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LUNCHTIME MUSIC SERIES

Carducci String Quartet
Shostakovich String Quartet Cycle

SAT 6 - THURS 11 AUGUST 1PM
ST JOHN’S PRIORY

Programme I
Saturday 6 August

String Quartet no. 1
String Quartet no. 2

Duration 65 mins approx. 
(without interval)

Programme II
Sunday 7 August

String Quartet no. 3
String Quartet no. 4

Duration 65 mins approx. 
(without interval)

Programme III
Monday 8 August

String Quartet no. 5
String Quartet no. 6

Duration 60 mins approx. 
(without interval)

Programme IV
Tuesday 9 August 

String Quartet no. 7
String Quartet no. 8
String Quartet no. 9

Duration 75 mins approx. 
(without interval)

Programme V
Wednesday 10 August 

String Quartet no. 10
String Quartet no. 11
String Quartet no. 12

Duration 70 mins approx. 
(without interval)

Programme VI
Thursday 11 August 

String Quartet no. 13
String Quartet no. 14
String Quartet no. 15

Duration 90 mins approx. 
(including short interval)
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Dimitri Shostakovich
The Complete String Quartets

Of all the formats at a composer’s disposal 
it is widely regarded that the string 
quartet is the most difficult and the most 
personal. Basically, there are just four 
notes, with the occasional chord at the 
writer’s disposal with which to conjure 
up musical ideas. The range of sound is 
narrow, producing an intimacy for players 
and listeners. However, this very challenge 
has led to the creation of some of the 
finest musical works of all time, with a 
small number of cycles of quartets among 
the world’s greatest music. By the time 
Shostakovich tackled the medium he 

was 31 and recognised as one of the 
leading composers of his day, with five 
symphonies, some operas and other 
works to his credit, indeed he had reached 
the opus number of 49 published works 
already. He intended to tackle a complete 
quartet cycle, with one in each of the 24 
major and minor keys, following Bach’s 
example. It was a scheme he achieved 
with his Twenty-Four Preludes and Fugues 
for Piano (1950–1951), However ill health 
would prevent him completing his quartet 
programme, with 15 diverse works to his 
credit, each in a different key.

Programme I

String Quartet no. 1 in C major, op. 49
i. Moderato
ii. Moderato
iii. Allegro molto
iv. Allegro

Shostakovich wrote his first Quartet in 
Leningrad (now St Petersburg again) 
in the summer of 1938, completing it 
on 17 July. He wrote that it was not 
a particularly deep piece: ‘In mood it 
is joyful, merry, lyrical. I would call it 
“Spring like”’, and he explained he had 
visualised ‘childhood scenes, somewhat 
naive and bright moods associated with 
spring’. The first performance was given 
by the Glazunov Quartet on 10 October 
in Leningrad; this was followed by the 

Moscow premiere on 16 November by the 
Beethoven Quartet, beginning a lifelong 
association between the composer and 
this outstanding ensemble. The Quartet 
is one of his shortest, lasting a bare 15 
minutes, the third movement scherzo is 
very brief. He admitted to a friend that 
he changed the order of the movements 
during composition, with the original 
first movement becoming the last and 
vice versa. 

A slow, pensive tune launches the first 
movement and is presented twice before 
the cello adds a new rhythm, with a high 
line from the first violin rising above it. 
The music meditates on these ideas at a 
leisurely pace and dies away to a peaceful 
conclusion. The viola is given the theme 
of the second movement, a gently folksy 

Programme Notes
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melody, soon heard in eight variations on 
the theme, shared by all four instruments. 
The brief third movement reflects the 
devilish outbursts heard in his 1934 opera 
Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, 
which had got him into such hot water 
with Stalin. It employs the remote key of 
C sharp minor and whirls away to its brief 
ending. The finale returns to the pastoral 
mood of the first movement but at a 
faster pace, with the cello launching the 
main theme. The other instruments soon 
join in the busy development, with some 
richly scored passages. The music slows 
momentarily but returns to its lively pace 
for its energetic conclusion. 

String Quartet no. 2 in A major, op. 68
i. Overture: Moderato con Moto
ii. Recitative & Romance: Adagio
iii. Valse: Allegro
iv. Theme and variations 

If Shostakovich’s First Quartet was 
something of an amuse-bouche, his 
Second composition was a far more 
serious affair, more than twice as long, 
at 35 minutes the second longest of his 
15 Quartets. He wrote it in the amazingly 
short period of 19 days when he was 
staying in a state holiday town, Ivanova, 
some 200 miles north-east of Moscow, 
in September 1944. With the war turning 
in Russia’s favour, there is a touch of 
defiance in Shostakovich’s writing, 
showing traces of folk music and Eastern 
European Jewish colourations. The first 
performance was given alongside his 
Piano Trio no. 2 op. 67, written at the same 
time, on 14 November. The Beethoven 

String Quartet performed the work; they 
would go on to give the first performances 
of all his Quartets except the last.

