPSRVLWLRQDO�DQG�FROODERUDWLYH�SURFHVVHV�
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$ODVWDLU�3HQPDQ��&DQ�\RX�WHOO�PH�D�OLWWOH�
about how the Mother of Thousand�SURMHFW�
FDPH�DERXW"

0HWH�(UNHU� We’ve been together as a 
quartet for 17 years and have strong 
LQWHUHVWV�DQG�LQǋXHQFHV�IURP�GLǉHUHQW�DUW�
forms such as dance, poetry and classical 
PXVLF��:H�KDYH�DOZD\V�WULHG�WR�DOWHUQDWH�
our albums between collaborative and 
Artvark-only projects, so after our last 
collaboration with the Apollo Saxophone 
4XDUWHW�LW�ZDV�WLPH�IRU�DQ�$UWYDUN�RQO\�
DOEXP��7KHQ�&RYLG�KDSSHQHG��:H�ZHUH�
very fortunate, however, that Bart had 
just built a state-of-the-art studio, so 
everything came together; we had time and 
we had a place, so we spent a whole year 
ZRUNLQJ�WRJHWKHU�LQ�WKH�VWXGLR��7KLV�PDGH�
LW�D�FRPSOHWHO\�GLǉHUHQW�H[SHULHQFH�WR�WKH�
usual recording process, where composers 
EULQJ�FRPSOHWHG�SLHFHV�WR�EH�SHUIRUPHG��
We would bring half a piece or a small idea 
to the studio, then we could record and 
listen to it and see what was needed to 
GHYHORS�LW��7KLV�PHDQW�ZH�FRXOG�H[SORUH�

GLǉHUHQW�IRUPV�DQG�WH[WXUHV��DQG�WKH�PDLQ�
thing we are interested in with Artvark 
Ŝ�VRXQG��:H�ZHUH�ORRNLQJ�IRU�GLǉHUHQW�
sounds, both in recording and playing 
techniques as well as Leo van Oostrom’s 
KLVWRULF�LQVWUXPHQWV��$QG�EHFDXVH�ZH�ZHUH�
focusing on sound, much of the music 
WKDW�GHYHORSHG�ZDV�PLQLPDOLVW��7KLV�ZDV�
DOVR�LQǋXHQFHG�E\�WKH�SDQGHPLF�DQG�WKH�
IHHOLQJ�RI�WLPH�EHLQJ�VWUHWFKHG�RXW�

3HWHU�%URHNKXL]HQ� It was time for 
introspection and looking back on what 
ZDV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�XV�EHIRUH�WKH�SDQGHPLF��
One such experience was a set of concerts 
we performed in Amsterdam with Philip 
*ODVV��+LV�PXVLF�ZDV�YHU\�SRZHUIXO�WR�
us, so that is another reason why one of 
WKH�LQǋXHQFHV�RQ�Mother of Thousand 
EHFDPH�PLQLPDOLVW�PXVLF��$QRWKHU�
LQǋXHQFH�ZDV�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�/HR�DQG�KLV�
LQVWUXPHQWV��6RPH�RI�WKH�LQVWUXPHQWV�
that particularly attracted us were the 
slide saxophones from around 1926 to 
������:H�DOVR�UHFHQWO\�GLG�D�SURMHFW�ZLWK�
a string quartet from the Concertgebouw 
Orchestra and one of the pieces that struck 
us was an arrangement for string quartet 
and saxophone quartet of a work by Arvo 
3¦UW��:H�ZDQWHG�WR�ZULWH�D�SLHFH�IRU�WKH�

slide saxophones, not using them in their 
typical role as a comedic instrument, but 
UHǋHFWLQJ�WKH�PXVLF�RI�$UYR�3¦UW��FUHDWLQJ�D�
serious piece for the old instruments with 
SRO\SKRQLF�OLQHV��6R�WKHUH�DUH�UHDOO\�PDQ\�
GLǉHUHQW�LQǋXHQFHV�RQ�WKH�DOEXP�

