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Bedřich Smetana (1824 – 1884) – String Quartet in D minor, No. 2
1 Allegro 05:05
2 Allegro moderato 05:47
3 Allegro non più moderato, ma agitato e con fuoco 05:04
4 Presto 02:45

Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) – String Quartet in E flat Major, Op. 51
5 Allegro ma non troppo 08:37
6 Dumka: Andante con moto – Vivace 08:03
7 Romanza: Andante con moto 06:41
8 Finale: Allegro assai 07:29

Leoš Janáček (1854-1928) – String Quartet No.2, ‘Intimate Letters’
9 Andante - Con moto – Allegro 05:56
10 Adagio – Vivace 05:56
11 Moderato - Andante – Adagio 06:23
12 Allegro – Andante – Adagio 07:50

Total time:   68:03

The Wihan Quartet 
Leoš Čepický & Jan Schulmeister - violins

Jakub Čepický - viola  •  Michal Kaňka - cello
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Jiří Zigmund, retired from the Wihan Quartet in 2014.   The Quartet was very fortunate 

to find an excellent viola player in Jakub Čepický, son of Leoš, and his first recording with 

the Quartet of Suk, Dvorak and Janacek was released on Nimbus Alliance in 2016:  ‘the 

Wihan Quartet give a very special performance of Dvorak’s last and greatest quartet.....one 

of the most experienced and admired of chamber ensembles, The Wihan Quartet gives a 

deeply considered ensemble performance.  The sweetness of tone achieved in the Adagio is 

remarkable and the first movement has irresistible impetus.....this CD shows the Wihan to be 

in fine form.....’  BBC Music Magazine, May 2016.

In 2017, cellist Ales Kasprik retired after performing with the Wihan for 32 years.  Michal  

Kaňka, cellist with the Prazak Quartet, now performs with the Quartet on a regular basis.
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Smetana’s second string quartet has never had the success of his Quartet No.1 in E minor 

(‘From My Life’).  It’s true that it was written in extremely difficult circumstances, and as a 

result is a more concise, even claustrophobic, work; but at the same time it is a deeply moving 

document.  During the period when he wrote it, in the early months of 1883, Smetana was 

seriously ill with syphilis.  He had been subject to fits – or what he described as “cramp in the 

brain” - since the previous year, and had clearly suffered a stroke.  He was unable to speak, 

and to add to his woes, he had been deaf for some eight years.  His new string quartet – 

the last work he managed to complete – was composed strictly against doctor’s orders.  Its 

concentrated nature is due at least in part to the fact that Smetana was able to work for only 

a few minutes each day.  “I can’t write quickly without moving my head or disturbing my 

nerves”, he explained to his friend and part-time secretary Josef Srb-Debrnov at the end of 

February 1883, in a letter that leaves us in no doubt about the appalling physical and mental 

problems he had to wrestle with in order to compose the work:  “The quartet is finished 

except for the finale, but to find a real conclusion with chords and cadences is difficult.  At 

times I get confused, but I no longer have spots before my eyes and the rushing in my ears 

is less strong.  Alas, I tend to lose my memory when composing, so that if a movement is too 

long I cannot remember the principal melody.  If the working-out takes some time I forget 

the qualities of the melody and look on it as if it were the work of a stranger.”  

The quartet, completed on 12 March, is scarcely less autobiographical than its famous 

predecessor.  “The new quartet”, Smetana told his biographer Václav Zelený, “begins where 

‘From My Life’ ended, after the catastrophe. It represents the whirlwind of music in a person 

who has completely lost his hearing.  No one has the slightest notion how musical ideas run 

away from someone who is deaf, and if I don’t commit them to paper immediately I can’t 

remember how they were even half a day later.”
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The Wihan Quartet has been described by International Record Review as:  ‘one of the 
best quartets in the world today.’    In 2015 the Quartet celebrated 30 years since its formation, 

and over the years it has developed an outstanding reputation for the interpretation of its 

native Czech heritage, and of the many classical, romantic and modern masterpieces of the 

string quartet repertoire.  

