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The Wihan Quartet
Leoš Cepický • Jan Schulmeister - violins
Jirí Žigmund - viola • Aleš Kasprík - cello

The Wihan Quartet, formed in 1985, are heirs to the great Czech musical tradition. The 
Quartet’s outstanding reputation for the interpretation of its native Czech heritage and of 
the many classical, romantic and modern masterpieces of the string quartet repertoire is 
widely acknowledged.

They have developed an impressive international career, which includes visits to major 
festivals in Europe and the Far East. They visit the United States and Japan regularly and 
have had highly acclaimed tours of Australia and New Zealand. They are frequent visitors 
to the UK and can often be heard on BBC Radio 3 as well as in concert at many venues 
throughout the country. 

The Wihan Quartet has won many International Competitions including The Prague Spring 
Festival and the Osaka ‘Chamber Festa’. In 1991, they won both the First Prize and the 
Audience Prize in the London International String Quartet Competition.

The Quartet has made many recordings and full details of their discography can be found on 
their website. Their release of Smetana Quartets attracted many excellent reviews. Musicweb 
said: “The music making on this disc has a feeling of “rightness” that makes comparisons 
largely superfluous.”  

From October 2007 to March 2008, the Wihan gave the first ever series of all the Beethoven 
Quartets in Prague, and these landmark concerts were recorded for this series of CDs. The 
cycle was repeated in the UK at Blackheath Halls during May and June 2008.

Beethoven Late String Quartets
Wihan Quartet

 

Disc 1  74:45

 String Quartet in Eb Major, Op. 127    35:54
1 I Maestoso. Allegro 06:43
2 II Adagio ma non troppo e molto cantabile 15:10
3 III Scherzando vivace 06:52
4 IV Finale 06:58

 String Quartet in C# minor, Op.131 38:48
5 I Adagio ma non troppo e molto espressivo 07:17
6 II Allegro molto vivace 03:09
7 III Allegro moderato 00:54
8 IV Andante ma non troppo e molto cantabile 13:02
9 V Presto 05:37
10 VI Adagio quasi un poco andante 01:54
11 VII Allegro 06:50

Disc 2  46:49

 String Quartet in Bb Major, Op. 130 31:12
1 I Adagio ma non troppo-Allegro 12:58
2 II Presto 01:58
3 III Andante con moto, ma non troppo 06:44
4 IV Alla danza tedesca. Allegro assai 02:57
5 V Cavatina. Adagio molto espressivo 06:35

6 Grosse Fuge in Bb Major, Op.133 15:22
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 The finale carries the heading, Der schwer gefasste Entschluss – ‘The decision grasped 
with difficulty’. Beneath the heading appear two musical mottos – one, slow and with heavy 
minor-mode undertones, setting the question Muss es sein? (Must it be?); the other, a free 
inversion in the major, providing the carefree answer, Es muss sein! (It must be!). In order to 
illustrate the difficulty with which this seemingly metaphysical dilemma is finally resolved, 
the two motifs interact throughout the movement. Only on the final page is the question 
brushed aside, with a wonderfully airy sonority in which the Allegro’s second subject appears 
in a delicate pizzicato. It is worth noting, too, that the Allegro’s emphatic ‘It must be!’ motif is 
followed by a series of smoothly-moving phrases on the first violin which clearly echo the 
theme of the preceding slow movement. 

 As we have seen, the problem posed by Beethoven’s finale had a surprisingly mundane 
origin. No one listening to this concluding movement of the last work Beethoven completed 
could suspect that such spiritual music was based on so down-to-earth a matter as money; 
but as an example of the composer’s sense of humour, the paradox is nothing if not 
typical.
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Disc 3  70:32

 String Quartet in A minor, Op.132 45:29
1 I Assai sostenuto-Allegro 09:48
2 II Allegretto ma non tanto 07:11
3 III Molto adagio 18:55
  Heileger Dankgesang eines Genesenen 
  an die Gottheit in der lydischen Tonart
4 IV Alla Marcia, assai vivace 02:13
5 V Allegro appassionato 07:11

