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The Independent said of the Late Quartets: ‘these [performances] are excellent: their 
fiery interpretations do full justice to Beethoven’s final masterpieces.’ and International 
Record Review said ‘beautiful clarity....the Wihan’s capacity for lightness of touch well suits 
op.127…the Presto (op.131) is played with splendid vigour’.  

The Wihan are Quartet in Residence at Trinity College of Music, London, and for several 
years have taught many of the UK’s gifted young Quartets at Pro Corda in Suffolk.  The 
Quartet are great supporters of the work of the CAVATINA Chamber Music Trust, 
giving inspirational concerts and master classes to young people in many parts of the 
country.

Leoš Čepický plays on a 2003 prize-winning violin by Jan Spidlen, owned by the violin 
dealer Mila Strnad.  Jan Schulmeister plays on a Jan Baptista Dvořák violin (1879) and Jiří 
Žigmund’s viola is a 1659 Andrea Hieronimus Amati, on permanent loan from the Czech 
State collection.  Aleš Kaspřík’s cello was made in Prague in 1887 by K. B. Dvořák.
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Beethoven Middle String Quartets
The Wihan Quartet
Leoš Čepický  &  Jan Schulmeister violins

Jiří Žigmund viola  •  Aleš Kaspřík cello

Disc 1  54.04

 String Quartet in F Major, Op. 59, No. 1 39:58
1 I Allegro 10:53
2 II Allegretto vivace e sempre scherzando 08:46
3 III Adagio molto e mesto 13:24
4 IV Theme russe. Allegro 06:46

 String Quartet in F Major, Op.14, No.1 13:03
5 I Allegro moderato 06:15
6 II Allegro 03:09
7 III Allegro 03:32

The Wihan Quartet
Leoš Čepický • Jan Schulmeister - violins
Jiří Žigmund - viola • Aleš Kaspřík - 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 Wigmore Hall, 
Bridgewater Hall, the South Bank and many other 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.

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.  

“Their unanimity of conception was admirably and readily apparent in the opening concert” 
Musical Opinion.”  “This was an outstanding recital.  The performance of the first of the 
expansive Razumovsky Quartets, Opus 59 was inspired and gripping from beginning to 
end.” Musical Pointers   

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

Design: www.doubletakedesign.co.uk   Photo:  Wolf Marloh
© & P 2009 Wyastone Estate Limited 
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With the scherzo, Beethoven makes a return to the dramatic, forceful style of the opening 
movement; and any sense of calm afforded by the two appearances of the quasi-trio section 
is brutally swept aside by the hammering intensity of a coda in which the already fast tempo 
accelerates still further.  Beethoven’s sketches show that at one stage he contemplated following 
the abrupt ending of this piece with a mysterious introduction to the finale beginning on the 
all-important note G flat.  This he rejected, in favour of a more plangent opening which paves 
the way for the agitated main body of the finale.  Once again there is a coda in a faster tempo, 
though this time the contrast it affords with the remainder of the movement is astonishing.  It is 
as though the curtain had suddenly been raised again at the end of ‘Hamlet’, and a performance of 
‘The Comedy of Errors’ had begun.  But Beethoven’s coda is far from down to earth: its delicate 
sonority ensures that it sounds disembodied and ethereal.  The effect is not dissimilar to that of 
the start of the ‘Victory Symphony’ that concludes the ‘Egmont’ overture, symbolising Egmont’s 
spirit soaring free following his death.  It is no coincidence that the overture and quartet were 
composed in the same year of 1810.     

