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Late Quartets: ‘these [performances] are excellent: their fiery interpretations do full justice 
to Beethoven’s final masterpieces.’ and International Record Review ‘beautiful clarity....the 
Wihan’s capacity for lightness of touch well suits op.127....the Presto (op.131) is played with 
splendid vigour’.  Full details of the Quartet’s available recordings can be found on their 
website: www.wihanquartet.com

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 Cepický plays on a 2003 prize-winning violin by Jan Spidlen, owned by the violin dealer Mila 
Strnad. Jan Schulmeister plays on a Jan Baptista Dvorák  violin (1879) and Jirí Žigmund’s viola 
is a 1659 Andrea Hieronimus Amati, on permanent loan from the Czech State collection.  Aleš 
Kasprík’s cello was made in Paris in 1890 by Henri Thouvenel.
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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.

During 2008 the Quartet completed the first ever cycle of Beethoven Quartets in 
Prague and also repeated this cycle at Blackheath Halls, London.    “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  

Their landmark series of Beethoven concerts in Prague was recorded for release on 
CD and DVD on the Nimbus Alliance label.  The Independent said of the release of the 
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1 Caprice No. 1 in E major: Andante 01:58

2 Caprice No. 2 in B minor: Moderato  02:44

3 Caprice No. 3 in E minor: Sostenuto - Presto 03:31

4 Caprice No. 4 in C minor: Maestoso 05:53

5 Caprice No. 5 in A minor: Agitato 02:50

6 Caprice No. 6 in G minor: Lento 04.06

7 Caprice No. 7 in A minor: Posato 03.36

8 Caprice No. 8 in E-flat major: Maestoso 02:41

9 Caprice No. 9 in E major: Allegretto 03:11
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Zinn, it happens, is also a distinguished string player himself, having  held posts in the 
orchestras of Baltimore, Indianapolis, Pittsburgh and Minneapolis.  Without betraying 
Paganini in the least, the impression his arrangement gives is not so much a matter 
of arrangement but of discovery.  He finds a convincing string quartet from within 
the original. On the surface he makes astute changes of register, adds harmonies and 
counterpoints, offers articulations that vary from the original, gives each instrument its 
fair share of the limelight, and even, in the case of the final variation, offers us an extra 
few bars by way of introduction.  But he goes much further, illuminating Paganini’s 
cultural context by, for instance, finding  in the third Caprice a world not too far from 
that of a late Beethoven quartet, or in the main body of Caprice No 18 summoning a 
spirit that seems positively Haydn-like.   His counterpoints can be tough or simple, his 
harmonies dense or light, his additions sparing or extravagant, but everything he does, 
however far it veers from what Paganini wrote,  seems perfectly appropriate both for 
the spirit of the original and for its exciting new idiom.

©  Stephen Pettitt

10 Caprice No. 10 in G minor: Vivace 02:26

11 Caprice No. 11 in C major: Andante - Presto 04:04

12 Caprice No. 12 in A-flat major: Allegro 03:25

13 Caprice No. 13 in B-flat major: Allegro 02:35

14 Caprice No. 14 in E-flat major: Moderato 01:51

15 Caprice No. 15 in E minor: Posato 02:47

16 Caprice No. 16 in G minor: Presto 01:35

17 Caprice No. 17 in E-flat major: Sostenuto - Andante 03:35

18 Caprice No. 18 in C major: Corrente: Allegro 02:16

19 Caprice No. 19 in E-flat major: Lento - Allegro Assai 02:57

20 Caprice No. 20 in D major: Allegretto 02:58

21 Caprice No. 21 in A major: Amoroso: Presto 03:10

22 Caprice No. 22 in F major: Marcato 02:44

23 Caprice No. 23 in E-flat major: Posato 02:50

24 Caprice No. 24 in A minor: Tema con Variazioni: Quasi Presto 06:13

  TT 75:56
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24 Caprices
Niccolò Paganini (1782 - 1840) arr William Zinn

Niccolò Paganini’s 24 Caprices occupy a special position in the violinist’s literature.  
These works, composed by the supreme violinist of his own era and possibly of any era, 
a man who was the early nineteenth century’s equivalent of a hugely successful rock 
star, are collectively regarded as the virtuoso’s ultimate challenge, so that  whenever 
one hears a performance that is both reasonably up to speed and reasonably accurate, 
one is awed that any human could be capable of creating such torrents of notes from 
a wooden box with a few strings stretched over it.

