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DEBUSSY'S  GREAT SERVICE TO MUSIC WAS 

TO REAWAKEN AMONG ALL  MUSICIANS 

AN AWARENESS OF HARMONY AND ITS 

POSSIB IL IT IES.  IN THAT,  HE WAS JUST AS 

IMPORTANT AS BEETHOVEN,  WHO REVEALED 

TO US THE POSSIB IL IT IES  OF PROGRESSIVE 

FORM, OR AS BACH,  WHO SHOWED US 

THE TRANSCENDENT S IGNIF ICANCE OF 

COUNTERPOINT.  NOW, WHAT I  AM ALWAYS 

ASKING MYSELF IS  THIS :  IS  IT  POSSIBLE  TO 

MAKE A SYNTHESIS  OF THESE THREE GREAT 

MASTERS,  A L IVING SYNTHESIS  THAT WILL 

BE  VALID FOR OUR T IME?

(MOREUX 1953, 92)  BÉLA BARTÓK

“
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string quartet repertoire with which we feel a particularly strong connection.

tonality, form and structure.

have overcome, and the formative musical experiences we have shared. They form part of our 
quartet’s DNA.

We are indebted to Gábor Takács-Nagy, Eberhard Feltz, Quatuor Ébène and András Keller for 

musical voice.

last decade. We would like to thank all those who have supported us along the way, in particular 
David and Mary Bowerman for offering us this unique opportunity, our dear friend Tetsuumi Nagata, 
and our parents who have always welcomed the quartet as family.

This recording is dedicated to Gábor Takács-Nagy - thank you for your kindness, stories and inspiration.
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BÉLA BARTÓK (1881–1945)
STRING QUARTET NO. 2  SZ. 67 (1917)

i Moderato
ii Allegro molto, capriccioso
iii Lento

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (1770–1827)
STRING QUARTET NO. 11 IN F MINOR OPUS 95 “SERIOSO” (1810)

i Allegro con brio
ii Allegretto ma non troppo
iii Allegro assai vivace ma serioso
iv Larghetto espressivo

CLAUDE DEBUSSY (1862–1918)
STRING QUARTET IN G MINOR OPUS 10 (1893)

i Animé et très décidé
ii Assez vif et bien rhythmé
iii Andantino doucement expressif
iv Très modéré
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fortissimo, at which the tempo is held back. From this climax emerges a quiet, pastoral theme, 
as if the surging lines have been distilled into a moment of revelation. This is the most Debussy-
like passage in the quartet, and the only one where the music settles for a moment into a 

opening. The chords underneath the theme are new – familiar seventh-chords, but given a 

familiar chords sound unfamiliar was something that Bartók learned from Debussy).  This 

before, and frequently haunted by such memories of familiar chords. After a silence, the four 
instruments come together in unison with a fortissimo chant-like phrase. This turns out to be the 

character, with the cello strumming pizzicato chords as if on some imagined rustic harp. The 
movement comes to a quiet, poignant end, its harmonies ambiguous to the last.

an insistent melody circling round a narrow range of notes. These elements evoke the music 

repetitive melodies. Fragments of these opening bars return from time to time during the 
movement, as in a rondo, and a whole section of material returns as in a conventional reprise.  
But the spirit of the music is so volatile that the effect is more like a wild improvisation than a 

               
                

   
                

             
               

       

               

              
                

                
                 

              
               

   

               
              

                

               
              
             

                
              

               

                
               

               
  

               
                 

                
             

               
              

    

PROGRAMME NOTE

BARTÓK: STRING QUARTET NO. 2 SZ. 67

Bartók composed his second string quartet during the First World War between 1915 and 

increasingly acerbic. His opera Bluebeard’s Castle (1911) had been powerfully accessible 
and full of almost Debussy-like elusive atmosphere. The Miraculous Mandarin (1918–19), a 
terrifying pantomime of sinister orientalism and brutal murder, was to have music to match. The 
second String Quartet is, in its musical language, most of the way to The Miraculous Mandarin.

got to know some music by Schoenberg and Stravinsky, including Schoenberg’s atonal Piano 
Pieces Opus 11. But Bartók’s chief source of inspiration continued to be the folk music that he 

musical renaissance, and a composer in search of new ways cannot be led by a better master.’ 

constant use of percussion instruments to accompany melodies in strict rhythm’, the scales that 

momentum, while the opening idea is constantly evolving into new shapes, including a calmer, 
rising melody that sounds almost like a second theme. The music builds gradually to a mighty 



                
               

                

               
        

              
    

               

                

    

              
           

             
              

               
                   

             



                  
               

              

                  

