Johannes Brahms 1833–1897
1
2
3
4

String Sextet No.1 in B flat Op.18
Allegro ma non troppo
Andante, ma moderato
Scherzo: Allegro molto
Rondo: Poco allegretto e grazioso
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String Sextet No.2 in G Op.36
Allegro non troppo
Scherzo: Allegro non troppo – Presto giocoso
Poco adagio
Poco allegro
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with Barry Shiffman viola · Zuill Bailey cello
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When the time came to plan our final recording together we knew we wanted to continue to push ourselves to grow, and we made several
important decisions that took us into uncharted territory. Our first decision was to commit to making this a live recording, to truly capture the
freedom and spontaneity that come so naturally in performance. The next decision was to expand beyond the scope of string quartet repertoire to
include two of our favorite musicians and collaborators, Zuill Bailey and Barry Shiffman. We have had a very long and colorful association with
each of these amazing artists and have always wanted to record with them. Zuill and Barry fit in seamlessly while bringing a memorable and
refreshing novelty to our collaboration. As for repertoire, the choice was clear: these monumental String Sextets of Brahms, with their warmth
and reflective qualities, are perfectly suited to saying farewell.
Cypress String Quartet
Brahms: String Sextets
The two string sextets of Johannes Brahms are indicative of his life and career in several dimensions, including his fraught relationship with
tradition. His most familiar chamber music is everything but the king of chamber genres, the string quartet. After 20 rejected efforts he
completed three quartets later in his career, but they have never found the popularity of his sextets and quintets. Why? To a large extent it is a
matter of a composer’s psychology. Painfully aware of the giants of the past and convinced he could never measure up, Brahms was particularly
hesitant when it came to the two kings of their respective genres, symphonies and quartets. It seems absurd to say that he was less anxious writing
a string quintet or sextet than a quartet because the quartet literature is far more daunting, but that is how composers think.
The Sextet in B flat was completed in 1860, when Brahms was 27, and it has a splendid youthful warmth and brio. From the beginning we hear
the unmistakable Brahms voice, yearningly lyrical, the harmony marked by one of his thumbprints: what Germans call a moll-Dur quality, a
poignant mingling of major and minor.
Brahms was a thoroughgoing eclectic who still had as individual a style as any composer, his influences stretching back to the Renaissance. His
lyricism was grounded to a large extent in Schubert, his sense of form in Mozart and Beethoven. We hear all this in the first movement of the
B flat Sextet. It has a relatively traditional sonata-form outline, though there is another Brahms thumbprint: the development section spills over
into a much-reworked recapitulation, which among other things gives the originally gentle first theme more intensity. Brahms was conservative in
staying true to the old forms, but original in how he handled them.
The second movement is another familiar form, theme and variations, its theme based on a much-used Baroque bass line called La Folia.
Stylistically the music seems in a different world from the first movement: archaic in tone, almost early Baroque, the effect deliciously
faux-demonic. The puckish scherzo has a gay and ironic deportment; the delicate lyricism of the rondo finale is like a re-imagining of the
first movement.
By the time of the Sextet in G, years later, a good deal had happened to Brahms as man and composer. There is a story behind the piece. In his
mid-20s during a vacation in Göttingen, Brahms fell for a young singer named Agathe von Siebold. Before long she and Johannes had become
secretly engaged. Then came a professional fiasco, when he was hissed off the stage in Leipzig after soloing in his First Piano Concerto. That
squashed his hopes of a performing career and left him financially precarious. In fact Brahms was a loner by nature, but in any case, at this point
he could not see how he might support a wife and family. The way he announced it to Agathe was, in a word, brutal. ‘I love you!’ he wrote her.
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‘I must see you again, but I am incapable of wearing chains.’ Agathe was not someone you said that to. She broke off all connection. To friends
Brahms admitted, ‘I’ve played the scoundrel with Agathe.’
Six years later he wrote a friend in Göttingen, asking how it was going with her. She remained heavy on his mind. The friend reported that,
needing to escape ‘the shadowed pages of her life’, Agathe had left town; she never married, was a governess in Ireland. In a devastated song of
Brahms’s from that period we find the lines, ‘I would like to stop living, to perish instantly, and yet I would like to live for you, with you.’
