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Schubert’s String Quintet is generally regarded as the apex of his art in the chamber music field; 
a work to which all other works, great as they are, seem to be leading.  Possibly not simply in 
chamber music, but in the whole of his output, it stands as the supreme masterpiece, emotionally 
wide ranging and deeply personal, written by the dictates of pure inspiration perfectly balanced.   
It has that elevated quality that transcends musical analysis.  It is a work that breathes and lives 
and achieves a power and impact that is not usually found in the generally intellectually inclined 
pursuit of chamber music. 

Franz Schubert (1797 - 1828) wrote quartets and other forms of chamber music throughout 
his short life - indeed, we think of him as pre-eminently; a writer of songs and instrumental 
music rather than as an orchestral composer; though not forgetting those splendid, if uneven 
symphonies.  He wrote in the lighter forms because he so much enjoyed being able to play such 
music with his circle of friends and acquaintances.

The Quintet in C came in the last year of his life, along with the great C Major Symphony, 
after a curious period of ‘unfinished’ works and collections of slight but delightful waltzes and 
other dances, with ill health preventing more sustained work.   In 1828 it seemed as if he 
gathered all his spiritual and physical strength that remained to write these two tremendous 
masterpieces.   It has been said, in connection with many composers that the death of the mighty 
and dominating Beethoven seemed to them like the end of an era and yet, to some extent, a 
signal for all to emulate him without the towering presence of his genius there to discourage by 
superiority.    Schubert said many times that he was wary of trying to rival Beethoven.  On his 
death in 1827 the barriers were lifted and Schubert was able to tackle his greatest work without 
restraint and perhaps as a tribute to the master.  He did it, in a curious way, by not returning to 
the quartet format, in which he had reached his peak so far in 1826, but by writing a quintet, a 
form which Beethoven had rarely used.

Moreover he chose an unusual form in using two cellos instead of the more usual two violas, 
there was not much precedent for this in earlier chamber music writing except in the works of 
George Onslow (1784-1853), a now neglected Anglo-French composer whom Schubert greatly 

2 7

WARNING: Copyright subsists in all CRD recordings. Any unauthorised broadcasting, public performance, copying or re-recording of CRD 
Records, Musicassettes and Compact Discs constitutes an infringement of copyright and will render the infringer liable to an action by law. 
Licences for public permances or broadcasting may be obtained from Phonographic Performance Ltd., 1 Upper James Street, London W1R 3HG.

The complete CRD catalogue can be seen on our website

www.crdrecords.com

The Alberni Quartet’s other recordings for CRD are: 

Schumann: String Quartets Op. 41 nos. 1-3 
Mendelssohn: String Quartet Op 13, CRD 2414 (2CD)

Schumann: Piano Quintet & Quartet(with Thomas Rajna), CRD 3324

Granados: Piano Quintet & piano pieces(with Thomas Rajna), CRD 3335

Britten: String Quartet Op. 25/Shostakovich: Piano Quintet, CRD 3351

Donizetti: String Quartet in A 
Puccini: Chrisantemi 

Verdi: String Quartet in E minor, CRD 3366

Britten: String Quartets, CRD 3395

Brahms: String Sextets Op. 18 & 36(with Roger Best & Moray Welsh), CRD 3436

Bruckner: String Quintet & Intermezzo(with Garfield Jackson),CRD 3456

Dvorak: Hausmusik(with Virginia Black, harmonium), CRD 3457



3

admired.  It is clear from the writing for the second cello, which is so different from that for the 
other cello, that Schubert was almost thinking in terms of a double-bass part (such as he added 
to the Trout quintet) an instrument that Onslow frequently used in his quintets.  It has been said 
that the work is slightly unbalanced by this unusual lineup and Alfred Einstein remarks that he 
would have liked to hear it played augmented into a double quartet with a double-bass taking 
the second cello part.

Schubert completed the work by 2 October, 1828 and, in a letter of that date, refers to a private 
rehearsal that had been arranged, though he had no success in arranging a public performance.  
This was not to take place until 1850, incredible as that may seem, and it was not published until 
1853 when it was deceivingly labelled Op. 163,   The composer probably never heard the work 
played at all as he died in November.

The inspiration behind this luminous and penetrating work is not easy to fathom - in fact, we are 
left with inspiration as the only reason.   It shows very little reliance on early models.   There are 
faint hints of Mozart and Beethoven, but the work is so individual and so forward looking, that 
we are left with something truly unique to savour and wonder at.  The counterpoint is masterly 
and the instrumental textures unconventional.  Its language is eloquent and highly personal.   It 
could only have been written in a positive fever of the imagination.