 String Quartet in F Major, Op.135 24:59
6 I Allegretto 06:30
7 II Vivace 03:24
8 III Lento assai e cantante tranquillo 07:28

9 IV Grave-Allegro-Grave ma nontroppo tratto-Allegro 07:27

Live recordings in the Convent of St Agnes, Prague
Disc 1:  6 December and 8 November 2007
Disc 2: 13 March 2008
Disc 3: 17 January and 7 February 2008

Producer: Jaroslav Rybář
Sound Engineers:  Václav Roubal and Karel Soukeník

Design: www.doubletakedesign.co.uk
Photo:  Wolf Marloh
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Beethoven Late String Quartets

In November 1822 Beethoven received a letter from Prince Nikolas Galitzin, an important 
artistic patron in St Petersburg, and a passionate admirer of his music. Galitzin asked 
Beethoven for “one, two or three new quartets”, for which he would pay whatever fee the 
composer thought appropriate. Beethoven accepted the commission, and promised to have 
the first quartet ready by the following March, at the latest. But he had reckoned without 
the amount of work still to be done on his Missa solemnis and the Ninth Symphony, and in 
the event he didn’t turn his attention to the new string quartets until the second half of 
1824. Perhaps he was prompted to do so by the fact that it was Galitzin who organised the 
first complete performance of the Missa solemnis, which took place in St Petersburg on 18 
April of that year. Beethoven eventually completed his triptych for the Prince (the works 
were published – out of sequence – as his Opp.127, 132 and 130) in the early months of 
1826. No sooner had he done so than he embarked on a further, uncommissioned quartet, 
almost as though the last of those works had spilled over into another. The new quartet, 
Op.131, was ready by the summer of 1826, but a performance planned for September 
had to be called off owing to the work’s difficulty. Beethoven’s last quartet, Op.135, was 
composed between July and October of the same year, and was followed only by the new 
finale he supplied for Op.130, as a less demanding substitute for the colossal fugue that had 
formed the work’s original conclusion. 

 The first in Prince Galitzin’s series of quartets, Op.127, begins with an imperious 
gesture: a solemn series of full-blooded chords in a tempo and metre that differ from those 
of the main body of the movement. The chords return on two occasions during the course 
of the piece – at the end of the exposition, and the climax of the central development 
section - each time in a different key, and in a scoring brighter and more sonorous than 
the last. Beethoven’s beginning may have been prompted by the example of Mozart’s Magic 
Flute Overture in the same key of E flat major, whose imposing opening chords make a 
return in a new key to mark the transition from the exposition to the development section. 
However, unlike Mozart’s Masonic fanfare, which stands apart from the main body of his 
piece, Beethoven’s solemn chords are joined seamlessly each time to the Allegro’s principal 
theme – indeed, the chords are left hanging in mid-air, and a ‘dissolve’, effected by means of 
an expressive violin trill, links them to what follows. 

the cost of the subscription to the original concert. When Beethoven heard that Dembscher 
had responded by asking “Must it be?”, he was so amused by the man’s stinginess that he 
dashed off a witty canon on the words, “It must be! Out with your purse.” As we shall see, 
both the words and the theme of the canon were to leave their mark on the finale of the 
Quartet Op.135.

 Op.135 is the most classically proportioned among Beethoven’s late string quartets. It 
is nothing if not a strikingly forward-looking work, but at the same time it casts more than a 
passing glance back to the past, and its opening movement, in particular, seems imbued with 
the spirit of Haydn. As Haydn so often liked to do, Beethoven begins the work as though 
in mid-stream, approaching the music’s home key obliquely. He is able to capitalise on the 
unstable, fragmentary nature of this opening to splendid effect much later in the movement, 
where the powerfully dramatic climax of the central development overlaps with the start of 
the recapitulation. 