That is the story behind the G major Sextet, revealed in a cabala of notes. From his mentor, Robert Schumann, the young Brahms had picked
up the device of representing people in his life by the musical notes of their name. Schumann had his ‘Clara theme’, which ran C–B–A–G#–A.
Brahms used that theme in pieces as well, notably in the mournful beginning of the C minor Piano Quartet.
The G major Sextet begins with a meltingly lovely, yearning theme with an undercurrent of unrest. It is woven around a wavering ostinato on
G and F# that keeps on, like an obsession. The surgingly lyrical second theme builds to a breathtaking climax, and in that climax is Brahms’s
private confession. The notes of the melody are A–G–A–H–E (H being the name for the note B in German notation). Under the melody a
suspended D stands in for the T in Agathe’s name. But that D is part of another pattern: A–D–E, ade, farewell. So that climax says: ‘Agathe,
farewell’. Here abstract musical form, and what it can achieve emotionally, is joined seamlessly to autobiography. ‘By this work,’ Brahms told
friends, ‘I’ve freed myself from my last love.’
The rest of the sextet stays on a plane of warmth, beauty and gentle wistfulness: the second movement a kind of antique and fairy-like
scherzo joined to a robust trio; a plangent and keening adagio, at moments absolutely bleak; a finale affecting, songful, finally joyous.
There is one more element: what Brahms had learned as a composer between these two sextets. The B flat is four winning and lovely
movements, but there is no compelling sense among them of an unfolding story; to a degree each movement stands on its own. Three years
later, in the relentlessly tragic F minor Piano Quartet, Brahms began to understand what Beethoven knew early on: a whole piece of music
should be a unified emotional narrative. The next chamber work Brahms produced was the G major Sextet, a story of love lost, of regret and
yearning and final peace. If you are a true artist, you and your work grow and learn and grieve together, and so it was with Brahms.
" Jan Swafford
In their 20 years together on the concert stage, the four members of the San Francisco-based Cypress String Quartet (CSQ) played thousands
of concerts throughout North America, Europe, Asia and Latin America. Praised by Gramophone for their ‘artistry of uncommon insight and
cohesion’, and by the New York Times for ‘tender, deeply expressive’ interpretations, they recorded over 15 albums and are played regularly on
hundreds of radio stations throughout the world. They were also heard on the Netflix original series House of Cards and collaborated with
leading artists ranging from Michael Franti of Spearhead to modern dance companies.
From its inception in 1996, the CSQ created a niche in the world arts community as one of the most passionate, insightful and innovative
ensembles of our time. Whether performing for seasoned concertgoers or people being exposed to classical music for the first time, the CSQ
possessed a unique ability to articulate what is enthralling about the masterpieces they perform.
In addition to definitive interpretations of masters such as Beethoven, Mozart and Schubert, the CSQ commissioned some of the most
important composers of our time including Kevin Puts, Philippe Hersant, Jennifer Higdon, George Tsontakis and Elena Ruehr.
The CSQ’s members were educated at the world’s most prestigious conservatories, among them the Juilliard School, the Royal College of
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Music and Guildhall School of Music and Drama in London, Indiana University-Bloomington and the Eastman School of Music. Early in
their musical career, the CSQ were mentored by members of the Amadeus Quartet in London.
Dedicated to mentoring and training the next generation of exceptionally talented individuals, the CSQ served as visiting artist at Harvard, MIT,
Stanford, University of California Berkeley and other elite universities. The CSQ’s passion for sharing music extended far beyond classrooms and
concert halls to non-traditional venues such as boardrooms, art galleries and private residences. By combining passionate performances and lively
discussion, the CSQ created unforgettable experiences for those fortunate enough to participate. At the heart of each CSQ residency was the belief
that music enriches learning and living.
The members of the Cypress Quartet performed on exceptional instruments including violins by Antonio Stradivari (1681) and Carlo
Bergonzi (1733), a viola by Vittorio Bellarosa (1947) and a cello by Hieronymus Amati II (1701). The Cypress Quartet took its name from
the set of 12 love songs for string quartet, Cypresses, by Antonín Dvořák.
Other Cypress String Quartet recordings released on the AVIE label include the complete String Quartets of Beethoven (The Earlies, AV2348;
The Middles, AV2318; The Lates, AV2356); an all-Dvořák disc featuring Cypresses B152 and the String Quartet in G Op.106 (AV2275); an allSchubert disc featuring String Quintet D956 with cellist Gary Hoffman paired with the Quartettsatz D703 (AV2307); and The American Album
