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PIANO QUARTET No.1 in C minor, Op. 15

1 1. Allegro molto moderato 9’ 11”

2 2. Scherzo: allegro vivo 5’ 33”

3 3. Adagio 7’ 24”

4 4. Allegro molto 8’ 12”

PIANO QUARTET No.2 in G minor, Op. 45

5 1. Allegro molto moderato 10’ 53”

6 2. Allegro molto 3’ 22”

7 3. Adagio non troppo 11’ 19”

8 4. Allegro molto 8’ 34”

Disc total playing time 64’ 48”

GABRIEL FAURÉ (1845–1924) Founded in 1983, the Schubert Ensemble is firmly established as one of the world’s leading
exponents of chamber music for piano and strings. The Ensemble has visited more than forty
different countries, most recently having performed in Bermuda, the Czech Republic, the
Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Canada, the United Arab Emirates, Romania, Italy, the USA and China. In
1998, in recognition of its contribution to British musical life, it received the Best Chamber Ensemble
Award from the Royal Philharmonic Society, being short-listed again in 2010. It has appeared on TV
and radio in many countries and is heard regularly on BBC Radio 3.

The Ensemble has curated three festivals at Kings Place in London, Finding Fauré in 2009, Saint-Saëns’s
Paris in 2010 and a series celebrating the Ensemble’s 30th Anniversary in 2013, as well as an
Enescu/Dvořák series at the Wigmore Hall, all widely praised. It also programmed the 2010/11
International Chamber Series for Leeds City Council, devising a Viennese season with the title
Transfigured Night. In the field of education, new music, and audience development, the Schubert
Ensemble has carried out performing and educational Residencies at the University of Bristol, Cardiff
University, Hall for Cornwall in Truro, Wiltshire Music Centre, and Birmingham Conservatoire,
commissioned more than eighty works, and, combining education and new music initiatives, created
the groundbreaking national project Chamber Music 2000. 

The Ensemble has produced over thirty critically acclaimed CDs of works by composers ranging
from Hummel, Schubert, and Elgar to Martin Butler, Judith Weir, and John Woolrich. Recent discs of
Dvořák chamber works and the most recent of two Enescu discs were chosen as CD of the month
by the BBC Music Magazine. 

www.schubertensemble.com



The E flat major Adagio, in compound (triplet-based) metres, begins with murmuring figuration in the
bass register of the piano, which Fauré once said embodied a childhood memory of distant church
bells; this alternates with an melody, initially on unsupported viola, with the character of a pastorale.
At the start of the middle section, the bell figure appears on the strings in a mixture of arco and
pizzicato; at the start of the reprise, it returns to the piano with more complex figuration; and at the
beginning of the coda, it is varied by the piano as an accompaniment to the cello.   

The finale, in a fast triple time, begins with an urgently rising string melody accompanied by piano
triplets. This is expanded into a substantial opening paragraph, after which the second subject is a
forceful waltz-like idea in three-bar phrases – derived, Orledge suggests, from the arching melody in
the first movement. In the wake of this comes a melody spun by viola and cello out of a long opening
note – a theme related this time to the melody of the ‘trio’ of the scherzo. The development section
begins with the opening phrase of the first theme, both ways up, and ends with fierce piano octaves.
The recapitulation merges into a coda, which turns towards the major key, and arrives at an emphatic
Più mosso (faster) conclusion. 
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THE SCHUBERT ENSEMBLE

Simon Blendis – violin
Douglas Paterson – viola
Jane Salmon – cello
William Howard – piano

FAURÉ’S PIANO QUARTETS

Gabriel Fauré seems at first glance to fit neatly into the history of French music, as a pupil of Saint-
Saëns and a teacher of Ravel. Yet he stands apart from the mainstream because of his unique musical
language, and because rather than writing colourful orchestral pieces he preferred to work in the
comparatively modest media of the song, solo piano and chamber music. With the exception of the
late String Quartet, all of his chamber works combine the piano, Fauré’s own instrument as a
performer, with strings. Among the earlier works, written in the late 1870s and mid-1880s, are the
two Quartets for piano and string trio. This was a combination for which most of the models
belonged to the German tradition, from Mozart to Schumann and Brahms – though there was a
recent French precedent in the B flat major Quartet by Fauré’s teacher and friend Saint-Saëns,
completed and first performed in 1875. 

In any case, Fauré devised his own approach to the medium, eschewing the dramatic gestures and
sharp contrasts of the Germanic chamber music tradition in favour of a continuous flow of melody.
The melodic lines and harmonies are coloured by the ancient modes of plainchant, which Fauré had
absorbed through his training and employment as a church musician. They are typically played by the
strings, and often the pianist’s right hand, in octaves, or exchanging phrases in imitation, riding the
waves of continuous piano figuration. Transitions are effected seamlessly, usually through a change of
texture, without interrupting the all-important flow. 