Partly through the use of two cellos, partly through ingenious writing the work has not the usual 
thinness of chamber music writing, even of Schubert’s own works in the field.  It has a definite 
orchestral quality about it; particularly in the richly woven and stormy scherzo.   The choice of C 
major is a strange one in view of the fact that Schubert seems to go out of his way to make this 
usually direct and joyous key (as used in Mozart’s Jupiter symphony and in his own 9th) seem as 
intense and emotionally loaded as he can.   Starting with the plain tonic chord marked piano; he 
moves to the diminished seventh marked forte; via a minor third back to the tonic with an added 
sixth.  So instead of asserting the boldness of C major he lets these devious harmonic thoughts 
take over right away.   To describe all that happens harmonically, melodically and rhythmically in 
the course of the fascinating allegro ma non troppo first movement could take up a whole sleeve 
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note and leave us none the wiser as to the roots of its magic.  It is like an earnest and glowing 
conversation between five intelligent, earnest yet happy people completely in harmony with each 
other after a good meal and brandy, but full of contentious ideas and fruitful argument.

In actual harmonic terms there is nothing strikingly original or strikingly different from what 
Schubert had done in previous works.   The individual character of the work stems greatly 
from those two cellos.  The first, a chatty fellow, venturing continually into the upper register 
as if he was another viola and giving the texture its strangely luminous quality; the second, an 
amiable extrovert, quite happy to pretend that he is a double bass and adding the unusually 
strong rhythmic line to the work.  So they move through the passages of rhythmic gaiety, lyrical 
thoughtfulness, yet quite able to achieve quite powerful moments as when the two cellos raise 
their voices together in a heated exchange.   If a piece of music can be both tranquil and yet 
restless, this is it.

The adagio in E major is a continuation of the lyrical yet intense mood of the opening, full of 
strongly contrasting key changes and dynamic markings, yet maintaining its composure.  The 
long, lyrical melody and the regular use of a pizzicato bass, from the violins at times as well as 
the cellos, give an impression of a restless tide. It is, nonetheless, a contemplative moment in our 
after dinner conversation.

The scherzo is a positive storm of opinions, where the argument gets a little heated and even 
slightly rude.   Just as things are at a peak of ferocity, a strange gloomy trio is interspersed.   The 
glasses are refilled and the argument proceeds.   By the allegretto finale a certain alcoholic gaiety 
has taken over and the conversation takes on an almost hilarious tone.   If there is a touch of 
gloom at the end, it is perhaps because it is sad that good conversations come to an end and 
friends have to part and face the perplexities of life’s more insistent argument.

© Peter Gammond
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Schubert composed the Quartettsatz in 1820, intending it as the opening movement of a 
complete quartet, a project he abandoned after writing some forty bars of a slow movement. 
Tragically brief though his creative life was, Schubert left a number of tantalisingly incomplete 
scores like this behind him.  Despite his eleven previous String Quartets, this C minor piece 
marked a new departure, being very original in style and content.  In fact it is just possible 
that it was too original, that its implications were too radical for him to handle just then; this 
appears to be confirmed by Schubert writing no further chamber works for the next three 
years.   Then in 1824 came the great Quartets in A minor and D minor, which completely fulfilled 
the promise of this fiery single movement of 1820.   Meanwhile the Unfinished Symphony in 
B minor offered a close enough parallel in Schubert’s orchestral output, the music in both 
cases alternating between darkly passionate and celestially lyrical passages.  Indeed, these two 
uncompleted scores are among the crucial works in his development: in them he solves one of 
his most difficult expressive problems, reconciling songlike melody and the dramatic tensions of 
large-scale form.  Perhaps that is why it was unnecessary to finish them.  At all events, with such 
matters behind him Schubert was ready to go on to his last and greatest achievements.

© Max Harrison 

Thomas Igloi was born in Budapest in 1947 and died tragically in the prime of his career in 
1976.   He came to Britain in 1957 and studied at The Royal Academy of Music under Douglas 
Cameron, and later with Pierre Fournier and Pablo Casals.   He won the BBC ‘Cello Competition 
in 1967 and the Gaspar Cassado International Competition in Florence in 1971.    He performed 
as soloist with most of The London and Provincial Orchestras, which included  appearances 
at the Royal Festival Hall and the Albert Hall Proms.    He toured and broadcast extensively 
in Britain and Europe, appearing in several major festivals, and was a Professor at the Royal 
Academy of Music.   He also recorded for CRD the Faure ‘Cello Sonatas with the late Clifford 
Benson; CRD 3316.
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