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Divertimento (Cassatio) in C major, Op.1 No.6 (Hob.III:6, c1758)            Franz Joseph Haydn 

               (1732 – 1809)                      

 Presto assai 

 Menuetto 

 Adagio 

 Menuetto 

 Finale:- Presto 

 

Because the earliest quartets we generally hear nowadays are by Haydn we tend to assume that he invented 

them himself. But like most Art forms the string quartet evolved over a period of time, and through the work of 

more than one musician. During the first half of the eighteenth century the principal medium for chamber music 

was the trio sonata, and the most important development towards a new type of ensemble was the removal of 

the harpsichord continuo. On the other hand, the size of an orchestra could vary in number right down to one 

player per part (“never less than four”, according to one eminent scholar). In fact, when Haydn's Op.1 were first 

published (in Paris, by Louis-Balthasar de la Chevardière in 1764) they were described as Six simphonies ou 

quatours dialogués pour deux violons, alto viola & basse obligés. composés par Mr. Hayden. Indeed, one of 

these works – together with two more from Op.2 – originally included wind parts, and so do not properly belong 

in these sets at all (whilst another, now known as “Op.0”, was inadvertently omitted by Pleyel when re-ordering 

all the quartets in 1801). Furthermore, Haydn himself did not use the term quartet until much later, all of his 

first twenty or so “quartets” being listed in his own catalogue as Divertimenti or Divertimenti a quattro. 

Certainly the music in Opp. 0, 1, and 2 is serenade-like in character, with little trace of the rigorous working out 

of material which we associate with his more fully fledged masterpieces. These earlier compositions all have 

five short movements rather than four, two of which are minuets of clearly contrasting tempo and spirit. Usually 

they are in turn separated by a slow movement in the character of an operatic aria, providing a pleasing symmetry 

to each work as a whole. Here we have a particularly exquisite example, with the first violin's cantilena 

delicately accompanied pizzicato in true serenade style. 

 

 

Quartet in C sharp minor, Op.131 (1826)                                                Ludwig van Beethoven

 (1770 – 1827)  

No.1: Adagio ma non troppo e molto espressivo –  

No.2: Allegro molto vivace – 

No.3: Allegro moderato – adagio –  

No.4: Andante ma non troppo e molto cantabile – Andante moderato e lusinghiero – Adagio –  

  Allegretto – Adagio ma non troppo e semplice – Allegretto –   

No.5: Presto – 



No.6: Adagio quasi un poco andante –  

No.7: Allegro  

 

It would not have seemed inappropriate had Beethoven drawn his career to an apocalyptic close in 1823 with 

the Missa Solemnis and the “Choral” Symphony. Yet such a questing mind could hardly have sought rest at 

such a time of achievement. He evidently did not see the ninth symphony as his last, since another was planned 

(and started) – as also were other large scale works, including an oratorio. But among sketches for the Ninth 

was some material which later assumed significance: notably the main subject of the rejected instrumental 

finale, which eventually found its way to the corresponding point in the A minor quartet (Op.132). But there 

also appeared ideas specifically intended for a string quartet, such that soon after the first performance of the 

symphony (on 7th May 1824) a quartet in E flat (Op.127) was eventually begun – no doubt encouraged by an 

unfulfilled commission: it was in November 1822 when Prince Nikolas Galitzin (a wealthy Russian nobleman 

and patron of music, as well as the cellist of the St Petersburg Quartet) invited Beethoven to write him “one, 

two, or three new quartets, for which I should be delighted to pay you whatever you think adequate”! Three 

years later the E flat, A minor, and B flat quartets (Opp.127, 132 and 130 respectively) were all ready – but 

Beethoven only ever received the 50 ducats agreed for the first of them. This was probably completed in 

February 1825, nearly fifteen years after its predecessor (the F minor, Op.95), and marks the beginning of his 

total withdrawal into the private and intimate world of the String Quartet: from now until the end of his life he 

was to write for no other medium (with the exception of a few vocal canons and two or three short piano pieces). 