$3��/HR�KDV�D�KXJH�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�
LQVWUXPHQWV��KRZ�GLG�\RX�FKRRVH�ZKLFK�
RQHV�WR�XVH"

0(��Aside from the slide saxophones, we 
ZDQWHG�WR�JR�ULJKW�EDFN�WR�WKH�VRXUFH��7KH�
instruments we chose were the closest we 
could get, made in Adolphe Sax’s workshop 
EHWZHHQ������DQG�������/HR�KDG�WKH�
RULJLQDO�ZRRGHQ�PRXWKSLHFHV�DV�ZHOO��<RX�
can’t get any closer than that!

$3��$UH�WKH�VD[RSKRQHV�GLƨHUHQW�WR�SOD\"

0(��Completely – we’re 
still learning to do it! If you 
listen closely, I only play 
DERXW�IRXU�GLǉHUHQW�QRWHV�
on Inner Circle��:H�DUH�RQO\�

interested in the sound, not necessarily 
mastering the old instruments, and sound-
ZLVH�WKLV�SLHFH�LV�FRPSOHWHO\�GLǉHUHQW��
When we perform on these instruments 
live, there is a real sense of respect from 
the audience and an appreciation of their 
XQLTXH�VRXQG�

3%� The sound is so warm, and the 
LQVWUXPHQWV�DUH�VR�EHDXWLIXOO\�EXLOW��7KH�
range is slightly smaller on the baritone 
I use, from low B to high D sharp so the 
bell is somewhat shorter and it’s only 
KDOI�WKH�ZHLJKW�RI�P\�XVXDO�LQVWUXPHQW��
There is no resistance at all when playing 
the instruments, but they produce such a 
EHDXWLIXO��ZDUP�VRXQG�

$3��$QG�KRZ�DERXW�WKH�VOLGH�VD[RSKRQHV"

0(��We fell in love with these straight away, 
so much so that we are now developing 
our own slide saxophone, working with 
Leo and Nico Bodewes, a top repairer from 
$PVWHUGDP�

3%� Our respect for the slide saxophone 
FRQWLQXHV�WR�JURZ�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�VR�GLǌFXOW�WR�
EXLOG�DQ�LQVWUXPHQW��)LUVW��/HR�DQG�1LFR�DUH�
creating a copy of the old saxophones, and 
then they will try to develop something new, 
but we don’t quite know what it will turn out 
WR�EH�\HW�

$3��<RX�PHQWLRQHG�WKDW�\RX�H[SORUHG�ORWV�
RI�UHFRUGLQJ�WHFKQLTXHV�RQ�WKH�DOEXP��DQG�,�
VHH�IURP�WKH�OLQHU�QRWHV�WKDW�%DUWśV�VROR�RQ�
STNKS�ZDV�UHFRUGHG�RQ�DQ�L3KRQH�Ř�WHOO�PH�
D�OLWWOH�PRUH�DERXW�KRZ�WKDW�FDPH�DERXW"

0(��He was just doodling around and 
UHFRUGHG�DQ�LGHD�RQ�KLV�L3KRQH��,W�WXUQHG�
out to be a brilliant solo and a completely 
GLǉHUHQW�VRXQG�UHFRUGHG�WKURXJK�WKH�SKRQH��
VR�ZH�GHFLGHG�WR�NHHS�LW�RQ�WKH�ǊQDO�WUDFN�Ŝ�
LW�ZDV�QHYHU�WKH�LQWHQWLRQ�

$3��'LG�\RX�ƩQG�WKDW�KDYLQJ�VR�PXFK�WLPH�LQ�
WKH�VWXGLR�PDGH�\RX�XVH�PRUH�SURGXFWLRQ�
WRROV�WKDW�\RX�ZRXOGQśW�RWKHUZLVH�KDYH�GRQH"