Lively, swirling lines launch the first 
movement, with swirling folk-like phrases. 
Shostakovich uses conventional sonata 
form, repeating his opening material 
and then developing his ideas in a 
waltz-like sequence with hints of Jewish 
klezmer-style writing flitting through the 
score. The mood becomes increasingly 
raucous, reflecting the composer’s 
symphonic writing; he had completed 
eight Symphonies by this time. Finally, 
it calms and the main themes are heard 
again in conclusion. The second movement 
opens with a grandiose solo recitative 
played high on the first violin with hushed 
chords from the other instruments. After 
a lengthy presentation they all join in to 
create a richly woven tapestry, before the 
violin’s recitative returns to round off this 
darkly brooding movement.

The cello launches the hushed third-
movement waltz; the first violin responds 
with wispy, flittering lines, utilising the 
second theme from the first movement. 
The music becomes increasingly wild 
and unsettled, ebbing and flowing along 
its ghostly dance before vanishing off 
in the distance. After a sturdy chordal 
opening of the fourth movement, the 
viola is given the theme, moderato con 
moto (moderately, with movement). It 
is a sad melody again in the Russian folk 
tradition and comes from his Second 
Piano Trio, premiered together with 
the Quartet in 1944. The mood becomes 
brisker as the music breaks into a series 
of clever variations on the tune, 13 in all. 
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The dramatic mood swings from explosive 
to placid, with strong dance-like rhythms 
along the way. 

Programme II

String Quartet no. 3 in F major, op. 73
i. Allegretto
ii. Moderato con moto
iii. Allegro non troppo
iv. Adagio
v. Moderato – Adagio  

Fresh authoritarian problems were 
gathering in 1946; Stalin had appointed 
Zdhanov as his culture minister and he 
was insisting on music to reflect the 
Communist government, banning anything 
even slightly experimental or offbeat. 
Shostakovich wrote just the one work in 
1946, this Quartet, and although it was not 
actually on the list of banned works, it is 
likely that he was expecting that fate for 
it, The Third Quartet was not premiered 
until 16 December 1946 by the Beethoven 
Quartet, to whom it is dedicated. 

Its most obvious deviation from the 
Communist strictures is that it is cast in 
five movements, although the fourth and 
fifth are linked (attacca), making then into 
one large panorama. Shostakovich placed 
programme notes over each movement for 
the first performance but then withdrew 
them for good. The first movement stated: 
‘Blithe ignorance of the future cataclysm’; 
the second added: ‘Rumblings of unrest 
and anticipation’, then came ‘Forces of 
war unleashed’; the fourth movement is 
‘In memory of the dead’ and the finale: 
‘The eternal question: why? And why 

not?’ He could hardly have realised how 
appropriate such headings would seem in 
2022.

The Quartet tumbles into action with a 
light and bouncy melody, followed by a 
more passionate tune. They provide the 
subjects for a sonata-form movement 
which is worked out merrily as the 
material intermingles in deft sequences, 
all very cheerfully. Hammering chords 
provide a belligerent start to the second 
movement, a grim scherzo. It builds to 
a threatening climax before dying away 
(morendo) for an unexpectedly placid 
conclusion.

The third movement crashes straight 
in, with wild, warlike figures, shades 
of a dance of death. It is a foretaste of 
the grimmer battle scenes which will 
emerge in his later symphonies. A strong 
blend of whirling pizzicato and staccato 
chords add to the fury and, although 
the pace does slacken, it ends with 
quite a bang. Shostakovich was fond 
of passacaglias, in which a slow theme 
is laid over a repetitive accompanying 
bass-line motto; they appear in a number 
of his works where he wants to create 
a sombre, powerful procession. In his 
fourth movement he uses the technique 
dramatically for a funeral march, with 
the cello to the fore. That instrument 
also provides a bridge to the final, fifth 
movement and sets the pace, moderato. 
The mood is questioning, employing 
variations on its marching rhythms as 
though it was finding it difficult to resolve 
its quest. Moments from the passacaglia 
are recalled. It sinks to an Adagio 
pianissimo bringing in a fanfare-like 
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theme on the first violin, before the whole 
process fades away, morendo (dying 
away). 

String Quartet no. 4 in D major, op. 83
i. Allegretto
ii. Andantino
iii. Allegretto (attaca)
iv. Allegretto

After the Third Quartet, the Communist 
authorities forbade anything that did not 
reflect Socialist Realism, condemning it 
as ‘Formalism’. Shostakovich’s music was 
banned and he lost his professorships 
at the Leningrad and Moscow 
Conservatories. He had to rely on film 
scores and other hack work to earn his 
keep. Then, in February 1949, to his great 
surprise, he received a direct phone call 
from Stalin asking the composer to be 
among Soviet artists attending the World 
Peace Conference in New York. He very 
nervously explained that his music at the 
time was banned, but four days before 
his departure in March, his works were 
reinstated on Stalin’s order. The trip was 
a success and on his return Shostakovich 
got to work on his Fourth Quartet, 
completing it on 27 December that year. 
He handed the Beethoven Quartet the 
score and they gave the first performance 
on 10 February 1950. The work was 
then played on 15 May to members of 
the Committee for Artistic Affairs and 
their antagonistic reaction persuaded 
Shostakovich to withdraw the work. After 
Stalin’s death on 5 March 1953, controls 
were eased considerably and the Quartet 
was finally heard in public on 3 December 

1953, after the Fifth Quartet had already 
received its premiere. 

