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When Karen Bogardus finally decided that she wanted 
something new in her marriage, she printed out her résumé, 
headed over to The York Theatre and hightailed it down 
to the stage. There, she quickly identified the man whom 
she was pursuing: Matt Castle, music director and pianist 
for the off-Broadway production of LingoLand. They had 
never met before. Still, such formalities didn’t deter her. 
The introductions were barely out of their mouths when 
Bogardus blurted out a long-festering question. 
 “She walked right up to me,” Castle recalls, “and 
basically said, ‘Here’s my résumé. Do you want to play 
chamber music with me and my husband?’” The pianist 
laughs, remembering the hasty inception of the trio that 
will perform a free concert together on August 23 in 
Saranac, N.Y., to initiate the twentieth anniversary season 

of Hill & Hollow Music. “I didn’t know at the time that 
they had been seeking a third musician to form a trio for a 
long time. On that night, the initial meeting was really as 
straightforward as that.”
 Except there wasn’t anything straightforward about 
it. Not below the surface, anyway. Unexpected proposals 
do not form a chamber ensemble by themselves. Such a 

tender and close-knit art form demands the confluence of 
so many streams: the right cohesion of communication, the 
right interplay of sounds, the right degree of confidence to 
offer ideas mixed with the right level of humility to accept 
suggestions. Even under the most mundane circumstances, 
a chamber group’s creation remains a tightrope walk. 
 And this collaboration would be anything but mundane. 
To begin with, there were the instruments to consider. 
Bogardus plays the flute. Her husband, Orlando Wells, is 
adept on both violin and viola. Add Castle’s piano to the 
mix, and the result is a trio for which very few trios are 
written. The total number of original flute-violin-piano 
compositions appears to be countable on two hands. 
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Like a gemstone, this talented trio 
was years in the making.
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Then there was the genre jump. Castle hadn’t performed 
classical music in fi ve years. Instead, he had fi lled the New 
York City spotlight as an actor, music director, and pianist 
in multiple productions, including the Broadway revival of 
Company. Bogardus and Wells, too, had found success in 
the Big Apple’s showbiz scene, playing for shows ranging 
from The Phantom of the Opera to Wicked. Shifting back 
to their classical roots would require a stylistic move for 
all of them.
 Finally, there was the question of working together. 
Wells and Bogardus were married, but they had never 
played classical music side-by-side in an ensemble of 
such intimacy. Furthermore, there were no promises that 
the addition of Castle, this invited interloper walking 
into the existing bonds between spouses, would fl ow 
smoothly. With all of the members retaining their jam-
packed personal performance schedules, there wasn’t 
even an assurance that the three musicians would ever 
have time to rehearse.
 Still, they decided to try. And perhaps there was 
something prophetic in the name that they adopted 
for themselves: Emerald Trio. Castle said that the 
label carried no particularly profound meaning for 
the small group, other than the fact that an Internet 
search revealed no other trio using this title. Yet there 
is no denying the fact that in nature, emeralds form 
primarily below the earth’s surface. Deep within 
veins and deposits, they grow one molecule at a time, 
each component adding something unique until the 
whole thing becomes a precious gemstone.
 A comparable process occurred within the trio. 
Some of the molecules were formed before the three 
musicians joined forces, foundational blocks that 
came from each artist’s omnivorous musical tastes and 
talents. Performing in ensembles for musical theatre 
productions fi lled the bulk of their time when they met 
one another, but the sum of their backgrounds went 
far beyond the orchestra pits. All three had received 
substantial classical training. Yet all three also took this 
training on remarkably divergent pathways. 
 Bogardus spent eight years in Mexico, holding 
principal fl ute positions with three ensembles and 
associate principal positions with two others. Upon 
returning to New York, she gained principal fl ute chairs 
in several opera companies, performed chamber music 
in the Carnegie Hall Making Music series, and became 
a chamber music coach at the 92nd Street Y. Wells, 
after studying in the studio of revered violist Michael 
Tree, played everywhere from the St. Luke’s Chamber 
Orchestra to the Radio City Christmas Spectacular 
Orchestra. He also found a niche playing viola with the 
versatile New York-based Sweet Plantain String Quartet.
 As for Castle, a career holding several academic posts 
yielded to a more recent vocation as a sough-after music 
director. In the past 15 years, he’s ushered more than 100 
new musicals into existence, and orchestrated specialty 
numbers for spotlight stars from Kristin Chenoweth to 
Deborah Voigt. And even while focusing on theatrical 
ventures, he emphasizes the fact that his classical stylings 
remained strong. “A lot of musical theatre piano books 
come from composers with classical backgrounds,” he 
explains. “So they absolutely do require classical chops.”
Yet it’s the other molecules, the building blocks that go 
beyond mere experience and willingness to explore diverse 
repertoire, that truly give the Emerald Trio its luster. Each 
one is distinct. And each one is altered somewhat by its 
interactions with the others. 
 “We bring a common language, but we also bring 
different traits,” Castle states. “Karen likes getting together 
to rehearse the most. She is very precise, an extraordinary 
technician. Orlando brings muscularity, a very robust and 
intense sound, but an easygoing musicianship at the same 
time. The music just pours out of him, just like it does with 
[cellist] Lynn Harrell. With me, I’m often the one with an 