 Perhaps it is in view of the fact that the first movement is in a moderate tempo (Allegretto, 
rather than Allegro) that Beethoven chooses to follow it with the work’s scherzo, rather than 
its slow movement. The scherzo is a curiously patchwork-like piece which unfolds for a great 
deal of its length over a drone, in the manner of some wild rustic dance. Its tiny motivic ideas 
pass from one layer of the quartet texture to the other with such rapidity that it is impossible 
to determine at any one time which voice represents the principal line. The energy of the trio 
section is cumulative: as the music’s pitch rises progressively from one key to the next, so its 
intensity increases, until it develops into one of the most ferocious pieces of string quartet 
writing that even Beethoven ever conceived - a wild, ecstatic dance, with spectacularly wide 
melodic leaps for the first violin over an insistent ostinato from the remaining players.

 Once again, the slow movement is a set of variations, but this work being conceived on a 
smaller scale than its companions, its scope is correspondingly reduced. The variation theme, 
however, is so serene and smooth that it imparts a strongly devotional atmosphere to the 
piece as a whole. Curiously enough the music very soon moves into the darker realm of C 
sharp minor, for a variation whose pace is even slower; while with the return to the major the 
theme is transferred to the cello, with the first violin playing in freely canonic imitation. The 
radiant, more freely flowing final variation brings the piece to a close of infinite poignancy. 
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use of ‘open’ strings. The sixth variation, an Adagio of extraordinary spaciousness, leads to a 
coda on a large scale which presents the only significant modulation of the entire piece (to 
C major), before the theme reappears in its original key in a version of suppressed grandeur, 
and surmounted by ecstatic violin trills. 

 The calm of the variations is abruptly shattered by the onset of the following Presto. 
The form of the new piece is that of a scherzo and trio, with the quasi-trio being heard 
twice between the three statements of the scherzo. As so often happens in Beethoven’s late 
scherzo movements (the Ninth Symphony provides a parallel example), there is a coda in 
which the trio threatens to make a further return, before being brutally cut off by the final 
appearance of the scherzo’s material.

 The second of the quartet’s two transitional movements offers a moment of repose 
between the scurrying scherzo and the forceful finale. The last movement itself is heralded 
by a dramatic gesture given out by all four players in fortissimo octaves. These introductory 
bars are centred around the initial notes of the first movement’s fugue theme; and the fugue 
subject is recalled even more vividly in the finale’s smooth second idea, which evokes not 
only the fugue’s melodic shape, but also its rhythm.

 Few of Beethoven’s works exerted a more powerful grip on the imagination of 
succeeding generations than the C sharp minor quartet. One of Schubert’s dying wishes 
– apparently granted – was to hear it (the other was to read another novel by the author 
of The Last of the Mohicans, James Fenimore Cooper); and in the 20th century Bartók’s First 
Quartet seems to have taken its point of departure from Beethoven’s opening fugue. Nor 
was the work’s continuity lost on Schoenberg, whose Quartet No. 1 is a seamless piece on 
a similarly large scale.

 It was Karl Holz who related the incident that was to give rise to the finale of 
Beethoven’s last string quartet, Op.135. It seems that a wealthy music-lover by the name 
of Ignaz Dembscher wanted to hear the Quartet Op.130, but had been equally anxious to 
avoid having to pay for the privilege of attending the work’s premiere. Instead, he decided 
to have the new piece played at one of the regular quartet-parties he held in his own home. 
Beethoven, however, refused to let Dembscher have the music; and when the latter asked 
Karl Holz how to overcome this obstacle, Holz told him to send the composer 50 florins – 

 Among Beethoven’s late string quartets only this work and the last in the series, Op.135, 
are cast in a traditional four-movement pattern. Beethoven had, however, contemplated a 
more extended plan for Op.127. His sketches show that the work was at one stage to have 
included a piece called ‘La Gaîté’ between its opening movement and the variation slow 
movement; and that the finale was to have been preceded by an introduction beginning in 
the distant key of E major. These two additions would have mirrored the tonal scheme of 
the work as a whole: the ‘Gaîté’ movement was to have been in C major – the key in which 
the first movement reaches its climax (coinciding with the final appearance of the opening 
chords); while the expressive high-point of the slow movement is marked by an excursion 
into E major.