So it was that with Op.127 he turned his back on every “public” musical form: it is as if the creating of this 

work drew him into an inner region of utterly personal communion with quartet texture, but a place from which, 

two years later, he emerged with Op.135 as a Being somehow relieved and exorcised – rather akin to Samson, 

“Calm of mind, all passion spent”. 

 

Having fulfilled Prince Galitzin’s commission he was still far from done: despite the increasing agonies suffered 

through guardianship of his nephew Karl – which reached a climax with the youth’s attempted suicide in July 

1826 – he somehow managed to complete yet another quartet around the same time. Who knows how much the 

tone of this work was coloured by his own desperate private struggles – notably so its opening movement. 

Op.131 undoubtedly invites the listener and performer to speculate and muse over its inner “meaning”, to a 

greater extent than usual – and it is for each of us to ponder on our own individual response to so deeply felt a 

personal testament. Over the years it has certainly drawn from a wide range of writers a stream of prose of 

unusually poetic imagination. In the light of which any further scribblings here would be both superfluous and 

disrespectful.  

 

Suffice it to point out that the afore-mentioned opening movement – one more fully worked out fugue – bears 

further witness to Beethoven’s studies of Bach and Palestrina, yet whose sparseness of texture at times 

foreshadows late Shostakovich;  

that its seven movements continue his step by step expansion of the form, from the traditional four in Op.127 

through the five of Op.132 and the six of Op.130;  

that the four-note motto of Opp.130 and 132 has not only developed into Op.131’s main fugue subject, but that 

its original outline has been simultaneously hidden in the key centres of Nos.1 to 4;  

that near the end of No.5 we hear one of the first ever examples of that modernistic device sul ponticello;  

that Franz Schubert specifically requested to have this quartet played to him, days before his death just two 

years later;  

that Beethoven himself considered it his finest;  

that at its centre is another extended set of variations. It could be argued that its predecessor in Op.127 constitutes 

the greatest single movement in the entire group of late quartets, and such is the dominance of this Adagio that 

its length might seem disproportionate within that quartet as a whole. But so many compositions from 

Beethoven’s final period have at their centre of gravity (if not always at their actual physical centre) such an 

extended set of variations, notably all the last quartets except Op.130, the piano sonatas Opp.106/109/111, and 

the Ninth symphony itself. Variation form had by now virtually superseded sonata as Beethoven’s principal 

vehicle for intellectual and emotional expression, bringing with it an almost rhapsodic freedom of tonality and 

thematic development, uninhibited by the rigours and tensions inherent in classical sonata structure. But in terms 

of sheer expressive variety the Andante of the C sharp minor must mark the consummation of his exploits in 

the form – a veritable suite within a suite. Consider Op.131’s impact on these eminent writers: 



 

“the most melancholy sentiment ever expressed in music” (Wagner, on the first movement) 

“I know of few things in music which seem so to transcend temporal existence” (Marion Scott, on the finale’s 

second subject) 

“absolutely new in conception and in the resulting form” (Vincent d’Indy) 

“It has always seemed to musicians that these quartets were the expression of a man who was spiritually no 

longer as other men……The C sharp minor is the most original and the most consistently sublime [of them]. 

This music floods the mind with its beauty….. Beethoven solves with complete success the problem of 

equating variety with unity. In this music Beethoven seems to have escaped from the world of men and to 

have achieved utter spirituality” (Roger Fiske). 

 
 

INTERVAL 

 

 

Quartet No.12 in D flat major, Op.133 (1968)                 Dmitri Shostakovich 

(1906 – 75) 
 Moderato - Allegretto 

 Allegretto - Adagio - Moderato - Allegretto 

 