0(��<HV��WRWDOO\��%XW�LW�VWLOO�KDG�WR�VRXQG�OLNH�
D�VD[RSKRQH�TXDUWHW��VR�PDQ\�RI�WKH�HǉHFWV�
are very subtle or were added in post-
SURGXFWLRQ��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQ�Inner Circle the 
saxophones are constantly moving through 
WKH�VSHDNHUV��,�RQO\�SOD\�IRXU�QRWHV��EXW�WKH\�
are always shifting in a subtle way; it has to 
PDNH�VHQVH�IRU�WKH�PXVLF�

$3��+RZ�PXFK�RI�WKH�SURGXFWLRQ�DUH�\RX�
DEOH�WR�WDNH�LQWR�OLYH�SHUIRUPDQFHV"

3%� When the acoustics of the room aren’t 
too challenging our sound engineer can 
UHSURGXFH�HYHU\WKLQJ��,WşV�QRW�H[DFWO\�WKH�
same as the record because you can also 
hear us acoustically, but for example on 
Inner Circle, he can do the extreme panning 
RI�WKH�VD[RSKRQHV�WKDW�VZLWFKHV�HYHU\�QRWH��
%DUW�NQRZV�KRZ�DOO�WKH�HǉHFWV�RQ�WKH�DOEXP�
work and has worked with our fantastic 
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:KHQ�ZH�SHUIRUP�RQ�WKHVH�
instruments live, there is a 
real sense of respect from the 
audience and an appreciation of 
their unique sound

°

Bart Wirtz 
playing a slide 
saxophone

Artvark performing on instruments made 
in Adolphe Sax’s workshop



VLWXDWLRQ�LV�GLǌFXOW��VR�ZH�MXVW�KDYH�WR�
EH�SDWLHQW��+RZHYHU��ZH�DOZD\V�NHHS�LQ�
touch and I’m sure we’ll be together again 
LQ�WKH�IXWXUH�

$3��'R�\RX�KDYH�DQ\�DGYLFH�IRU�\RXQJ�
SOD\HUV�RQ�KRZ�WR�IRUJH�D�FUHDWLYH�DQG�
VXFFHVVIXO�FDUHHU"

0(� There’s no magic formula – you just 
have to be true to yourself as a performer 
and as a group, and really go for it! I’m 
inspired by a recent interview from 
4XHQWLQ�7DUDQWLQR��ZKHQ�KH�ZDV�DVNHG�
why he made the movies he did, and he 
said he just made the movies he wanted 
WR�VHH�

3%��)LQG�\RXU�RZQ�YRLFH��%H�WUXH�WR�\RXU�
RZQ�YRLFH�DQG�ZKDW�\RX�UHDOO\�ZDQW��
You never know what’s going to happen; 
we never knew we’d end up here with 
$UWYDUN��:KHQ�ZH�VWDUWHG�ZH�MXVW�PDGH�
the best music we could, and then we 
IRXQG�ZH�ZDQWHG�WR�ZULWH�RXU�RZQ�PXVLF��
If you can write your own music, do it, and 
LI�QRW��ǊQG�FRPSRVHUV�WKDW�\RX�UHDOO\�OLNH�

sound engineer, Ted, who has been able to 
SURGXFH�OLYH�HǉHFWV�WKDW�ZH�QHYHU�WKRXJKW�
ZRXOG�EH�SRVVLEOH��:KHQ�ZH�GLG�WKH�ODXQFK�
concert, we had a couple of days to work on 
the live sound so we could get everything 
DV�FORVH�DV�SRVVLEOH�

$3��7HOO�PH�D�OLWWOH�PRUH�DERXW�WKH�
FROODERUDWLYH�ZULWLQJ�SURFHVV�Ř�DUH�DOO�
WKH�SLHFHV�ZRUNHG�RQ�WRJHWKHU�IURP�WKH�
EHJLQQLQJ��RU�GRHV�VRPHRQH�WDNH�WKH�OHDG�
RQ�HDFK�SLHFH"