                

               

                
                

     
 

       

  
               

                  
               

                
               

form’). Beethoven himself realised that the work would present a challenge to contemporary 

small circle of connoisseurs and is never to be performed in public.’ He dedicated the work to 
Nikolaus Zmeskall, a civil servant and amateur cellist, one of Beethoven’s most faithful friends. 

theme, but a struggle between two opposing forces. There is a powerful swirl in octaves centred 
around F, followed by leaps up and down on C. But immediately this is tugged sideways from 

and continued mutterings of the opening gesture. Again the swirling octaves assert themselves, 

violin’s yearning has metamorphosed into a descant above. This peaceful moment is short-lived. 
Suddenly, the agitation returns, leading to a rushing upwards scale. The peaceful and forceful 
elements alternate until the music reaches a tranquil close. This opening section has lasted 

pianissimo.

casts an atmosphere of serenity, but, this being Beethoven, it does not remain untroubled. 
A descending cello line is answered by a rising theme whose shape is similar to that of 
the second theme from the first movement. Hesitations on poignant chords give the first 
hint of emotional complexity, and the theme winds to a peaceful end. The viola opens 

In the centre, there is a quiet, almost Mahlerian moment like a strange ghost of a dance. And 
at the end, the wild opening melody metamorphoses into a rapid pianissimo whirling full of 
nightmarish threat.  Eventually the music emerges from this darkness, and the movement ends 

The ghostly elements of the second movement turn out to have been portents of what is to come 

instrument, and then the cello develops it into a rising, syncopated line. Both of these elements 

instruments come together to play a hesitant chorale, with strange chords made up of fourths. 

are answered by more fragments of chorale on the lower instruments. This builds to a powerful 
climax, which is cut off and retreats into profound darkness. There are two more climaxes, the 

unmistakeable A minor, leaves nothing resolved.
 
BEETHOVEN: STRING QUARTET IN F MINOR, OP. 95

Egmont, and 
the String Quartet in F minor, Opus 95. There are links between them. Struggle, determination 

to Egmont. Much of the same spirit pervades the string quartet, which is in the same key as 
the overture. But there is also extraordinary daring in the way that Beethoven constructs his 
quartet. Its argument is unusually condensed (it is the shortest of his string quartets), the music 
takes unexpected turns, resolutions are frustrated, and there is a sense of a drama unfolding 

             

                 
              

                
                 

             

             
              

              

              
                 

              
               



same chord that ended the slow movement. The briefer second trio begins straight away in D 

scherzo at its climax. 

The finale opens with a slow introduction, in which rising and falling phrases are 
intensified by poignant harmonies, evoking memories of the yearning lines from 
the beginning of the first movement. The phrases break into fragments, which form 
themselves into the theme of the Allegretto agitato. With its swinging metre but nervously 
agitated phrases, this has the sort of ambiguity of mood in which Mozart excelled (as 
in the finale of his String Quartet in D minor, K. 421). The theme recurs, as in a rondo, 
but there is also a steady development of emotional power through the movement. 

As each instrument enters, the fugue builds in intensity. But once again there is a moment 
of poignant hesitation as the cello remembers its opening line. The fugue continues, with the 

climax. As it fades, the descending cello line announces the reprise of the opening theme. After 

restored, but the movement does not reach a conclusion. Instead, more hesitation arrives at an 
inconclusive chord, and Beethoven plunges straight into the scherzo.

movement. After two abrupt bars, the theme of nervous dotted rhythms descends quietly at 
forte. This sense of 

urgency barely under control persists throughout the brief scherzo. It alternates with a trio in 



Following the methods of Liszt and Wagner, Franck uses themes and motifs that are continually 
recycled in different transformations throughout a work (this was, in turn, a development of 
methods used by Beethoven). But Debussy’s transformations, together with his harmonies, have a 

movement, a second and third theme open up and smooth out its shape. These elements build 
passionately in the centre of the movement, the harmonies continually shifting, until the viola 
quietly returns the opening theme to usher in the reprise. The second movement transforms the 

with their roots in folk music. In the middle of the movement the theme metamorphoses into 
outbursts of recitative, and at the return, pizzicato has taken over the whole texture. The 
entire movement has a mercurial wildness that is very far from the Wagner-oriented music of 
Debussy’s contemporaries. 

The slow movement’s main theme expands the phrase into a melody which yearns upwards, and 
reaches out in a great arch. In the middle of the movement is a wonderfully evocative passage, 
in which a viola recitative is punctuated by chords from remote keys, like glimpses of distant 
landscapes (this section must surely have inspired a similar moment in Vaughan Williams’s 

exploring the shape of the parent-cell yet again. Eventually it takes off vigorously, and develops 
into a movement that satisfyingly draws together all the different moods of the quartet. 