 With the single exception of Op.130, the expressive heart in Beethoven’s late quartets 
is formed by a serene set of variations. In Op.127 the variations are set in motion by means 
of a throbbing note initiated by the cello and rising progressively as the remaining members 
of the quartet enter one by one. The theme itself is shared between first violin and cello – a 
layout that is maintained at the start of the first variation. The second variation, in a more 
flowing tempo, is an ornate dialogue between the two violins; while the third, in a radiant E 
major, is at once more tranquil and more condensed than those that have preceded it: the 
music now sings with greater breadth (its stillness thrown into relief by the motion of the 
preceding variation), but the melody is shorn of its quasi-repeats. As this variation draws 
to a close, the music sinks back into its original key and metre for a further full variation; 
and once this has run its course the piece progresses in a single arc, suspended for a 
moment only by the passing shadow of a fragmentary variation in the minor, to it close. 
Shortly before the movement reaches a full stop with a rising violin phrase derived from 
the theme’s opening bar, Beethoven offers a fleeting glimpse of the key of that calm third 
variation, as though to suggest that its melody might make a return; but instead, and with 
effortless elegance, the music slips almost immediately back into the home key.

 The scherzo begins with a flourish tapped out by the pizzicato strings. Its scoring is as 
rich as that of the opening movement’s initial chords, though the effect of this toy fanfare 
could hardly be more different. The scherzo is almost entirely built out of the two tiny ideas 
presented at the outset by the cello: a jagged four-note motif, and a smooth phrase of three 
notes incorporating a trill. The two motifs appear in every conceivable combination, in 



116

both their original form and in inversion, during the course of the piece, and in its mosaic-
like construction the music anticipates the minuet-like second movement of the Quartet 
Op.132. 

 The finale again begins with a form of introduction – a dramatic gesture given out by all 
four players in octaves. Its apex, emphasised through a strong accent, falls on the note A flat, 
and it is the conflict between A flat and its immediate neighbour, a ‘foreign’ A natural, that 
characterises the main theme which follows. Towards the end of the movement the music 
alights on a static violin trill, first in a minor form, and then in a major, with the trill’s upper 
note changing from A flat to A natural. The moment marks the start of the coda, and one of 
the most startling events in a work not exactly short on surprises. Not only does this coda 
begin in a sustained pianissimo, and in a translucent C major, but the music’s pulse slows 
at precisely the point where one might have expected it to increase. The more relaxed 
tempo, however, allows Beethoven to write notes of smaller value, and the effect is one 
of quiet scurrying. Beethoven may have learned the idea from the closing pages of Haydn’s 
Symphony No.98, in which the music undergoes a similar process of transformation, but the 
subdued excitement of his coda is wholly individual.

 The second in Prince Galitzin’s series of quartets, Op.132, is a work intimately bound 
up with Beethoven’s next two quartets, Opp.130 and 131. The brief and mysterious slow 
introduction with which Op.132 opens was sketched out at the same time as the subject 
of the Grosse Fuge which originally formed the finale of Op.130, and the thematic shape of 
the two beginnings is similar: in each case, a rising and falling semitone, forming a motif of 
four notes. The fugal theme with which the C sharp minor Quartet Op.131 opens has a 
rather narrower compass, but once again its four-note cell concentrates on the interval of 
the semitone, or minor second.

 The main Allegro of Op.132 bursts in as though catapulted by the subdued tension of 
the opening bars, whose four-note motif is threaded into the Allegro’s main theme almost 
in the manner of a cantus firmus. The Allegro’s subject itself stresses the falling semitone F-E; 
and, as we shall see, the same two notes are woven into the fabric of the finale’s theme. 