Having treated the Jewish population, 
many of which held senior jobs in 
government, quite well, Stalin changed 
his views in the late 1940s in reaction to 
the founding of Israel and other political 
events and banned Jewish practices and 
culture. He attacked Jewish affairs in 
Pravda in September 1948 and a barrage 
of condemnations appeared in the paper 
during 1949. Shostakovich was attracted 
to Jewish music and this shows up clearly 
in the Fourth Quartet, another reason why 
he withheld it during Stalin’s lifetime. 

A slow, winding theme on the two violins 
launches the short first movement, rising 
to a climax before sinking to a more 
tranquil if melancholic presentation, 
with an Eastern or even Jewish tinge 
to its harmonies. A new, lyrical melody 
emerges and the ideas are blended as 
the movement extends some rich chords 
before dying away. The first violin opens 
the second movement, providing a wistful 
waltz over a two-note accompaniment as 
it carries out its dreamy proceedings. A 
pulsing accompaniment sets the pace for 
the third movement, again presenting a 
soulful tune until a louder, dancing theme 
emerges led by the cello, as a staccato 
theme leads to a pizzicato conclusion. 

The finale is the longest movement of 
the work, almost twice the length of the 
previous movement and following on from 
it without a break. It is one of the finest 
and most exuberant movements in the 
whole cycle. Here the Jewish influence is 
clearly heard in this macabre, rumbustious 
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dance with the folk-tune origins clearly 
enunciated. The excitement gathers 
momentum with a new motto theme and 
gruff comments from the cello and the 
music bowls along with immense vigour. 
A subdued marching theme eventually 
emerges with pizzicato cello comments 
leading into a mysterious passage until 
the music calms down and slides to a 
hushed conclusion, pianissimo and a 
pizzicato finish.

Programme III

String Quartet no. 5 in B flat major, 
op. 92
i. Allegro ma non troppo
ii. Andante
iii. Moderato – Allegretto – Andante

Shostakovich wrote his Fifth Quartet 
in 1952 but did not issue it until after 
Stalin’s death the following May, with 
the Beethoven Quartet giving the first 
performance in November 1953, the work 
being dedicated to them again. It is in 
three continuous movements of about ten 
minutes each and it reflects darkly on the 
unpleasant era of banned works then in 
place. This is the first time Shostakovich 
employs his signature motto using the 
musical letters of his name: D S C H. In 
German notation this represents D, E flat, 
C, B natural. It is easy to spot on many 
occasions in his future works, including 
the Sixth and Eighth Quartets and the 
later symphonies, starting at no. 8. 

A quirky, swaying theme opens the first 
movement which is in sonata form, with 
the second main idea or subject following 

as a more graceful tune; the opening 
sequence or exposition is repeated. Then 
the music plunges into a furious tumult 
with a long climax tumbling about with 
increasing ferocity, fortissimo. The hurly 
burly eventually eases and the gentler 
second subject returns with the cello 
leading, pizzicato. This is expanded on 
and the movement ends peacefully with 
a reference to the DSCH motif and a high 
sustained F on the violin, acting as a 
bridge directly into the second movement. 
It starts with a lyrical tune on the cello 
which is then developed extensively, 
alongside a second theme, in a complex 
display of counterpoint by all four players. 
Brief quotes from his other compositions 
which had been banned in the purge 
can be heard in a yearning andante, 
pianissimo, creating a soulful lament. A 
long chord links the fading lines to the 
finale. A slow introduction is followed by a 
more jolly waltz tune, swinging between 
4/4 and 3/4 tempi. The music gathers pace 
in a frenzied and complex dance with brief 
references to material from the earlier 
movements appearing in the whirling 
cacophony, as well as DSCH. Finally the 
waltz runs out of steam and the Quartet 
ends with the cello pianissimo as the 
music finally fades away. 

String Quartet no. 6 in G major op. 101
i. Allegretto
ii. Moderato con moto
iii. Lento (attacca)
iv. Lento – Allegretto

Shostakovich’s wife Nina died suddenly 
in December 1954 and his mother passed 
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away the following year. Matters did 
improve however: at the Twentieth 
Congress of the Communist Party on 26 
February 1956 the new leader, Nikita 
Khrushchev, denounced Stalin. Then, 
that July, Shostakovich married again, 
unexpectedly. It would not last long, they 
divorced in 1959, but for the moment 
he could enjoy a new honeymoon in the 
countryside during August 1956, and it 
was there he wrote his Sixth Quartet. It 
proved to be largely a happy, carefree 
composition reflecting his recent wedding. 
It was first given in Leningrad on 7 
October 1956 by the Beethoven Quartet. 
No dedication appears on the score 
though Shostakovich told a friend it was 
for himself: ‘for my fiftieth birthday!’