eye on the big picture. That comes from playing the piano. 
I play a mini-orchestra, so I’m always thinking about how 
everything fi ts.”
 Together, those focal points produce a now-familiar 
pattern in the group’s practice sessions. “Karen will ask 
to play the piece slowly to break down the rhythms,” 
Castle says. “Orlando will ask to play it once all the way 
through to get the fl ow of the music.” He laughs. “And 
I’ll probably say four-letter words and promise to get it 
right the next time.”
 And somehow, these disparate forces manage to bubble 
away from the sight of any audience and, throughout 
Emerald Trio’s eight years of creation together, generate 
something new. “Listening to our old performances, I’m 
aware of us all making an effort to listen to each other and 
to be right,” the pianist notes. “Now, I hear a more unifi ed 
utterance. We don’t worry if we fall off for a moment. It 
comes from knowing the pieces so deeply now. You get to 
know each piece like a friend.” 

 The circle of friends is expanding, too. Emerald 
Trio counts around 20 pieces in their repertoire now, an 
impressive fi gure when remembering the scant number 
of compositions scored for the trio’s instrumentation. 
Their catalog today brings a fl ea market’s worth of 
variety: an arrangement of a little-known eighteenth 
century opera overture, a sonata by twentieth century 
Czech composer Bohuslav Martinů, a suite of Broadway 
highlights that Castle compiled, a partita by Italian-
American writer Paul Creston. 
 There’s a healthy dosage of today’s music, too, 
composers of this era leaving their footprints on this 
instrumental setup. In Saranac, these ink-still-barely-
dry compositions comprise the bulk of their program, an 
introductory course on names to remember within the 
modern classical universe. 
 For instance, there’s the New York City-born 
multi-instrumentalist Dan Cooper, a former assistant 
to electronic music trailblazer Otto Luening who now 
receives recognition as an innovator in his own right. 
There’s Carolyn Steinberg, the fl utist/composer whose 
musical infl uences span from J.S. Bach to Latin jazz. 
There’s Detroit-raised Joseph Pehrson, a founding director 
of the Composers Concordance, a still-active organization 
focused on premiering high-quality works by new 
composers just starting out in the fi eld. 
 There’s Davide Zannoni, a man with roots curling back 
to days of playing drums at jazz clubs. His newest work, 
Passions of the Present, will receive its world premiere 
at the Saranac concert, designed specifi cally for Emerald 
Trio’s stay in the North Country. There’s Gene Pritsker, 
intellectually suave but still accessible for anyone hanging 
on for a depths-probing ride in his writing.
 And there’s Castle himself, who in this concert presents 
an arranger’s equivalent of juggling fl aming torches 
blindfolded: a three-instrument version of Igor Stravinsky’s 
sonically rabid “Infernal Dance” from The Firebird. “In my 
fi rst draft, I tried to include every note that the orchestra 
played,” Castle says of the vast symphonic work. He laughs. 
“That was a terrible idea. I still remember the fi rst time we 
tried reading through it. We didn’t have a chance.” 
 Undeterred, Castle tried again. This time, a different 
strategy produced the desired outcome. “I went back to 
the drawing board,” he recalls, “and I cut about three-
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quarters of the notes. And it’s still very 
difficult for us to play. There are a lot of 
interlocking rhythms. If one of us makes a 
move, the others have to react and follow 
suit. We spend a lot of time in rehearsals 
finessing the intonation, too. That makes 
or breaks the piece.”
 To Castle, all of the compositions in 
their quiver have one thing in common, an 
attribute giving the group a distinct creative 
advantage over many other ensembles. “The 
fact that there are so few pieces written for 
our instrumentation means that there are no 
real ground rules with which to approach 
a piece,” the pianist explains. “We get to 
avoid preconceived notions. We get to just 
pick up the piece and start exploring it.” 
 Ideally, they’d like to continue that 
process deep into the future. They also 
intend to keep pursuing their myriad 
individual performance and pedagogical 
ventures — “That’s what pays the bills,” 
Castle declares — and there’s no doubt that 
doing so will continue to throw boulders 
in the pathway of scheduling their group’s 

rehearsals and performances. Still, Castle 
emphasizes that the three musicians share 
a full-fledged commitment toward making 
Emerald Trio a long-term pursuit. 
 “We’ve never had a specific plan,” he 
states, “and we don’t have one now. But I 
can tell you that when we work together, 
we all add something to both challenge us 
and balance us. We have a constant flow of 
energy that I love. We are all adventurers 
in our own way.” Below Emerald Trio’s 
surface, the formation continues, one 
molecule at a time. And from this evolution 
comes jewels of a rarely prospected 
composite of sounds, emerging into 
daylight in different shades but with a 
shared awareness that each gem is, in its 
own way, quite precious.

Emerald Trio performs a free concert 
on August 23 at 4 p.m. inside the United 
Methodist Church in Saranac, N.Y. For 
more information, call (518) 293-7613, 
e-mail hillholl@hughes.net, or visit www.
hillandhollowmusic.org.