Notes by Robert Philip 
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Twice, a forceful passage of diminished seventh chords brings us close to the tragic heroism 
of Egmont, and the movement reaches a dark and quiet resolution with the force spent. The 
overture to Egmont 
rapid Allegro. But the effect is quite different: this is a cheeky, scampering conclusion, more akin 
to the laugh with which Beethoven would sometimes conclude a powerful piano improvisation. 
We are all at the whim of fate, and we might as well shrug it off.

DEBUSSY: STRING QUARTET IN G MINOR, OP. 10

The road from Beethoven to Bartók inevitably passes through Debussy. But there are no straight 

This string quartet was composed in 1893. Debussy was beginning to make an impression 
as a composer in Paris, though it was to be several years before he attracted international 

same year that he heard Tristan at Bayreuth, 1889, he had also spent many hours listening 
to Javanese Gamelan at the Paris World Exhibition. He had earlier got to know the music of 
Russian composers, while acting as tutor to the children of Nadezhda von Meck (Tchaikovsky’s 
patron). Debussy mixed with the artists and writers of the symbolist movement, and had set 

poem L’après-midi d’un faune.

that brought Debussy to public prominence in Paris, with a performance in December 1893 by 
the famous quartet led by Eugène Ysaÿe. Though Debussy’s musical language was to develop 
greatly in later years, the quartet already has an elusive character that is Debussy’s own. Its 



  
       

 
   
 

   
          

   
    
     
  

  
       

    
     
   
  

 

 

 

 

BENYOUNES QUARTET

Over the last decade the Benyounes Quartet has forged a reputation for fresh, vivid 

accolades include prizes at both the 2014 Orlando International String Quartet Competition 
and the 2012 International Sandor Vegh String Quartet Competition in Budapest. They 

Konzerthaus, Queen Elizabeth Hall and the Purcell Room and at festivals such as Verbier,     
Aix-en-Provence, Aldeburgh and West Cork Chamber Music.

Formed at the Royal Northern College of Music in 2007, the Benyounes Quartet was 
subsequently awarded the Royal Philharmonic Society’s Julius Isserlis Scholarship to study 
with Gábor Takács-Nagy at the Haute École de Musique in Geneva. During this period they 
lived together in a quiet French village, which allowed them the time and space to develop 
and explore a wide range of repertoire. They also worked closely with Eberhard Feltz, Peter 
Cropper, Quatuor Ébène, András Keller and David Waterman at centres such as Pro Quartet, 
Aldeburgh and IMS Prussia Cove.

The quartet held the Richard Carne Junior Fellowship at Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music 
and Dance (2011–2013) and have been invited to teach at Dartington International Summer 
School, ConCorda, Birmingham Conservatoire and the Royal Northern College of Music.

founded Quercus Ensemble, a mixed chamber ensemble based in Northern Ireland and in 2016 
they became Artistic Directors of South Downs Summer Music International Festival.

  
   
  
  

  

     
     

             

       
         
     
         

       



Outreach and education work have always been important to the quartet and they have 
become known for their unique workshops and communication skills with young people. 
Throughout their career they have championed contemporary works by both established 
and emerging composers and, in recent years, have premiered new works by Poul Ruders, 
Philip Cashian, Simon Bainbridge, Deirdre Gribbin and John Woolrich.

Their debut recording of Mozart Piano Concertos with pianist Jeremy Young was released 
on Meridian Records to critical acclaim. They also featured on the Champs Hill Records 
release Complete Works for String Quartet by Mendelssohn (BBC Music Magazine’s 
critics’ choice 2014).

The four founding members of the Benyounes Quartet are based in London and 
Edinburgh. Zara Benyounes performs on a 1682 Nicolo Amati kindly made available to 
her by the Boucher Trust; Emily Holland and Sara Roberts play beautiful unknown Italian 
and French instruments; and Kim Vaughan is grateful to the Harriet Trust for the loan of a 
fine William Forster cello from 1770.

www.benyounesquartet.com

          

   

               
 

              

 

                  
               

          

               

MENDELSSOHN STRING QUARTETS
Various

“... this vastly enjoyable set... an accomplished survey.”
Gramophone

“I can only applaud the musicianship of  these excellently recorded performances.”
BBC Music Magazine

“After hearing this magnificent recording, you’ll be assured of  the future of   
string quartets...”
“... intense musical discourse, lyricism, and swashbuckling virtuosity...”
The German Record Critics’ Award
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