The viola is given the opening theme to 
announce: a charming pastorale with 
a touch of French 18th-century music to 
it. It is discussed widely among the four 
instruments until another idea appears, 
with a gruff feeling to its lines. The ideas 
are both developed until the pace slackens 
and the music drifts to a pianissimo 
conclusion. The second movement 
continues the mood with a lilting theme 
on the first violin accompanied darkly 
by the lower strings. A new high-pitched 
tune then appears on the first violin with 
pizzicato accessories which are sprinkled 
through the material as they waltz away 
in changing moods.

The third movement Lento brings the 
heart of the work. Its dark theme on the 
cello could be a love-motif and it becomes 
a passacaglia, with a strongly fugal line 
to its mutterings. However, along the 
way, Shostakovich quotes briefly from 

Prokofiev’s Second Quartet from 1942. 
Prokofiev had died on the same day as 
Stalin, 5 March 1953, but Shostakovich 
never offered any explanation for this 
unexpected quotation. The music moves 
straight into the final movement without 
a break. The first violin opens the action 
with a long, sinuous solo that turns into 
a lilting tune. This is succeeded by a 
bouncing dance with a noisy fortissimo 
climax. Matters calm down and the viola 
brings in another dance which leads 
into a new sequence before a change 
of tempo to Andante and a new idea on 
cello, mysterious and secretive. Activities 
slow down pianissimo and the music ends 
muted and abruptly.

Programme IV

String Quartet no. 7 in F sharp minor, 
op. 108
i. Allegretto
ii. Lento
iii. Allegro – Allegretto

This is Shostakovich’s shortest quartet, 
lasting around 13 minutes. It is played 
without a break and although labelled 
as three movements the third is in two 
parts, almost making it a four-movement 
work, although rather brief. The first 
performance was given by the Beethoven 
Quartet in Leningrad on 15 May 1960. It 
is dedicated to his first wife who died 
following a cancer operation in 1954; it 
would have been her 50th birthday had 
she survived. The key of F sharp minor is 
often associated with pain and suffering 
– Bach used it in his St John Passion – and 
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Shostakovich decided to head the score ‘In 
Memoriam’, making a connection with his 
wife’s demise. 

The first violin opens the Quartet with a 
lithe, perky motto with the others adding 
a rhythmic staccato accompaniment. 
The cello then takes the lead, providing a 
counterpoint to the first idea in fleeting, 
flashing lines, like facets of a cut-stone 
gem. The first violin adds pizzicato ideas 
creating a frisson of nervous energy. This 
leads into the brief second movement with 
strange high lines from the first violin. 
The cello adds a slow idea ad the phrases 
move along slowly, intertwining until 
the music comes to a quick conclusion. 
The third movement follows on with a 
fleeting theme fortissimo on the viola. 
This develops into a canon and a powerful, 
noisy dance leading into a huge climax 
involving fast, loud, chattering lines. The 
pace then slows to Allegretto as the first 
violin presents a twisting, twining melodic 
line, alongside a limping waltz theme. 
Following its presentation the material 
slows again, pizzicato, and the short work 
ends with the themes expiring slowly. 

String Quartet no. 8 in C minor, op. 110
i. Largo
ii. Allegro molto
iii. Allegretto
iv. Largo
v. Largo

Shostakovich’s Eight Quartet is probably 
the best known of the series and had 
its first performance in Leningrad on 2 
October 1960 with the Beethoven Quartet. 
Its origins lay in a visit the composer made 

to Dresden earlier that year. ‘Dresden 
made a terrific impact on me, the frightful 
and senseless destruction’ he later wrote, 
and admitted that he had worked out the 
Quartet in his head during the three-day 
visit.

The subject matter is openly 
autobiographical: ‘You can write on the 
cover: “Dedicated to the memory of the 
composer of this quartet”’ he commented. 
There are personal clues throughout the 
work, with quotations from earlier works 
and his motif ‘DSCH’ (employing the notes: 
D, E flat, C, B). There are also references 
to his First, Third and Tenth Symphonies, 
the First Cello Concerto, the Second Piano 
Trio and even an aria from his opera Lady 
Macbeth of the Mtsensk District (1934, but 
banned for many years).

The music is written in five short 
movements without any breaks and 
opens with a dark lament involving the 
DSCH notes. One could imagine this 
accompanying a contemplation of the 
ruins of Dresden. Then anger breaks out 
and the motif takes on a fast, wild pace, 
starting the rapid second movement. It is 
as powerful and unrelenting as anything 
he wrote. The motif then evolves into an 
ironic waltz-like sequence, providing the 
witty third movement, as it dances along 
with more than a touch of irony in its icy 
lines, eventually petering out. A sudden 
loud, staccato reappearance of the DSCH 
motif starts the fourth movement. This 
becomes a richly scored lament with a 
theme from Lady Macbeth emerging 
high on the cello. Further stabbing DSCH 
phrases round off the movement and the 
music slides into the finale, another dark 
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sequence. It reaches a passionate climax 
and then sinks into quiet despair.