Here is perhaps the toughest and most complex of all Shostakovich's quartets, standing as it does in a position 

of such crucial importance in his oeuvre as a whole: the progression from the basically diatonic eleventh to the 

completely atonal opening bar of its successor points all too clearly to the changes which had taken place. This 

introductory note-row on the cello does faintly compromise itself by implying a perfect cadence into D flat with 

its last two notes, and indeed it is the eventual head-on conflict with tonality/stability which is a principal source 

of the tensions engendered later. The mood is one of quiet but noble sadness, that provocative note-row relaxing 

immediately into pure D flat major and a sustained cantilena which epitomises the dark, vibrant Russian violin 

sound so characteristic of Dmitri Tsyganov of the Beethoven Quartet (the work's dedicatee). The alternating 

between two unrelated tempi brings to mind a similar technique used by Beethoven himself, and here each of 

the main thematic groups is always associated with its own tempo and metre. And so a change to 3/4 Allegretto 

for the second subject also introduces a new note-row, the presence of which robs the remainder of the 

exposition of any clear tonal centre. Although the lilt of a waltz is suggested here the seemingly contrived 

chromaticism of those themes derived from note-rows gives them a rather awkward angularity, a characteristic 

far removed from Shostakovich's earlier melodic style – the lyrical side of his instrumental writing had 

invariably demonstrated an almost vocal ease and fluency which clearly resulted from the experience of 

composing songs, choral music, and operas. 

 

The unequal proportions of the two movements are inevitable, given a structure which incorporates scherzo,  

Adagio, and finale, as well as an expansion, development, and recapitulation of motifs from the shorter first 

movement. Yet the two parts of the quartet do complement each other in a curiously satisfying way. The timeless 

calm at the end of the first movement is immediately undermined by flaming Thor-like hammer swings, 

propelling a germ cell which entirely dominates the “scherzo” section, generating its vital rhythmic impetus. 

After a dense inferno, featuring thrillingly dissonant double-stops supported by a torrent of note-rows in swirling 

sul ponticello sextuplets, all the activity eventually winds down, leaving the cello to introduce the Adagio with 

an impassioned soliloquy; this is punctuated by a muted chant in parallel triads from the other players which 

gradually assumes equal prominence as a climax is reached. All magically subsides onto a chord of A major, 

out of which an extraordinary passage emerges with another new note-row played pizzicato; this Moderato 

section gradually turns out to be a development of the whole work. The pizzicato line is unrelenting; each pluck 

like a knife stab, twisting the tension to breaking point and exploding into violent chords made up of all twelve 

pitches. After a reference to the Adagio chant the music looks back even further to the first subject material of 

the opening movement, reflecting nostalgically on the past before the final great assault is made. Formally we 

are already witnessing a giant recapitulation of both first movement and “scherzo”: as the germ cell slowly and 

questioningly comes to life again there begins a long controlled crescendo which is surely one of the most 

serenely joyful passages Shostakovich ever wrote. What was once crazy and without tonality is now surely, 

confidently – obsessively even – in D flat; with the struggle won at last, the quartet goes wild with exultation. 



 

The twelfth quartet is among the few major works of Shostakovich's final years which are not predominantly 

dark in tone; indeed, it is as powerful and virile as anything in his entire output, striking a note of genuine 

heroism which is so sadly absent from much that followed. Such is the final tragedy of the man that never again 

did he feel quite so moved to express in his music such a tremendous zest for life. Yet not everyone sees the 

work in this way: for some the end represents a desperate, manic struggle which is ultimately hollow and 

therefore depressing. As with so many of his earlier “optimistic” conclusions there may well be an ambivalent 

meaning here; another example of Shostakovich speaking in opposites? But Maxim has said that "My father 

used the quartet genre for the deepest of his thoughts, for the expression of his most important philosophical 

conceptions. And in this category I would place the fifteen quartets as a lyrical confession of my father". So 

perhaps in the quartets we really should believe what we hear. But each listener must make up his/her own 

mind..... 
© AG 2019 

 

 

 

 
 

 

The original members of the FSQ first sat down together at Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge, in October 1968 – as 

undergraduates during their inaugural term. Their first concert appearance took place in Churchill College the following 

March, ahead of their public debut at the Sheffield Arts Festival in June – making the Fitzwilliam now one of the longest 

established string quartets in the world, and possibly unique in having reached a half-century with an original player still 

on board! The current line-up combines founding member Alan George with a younger generation of performers: 

violinists Lucy Russell (herself celebrating 30 years in the group) and Andrew Roberts, along with former Vellinger 

Quartet cellist Sally Pendlebury. International recognition came early for the FSQ, as the first group to record and 

perform all fifteen Shostakovich string quartets, drawing on the players' personal connection with the composer. The 

quartet has since appeared regularly across Britain, Europe, North America, the Middle and Far East, and Southern 