The Quartet’s recording of Dvorak Op.34/Op.105 was chosen as a ‘Recording of the Year’ 
by MusicWeb International and BBC Music Magazine said of their Dvorak Op.61 recording:   

‘This is the finest recorded performance I have encountered to date’   The Wihan’s release of  

Schubert G Major received an ‘Outstanding’ from International Record Review and The 

Sunday Times said of the recording:  ‘This is playing of the highest quality…..Their tempo allows 
you to savor to the full the harmonic richness of this extraordinary music.’  

During the 2012/13 season the Quartet was Czech Chamber Music Society Resident 

Ensemble at the Rudolfinum Dvorak Hall, Prague.  In 2008 the Quartet completed the first 

ever cycle of Beethoven Quartets in Prague and also repeated this cycle at Blackheath Halls, 

London.  This landmark series of Beethoven concerts in Prague was recorded for release on 

CD and DVD for Nimbus Alliance and received many accolades.    

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 are great supporters of the work of the CAVATINA Chamber Music Trust, 

which gives inspirational concerts and master classes to young people.

The Wihan Quartet
Leoš Čepický & Jan Schulmeister - violins

Jakub Čepický - viola  •  Michal Kaňka - cello
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One peculiarity of Smetana’s second quartet is the fact that each of its movements begins 

with an idea given out by all four players in octaves.  In the case of the opening movement, 

that idea consists of an upward-surging rush of triplets whose shape generates the material 

of the entire piece to come.  This is not a sonata-form movement, but an episodic piece 

whose first contrasting idea is a slower and much gentler motif in F major (the real key of the 

movement, despite the work’s D minor label), whose outline derives from the opening triplet 

motif.  The rushing triplets soon return in their original form, and are developed at greater 

length, in a passage that culminates in another broad motif, played this time con fuoco.  

The second movement opens with a fanfare-like flourish, out of which the main polka 

theme emerges in the key of E minor – almost as though Smetana were deliberately referring 

back to the main key of his first quartet, which also contained a movement in the style of a 

polka. The polka eventually leads to a short passage for muted strings in which the viola, 

accompanied by a subdued form of the initial fanfare, gives out a new idea in the major 

which bears the curious marking of zephyroso.  The warmly expressive trio is a lullaby in the 

major.  It reaches a grandiose climax before the reprise of the polka; but there is also a coda 

whose final bars return to the major, with a nostalgic recollection of the trio.

In the third movement, two contrasting ideas alternate.  The opening bars are in the 

form of a dramatic tremolo with stabbing accents, whose figuration rises chromatically 

until the music reaches a peak of intensity before it is suddenly broken off, and the cello 

introduces an important secondary idea.  Above this new idea, with its yearning ascending 

melodic interval, an echo of the movement’s initial storm lingers on in the first violin part.  

The cello’s theme gives rise to a lyrical fugato, and, after further densely contrapuntal writing, 

to a passionate climax.  At the end, the music sinks to a close with a dying fall that provides 

a bridge to the finale. 
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The boisterous opening theme of the finale gives, perhaps, little indication of the 

intense passion that is to characterise the later stages of the piece.  The sense of longing 

fulfilled, as Janáček put it, finds its expression in exuberant chains of trills, and in a tender 

new melody which returns in pizzicato form towards the close, bringing with it a feeling of 

transfiguration.  It is hard to imagine when listening to this ecstatic piece brimming over 

with urgent energy that it is the work of a composer in his mid-seventies, and one who 

would die so soon after having written it.

© 2018 Misha Donat
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The impetuous ‘presto’ opening bars of the last movement (this time the ‘stabbing’ 

accents occur mostly off the beat) lead to a more moderately-paced main theme based on 

the same figuration, with its characteristic interval of the falling fourth.  A still slower episode 

seems intent on revisiting the second movement’s polka rhythm, before the initial idea 

returns.  This time there is no let-up, and the music gradually gathers pace, in preparation for 

an ending of orchestral splendour. 