Notes by Misha Donat © 2008

Disc 2  65:26

 String Quartet in E minor, Op.59, No.2 34:37
1 I Allegro 09:14
2 II Molto Adagio 12:36
3 III Allegretto 06:37
4 IV Finale. Presto 05:40

 String Quartet in C Major, Op.59, No.3 30:38
5 I Andante con moto.  Allegro vivace 10:30
6 II Andante con moto quasi Allegretto 08:54
7 III Menuetto.  Grazioso attacca 04:44
8 IV Allegro molto 06:21

Disc 3  51:47

 String Quartet in E flat Major, Op. 74, “Harp” 30:44
1 I Poco adagio.  Allegro 09:12
2 II Adagio ma non troppo 09:36
3 III Presto 05:06
4 IV Allegretto con variazioni 06:43

 String Quartet in F minor, Op. 95, “Serioso” 21:01
5 I Allegro con brio 04:13
6 II Allegretto ma non troppo 06:58
7 III Allegro assai vivace ma serioso 04:28
8 IV Larghetto espressivo. Allegretto agitato. Allegro 05:13

Live recordings in the Convent of St Agnes, Prague
Disc 1: 18 October, 8 November 2007

Disc 2: 7 February 2008 and 6 December 2007
Disc 3: 8 November 2007 and 17 January 2008
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Beethoven Middle String Quartets
Beethoven made relatively few arrangements of his own music - an activity for which, as he told 
one of his publishers, he “could never have found the time, or even had the patience”.  On one or 
two occasions, however, he did take advantage of the opportunity to revise and improve a work in 
the process of transcribing it for another medium. An early Octet for winds, eventually published 
as his Op.103, was recomposed as a string quintet (Op.4); and the op.16 Quintet for piano and 
winds was issued simultaneously with a version for piano and string trio which - leaving aside the 
question of the music’s actual sonority – improves considerably on the texture and balance of the 
original scoring.  Some of Beethoven’s other arrangements are clearly more utilitarian: the solo 
part of the Violin Concerto was hastily transferred to piano, to honour a contract with Clementi; 
and the Septet Op.20 was transformed into a piano trio, as a mark of gratitude to Beethoven’s 
doctor, a keen violinist.  Beethoven took rather more care over his string quartet arrangement 
of his Piano Sonata Op.14 No.1.  As he was at pains to point out to the publishers Breitkopf & 
Härtel, the process of transferring keyboard music to stringed instruments meant that “not only 
must whole passages be completely omitted and altered, but one must therefore - add; this is the 
awkward stumbling block, and to overcome it one must either be the composer oneself, or at 
least have the same skill and invention.”

For all Beethoven’s pride in his skill as an arranger, however, his string quartet version of the Sonata 
Op.14 No.1 is a fairly straightforward affair, and its lack of success as an idiomatically scored 
string piece may be judged from the rarity with which it is performed.  The most radical change 
Beethoven made was to transpose the Sonata from E major into F - a less awkward proposition 
for string players, and one that enables the cello’s ‘open’ C string to underpin the dominant chord 
(C major) of the new key.  Listeners familiar with the piano original will notice that the left-hand 
arpeggios running through the first movement’s central stage are replaced with more idiomatic 
string tremolos; and that the finale’s rondo theme is supplied with a new syncopated inner part.  
Moreover, the finale’s first contrasting episode  is completely rewritten, with the piano’s rising 
arpeggios replaced with a ‘running’ first violin part, while an inner part (second violin and viola in 
octaves) now ties in the material of the episode with the rondo theme itself.

and agitated Allegretto; but, as in the otherwise sombre ‘Egmont’ Overture, there is also a coda in 
which the music takes a surprise turn to the major, for the most fleeting and airy of Allegros.   

The extraordinary compression of the Op.95 Quartet is achieved largely through a process of 
ruthless elision.  That process begins immediately after the main theme has been hurled out in 
the opening bars.  The theme itself contains two contrasting elements: a concise idea given out by 
all four players in octaves; and - following a dramatic silence - a jagged, leaping figure.  Beethoven 
immediately makes as though to go through the whole procedure again, a semitone higher; but no 
sooner has the cello launched on the rapid opening motif than the music takes an entirely new 
direction, with a much broader idea on the violin, punctuated by restless rising arpeggios from the 
cello.  Only once this has run its course does the opening motif return in its original form.  But 
now the initial flurry of activity in bare octaves is heard both on F and on G flat – all within the 
space of a single bar, as though to compress into a fleeting moment what might have transpired 
on a broader scale during the work’s opening bars.  