 Beethoven’s second movement is not a scherzo, as it was to be in the Quartet Op.130, 
but an old-fashioned minuet. It is entirely based on two tiny melodic fragments, presented 

 Was there, perhaps, a grain of truth in Beethoven’s joke at Schott’s expense? Certainly, 
the outward shape of the Op.131 Quartet is highly unorthodox. This is Beethoven’s only 
string quartet to play without a pause from beginning to end, and within that continuous 
structure the tally of its individual movements is so unusual that Beethoven was persuaded 
to number them in the score, from 1 to 7. However, two of those movements - Nos. 
3 and 6 - function as little more than a brief introduction to the piece that follows, so 
that the real tally of movements is five, as it had been in the Quartet Op.132. Moreover, 
Beethoven’s voluminous sketches reveal that at one stage he had actually designed the work 
in a more conventional four-movement form, with the opening fugue followed only by a set 
of variations, a scherzo and a finale. 

 The Quartet Op.131 is Beethoven’s only work of its kind to begin with anything other 
than a sonata form Allegro. Instead, it reserves the weight of a fully- developed sonata 
movement for its finale – just as the composer’s only previous C sharp minor work, the 
Moonlight Sonata Op 27 No 2, had done. The opening fugue theme itself throws a strong 
accent onto its sustained fourth note, A natural. The answering voice places its corresponding 
stress on the note D; and together, these emphasized notes give the listener a foretaste, 
however subliminal, of the key of the second movement, for which the music simply glides 
up a semitone into a bright D major. Such a juxtaposition of chromatically adjacent keys for 
successive movements was an expressive vehicle much beloved of Schubert, but its use here 
is unique in Beethoven. 

 The tiny transitional movement that follows the D major Allegro – it consists of fewer 
than a dozen bars – culminates in an expressive Adagio passage, complete with a florid 
violin cadenza, that prepares the ground for the work’s slow movement proper. This serene 
set of variations, like so many of Beethoven’s great pieces of the kind, presents a process 
not so much of decoration, as of gradual purification. The theme itself is one of Beethoven’s 
most profound inspirations, and no less striking is the manner of its presentation, with the 
melody’s individual phrases passed with infinite tenderness from one violin to the other. 
The first two variations show a progressive increase in animation, but the curiously spare 
writing of Variation 3 (lusinghiero – ‘flattering’ - is Beethoven’s indication for the smooth 
phrases handed back and forth this time between cello and viola) is followed by an Adagio; 
and then an Allegretto in which the theme is reduced to its harmonic skeleton, with much 
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transition from the profound calm of the preceding slow movement to the contrapuntal style 
of the main part of the finale; while the opening page of the quartet fugue (significantly, in view 
of the music’s quasi-orchestral nature, it is described as an ‘Overtura’) presents most of the 
material on which the piece will be based. That material consists of one of the two themes, 
which make up the main double fugue itself and the smooth countersubject which will appear 
much later, in the finale’s slower sections. 

 Op.130 is alone among Beethoven’s late string quartets in not having a slow movement 
in the form of a set of variations, and the absence of such a piece may be explained in part by 
the fact that the finale itself consists of a gigantic chain of fugal variations. Taking the place of a 
large-scale slow movement at the central point of the work is a piece whose delicate, staccato 
texture brings with it distinct undertones of a scherzo. The emotional high point of the work 
as whole is actually reserved for the famous ‘Cavatina’ fifth movement. According to Karl 
Holz, this wonderfully warm, deeply-felt piece brought tears to Beethoven’s eyes while he was 
composing it, and he confessed that nothing he had ever written had so moved him. Towards 
its end, the first violin has a passage in a broken snatches of recitative that carries the direction, 
“beklemmt” (‘choked’). It is, indeed, as though Beethoven’s tears were welling up. 

 The grandly conceived fugue that formed the original finale of the Quartet Op.130 meets 
its obverse side in the much more intimate fugal movement that opens the C sharp minor 
Quartet Op.131. This highly unorthodox beginning clearly took its inspiration from Bach – not 
so much The Art of the Fugue, as the Well-Tempered Clavier, and in particular the sombre 5-part 
fugue in the same key of C sharp minor from Book I, and the deeply expressive B minor 
fugue that ends the same volume. Nearly a decade earlier, at the time he embarked on his 
Hammerklavier Sonata, Beethoven had copied out two of the pieces from Bach’s collection – 
one of them the closing B minor fugue. 