String Quartet no. 9 in E flat major, 
op. 117
i. Moderato con moto 
ii. Adagio 
iii. Allegretto
iv. Adagio 
v. Allegro

The Ninth Quartet is the last in a group 
of three which have common elements: 
they are to be played without any break 
between the movements and they are 
dedicated to his family – no. 7 was to 
his first wife, Nina, the second (no. 8) to 
himself and the third (no. 9) to his third 
wife, Irina, whom he married in 1962. 
He had begun work on the Ninth in 1961 
but set it aside; then in the summer of 
1964 he returned to it, finishing it quite 
quickly. The first performance was given 
in Moscow on 20 November 1964 by 
the Beethoven Quartet, alongside the 
premiere of the Tenth Quartet, both 
works being well received. In October 
1964 Brezhnev had ousted Khrushchev 
and the political situation had eased a 
lot in cultural matters in the USSR and 
would remain so for a number of years 
thereafter to Shostakovich’s advantage.

The work is in five movements and is 
written to be played without a break. 
It comprises four short movements, at 
about four minutes each, and a final 
lengthy one, occupying nearly half the 
total time, at about eleven minutes. The 
music starts mysteriously, tranquillo, 
with the first violin presenting a mournful 

theme over a busy accompaniment. This is 
soon followed by a cheekier melody with 
sprightly pizzicato effects. Shostakovich 
then blends these elements into a quiet 
sequence, pp, which builds into a loud 
restatement of the main tune before 
sinking back to its peaceful beginning. 
The second movement is launched by rich 
chords, pianissimo, the viola presents 
the main theme in much the same mood 
as in the mysterious opening movement 
but slower. A climax is developed 
employing sinuous lines, before falling 
back to the first idea as a staccato idea is 
expressed on the first violin. This suddenly 
accelerates for the third movement 
as short phrases create an exuberant 
atmosphere. A frenetic polka-like dance 
develops with pizzicato effects and high 
violin lines.

The pace calms somewhat with sudden 
flashes of sound and the music slows 
down to make way for the second 
movement, Adagio. Muted strings launch a 
rocking melody alternating with dramatic 
pizzicato figures. The violin then starts a 
serpentine melody climbing to its highest 
register. Soothing chords take over as 
the music loses pace. Suddenly a burst 
of energy launches the lengthy finale. 
It comprises five parts, almost a mini-
quartet in its own right, with material 
recollecting the earlier movements. Its 
opening theme is explosively dramatic, 
from which emerges a folk dance with 
swinging phrases and sturdy emphasis, 
the cello taking much of the lead. This 
eventually runs out of steam to be 
replaced by a scurrying new idea which 
is given a whirling, fugal treatment. This 
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energetic section comes to sudden halt as 
the cello announces a new idea featuring 
pizzicato chords. The paces quietly picks 
up speed with subdued mutterings, as a 
new theme with a jolly hunting timbre is 
briefly heard. A powerful new cello idea 
is mixed with this and the music becomes 
forceful and even ferocious at times. 
A dramatic coda emerges as the music 
hurtles along with increasing vigour, 
coming to a sudden full stop.

Programme V

String Quartet no. 10 in A flat, op. 118
i. Andante
ii. Allegretto furioso
iii. Adagio
iv. Allegretto – Andante

In the summer of 1964, Shostakovich 
took a holiday in Dilizhan, a composers’ 
retreat in Armenia. During his sojourn he 
finished work on his Ninth Quartet and 
composed the Tenth, apparently writing it 
in ten days, dedicating it to his friend the 
Warsaw-born composer Moisei Weinberg 
(1919–1996). The first performance was 
given alongside the premiere of the Ninth 
by the Beethoven Quartet on 20 November 
in Moscow, with a repeat in Leningrad the 
following day.
The four-movement Quartet opens with a 
lively fanfare from the first violin, a four-
note motif, with the other instruments 
soon joining in and developing a little 
motto idea – long, short, short (a dactyl). 
The mood is dark and questioning, 
generating a tense excitement. It is 
followed by possibly the most furious of 

Shostakovich’s many extravagant scherzi. 
It is a wild Russian ‘dance of death’, full 
of anxiety and terror as it thunders to its 
sudden conclusion.

The slow movement ensues; it is a grave 
passacaglia. There are eight variants here 
to the nine-bar melody, in a contemplative 
mood. Then, without warning, a sprightly 
little staccato tune is introduced and 
the passacaglia melody fades away, 
as the finale follows without a break. 
This movement is twice as long as the 
three other short movements. A second 
bright theme emerges and adds to the 
driving forces. Although the music seems 
carefree, darkness is never far from 
the surface with Shostakovich and the 
passacaglia theme is recalled. Then the 
lively themes are built up into a powerful 
climax which slowly fades away as the 
music becomes calmer. The Quartet ends 
in a tranquil mood with the cello recalling 
the opening movement fanfare and the 
music unwinds to a rather uncertain and 
quiet conclusion.

