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No 13 in A minor ‘Rosamunde’ 
No 14 in D minor ‘Death and the Maiden’

LIVE RECORDING
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Franz Schubert (1797-1828)

	 String	Quartet	No	13	in	A	minor,	D.804	‘	Rosamunde’	

1	 Allegro	ma	non	troppo	 12.28
2	 Andante	 7.13
3	 Menuetto.	Allegretto	 6.42
4	 Allegretto	moderato	 7.14

	 String	Quartet	No	14	in	D	minor,	D.810	‘Death	and	the	Maiden’

5	 Allegro	 16.27
6	 Andante	con	moto	 15.01
7	 Scherzo.	Allegro	molto	 3.49
8	 Presto	 10.20

	 Total	time:			 79.33

The Wihan Quartet 
Leoš Čepický & Jan Schulmeister - violins
Jiří Žigmund - viola • Aleš Kaspřík - cello
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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.

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 Late Quartets: 
‘these [performances] are excellent: their fiery interpretations do full justice to Beethoven’s 
final masterpieces.’ and International Record Review ‘one of the best quartets in the world 
today’.  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.
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The year 1823 found Schubert, at the age of twenty-six, staring into the abyss.  The 
illness that forced him into a lengthy stay in hospital (where he wrote several of the 
songs in his tragic cycle Die schöne Müllerin) was almost certainly syphilis.  “Imagine 
a man whose health will never be regained, and whose despair at the thought 
makes things increasingly worse, rather than better”, he told his artist friend Leopold 
Kupelwieser in March of the following year, “and ask yourself if that isn’t a miserable and 
unhappy man?” By the summer of 1824 Schubert was restored to comparative health, 
but a marked change had come over both him and his music.  “So that these lines don’t 
perhaps mislead you into thinking that I am not well, or not in a cheerful mood”, he 
wrote to his brother Ferdinand, “I hasten to assure you of the contrary.  Admittedly, 
this is no longer that happy time in which every object seems surmounted by a halo of 
youth, but that fatal acknowledgement of an unhappy reality, which I seek to beautify 
as far as possible through my imagination (thank God).”

With Schubert’s acute awareness of his own mortality had come a new-found 
determination to make a bid for posterity.  In the same letter in which he poured out 
his heart to Leopold Kupelwieser, Schubert informed him: “I have composed 2 quartets 
for violins, viola & violoncello, and intend to write another quartet.  Altogether, in this 
way I intend to pave the way towards the grand symphony.”  Just how lofty Schubert’s 
aspirations were is shown by the fact that he dedicated his new quartets to the 
violinist Ignaz Schuppanzigh, the leader of the string quartet so closely associated 
with Beethoven’s works in this form. Schuppanzigh was enthusiastic about the first 
of Schubert’s new works, the Quartet in  A minor D.804, and included it in one of his 
matinee concerts in the spring of 1824.  But he was much less favourably impressed by 
‘Death and the Maiden’.  Following a play-through, he apparently advised Schubert to 
limit himself in future to writing songs.  

Schubert’s two string quartets of 1824 are suffused with regret for the lost world of his 
youth, and the A minor work D.804, in particular, is one of the most melancholy pieces 

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.
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he ever wrote.  Its minuet harks back to the setting of a stanza from Schiller’s ‘Die Götter 
Griechenlands’ (‘The Greek Gods’) he had written some five years earlier, and which 
poses the question ‘Schöne Welt, wo bist du?’ (‘Beautiful world, where art thou?’).  The 
turn to the major for the trio of Schubert’s minuet coincides with Schiller’s plea: “Kehre 
wieder” (‘Come back’).    

The minuet is not the only portion of the A minor quartet to be based on pre-existing 
material: the opening subject of the slow movement is transcribed from an Entr’acte 
in the incidental music Schubert had recently written for the play Rosamunde.  The 
theme, with its pervasive dactylic rhythm (one long note and two short), is typically 
Schubertian, and for all its apparent innocence he manages to develop the melody into 
an argument of genuine symphonic tension. 

In marked contrast to the ‘Death and the Maiden’ Quartet, all four movements of 
the A minor work begin pianissimo.  In the opening movement the main theme is 
preceded by two bars of bare accompaniment – not only in order to soften the first 
violin’s eventual thematic entry, but also to throw into relief the shuddering rhythmic 
figure that underpins the accompaniment.   The same figure runs like a guiding thread 
through the quartet’s opening pages, and it makes a dramatic return much later, at the 
climax of the central stage of the piece.

As for the finale, it is a much gentler affair than the whirlwind tarantella that concludes 
‘Death and the Maiden’.  There is, perhaps, a hint of the gipsy style in its theme, with its 
‘Hungarian’ grace-notes.  They make a return, transferred from  violin to cello, at the 
movement’s climax, and again during the closing bars.  The main second idea, like the 
first, is given out pianissimo - this time in the style of a distant march.  At the end, the 
music seems on the point of fading away, before Schubert appends two peremptory 
chords, to bring proceedings to an emphatic close.

The song fragment on which Schubert based the slow movement of the ‘Death and 
the Maiden’ Quartet, with its subject of youthful mortality, is one that must have given 
him pause for thought, and the quartet as a whole goes so far as to have all four of its 
movements in the minor - a surfeit of gloom that not even Tchaikovsky allowed himself 
in his ‘Pathétique’ Symphony.  It is the bleakness of the context in which they appear 
that makes the two sections of the quartet that invoke an extended turn to the major 
so poignant.  Those sections are the slow movement’s fourth variation, and the trio 
of the scherzo, and Schubert takes particular care to absorb them seamlessly into the 
surrounding material.  The slow movement’s major-mode excursion is joined to the 
ensuing variation in the minor, which continues the music’s ‘rocking’ motion; while 
the  trio’s accompaniment takes over the pervasive rhythm of the scherzo.  Given the 
intensity of the  scherzo itself, it is surprising to find that the opening of its second half 
quotes extensively from a Ländler Schubert had written the previous year.

The opening movement is characterised by a continual alternation between tension 
and relaxation.  Towards the end, Schubert appears to be drawing the piece to an 
emphatic close, with a coda in a quicker tempo; but by a stroke of genius, he allows the 
music to return to its original speed, and the piece sinks to a pianissimo close, as though 
all energy were spent.

For his finale, Schubert provides a tarantella of almost manic exuberance.  His model is 
likely to have been the last movement of Beethoven’s famous ‘Kreutzer’ Sonata, though 
far more than Beethoven’s, Schubert’s piece is one that appears to extend an invitation 
to a dance of death.  This time, he does allow himself a final peroration that finishes the 
work in helter-skelter style with an acceleration in tempo, as though the music were 
spiralling out of control, towards a vortex of doom.        

©2012 Misha Donat 
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Franz Schubert (1797-1828)	

	 String	Quartet	No	13	in	A	minor,		
	 D.804	‘Rosamunde’	

1	 Allegro	ma	non	troppo	 12.28
2	 Andante	 7.13
3	 Menuetto.	Allegretto	 6.42
4	 Allegretto	moderato	 7.14

	 String	Quartet	No	14	in	D	minor,		
	 D.810	‘Death	and	the	Maiden’

5	 Allegro	 16.27
6	 Andante	con	moto	 15.01
7	 Scherzo.	Allegro	molto	 3.49
8	 Presto	 10.20

	 Total	time:			 79.33
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