 When Beethoven returned the engraver’s copy of Op.131 to Schott & Co., on 12 
August 1826, he scribbled a note on its title page, declaring that the work had been “cobbled 
together out of various things stolen from here and there”. This so alarmed the publishers 
that Beethoven had to reassure them a week later that the work was brand new. His joke, he 
explained, had been occasioned by the umbrage he had taken at Schott’s stipulation that the 
quartet, for which they had offered the handsome fee of 80 ducats, had to be an original one. 

over and over again in different combinations. If this contrapuntal patchwork casts more 
than a passing glance towards Mozart (its model was surely the minuet from his A major 
Quartet K.464), Beethoven’s trio looks nostalgically back to the world of his own youth: 
it begins with a floating melody unfolding high above a rustic drone, and continues with 
quotations from two pieces Beethoven had composed - or at least sketched out - in the 
early 1790s: an Allemande for piano, and the penultimate number from a set of twelve 
German Dances. 

 The famous slow movement that forms the work’s long centrepiece carries an 
autobiographical subtext: Beethoven had been seriously ill with an inflammation of the 
stomach during April and May of 1815, and had been forced to interrupt his work on the 
Quartet Op.132. In a letter to his doctor he had scribbled a witty canon on a theme in 
the style of a chorale, setting the words, “Doctor bolts the door to death”. Perhaps it was 
this that gave him the idea of writing the quartet’s slow movement in the form of chorale 
variations. This deeply affecting piece bearing the title of Heiliger Dankgesang eines Genesenen 
an die Gottheit, in der lydischen Tonart. (Holy Song of Thanksgiving from a Convalescent to 
the Deity, in the Lydian Mode) consists of a series of wonderfully serene chorale variations 
whose spaciousness seems to open up infinite horizons, interlinked with a livelier variation 
theme headed Neue Kraft fühlend (Feeling new strength). That life-affirming second theme, 
with its wide melodic skips, has internal repeats that are themselves intricately varied. 
As for the chorale melody, its phrases in long notes are punctuated by short passages of 
closely-worked counterpoint; and in the concluding variation the first of these forms an 
intensified contrapuntal web which runs throughout the chorale melody itself, generating 
an overwhelming climax before the piece sinks to a subdued close. 

 Until a very late stage, Beethoven had intended to cast the Op.132 Quartet in six 
movements, rather than five. The additional movement was to have followed the Heiliger 
Dankgesang, but Beethoven eventually transposed it from A major into G major, and 
transferred it to the Quartet Op.130, where it appears as the Alla danza tedesca fourth 
movement. Perhaps it was because two quick movements had originally been placed side 
by side that the second of the pair – the one that survives in Op.132 as we know it – is so 
condensed. It consists of a lively march, but in place of a conventional trio section Beethoven 
seizes on the march’s closing cadence and uses it to launch a brief but intense burst of 
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recitative for the first violin, to a shimmering tremolo accompaniment from the remaining 
players. The recitative comes to rest with the minor second F-E familiar from the opening 
movement; and the same two notes are reiterated as an inner-voice accompaniment during 
the opening phrases of the rondo finale, which follows without a break. Towards the end of 
this impassioned piece, whose main theme had first been sketched out for use in what was 
to have been a purely instrumental finale to the Ninth Symphony, the tempo becomes more 
urgent, and the theme is transferred to the upper register of the cello. At the same time, the 
music passes from minor to major, and in so doing its intensity is actually increased. 

 The premiere of the last in Prince Galitzin’s quartet triptych, Op.130, took place on 
21 March 1826, at a concert given in Vienna’s Musikverein by the well-known Schuppanzigh 
Quartet. The occasion was at best a mixed success. The quartet came at the end of a long 
programme which also contained the variation movement from Haydn’s Emperor Quartet 
Op.76 No.3, a song by the Schuppanzigh Quartet’s viola player, Franz Weiss, Beethoven’s 
Archduke Trio Op.97, and his song ‘Adelaide’. The new string quartet prompted the Allgemeine 
musikalische Zeitung’s reviewer to comment:

 The first, third and fifth movements are serious, gloomy, mysterious, and at times 
bizarre, rough and wilful; the second and fifth full of wantonness, cheerfulness and mischief. 
In them, the great composer, who especially in his earliest works only seldom managed to 
find the right proportions for his objectives, has expressed himself with unusual brevity 
and concision. A repeat of both movements was demanded with stormy applause. But the 
meaning of the fugal finale is something the reviewer cannot explain: for him it was as 
incomprehensible as Chinese… Perhaps something like this would not have been written 
if the Master could hear his own compositions. But we should not dismiss it too hastily: 
perhaps the time will come when what seems to us at first sight opaque and confused will 
be perceived as being clear and agreeable in form.  

 That Beethoven’s fugal finale was greeted with incomprehension is hardly surprising: it 
is the surely the most uncompromisingly demanding piece he ever wrote – one which, in 
Stravinsky’s words, “will be contemporary forever”. Like the famous concluding Chaconne 
of Bach’s D minor Partita for solo violin, it is on a scale that dwarfs the relatively modest 

proportions of the preceding movements; and again in common with Bach’s piece, it is 
written almost in defiance of the medium for which it is was conceived.

 It was in response to pleas from the publisher, Matthias Artaria, and from Beethoven’s 
friend Karl Holz, the young second violinist of the Schuppanzigh Quartet, that the composer 
eventually agreed to replace the work’s finale, and to have the colossal fugue issued separately. 
(The latter was republished as the composer’s Op.133.) Much ink has been spilled on the 
question of Beethoven’s acquiescence. It is true that the fugue emphasises the quartet’s 
unity with a clarity and forcefulness that the new finale could not hope to emulate; but the 
substitute movement – the last piece of music Beethoven completed – is undeniably more 
in keeping with the divertimento spirit of the remainder of the work. The two pieces are 
as different as could be imagined: the fugue granite-like and orchestral in the weight of its 
sonority; the new finale delicate and transparent (though Beethoven managed nevertheless 
to incorporate an extended passage of fugal writing into its central development section). 
What they have in common is the fact that they both begin away from the home key, on the 
note G – the upper note of the sustained chord with which the preceding ‘Cavatina’ had 
come to a close, and also the key of the Quartet’s ‘Alla danza tedesca’ fourth movement.  

 Beethoven’s decision to take an alternative view of the Op.130 Quartet is one that 
accords with the almost modular construction of his late string quartets in general. In 
their final shape, the first and last of them, Opp.127 and 135, are the most conventionally 
laid out, being cast in four movements; but we have seen that Beethoven had at one time 
contemplated a more extended plan for both Op.127 and Op.132. Furthermore, from the 
composer’s sketches for the C sharp minor Quartet Op.131 it seems that he had thought 
of adding a valedictory finale to the work as we know it. Its theme was taken over into the 
slow movement of the Quartet Op.135. Such inter-changeability of movements between 
one work and the next was made possible not so much by the quartets’ divertimento-like 
design, as by the exceptionally strong unity that underlies the series as a whole.

 Just as Beethoven had described the finale of his ‘Hammerklavier’ Piano Sonata Op.106 
as being a fugue con alcune licenze (with some liberties), so the string quartet Fugue Op.133 
carries its own disclaimer: Tantôt libre, tantôt recherchée (at times free, at times rigorous). 
Both fugues are prefaced with an introduction. In the sonata, the introduction functions as a 
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Disc 1
1-4    String Quartet in Eb Major, Op.127 35:54
5-11  String Quartet in C# minor, Op.131 38:48
  TT 74:45
Disc 2
1-5 String Quartet in Bb Major, Op.130 31:12
6 Grosse Fuge in Bb Major, Op.133 15:22      
  TT 46:49
Disc 3
1-5 String Quartet in A minor, Op.132 45:29
6-9 String Quartet in F Major, Op.135 24:59
  TT 70:32

Live recordings in the Convent of St agnes, Prague,  november 2007-March 2008
www.wyastone.co.uk       www.wihanquartet.com   
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