String Quartet no. 11 in D minor, op. 122
i. Introduction: Allegro
ii. Scherzo: Allegretto
iii. Recitative: Adagio
iv. Etude: Allegro
v. Humoresque: Allegro
vi. Elegie: Adagio
vii. Finale: Moderato – Meno mosso – 
 Moderato 

Shostakovich’s health was always 
fragile and from around 1954 he suffered 
considerably from various ailments, 
though fortunately his composing 
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continued apace. His Eleventh Quartet 
had its premiere on 25 March 1966 in 
Moscow; three days later it had its first, 
very successful performance in Leningrad. 
However, that night he suffered a heart 
attack and was hospitalised there for 
some time. From then on he was in poor 
health, with frequent heart attacks and 
other health problems, though he never 
gave up cigarettes or vodka! Death also 
haunts the writing of this Quartet, as 
the Beethoven Quartet’s second violin 
and founding member, Vasili Pyotrovich 
Shirinsky, died suddenly, aged 65, in 
August 1965. This Quartet is dedicated 
to his memory. They nearly retired 
but fortunately decided to recruit a 
replacement and continued playing but 
the premiere of the Eleventh Quartet had 
a huge significance in their relationship 
with the composer and his music. The 
Quartet is an extraordinary creation, 
comprising seven very short movements 
lasting some 17 minutes which are played 
without a break (attacca), like some 
flashing, multi-faceted jewel. 

It opens with a short melancholic 
utterance on the first violin: a sad, 
sinuous theme. This is quickly followed 
by a scherzo which starts as a fugue but 
dissolves into a wavering theme and 
sinks to a conclusion. A noisy fanfare of 
a recitative follows briefly, leading into 
the étude, with a high chattering violin 
line which breaks into a mad rush. The 
very short humoresque reflects back on 
the theme of the first movement and 
lasts under a minute. The elegy is the 
longest movement, at just over four 
minutes, and brings the opportunity to 

honour Shirinsky. The cello launches the 
slow-paced lament and the others join in 
with their comments. Dark cello phrases 
are contrasted with very high chattering 
sounds, pianissimo, on the violins. A 
murmuring background tapestry of sound 
emerges for the last movement with cello 
and viola contributions. Sweeter chords 
add some solace quietly as the first violin 
presents an elegant slow line as the music 
fades away.

String Quartet no. 12 in D flat major, 
op. 133
i. Moderato – Allegretto
ii. Allegretto – Adagio – Moderato – 
 Allegretto

Having dedicated his Eleventh Quartet 
to the memory of the late Shirinsky, 
Shostakovich now did the same to 
honour the other original members 
of the Beethoven Quartet in his next 
three Quartets, starting with the leader, 
Dmitri Mikhailovich Tsiganov. The first 
performance took place in Moscow on 14 
June 1968 with the Beethoven Quartet 
as usual. With the increased freedom 
permitted in the USSR, Shostakovich 
was able to experiment further and the 
Twelfth Quartet brings radical changes, 
comprising just two movements and 
introducing the idea of serialism or 
twelve-tone music to his music. So far 
he had paid little attention to Arnold 
Schoenberg and his radical Viennese 
ideas, which did away with the traditional 
key system and used ‘tone rows’ instead. 
These would utilise the twelve tones and 
semitones of the scale, creating a basic 
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pattern from them. Each pitch could only 
be used once in inventing a tone row and 
permutations on this phrase would form 
the basis of a composition; the effect was 
atonal, well away from Shostakovich’s 
musical world. However Shostakovich only 
made a brief nod in the direction of this 
music at the start of this Quartet, using a 
twelve-tone pattern to establish a theme 
but then largely ignoring it.

It opens with a twelve-note tone-row 
given out by the cello. This is used 
throughout the movement but more 
as a linking motif than as part of the 
development. So, while acknowledging 
Schoenberg’s experiments, he did not 
really go very far with them. In fact the 
music moves smoothly ahead reflecting 
Bach more than anyone else. There are 
five sections to the opening movement 
and various themes and ideas are 
introduced along the way, creating a 
decidedly tonally based sequence of 
material. The second movement abandons 
any interest in serialism and involves six 
differently paced sections, beginning with 
explosive trills, allegretto. A vigorous 
theme arrives, setting up a very busy 
display of counterpoint and bringing in 
a five-note motif which is extensively 
employed, with the players running rapid 
phrases up and down their instruments 
until a sudden calm is reached. The cello 
leads a solemn adagio in a slow recitative 
with the others responding in prayer-like 
chords which develop into a lament. A solo 
violin theme, pizzicato, sees the tempo 
change to moderato. This heralds a noisy 
sequence with lots of tumultuous writing. 
It runs out of steam and leads into an 

adagio, presenting a solemn sequence 
which moves among the players over a 
cello bass line. Finally, a fussy theme on 
first violin arrives, allegretto, with fast-
flitting phrases. The four-note motto 
returns and a big climax erupts, with trills 
and motifs flying in all directions. The 
four-note motto plays a leading part in a 
stormy sequence, bringing the Quartet to 
a sudden end.

Programme VI

String Quartet no. 13 in B flat minor, 
op. 138
i. Adagio
ii. Doppio movimento
iii. Tempo primo

Shostakovich continued his 
experimentations with this Quartet. 
First, it is in one single movement lasting 
some 20 minutes. He uses a ternary or 
ABA format to create the overall pattern. 
He continues his dedications to the 
members of the Beethoven Quartet, this 
time the newly recruited viola player 
Fyodor Druzhinin, replacing Boriskovsky 
who had decided to retire. Begun in 1969 
he completed the score on 10 August 
1970, when undergoing treatment in an 
orthopaedic clinic. The first performance 
was given on 11 December 1970. It was the 
time he was writing the film score for King 
Lear and some critics have noticed traces 
of that work in this score. Once again 
Shostakovich uses a serial or twelve-tone 
formula to create some of his themes 
but he does not write any music using 
Schoenberg’s serial instructions, they just 
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are a way of creating themes; some 16 of 
them can be found along the way.