* * *



The triple-time finale begins urgently with triplet arpeggios on the piano and another string melody
with a rising profile. A vehement figure in syncopated rhythms launches the transition to the sweetly
stretched-out second subject, beginning on the viola. The syncopated figure returns at the start of
the development, now subdued and soon forming an accompaniment to a chorale-like piano melody.
The same figure also plays an expanded role in the much altered reprise, which is followed by an
assertive major-key coda. 

* * *

Fauré must have gone on to compose his Second Piano Quartet shortly after completing the
revision of the First, since it was ready for performance at the Société Nationale, again with the
composer at the piano, in January 1887. It has the formal outline of its predecessor: a first movement
and finale in Fauré’s fluid version of sonata form enclosing a fleet scherzo and an expressive slow
movement. But, as Robert Orledge says in his biography of Fauré, ‘It marks a significant advance on
the First Quartet in the force of its expression, the greater rhythmic drive and complexity of its
themes, and its deliberately unified conception’. Orledge even goes so far as to declare that in it
‘Fauré announces his full artistic maturity and the beginning of his second period’ – which he sees as
a phase of growing intensity and ambition. 

The first movement begins with a sustained fortissimo melody for the strings in octaves, accompanied
by relentless piano figuration. When this opening storm has blown itself out, the viola emerges as an
eloquent soloist in a variant of the first theme, before the violin transforms that variant into the
more relaxed second subject. The exposition ends with a reminiscence of the opening idea and its
pulsing accompaniment. A calm, arching melody for viola and cello provides a link into the central
development section, and returns, in its original form and at double speed, towards the end of the
section. The recapitulation begins with the first theme bursting out fortissimo once more, turns to G
major with the viola melody, and allocates the second subject to the cello and then the violin. The
coda, based largely on the first theme but also reintroducing the arching melody at double speed,
comes to a quiet end in the major.    

The C minor scherzo is in galloping 6/8 metre, made more complex by the ties across the bar-line in
the piano’s first theme, and later by superimposed cross-rhythms of 3/4 in a broad string melody, and
of 2/4 in another smooth string melody which forms a kind of brief ‘trio’ interlude, albeit
accompanied by the scherzo theme. Both these subsidiary ideas, Orledge points out, are derived
from the first group of themes in the opening movement. 

Fauré composed the first of his two piano quartets between 1876 and 1879, around the time of the
collapse of his engagement to Marianne Viardot, daughter of the opera singer Pauline Viardot. He
took the piano part in the first performance in Paris in February 1880, at a concert of the Société
Nationale de Musique, which had been founded – with Saint-Saëns in the lead – to promote French
chamber music. He completely rewrote the finale in 1883, and the revised version was first
performed at the Sociéte Nationale in April 1884. The work was turned down by two publishing
houses, before being taken on (on unfavourable terms) by a third, Hamelle – which was to become
Fauré’s principal publisher. But in spite of this inauspicious start, the First Piano Quartet has, thanks
to its melodic richness and purposeful momentum, become one of the most popular of all Fauré’s
works. 

The opening movement channels its liquid flow into the outline of Classical sonata form. The first
subject is presented in sonorous octaves, then broken into salient fragments treated in dialogue; the
two elements of the second-subject group are introduced in imitative textures; the first subject
returns in a varied version with a new extension to round off the opening exposition section. In the
central section, as Fauré’s fellow-composer Florent Schmitt wrote in Cobbett’s Cyclopedic Survey of
Chamber Music, ‘the various themes are developed in the happiest fashion, with skill and elegance; the
different figures are presented now in direct, now in contrary motion, their rhythms gradually
intertwining, and this with surprising ease, with no trace of scholasticism, the impression being of a
continuous renewal’. After the recapitulation, another new version of the first theme brings the
movement to a calm major-key close. 

The second movement is a fleet-footed scherzo in E flat major. Pizzicato strings introduce and
accompany the piano’s ‘ear worm’ of a tune, made up of three-bar phrases in 6/8 time. When the
violin and viola take up the melody, it is with a variant in 2/4; and the two metres continue to co-
exist, in alternation and at times superimposed, throughout the movement. The central trio switches
to four-bar phrases, with the muted strings alternating between a smooth, sustained melody
accompanied by 6/8 patterns and whispered 6/8 exchanges accompanied in 2/4 time. 

The C minor Adagio begins with solemn piano chords, over which the cello is joined in turn by viola
and violin in a melody rising gradually towards an expressive fall. There is a middle section of
expressive dialogue over gently lapping piano figuration. The reprise of the opening is transfigured by
the addition of delicate broken chords on the piano. 
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GABRIEL FAURÉ (1845–1924)
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