But is this music simply a heart-stopping circus act rather than anything deeper?  
Where does it stand in relation to that invisible line which separates music written to 
appeal to the soul and the intellect and that written merely to dazzle?

Once upon a time I would have given a presumptuous and dismissive answer.  They 
were  pieces for virtuosos and therefore on the wrong side of the line as far as I was 
concerned, arrogantly  assuming that technical difficulty plus extroversion must by 
definition equate to a deficit in the department of  substance.   But having heard over 
the years performances by several serious-minded violinists I am now convinced that 
this music, although it undeniably  contain its showy moments,  its diabolic elements, 
possesses both a solid core and a remarkable, forward-looking Romantic spirit. It 
contains much that isn’t particularly showy, and its melodies rival anything else from 
the same epoch.  Paganini was no mean composer, and the fact that his own playing 
was held in high regard by composers like Schumann, Liszt and Berlioz testifies that he 
was in every way a deeply serious musician.

We do not know exactly when the Caprices were composed, though we do know 
that they were published in Milan in 1820 and often republished since.  There is an 
autograph manuscript, apparently a fair copy, which bears the date 1817, but this date 
is not written in Paganini’s hand so was probably added after Paganini had copied the 
pieces. How much longer is a moot point.  Paganini himself claimed that they were 
student works, written in Parma, in which case, remarkably, Haydn would not have yet 
been dead.  But even if their composition was closer to the date of the copy, they still 
represent an advanced music for their time.  In 1817 Mendelssohn was still a small 
boy.  More likely is that their composition was spread over a number of years.  The 
fair copy is divided into three  sections (Nos 1 to 6, Nos 7 to 12 and Nos 13 -24), 
and it’s noticeable that the earlier pieces focus on just one or two specific technical 
challenges whereas the later ones are laced with more varied demands, although they 
still lack some of the technical tricks that Paganini perfected late in his career. There 
are no double harmonics, and left hand pizzicato makes an appearance only in the 
final Caprice.

But one question begs to be asked in the context of this recording.  Why on earth 
arrange music written specifically to explore the capabilities of a single violin for 
string quartet?  Partly, of course, for the sheer fun of the challenge of it.  Partly 
to make explicit the implicit harmonies and counterpoints contained within the 
writing.  And partly, perhaps, to aid the listener to see the wood despite the trees.  By 
spreading the virtuosity around his four players William Zinn, well known for a host 
of brilliant arrangements (as well as for his original compositions), reduces the risk 
of a performance being a solo high-wire act.  It’s no longer about a single performer 
showing off.  It’s about the notes and the music that lies between them.
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1 Caprice No. 1 in E major: Andante 01:58
2 Caprice No. 2 in B minor: Moderato  02:44
3 Caprice No. 3 in E minor: Sostenuto - Presto 03:31
4 Caprice No. 4 in C minor: Maestoso 05:53
5 Caprice No. 5 in A minor: Agitato 02:50
6 Caprice No. 6 in G minor: Lento 04.06
7 Caprice No. 7 in A minor: Posato 03.36
8 Caprice No. 8 in E-flat major: Maestoso 02:41
9 Caprice No. 9 in E major: Allegretto 03:11
10 Caprice No. 10 in G minor: Vivace 02:26
11 Caprice No. 11 in C major: Andante - Presto 04:04
12 Caprice No. 12 in A-flat major: Allegro 03:25
13 Caprice No. 13 in B-flat major: Allegro 02:35
14 Caprice No. 14 in E-flat major: Moderato 01:51
15 Caprice No. 15 in E minor: Posato 02:47
16 Caprice No. 16 in G minor: Presto 01:35
17 Caprice No. 17 in E-flat major:  
 Sostenuto - Andante 03:35

18 Caprice No. 18 in C major: Corrente: Allegro 02:16
19 Caprice No. 19 in E-flat major:  
 Lento - Allegro Assai 02:57
20 Caprice No. 20 in D major: Allegretto 02:58
21 Caprice No. 21 in A major: Amoroso: Presto 03:10
22 Caprice No. 22 in F major: Marcato 02:44
23 Caprice No. 23 in E-flat major: Posato 02:50
24 Caprice No. 24 in A minor: 
 Tema con Variazioni: Quasi Presto 06:13
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