The sense of extreme concision engendered in the opening movement is heightened by the fact 
that despite the exposition’s unusually brief time-span, Beethoven does not ask for a repeat to 
made - though he does deliberately arouse the expectation of such a repeat by carefully preparing 
the ground for it, before pulling the rug from beneath the listener’s feet, as it were.   As for the 
start of the recapitulation, it manages to condense into two bars what in the exposition had 
occupied nineteen; but compensation for the elision is found in the coda, which is fully as long as 
the central development section.  Its intensity is unrelieved, until the music finally fades, as though 
exhausted, into silence. 

The D major second movement – not a genuinely slow piece, but an Allegretto – is based on two 
alternating ideas: a serene main theme which follows a four-bar introduction for the cello alone; 
and a fugato whose chromaticism is anticipated in the conflict between the major and minor that 
runs through the first stage of the piece.  At the end, the detached notes of the cello’s opening 
bars are taken over in chromatic form by the first violin and viola, and the music sinks towards 
an uneasy close before coming to rest on a quiet, long-sustained discord that forms the bridge to 
the start of the ‘serious’ scherzo.  
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Symphony’s scherzo was to have followed a similar plan, though Beethoven had a last-moment 
change of heart, and abridged its scope.)  In the Quartet, the final reprise of the scherzo begins 
forcefully, but the quasi-repeat of its brief opening section is now played softly (again, we may 
think of the Fifth Symphony’s mysterious da capo), and thereafter the music’s dynamic level does 
not change – except to become even more quiet for the pianissimo coda that leads directly into 
the finale.

This is the only occasion on which Beethoven brought one of his string quartets to a close with a 
set of variations.  The Allegretto theme on which it is based is written against the bar-line.  Each of 
the ‘sighing’ descending phrases with which it begins sounds as though it sets off on the main beat, 
though that is actually not the case: the phrases turn out to have been syncopated throughout, 
and the longer ascending phrase which rounds off the theme’s first half makes it sound as though 
the music has disconcertingly acquired an extra beat.   The first five variations are straight forward 
enough, but the concluding variation is expanded by means of an accelerating coda, as though in 
preparation for a conventionally emphatic peroration.  With witty understatement, however, the 
‘rushing’ figuration of the closing bars (it is derived from the third of the preceding variations) 
gives way to the simplest of cadences, allowing the work to come to a subdued close after all.

Beethoven’s own bilingual title for the terse and austere Quartet in F minor Op.95 was ‘Quartett 
serioso’.   It is a characteristic paradox, however, that the word ‘serioso’ as a movement-heading is 
actually reserved for the work’s scherzo. Perhaps it was the music’s bleakness that led Beethoven 
to withhold the piece from publication for no fewer than six years - at any rate, of all his quartets, 
it was this one that he curiously declared was “written for a small circle of connoisseurs, and 
was never to be performed in public.”  Its key of F minor was one Beethoven once described as 
‘barbaresco’.  He chose it not only for his very first piano sonata, Op.2 No.1, but also for two 
much more unruly works: the ‘Appassionata’ Sonata Op.57, and the ‘Egmont’ Overture.  The 
Op.95 Quartet has features in common with both.  As in the ‘Appassionata’, the brusque opening 
theme immediately moves up a semitone, onto G flat major; and in the quartet, this striking 
harmonic shift is recalled much later, at the start of the scherzo’s trio.  Moreover, the scherzo 
itself is joined to the preceding slow movement by means of the same dramatic discord that links 
the slow movement and finale of the ‘Appassionata’.   The main body of Op.95’s finale is a dark 

Beethoven’s three quartets Op.59 have become inseparably linked with the name of Count Andreas 
Kirillovich Razumovsky.  He was the Russian ambassador in Vienna, as well as one of the city’s 
foremost musical patrons.  It was to Razumovsky and Prince Lobkowitz that Beethoven jointly 
dedicated his Fifth and Sixth Symphonies.  From 1808 until 1814, when his palace burned down, the 
Count employed a permanent string quartet led by the well known player Ignaz Schuppanzigh, and 
he was himself a competent enough violinist to take a place in the ensemble from time to time.  It 
was in homage to Razumovsky that Beethoven included a Russian folk tune in the first two of his 
quartets Op.59.