Dvořák began composing his E flat String Quartet Op.51 on Christmas Day 1878, and 

by the end of the following March he had completed it.  This was the time when, thanks 

in no small measure to the encouragement of Brahms, his music was beginning to make 

its mark abroad.  It was Brahms who advised his publisher Fritz Simrock to issue Dvořák’s 

‘Moravian Duets’, which duly appeared in 1879.  Brahms also recommended Simrock to 

publish his two preceding string quartets, in D minor (Op.34), and E major (Op.80).  “The best 

that a musician can have Dvořák has,” Brahms told Simrock, “and it is in these compositions.”  

However, it was not Simrock, but the Berlin firm of Schlesinger which published the D minor 

Quartet (with a dedication to Brahms) in 1880,  while Simrock waited for a further eight years 

before issuing the E major work.  Meanwhile, however, Simrock had commissioned Dvořák 

to write a set of Slavonic Dances, both in piano duet form and for orchestra.  Encouraged, 

Dvořák began composing furiously, producing not only his first set of Dances, but also a 

set of Bagatelles Op.47 for two violins, cello and harmonium, and a String Sextet, Op.48.  

Following a highly favourable review of the Slavonic Dances and the Moravian Duets in the 

Berlin Nationalzeitung, Dvořák suddenly found himself a celebrity in Germany.  “My critique 

produced a positive ‘run’ on the music shops”, the author of the article, Louis Ehlert, told 

Dvořák  “and I can say without exaggeration, made you a name overnight.”
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viola, its veiled and ‘glassy’ sound produced by playing near the bridge of the instrument, 

which emerges out of the work’s affirmative opening theme.  (Janáček’s initial idea of using a 

viola d’amore proved impracticable, and he was eventually persuaded to accept the normal 

instrument as a substitute.)  Almost everything in the movement grows out of these two 

ideas, with a warmer third theme given out over a ‘rocking’ cello accompaniment clearly 

also deriving from them.  As the piece progresses, the mysterious viola motif emerges into 

the open, and is united in mood with the exuberant opening subject, before it is suddenly 

subdued in a warmly expressive Adagio passage.  A further Adagio intervention precedes a 

closing section that has the violins’ tremolos ascending ever higher, to bring the movement 

to an ending of unbridled joy.

The second movement is predominantly slow, though once again it features 

kaleidoscopic changes of mood and tempo.  The piece was, Janáček explained to Stösslová, 

“written in tones of tender desire”, and its opening melody (viola again!) conveys a sense of 

ardent longing – particularly when, shortly after the beginning, it bursts forth in a passionate 

fortissimo.  After lengthy development, the theme gives way to a quick folk-like tune, and,  

towards the close, to a return of the opening movement’s initial theme.

The third movement is set in motion with a gently rocking theme.  Its repeated-note 

rhythm is soon used to underpin an important new idea derived from one of the main 

themes of the quartet’s opening movement, before the music rises to an impassioned 

climax.  At the end, the same combination of ideas appears in slow-motion, as if from afar, 

before the piece is cut short with a sudden angry outburst.  “Those cries of joy, but what a 

strange thing, also cries of terror after a lullaby”, Janáček told Kamila Stösslová in June 1928, 

after he’d heard a run-through of the work by the Moldavian Quartet.
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major and G minor, and it is in the latter that the first violin eventually gives out the yearning 

main theme. Nevertheless, the closing stages of the movement are set firmly in B flat, and 

having brought the music to an apparent full stop, Dvořák adds a postlude that invokes the 

movement’s quiet opening bars in a more unsettled form, bringing the piece to a haunting 

close of deliberate inconclusiveness.

The finale is one of those scintillating rondos at which Dvořák was so adept.  All the 

same, there is a recurring episode in a slower tempo which temporarily stems the music’s 

ebullience.  Its theme, beginning in the minor, uses a broadened form of the main rondo 

subject’s opening notes as its launching-pad. But such tinges of melancholy will not do for 

long, and at the end the tempo accelerates for a conclusion in rumbustious style.

In the last decade of his life Janáček wrote more than seven hundred love letters to 

Kamila Stösslová – an apparently happily married woman nearly forty years his junior.  