The solo viola sets out the opening 
material, a melancholic theme, adagio; the 
others soon join in and the pace gradually 
quickens a little to andante. A brief 
three-note motto appears, introducing 
the second part at twice the former 
speed. This motto becomes the feature 
of the central section, reappearing in 
many different formats and gathering 
speed. He also requires the players to 
tap their instruments with their bows a 
number of times along the way. The music 
decelerates again and the three-note 
motto is given prominence woven into 
dark, painful music. The work ends with an 
extended solo on the viola again, lasting 
over 30 bars with six more tapping sounds 
on the second violin and leading to a final, 
loud farewell. 

String Quartet no. 14 in F sharp, op. 142
i. Allegretto
ii. Adagio, attacca
iii. Allegretto – Adagio

In July 1972 Shostakovich and his wife 
Irina travelled to Dublin where he received 
an honorary Doctorate in music from 
Trinity College and attended a memorable 
concert in St Patrick’s Cathedral on 5 
July, given by the new Irish Chamber 
Orchestra and featuring his Chamber 
Symphony. He also met President De 
Valera at Áras an Uachtaráin. Overall, it 
was a great success. He then travelled on 
to Aldeburgh in England to spend three 
days at the home of his friend Benjamin 
Britten. During this time Shostakovich 

was working on his Fourteenth Quartet, 
completing it in Moscow on 23 April 
1973. It was dedicated to the Beethoven 
Quartet’s cellist Sergei Shirinsky, with 
the Quartet giving the public premiere 
in Leningrad on 12 November and then in 
Moscow on 18 November 1973. It is written 
in three movements, each lasting around 
nine minutes, with the second leading 
directly into the finale. Shostakovich’s 
fortunes had greatly improved under the 
new administration and he was awarded 
the prestigious Glinka Prize for this score. 

The cello is given a prominent role in 
this Quartet, reflecting its dedicatee. It 
launches the first movement with a jaunty 
tune, eventually repeated by the first 
violin. The musical progression involves 
both instruments with extended solos as 
well as a busy dialogue, rising to a noisy 
climax. The first violin introduces a slower 
melodic line with the cello bringing back 
the main theme. It then is given a slow, 
solo recitative passage until the theme 
is recalled and the music decelerates 
and dies away. The second movement 
opens with a slow, melancholic theme. 
Basically, the movement is a passacaglia 
but Shostakovich does not keep strictly 
to the format, wandering off in various 
directions. He provides the first violin 
and the cello with another lengthy 
dialogue, growing in intensity. The others 
add pizzicato comments until the cello 
launches a more lyrical theme. This is 
extended thoughtfully until the music 
floats to a gentle conclusion, dying away 
and moving directly to the last movement.

Shostakovich adds two interesting ideas 
in his last movement. First, he created a 
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musical version of the cellist Shirinsky’s 
name. The actual notes involved are: D 
sharp, E, D, E, G, A. He also quotes from 
an aria from Act 4 of his opera Lady 
Macbeth of the Mtsensk District (1934). 
The first violin commences the movement 
with a pizzicato theme, taken up by the 
others and leading to the Lady Macbeth 
quotation on the cello. The development 
of this material employs rapid, flitting 
little phrases, leading to a fast staccato 
motif. Matters slow down as the first 
violin soars above the line until the viola 
brings in a lyrical melody. More pizzicato 
phrases lead to further expansion of the 
material until the music slows to its final 
adagio. The first violin and cello indulge in 
slow, intertwining phrases and the cello is 
given most of the closing material as the 
music slides to its pianissimo conclusion, 
marked morendo (dying away).

String Quartet no. 15 in E flat minor, 
op. 144
i. Elegy: Adagio 
ii. Serenade: Adagio 
iii. Intermezzzo: Adagio 
iv. Nocturne: Adagio 
v. Funeral march: Adagio molto 
vi. Epilogue: Adagio 

Shostakovich’s last Quartet had its 
premiere in Leningrad on 15 November 
1974. For only the second time in his cycle 
of Quartets the Beethoven Quartet, which 
had been rehearsing it, did not give the 
first performance because their cellist 
Sergei Shirinsky died suddenly in October; 
but fortunately the composer had also 
shown the score to the Taneyev Quartet, 

who undertook the task to much praise. 
The Beethoven Quartet appointed a new 
cellist and played it the next January in 
Moscow. It is the longest of the Quartets 
at about 35 minutes and unusual in many 
ways. There are six movements in all, 
played without a break, all are marked 
adagio except the fifth which is adagio 
molto, and all are in the home key of E-flat 
major. 