The three ‘Razumovsky’ Quartets were composed in what for Beethoven was an unusually short 
space of time, from April to November 1806.  This was altogether an extraordinarily prolific period, 
and the same year also saw him produce his Fourth Piano Concerto, Fourth Symphony and Violin 
Concerto.  In addition to those six large-scale new masterpieces, Beethoven was busy with the 
first revision of his opera, ‘Fidelio’, for which he wrote one of the most thrilling of all his orchestral 
scores - the overture known as ‘Leonore’ No.3.

Only six years separate the ‘Razumovsky’ Quartets from Beethoven’s first set of string quartets, 
Op.18, but in the intervening period his style had changed almost beyond recognition.  Just as, 
in 1803, the ‘Eroica’ Symphony had irrevocably revolutionised symphonic thought, so the Op.59 
string quartets issued a similar challenge to the traditional notion of chamber music.  Not only 
did their extreme technical demands render them patently unsuited to domestic performance by 
amateurs, but the breadth of their canvas was such that it had been exceeded among Beethoven’s 
instrumental works only by the ‘Eroica’ itself.   Not surprisingly, of the three quartets only the less 
forward-looking C major last work was at all favourably received by Beethoven’s contemporaries, 
and the view of the pieces as reported by the Leipzig Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung’s Vienna 
correspondent on 27 February 1807 is one that was likely to have been shared by his readers:     

Three new, very long and difficult Beethoven violin quartets dedicated to the Russian 
ambassador, Count Razumovsky, are attracting the attention of all connoisseurs.  They are 
profound in conception and admirably written, but not generally comprehensible - with 
perhaps the exception of the 3rd in C major, which through its individuality, melody and 
harmonic strength cannot fail to win the favour of every cultured music lover.
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The breadth of the ‘Razumovsky’ quartets makes itself felt at the outset of the first work, with its 
long cello melody unfolding beneath an obstinately unchanging accompaniment that delays any firm 
establishing of the music’s home key for some 20 bars.  It is a beginning that breathes an air of great 
expansiveness, while at the same time unleashing a sense of tension that is not resolved until the 
movement’s closing pages.  The scope of the piece is actually reduced by the lack of the traditional 
exposition repeat, but Beethoven had at one stage intended to have the much longer second half 
repeated instead: six bars leading to such a repeat, plus the instruction La seconda parte due volte 
(‘The second part twice’), were deleted from the manuscript.  Beethoven had actually carried out 
an analogous plan in the finale of his famous ‘Appassionata’ piano sonata, but in the quartet it would 
clearly have resulted in a piece of unmanageable proportions.  

The omission of the exposition repeat was an idea Beethoven had already tried in the C minor 
middle work from his set of three violin sonatas Op.30, as well as the opening movement of the 
‘Appassionata’; but in Op.59 No.1 the short-cut is highlighted through an implied repeat, in the 
shape of an exact reprise of the movement’s opening bars, before the music strikes out along 
new paths, and the central development section is under way.  Beethoven resorted to the same 
deliberate deception again in the finale of his Eighth Symphony and the first movement of the 
Ninth, and the idea is one that exerted an influence on a host of composers to come, including 
Mendelssohn, Brahms, Dvorak and Mahler.  

The highly original second movement – a scherzo in character, though not in tempo or clearly 
discernible form – presents a kaleidoscopic juxtaposition of contrasting material.  For all its initial 
impression of a patchwork of ideas, however, the movement is rigorously constructed; and in its 
propensity for passing unaccompanied melodic lines rapidly from one instrument to another, it 
seems to anticipate the world of Beethoven’s late quartets.  

