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String Quartet Opus 33, No. 2, ‘The Joke’
i. Allegro moderato,
ii. Scherzo: Allegro
iii. Largo
iv. Presto
“My choice for this ConTempo25 birthday series is Haydn’s ‘Joke’ Quartet from Opus
33. The reason for this is that Opus 33 was the first opus I played as a string quartet
performer when I was 12 years old. I worked my way through this series of 6 string
quartets and this is when my love for chamber music began.
Also, I love a good joke! And like any good joke, you have to wait for the last few bars
of this piece to get a proper laugh. Although it doesn’t always work out. We played
this quartet in North Korea during a concert tour but unfortunately the audience
didn’t get the joke – we didn’t get any reaction from them when the piece ended. We
were meant to perform the ‘Joke’ Quartet 10 evenings in a row and night after night,
the joke was missed. We decided, also as a joke, during our last performance, to
finish the piece with a big fortissimo chord so finally everyone started to clap!
However, I know that this will not be needed in this performance and everyone will
get the joke and have a laugh in the end.”

Franz Schubert (1797-1928)
String Quartet No. 13 'Rosamunde'
i. Allegro ma non troppo
ii. Andante
iii. Menuetto: Allegretto - Trio
iv. Allegro moderato
“Schubert's music has always transported me through its beauty, its moving
expressivity and truthfulness. And his ‘Rosamunde’ quartet is a bespoke example of
all these qualities. While still in London, we started to learn how to understand
Schubert’s music in depth, rehearsing and preparing for the most dedicated
international string quartet competition celebrating his music, Franz Schubert und die
Musik der Moderne, in Graz, Austria. It was a fascinating time of research and intense
preparation.
However, when we finally performed at the competition, I lost the strap of my
beautiful silk grey dress in the last movement of Rosamunde. I remember trying not
to to lose focus towards the final part of the movement while keeping the dress on at
the same time!
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What moves me especially while listening to the ‘Rosamunde’ quartet is its emotional
directness and its poetry; to me, it’s as though the composer gives his heart to his
listeners with utmost generosity. It is impossible not to fall in love with this music and
his extraordinarily lyrical melodies, which put Schubert on the podium of the greatest
tunesmiths the world has ever known.”
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Robert Schumann (1810-1856)
String Quartet Op 41, No.3
i. Andante espressivo - Allegro molto moderato
ii. Assai agitato
iii. Adagio molto
iv. Finale. Allegro molto vivace
“Robert Schumann's String Quartet Opus 41 no 3, is a piece ConTempo Quartet grew
up with and had the opportunity to work on with various musicians. He composed it
with the other two Opus 41 quartets in just 5 weeks in 1842 and dedicated them "to
his friend Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy". He arranged for the premiere of all 3 works
as a present for his wife Clara’s 23rd birthday.
No. 3 in A major, the most popular and probably most exceptional of the 3 Opus 41
quartets, opens with a slow, dreamy introduction in which the descending interval of
a fifth, figures very prominently. We could imagine the interval of a fifth as the
engagement ring that Robert offered to Clara, his beloved wife. After introducing the
tender theme, Schumann moves on to an even more lyrical second theme, a
sustained melody heard in the cello against an offbeat accompaniment. The last two
notes are an echo in the Cello, of the descending fifth interval. The Assai agitato is
among the most imaginative and ingenious movements in the chamber music
repertoire. In free variation form, the second movement is really a theme preceded
by 3 variations and followed by a final variation. Schumann rises far above the
common and ordinary to scale the heights of Romantic expression in the deeply
moving Adagio. The powerful Finale is the apotheosis of Rondo form, with each of
thirteen individual sections clearly separated.
Schumann said - "I am affected by everything that goes on in the world - politics,
literature, people - I think it over in my own way, and then I long to express my feelings in
music". When I think of Schumann's String Quartet Opus 41, No. 3, the characteristic I
think about most, is the Romanticism he projected through this entire work and the
intense sentiment of love he embraced Clara with, a sentiment that should probably
shine more often in these very uncertain times.”

Bedřich Smetana (1824-1884)
String Quartet no. 1, ‘From My Life’
i. Allegro vivo appassionato
ii. Allegro moderato à la Polka
iii. Largo sostenuto
iv. Vivace
“Bedřich Smetana was known as “the Father of Czech Classical Music”. He wished to
capture the language, music and culture of the Czech people within all his works.
His strong personal emotions are expressed in ‘From My Life’, a string quartet
remarkable for its orchestral conception of sound and consequently its technical
difficulty. According to some sources, the quartet was, in fact, deemed unplayable,
due to his frequent use of double stops.
The work opens with a long, declamatory viola solo. At the first private
performance of the piece, the prominent viola part was played by the then young
Dvorak. The composer describes his quartet as an intimate confession depicting
the course of his life, “using four instruments speaking among themselves in
something like a friendly circle”.
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I find that the programme of this piece resonates somewhat with our journey as a
string quartet. The first movement, full of energy, youthful passion and
enthusiasm, struggles but also a strong sense of optimism is representative of our
quartet’s beginning years, spent exploring, discovering and learning the rich
quartet repertoire and trying to find our own voice. The second movement,
bursting with joy, brings back a time of interaction with great mentors and
musicians, of travelling and playing music around the world and making new
friends. The third movement is where we are right now. It is a period of fulfilment,
maturity, love and understanding. It is our Galway period, the happiest and most
rewarding one.
We are yet to discover what the fourth movement will bring, but I hope we’ll
discover it together as the years unfold.”