It starts with an elegy in the form of a 
dark, sombre fugue, launched by the 
second violin, with the other instruments 
adding their voices but this scheme does 
not last long and the music breaks up into 
a wide-ranging, almost static lamentation, 
employing steady phrases mainly led by 
the cello. The serenade that follows is 
truly weird, with searing cries from all 
four players set against a staccato theme 
from the cello. After a recitative passage 
on the cello the first violin presents a 
lilting, tortured waltz-like tune, a touch 
inebriated. The cries are heard again 
with fortissimo chords until the music 
drifts away to an unresolved ending. The 
intermezzo is extremely short with the 
first violin presenting a recitative over 
a cello bass-line. The nocturne begins 
with the second violin and cello sharing 
an undulating theme with added first 
violin comments before it takes over the 
lead. The mood is dark and shadowy with 
seriously intoned phrases and pizzicato 
comments, as the music ends with more 
pizzicato notes. 

The fifth movement launches the funeral 
march but it is not really a march in the 
usual sense at all. Strong chords set 
the pace, led by the first violin, then the 
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cello launches a slow rambling theme, 
not very march-like, but maintaining the 
funereal ambiance. Its deep tones then 
take a solo role before the viola brings 
the music to its pianissimo closure. A 
loud chord proclaims the sixth and final 
moment and the music takes off at a 
gallop with a dramatic cadenza for first 
violin. A loud chord erupts, carrying a 
touch of Wagner’s Tristan in its harmonic 
structure, it becomes a motto throughout 
the movement. The cello charges away, 
leading to an impassioned tune over a 
viola tremolo. The mood alters to adagio 
molto as the viola presents some slow 
bars until the loud chord is head again and 
all four players indulge in a very speedy 
sequence. The pace finally returns to 
adagio molto with echoes from earlier 
moments, again with a cello bass-line, 
as the sounds recede and the music ends 
morendo (dying away). 

Notes © Ian Fox 2022
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Matthew Denton violin
Michelle Fleming violin 
Eoin Schmidt-Martin viola 
Emma Denton cello

Described by The Strad as presenting 
‘a masterclass in unanimity of musical 
purpose, in which severity could melt 
seamlessly into charm, and drama into 
geniality’, the award-winning Carducci 
Quartet is internationally acclaimed 
as one of the most accomplished and 
versatile ensembles of today. Not only 
mastering the core repertoire, the quartet 
presents a selection of new works each 
season and diversifies further with 
programmes of film music, pop and rock. 
Founded in 1997, the ensemble has won 
numerous international competitions, 

including the Concert Artists Guild 
International Competition and First Prize 
at Finland’s Kuhmo International Chamber 
Music Competition. 

The Carducci Quartet performs at 
prestigious venues across the globe 
including the Barbican, Cadogan Hall 
and Wigmore Hall, London; National 
Concert Hall, Dublin; Tivoli Concert Hall, 
Copenhagen; The Frick Collection and 
Carnegie Hall, New York; Library of 
Congress and John. F Kennedy Center, 
Washington DC; St Lawrence Center for 
the Arts, Toronto; and Concertgebouw, 
Amsterdam. Festival residencies 
include Cheltenham, Ryedale, Lichfield, 
Presteigne, Kilkenny, Snape Proms, and 
West Cork.

Carducci String Quartet
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In 2016, they took home a Royal 
Philharmonic Society Award for their 
project, Shostakovich15, an immense cycle 
of Shostakovich’s Quartets performed 
across the UK, North, and South America 
with a marathon one-day cycle hosted by 
Shakespeare’s Globe, London. The project 
was accompanied by a recording of the 
4th, 8th, and 11th Quartets to which they 
added a further volume in spring 2019 of 
the 1st, 2nd, and 7th Quartets, acclaimed by 
Gramophone Magazine for its ‘athletic, 
upfront performances, clear in texture, 
forthright in tone and bold in articulation’. 
The Carduccis will return to the composer 
this season, including performances at 
the Barbican and Wigmore Hall in London, 
a residency at Kilkenny Festival, and a 
third recording presenting the 9th and 15th 
Quartets. 

Highly celebrated for their diverse 
approach to repertoire, the Carducci 
Quartet has devised numerous projects 
and is regularly invited to perform new 
works. Their catalogue of programmes 
presenting music and spoken word 

includes focuses on Beethoven, 
Shostakovich, and on the relationship 
between Felix and Fanny Mendelssohn. 
This season they will also focus on female 
composers, performing works by Caroline 
Shaw, Errollyn Wallen, Rebecca Clarke, 
Fanny Mendelssohn and Amy Beach. 

In 2015 they curated projects around Philip 
Glass and Steve Reich as part of the Royal 
Philharmonic Society Award-winning 
‘Minimalism Unwrapped’ at Kings Place in 
London. Their recording of the Philip Glass 
Quartets, for Naxos, has reached over 6 
million plays on Spotify. 

Education work is an important element of 
the Carducci Quartet’s work, earning them 
a place on the Royal Philharmonic Society 
Award shortlist for their family concert 
‘Getting the Quartet Bug!’. The Carducci 
Music Trust was set up to support their 
work in schools and with young musicians. 
They also perform a number of school 
concerts each year supported by the 
CAVATINA Chamber Music Trust.
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