The slow movement, in the minor, is one of Beethoven’s great tragic utterances, its pervasive 
atmosphere of grief enhanced by the retention of the minor for its second subject.  Beethoven’s 
sketches for the piece contain the curious inscription “A weeping willow or acacia tree on my 
brother’s grave”; and the heading of the movement includes the word mesto (sad) - an indication 
more readily associated with the melancholy side of Chopin and Tchaikovsky.  Beethoven used 
the same marking on only one other occasion: the sombre slow movement of his Piano Sonata 
Op.10 No.3.

to reinvent his creative persona with each successive composition.  But for all their opposed 
expressive worlds, the works of this group do have one or two important features in common.  
In all but one of them the last two movements are mysteriously linked, with the mu sic seeming 
momentarily to hold its breath before the onset of the finale. The exception is the piano trio - 
which, however, shares with the quartet a peculiarity that will not readily be found elsewhere in 
Beethoven: neither of its two middle move ments is in the home tonality.  In each case the keys 
chosen instead are C major or minor, and A flat major.

Almost as though in compensation for the inspira tional extravagances of the three Razumovsky 
Quar tets Op.59 which had preceded it, the Op.74 Quartet is very much classically conceived.  
There is, however, no mistaking the bold individuality of its slow opening page. (“It would have 
made an excellent introduction to the following Allegro”, commented a contemporary reviewer, 
in an otherwise favourable account of the quartet, “if it had not lost its way towards the end in 
an unnecessary jumble of harsh dissonances”.)   Following the introduction Beethoven’s first 
movement is amiable enough, though it is by no means bereft of surprises – not least, the forceful 
violin cadenza which erupts in the coda, transforming the movement’s prominent pizzicato idea 
into something alto gether darker and more dramatic.  It is the pizzi catos of the principal subject, 
and especially the manner in which they are used in the mysterious approach to the recapitulation 
at the centre of the movement, that have earned the quartet the nickname of the ‘Harp’.  As the 
arpeggios of this moment accelerate to a point where they are too quick to be plucked, and have 
to be bowed instead, a sudden crescendo allows the recapitulation to emerge with force. 

The slow movement presents a fusion of variation and rondo forms.  It is a typically Beethovenian 
paradox that as the variations themselves become progressively more ornate, so they impart 
an increasingly tangible sense of serenity.  As for the intervening rondo-like episodes, the first 
presents a plangent new melody in the minor, while the second unfolds a broad theme shared 
between first violin and cello against the background of a rustling accompaniment from the viola.    

The scherzo is a cousin of the parallel movement in the Fifth Symphony, whose ‘fate’ rhythm 
- albeit vastly accel erated - it shares.  The gruffly contrapuntal ‘running’ trio in the major also 
recalls the parallel section in the symphony.  It occurs twice, between three statements of the 
scherzo itself – an enlarged design characteristic of Beethoven’s middle-period music.  (The Fifth 
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free theme in the first place.  The coda, when it comes, is of almost indecent haste: a last-moment 
accelerando and a chromatically rising staccato scale lead to a climax followed by a forceful 
concluding cadence.

While the Russian folk tune Beethoven included in homage to Count Razumovsky is easily 
identifiable in the first two of his Op.59 Quartets, no one has yet pinpointed a Russian source 
in the C major work, though it has sometimes been suggested that the second movement, with 
its melancholy main theme, represents Beethoven’s attempt to evoke a Slavonic character.  Of 
all the movements in the ‘Razumovsky’ quartets it was this one that held the greatest appeal for 
Beethoven’s contemporaries, and among the numerous arrangements of it that appeared at the 
time was one for two guitars – prompted, no doubt, by its highly original pizzicato cello part.  At 
the end, the pizzicato cello returns in a more intense form, allowing the piece to die away to a 
pianissimo conclusion of haunting effect.  

The year 1809 was one of crisis for the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  On 9 April, faced for the 
second time in the space of less than five years with the threat of Napoleon’s territorial ambitions, 
Austria declared war on France.  Less than a month later, as French troops again stood poised 
to enter Vienna, the Empress Maria Theresa withdrew from the city, together with the other 
members of the Imperial family.  Among them was Archduke Rudolph of Austria, the Emperor’s 
youngest brother, and Beethoven’s staunchest patron as well as his friend and pupil. When the 
bombardment began, on the night of 11 May, Beethoven took refuge in the cellar of his brother’s 
house, his head covered with pillows in order to protect his fragile hearing from the noise of 
cannon fire.  