0(��6RPHRQH�WDNHV�WKH�OHDG��6RPHWLPHV�
they bring a piece that’s already very 
advanced and we just work on it a little, 
or sometimes we end up changing it 
FRPSOHWHO\��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQ�WKLV�GLVF�5ROI�
brought the piece Ubiquitous, but when we 
were in the studio we ended up improvising 
RQ�WKH�ǊQDO�VHFWLRQ��:H�WKHQ�GHFLGHG�WR�XVH�
the improvised material for a new piece, 
so the piece was divided in two and that’s 
where the pieces 8ELTXLWRXV�0�� and 0�� 
FDPH�IURP��9HU\�RFFDVLRQDOO\�WKHUH�PLJKW�
be something that we can’t do live, if we 
overdubbed an extra part for example, and 
then we might end up going back to the 
original version of the music for concerts, 
which sometimes feels like re-learning our 
RZQ�PXVLF��6R�WKHUH�DUH�D�QXPEHU�RI�VWDJHV�
to the compositional process which are 
UHDOO\�LQWHUHVWLQJ�

3%� 8ELTXLWRXV�0���is also interesting 
EHFDXVH�ZH�ZDQWHG�WR�FUHDWH�D�PXǍHG�
JURRYH��:H�WULHG�SXWWLQJ�D�FORWK�LQ�WKH�
saxophone and we liked it so much we kept 
LW�LQ�WKH�ǊQDO�UHFRUGLQJ��:H�DOVR�GR�WKLV�
ZKHQ�SOD\LQJ�WKH�SLHFH�OLYH�

$3��7KHUH�DUH�VRPH�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WUDFN�
QDPHV�RQ�WKH�DOEXP�Ř�FDQ�\RX�WHOO�PH�
ZKHUH�WKH\�FDPH�IURP"

0(��M81 and M64 are galaxies – M81 
contains The Great Bear and M64 is the 
Black Eye Galaxy, which rotates in two 
GLǉHUHQW�GLUHFWLRQV�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��
meaning new stars are still being formed at 
LWV�FHQWUH��/LNH�ZLWK�WKH�PXVLF��ZH�GLVFXVVHG�
all the titles and artwork very carefully, 
because we wanted everything on the 
DOEXP�WR�KDYH�WKH�VDPH�IHHOLQJ��7KH�FRYHU�
was designed by a fantastic Flemish artist, 
Katrien de Blauwer, and again it has this 
feeling of movement and repetition and 
the same feel as the music, so inspiration 
FDQ�FRPH�IURP�DOO�GLǉHUHQW�SODFHV�DQG�DUW�
IRUPV�

$3��'LG�WKH�SDQGHPLF�PHDQ�\RX�VSHQW�
PRUH�WLPH�WRJHWKHU�WKDQ�XVXDO"

3%��7RWDOO\��(YHU\WKLQJ�ZDV�IRUELGGHQ�
initially and we couldn’t have the group in 
one room, so we felt completely lost, going 
IURP�HYHU\WKLQJ�WR�QRWKLQJ�RYHUQLJKW��$IWHU�
three months we were able to be together 

again and start writing new pieces, and we 
could take advantage of the time to work 
UHDOO\�KDUG�RQ�WKH�DOEXP��:H�ZHUHQşW�MXVW�
working on the album during this time 
though, but also on other new projects that 
ZLOO�KDSSHQ�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH��:H�ZHUH�OXFN\�WR�
KDYH�D�YHU\�SURGXFWLYH�WLPH�

$3��<RX�FROODERUDWH�ZLWK�ORWV�RI�GLƨHUHQW�
SHRSOH�Ř�KRZ�GR�\RX�FKRRVH�\RXU�
FROODERUDWRUV"
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7KHUHoV�QR�PDJLF�IRUPXOD�s�\RX�MXVW�KDYH�
to be true to yourself as a performer and 
DV�D�JURXS��DQG�UHDOO\�JR�IRU�LW

3%��The choice of who we work with is 
EHFRPLQJ�PRUH�DQG�PRUH�LPSRUWDQW��,WşV�D�
KXJH�DPRXQW�RI�WLPH��HǉRUW�DQG�PRQH\�WR�
bring a project to life, so it’s very important 
ZKR�ZH�ZRUN�ZLWK��,I�ZH�FROODERUDWH�ZLWK�
VRPHRQH��LWşV�EHFDXVH�ZH�UHDOO\�ZDQW�WR�

0(��We’ve become very picky!