Africa, as well as making many award winning recordings for Decca, Linn, and Divine Art: perhaps the most novel so far 

has been a jazz-fusion collaboration with German saxophonist/composer Uwe Steinmetz and former Turtle Island 

Quartet violinist Mads Tolling; a return to more traditional fare then saw Bruckner’s String Quintet coupled with his 

early Quartet – begun while Jonathan Sparey was nearing the end of his 37 years as second violinist but delayed by his 

retirement, eventually released thanks to generous sponsorship by the Bruckner Society of America and The Bruckner 

Journal (UK). Also now available are the complete chamber works (so far!) by award winning English composer Liz 

Johnson – including a new quintet which requires five different clarinets! Finally, a long term ambition to record 

Beethoven and Schubert on gut strings – following the success of previous recordings on historical instruments – was 

finally inaugurated in July, with sessions for the latter’s “Death and the Maiden” and A minor quartets (being released as 

part of the anniversary festivities this month); the C minor and G major quartets were recorded last month! Thus does the 

Fitzwilliam remain one of the few prominent quartets to play on older set-ups, yet simultaneously bringing about the 

addition of nearly 60 new works to the repertoire. After graduating from Cambridge in 1971 they accepted their first 

professional appointment, as Quartet in Residence at the University of York, succeeding the celebrated Amadeus.  There, 

the group built a niche for itself in concert venues around Yorkshire and the rest of the United Kingdom, at the same time 

joining a select company of quartets to have emerged under the guidance of Sidney Griller at the Royal Academy of 

Music. 

 

It was only a year into that Residency that the much documented association with Dmitri Shostakovich first catapulted 

the Quartet into the public eye. The composer travelled to York to hear their second performance of his thirteenth quartet, 

and this musical friendship (the composer’s own word!) prospered through correspondence, and the presentation of his 

final two quartets, which he wrote in the years immediately following that visit. Sadly, a carefully planned trip to spend a 

week with the composer in Moscow was necessarily abandoned when he died in August 1975.  Benjamin Britten 

afterwards reported (just before his own death) that Shostakovich had told him the Fitzwilliam were his “preferred 

performers of my quartets”! Complete cycles were given in a number of major centres, including London, New York, 

and Montréal. A new recording of the last three quartets was specially released by Linn in November, to celebrate 

“FSQ@50” year – alongside the imminent Schubert disc. Whilst their pre-eminence in the interpretation of Shostakovich 

has persisted, the authority gained has also been put at the service of diverse other composers, from the early 17th 

century to the present day. Their involvement in 2013 with celebrating Britten's centenary, and before that the chamber 

works of Delius and Grainger, are only the more recent manifestations of the players’ enthusiasm for using anniversaries 

to promote less familiar music: following Vaughan Williams in 2008, it would appear that Britain has gradually taken its 



place alongside Russia and Vienna as a principal area of speciality; while in 2015 they looked further north, to honour 

the joint 150th birthdays of Glazunov, Sibelius, and Carl Nielsen. Beethoven may well follow this year…… 

 

Having been Quartet-in-Residence at York for twelve years, at Warwick for three, and at Bucknell (Pennsylvania, USA) 

from 1978, their university work continues at Fitzwilliam College Cambridge, and now at St Andrews – which incorporates 

an annual quartet course, alongside their regular coaching weekend at Benslow Music (Hitchin). They have also been 

granted their own chamber music festival in the famous “book town” of Hay-on-Wye. The 2018/19 season began with an 

exceptionally busy September, which included six performances in just one week: a concentration of events to herald the 

quartet’s 50th anniversary season itself (2018/9) – taking in a concert back in Cambridge on March 2nd, 50 years to the day 

after that debut performance!  

 

www.fitzwilliamquartet.com 

 

 

Shostakovich Quartets 13, 14, 15, released by Linn Records on 25th October,  
copies of double-CD album available this evening 

Schubert A minor and D minor quartets to be released in February – advance copies also available! 

 

 

http://www.fitzwilliamquartet.com/