It was at this time that Beethoven composed the opening movement of his ‘Les Adieux’ piano 
sonata, marking Archduke Rudolph’s departure from the city.  The sonata is one of three large-
scale works Beethoven completed during the course of 1809, all of them in the key of E flat 
major.  Its companions are the Piano Concerto Op.73 (the so-called ‘Emperor’) and the ‘Harp’ 
String Quartet Op.74; and in addition, Beethoven had written another work in the same key the 
previous year - the Piano Trio Op.70 No.2 (the companion to the famous ‘Ghost’ Trio Op.70 
No.1).  The four E flat major works are astonishingly different in character and outward form - as 
though Beethoven were deliberately setting out to demonstrate the extent to which he was able 

An elaborate violin cadenza provides a link to the finale, with its Russian main theme – which, as 
was to be the case with its counterpart in the second ‘Razumovsky’ quartet, Beethoven treats 
with a wilful disregard for its inherently solemn character. (The original melody is a soldier’s 
lament on his return from the wars.)  As in the opening subject of the first movement, the theme 
is given out by the cello beneath a harmonically static accompaniment - in this case, no more than 
a violin trill.  At the end of the exposition, Beethoven renews the link between slow movement 
and finale with a reprise of the same cadenza, now scored for the full quartet, and leading back 
to the repeat - the only section of the work that is heard twice; while shortly before the end, the 
Russian tune is momentarily heard in a tempo more in keeping with its original mood, before it is 
brushed aside with an abrupt gesture of impatience.

One feature of the second ‘Razumovsky’ quartet that sets it apart not only from Beethoven’s 
own remaining string quartets, but also from their great predecessors, is its key.  Mozart, whose 
E minor Violin Sonata K.304 is a work of haunting melancholy, did not venture to choose the 
same key for a string quartet.  Nor did Haydn, who wrote a fine piano trio in E minor (albeit with 
a cheerful rondo finale in the major), as well as the sombre ‘Trauer’ (or ‘Mourning’) Symphony 
No.44.  Perhaps the shadow of that Haydn symphony lurks behind Beethoven’s quartet – at any 
rate, it too has a slow movement in an E major which is at once radiant and deeply poignant.  

Curiously enough, the tonal scheme of Beethoven’s work is one that is shared by all his other 
works in the tonality of E: each of them has all of its movements in the home tonality, with contrast 
being provided only by a change from major to minor, or vice versa.  The second ‘Razumovsky’ 
Quartet, however, additionally offers a different kind of tonal variety: the theme of its finale sets 
off in an unambiguous C major, and does not alight on the home key with any degree of firmness 
for fully fifty bars.  This ‘wrong key’ beginning is Beethoven’s compensation for having maintained 
the same basic tonality over such a long stretch of time.  Just how fundamental the conception 
was to his overall plan can be seen from his preliminary sketches for the finale’s main theme: 
although many of them bear no relation to the familiar shape of the opening bars, they all invoke 
the same vacillation between C major and E minor.  

The Quartet begins in dramatic fashion, with two assertive chords followed by an expectant pause, 
and finally by a smooth, subdued phrase.  The chords sound not so much like an introductory 
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gesture, as an integral part of the principal subject, and symmetry would have demanded their 
restatement following the subdued phrase.  But Beethoven is the least symmetrical of  great 
composers, and the quietly rising and falling phrase is greeted first by silence, and then by its 
repetition a semitone higher.  There are other beginnings by Beethoven that present a similar 
sudden harmonic shift – among them the ‘Appassionata’ Sonata and the String Quartet Op.95 – but 
none is more disorientating than that of the E minor ‘Razumovsky’ Quartet.  The chords return at 
both the start of the central development section, and at its climax, with the latter moment finding 
them overlain with an energetic ‘running’ passage whose figuration subsequently serves to launch 
the recapitulation.   