$3��&DQ�\RX�WHOO�PH�DERXW�DQ\�IXWXUH�
FROODERUDWLRQ�SODQV"

0(��,Q�-XQH��ZH�GHYHORSHG�D�QHZ�
programme with a poet in the north of 
+ROODQG�ZKHUH�WKH\�DOVR�VSHDN�D�GLǉHUHQW�
ODQJXDJH�Ŝ�)ULVLDQ��+H�ZULWHV�SRHWU\�ERWK�
in Dutch and Frisian, and we had a great 
opportunity to open the International 
Poetry Festival in Rotterdam, but this is 
project we’re going to take to other stages 
DV�ZHOO��:HşUH�DOVR�FROODERUDWLQJ�ZLWK�DQ�
organ player, and we want to revisit a past 
collaboration with Claron McFadden, who 
is an outrageously good classical soprano 
ZKR�FDQ�DOVR�UHDOO\�VLQJ�WKH�EOXHV�

3%��We’ve learnt to plan far ahead, so 
we’ve already got a project with Artvark, 
string orchestra and percussion planned 
IRU�������DQG�ZHşUH�UHDOO\�ORRNLQJ�IRUZDUG�
WR�LW��:H�UHDOO\�ZDQW�WR�SOD\�ZLWK�WKH�
$SROOR�6D[RSKRQH�4XDUWHW�DJDLQ�DV�ZHOO�Ŝ�
we miss those guys! Maybe we’ll even do 
another album together, but the current 

0(��Finding your own voice is really a case 
RI�ǊQGLQJ�ZKDW�\RX�OLNH�DQG�ZKDW�PDWWHUV�
WR�\RX��,WşV�QRW�MXVW�PXVLFDO�HLWKHU�Ŝ�RQH�
of the reasons Artvark works is we’re all 
JUHDW�IULHQGV��:KHQ�\RX�ǊQG�SHRSOH�\RX�
can hang out with and make music with, 
that’s an absolutely golden combination 
DQG�\RX�VKRXOG�LQYHVW�LQ�LW��7KRVH�DUH�WKH�
important things if you want a long-term 
UHODWLRQVKLS��,WşV�WKH�VDPH�IRU�DUWLVWLF�DQG�
EXVLQHVV�SDUWQHUV��)RU�H[DPSOH��ZH�KDYH�D�
good long-term relationship with a festival 
director, because he is just like us; he 
wants to make a unique experience for the 
IHVWLYDO��,I�\RXşUH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�RWKHU�SHRSOH�
and what they do, then they’ll be more 
LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�\RX��)HVWLYDO�GLUHFWRUV�KDYH�VR�
many people contacting them; if you want 
to play somewhere, at least go and check it 
RXW�ǊUVW�

3%��'RQşW�EH�DIUDLG�RI�KDUG�ZRUN��,W�WDNHV�D�
long time to practise and develop ideas – be 
SDWLHQW��GHWHUPLQHG�DQG�VWLFN�WR�WKH�SODQ��Q

Artvark’s latest album, Mother of Thousand, 
is available on vinyl or CD directly from the 
quartet by emailing info@artvarksq.com.  
It is also available on all major downland 
and streaming platforms. You can watch 
YLGHRV�RI�WKH�ƲUVW�WKUHH�VLQJOHV�RQ�WKH�DOEXP�� 
A Slide’s Nest, Inner Circle and STNKS  
on YouTube and the quartet’s website:  
www.artvarksq.com