featuring quartets by Barber, Dvořák, Charles Griffes and Kevin Puts (AV2304).
Barry Shiffman enjoys a diverse career as a performer, recording artist, teacher and administrator. In 1989 he co-founded the St Lawrence
String Quartet (SLSQ). During his 17 years with the quartet he appeared in over 2,000 concerts in venues around the globe and recorded
several critically acclaimed discs under an exclusive contract with EMI Classics. As part of his role in the St Lawrence, Shiffman served as
artist-in-residence at Stanford University from 1998 to 2006 and as visiting artist at the University of Toronto from 1995 to 2006.
He has been involved with the Banff Centre in Alberta since 2005 in various roles that have included Director of Music Programs and Executive
Director of the Banff International String Quartet Competition (BISQC). It was in Banff, as a young student, that he met the Cypress Quartet.
Since 2010, he has been Associate Dean and Director of Chamber Music at the Glenn Gould School of the Royal Conservatory of Music
(RCM), and he directs the Phil and Eli Taylor Performance Academy for Young Artists.
A sought-after juror, he has served on the jury of the Tchaikovsky and Montréal Violin Competitions, as well as the Wigmore Hall (London),
Geneva, Banff and Lyon String Quartet Competitions.
In addition to his work at Banff Centre and the Royal Conservatory, Shiffman has served as Executive Artistic Director of Vancouver’s Music in
the Morning Concerts since 2009.
He makes his home in Toronto with his wife Robin, daughters Lily and Zoe… and dogs Fergus and Rosie.
Zuill Bailey, widely considered one of the premier cellists in the world, is a distinguished soloist, recitalist, Artistic Director and teacher. His rare
combination of celebrated artistry, technical wizardry and engaging personality has secured his place as one of the most sought-after and active
cellists today.
A consummate concerto soloist, Bailey has been featured with the symphony orchestras of Los Angeles, Chicago, San Francisco, Detroit,
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Indianapolis, Dallas, Louisville, Honolulu, Milwaukee, Nashville, Toronto, Minnesota, Utah, Israel and Cape Town, and the Bruchner Orchestra
in Linz, Austria. He has collaborated with such conductors as Itzhak Perlman, Alan Gilbert, Andrew Litton, James DePreist, Jun Märkl, Carlos
Kalmar, Jacques Lacombe, Grant Llewellyn and Stanisłav Skrowaczewski. He has also been featured with musical luminaries Leon Fleisher, Jaime
Laredo, the Juilliard String Quartet, Lynn Harrell and János Starker. Bailey has appeared at Disney Hall, the Kennedy Center, the United Nations,
Alice Tully Hall, the 92nd St Y and Carnegie Hall, where he made his concerto debut performing the U.S. premiere of Miklos Theodorakis’s
Rhapsody for Cello and Orchestra.
Zuill Bailey is an internationally renowned recording artist with over 20 titles. His extensive discography includes the Bach Cello Suites and a
recently released Britten Cello Symphony/Sonata with pianist Natasha Paremski, both of which immediately soared to the number-one spot on
the Classical Billboard Charts. Other celebrated releases include the complete works for cello and piano of Brahms, Beethoven and Barber in
addition to concertos of Prokofiev, Tchaikovsky, Shostakovich, Dvořák, Elgar, Haydn, Schumann, Korngold, Saint-Saëns, Bloch, Brahms and
Beethoven, and the world-premiere recordings of the Muhly and Daugherty Works for Cello and Orchestra. Kalmus ‘Ludwig Masters’ has released
his musical editions of the core repertoire in celebration of his appearances and recordings.
Bailey performs on the ‘Rosette’ 1693 Matteo Goffriller cello, formerly owned by Mischa Schneider of the Budapest String Quartet. He is the
Artistic Director of El Paso Pro-Musica (Texas), the Sitka Summer Music Festival/Series and Cello Seminar (Alaska) and the Northwest Bach
Festival (Washington), and is guest Artistic Director of the Mesa Arts Center (Arizona) and Professor of Cello at the University of Texas at El Paso.

6

The Cypress String Quartet Complete Beethoven Cycle on AVIE Records
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The Early String Quartets
Op. 18

AV2318 Beethoven:
The Middle String Quartets
Opp. 59, 74, 95

7

AV2356 Beethoven:
The Late String Quartets
Opp. 127, 130, 131, 132, 133 & 135
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BRAHMS: STRING SEXTETS
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BRAHMS: STRING SEXTETS
CYPRESS STRING QUARTET · BARRY SHIFFMAN · ZUILL BAILEY

The year 2016 heralded both the Cypress String Quartet’s
20th anniversary and the group’s valedictory season. With this
final album, the CSQ completes its remarkable legacy in an
innovative flourish, recording the two Brahms Sextets in both
high-resolution and analogue formats, live before a studio audience
at Skywalker Sound, where they share the Scoring Stage with
long-time friends and collaborators Barry Shiffman and Zuill Bailey.