According to Beethoven’s pupil Carl Czerny, the composer was inspired to write the radiantly 
serene slow movement “while contemplating the starry heavens and thinking of the music of 
the spheres”.  Its chorale-like main theme and the variation which immediately ensues, with the 
first violin superimposing a gently ‘tripping’ motif over the original melody, seem to look forward 
to the famous ‘Holy Song of Thanksgiving’ from the Quartet in A minor Op.132.  The melody’s 
continuation sees a sustained line played against a staccato accompaniment of sublime banality – a 
juxtaposition of opposites of a kind few other composers would have ventured.  Towards the end 
of this melodically generous piece (it contains no fewer than five fully-fledged themes) the chorale 
melody makes a dramatic return, with each of its notes forcefully accented, as well as harmonised 
with unexpected intensity, before the music sinks to a peaceful conclusion.

The scherzo third movement derives its feeling of agitation not from its tempo, which is no faster 
than ‘Allegretto’, but from the short, gasping phrases of its theme which stress the normally weak 
second beat of the bar, coupled with a repeated-note accompaniment placed obstinately off the 
beat.  For the trio section, the music turns from minor to major, and  Beethoven introduces a 
Russian tune in deference to Count Razumovsky – as he had done in the finale of the first of 
the Op.59 quartets. With  characteristically gruff humour, Beethoven presents the melody in the 
form of a round, passing it from one player to the next. Having gone through the same  sequence 
of events twice (though with a change in countersubject), the tune finally appears in overlapping  
entries which seem to tumble over each other with indecent haste - not to mention a fair degree 
of harmonic chaos.  As in a good few of Beethoven’s middle-period works, the trio is played twice, 
between three statements of the scherzo, so that the piece as a whole can match the enlarged 

scope of the remaining movements.  The overall effect of the trio is one of more or less affectionate 
parody – especially if we bear in mind that the melody itself ought by rights to be a solemn affair.  
It is one that Mussorgsky used in a rather more appropriate context, in the coronation scene of 
‘Boris Godunov’.  

While the first two ‘Razumovsky’ Quartets are conceived on an unprecedentedly large scale, the 
final work of the series is more classically-proportioned. It is, indeed, a piece that glances palpably 
back towards the music of the past, even going so far as to have an old-fashioned minuet in place 
of a scherzo.  Beethoven had, moreover, sketched out the minuet several years earlier, and his use 
of pre-existing material is one pointer to the likelihood that the whole quartet was put together 
in some haste.  

Early listeners to the work may well have detected Mozartian undertones in its outer movements, 
too, and in particular its finale, whose fusion of sonata form and brilliant fugal writing echoes the 
concluding Allegro from the first in Mozart’s series of six string quartets dedicated to Haydn, K.387.  
(Mozart took up the idea again in the famous contrapuntal finale of his ‘Jupiter’ Symphony.) What 
Beethoven’s piece, for all its dazzling virtuosity, does not attempt to emulate is the impudent wit of 
the Mozart, with its tongue-in-cheek juxtaposition of intricate contrapuntal passages, and melodies 
in popular style. All the same, the function of Beethoven’s piece in the context of the quartet as a 
whole is perfectly judged: it crowns a work that had begun hesitantly, and as though in the dark, with 
a triumphant affirmation of faith.  Perhaps it’s not by chance that among Beethoven’s sketches for 
the finale is to be found the comment, “Make no secret of your deafness, not even in art.”  

As for Beethoven’s opening movement, it pays unmistakable homage to Mozart’s famous ‘Dissonance’ 
Quartet in the same key of C major, K.465.  Like Mozart, Beethoven begins with a slow introduction 
which only gradually gropes its way towards the home key; and some of the more rapid figuration 
in the following Allegro seems clearly to have been remembered from the Mozart.  Only with the 
start of the Allegro does Beethoven’s piece clearly settle in C major, though the presentation of 
the main theme in the form of a largely unaccompanied melodic line for the first violin does little 
to establish the home key with any degree of firmness.  In the recapitulation, which emerges out of 
a shroud of trills turning from minor to major, the main theme returns in a rhapsodic, elaborately 
ornamented form - as though the violinist were improvising on what had already been an unusually 
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