Although she seems to have been blissfully unaware of the true extent of Janáček’s genius, 

she was the muse behind all the works of his Indian summer of creativity, and was particularly 

associated in the composer’s mind with the song-cycle The Diary of one who disappeared, 

the operas Katya Kabanova, The Makropulos Affair and The Cunning Little Vixen, and the two 

string quartets (the first of them based on Tolstoy’s story of adulterous love, ‘The Kreutzer 

Sonata’).  “After eleven years you are to me, without knowing it, my guardian angel in every 

way”, Janáček told Stösslová in 1927.  “You are there in my compositions, wherever there is 

warmth of pure emotion, sincerity, truth and ardent love.”  As things turned out, the Second 

String Quartet remained Janáček’s last completed composition: only some sketches for an 

opera based on Gerhard Hauptmann’s comedy “Schluck und Jau” were still to come.            

As Janáček told Stösslová, the quartet’s first movement expresses his joy at meeting her 

for the first time.  The mystery of that first encounter is suggested by the quiet motif on the 

It was the leader of the well-known Florentine Quartet, Jean Becker, who commissioned 

Dvořák’s E flat String Quartet.  Becker specifically asked for a work in Slavonic style, and 

Dvořák, who had had already cast the middle movements of his Op.48 Sextet as a dumka 

and furiant, respectively, turned to the same forms for his new work.  This time, however, 

he managed to combine them in a single piece – the ‘dumka’ second movement, whose 

elegiac main theme, with its harp-like pizzicato cello accompaniment, alternates with a lively 

episode in the major based on a varied form of the same melody. Towards the end, the lively 

episode returns, but transformed into the minor, allowing the music to come to a close of 

Mendelssohnian lightness and transparency.

The quartet begins with a gently swaying accompaniment in the three lower 

instruments.  Its ‘rocking’ motion prefigures the shape of the main theme when it eventually 

appears on the first violin, so that the entire quartet texture of the opening bars is perfectly 

integrated.  It is an altogether auspicious start to what is perhaps the most sheerly beautiful 

of all Dvořák’s quartets.  No less smooth and expansively lyrical than the opening theme 

is the second subject, characterised by its progressively expanding melodic intervals.  It is 

with the new theme that Dvořák chooses to launch the reprise, reserving the return of the 

initial bars for the concluding moments.  The reversal of the expected order of events allows 

him to create an ending of great serenity. But perhaps the most memorable moment of the 

piece occurs at its mid-point.  Here, in a development section set largely in ‘brighter’ keys, 

Dvořák invokes a calm episode which has the main theme played in a broadened form, while 

beneath and above it the second subject also makes its presence felt. The counterpoint is as 

unstrained as it is effective.

After the strong contrasts of the ‘Dumka’, the ‘Romance’ third movement is a piece that 

unfolds in a single mood.  Its introductory opening bars vacillate between the keys of B flat 
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major and G minor, and it is in the latter that the first violin eventually gives out the yearning 

main theme. Nevertheless, the closing stages of the movement are set firmly in B flat, and 

having brought the music to an apparent full stop, Dvořák adds a postlude that invokes the 

movement’s quiet opening bars in a more unsettled form, bringing the piece to a haunting 

close of deliberate inconclusiveness.

The finale is one of those scintillating rondos at which Dvořák was so adept.  All the 

same, there is a recurring episode in a slower tempo which temporarily stems the music’s 
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The impetuous ‘presto’ opening bars of the last movement (this time the ‘stabbing’ 

accents occur mostly off the beat) lead to a more moderately-paced main theme based on 

the same figuration, with its characteristic interval of the falling fourth.  A still slower episode 

seems intent on revisiting the second movement’s polka rhythm, before the initial idea 

returns.  This time there is no let-up, and the music gradually gathers pace, in preparation for 

an ending of orchestral splendour. 

Dvořák began composing his E flat String Quartet Op.51 on Christmas Day 1878, and 

by the end of the following March he had completed it.  This was the time when, thanks 

in no small measure to the encouragement of Brahms, his music was beginning to make 

its mark abroad.  It was Brahms who advised his publisher Fritz Simrock to issue Dvořák’s 

‘Moravian Duets’, which duly appeared in 1879.  Brahms also recommended Simrock to 

publish his two preceding string quartets, in D minor (Op.34), and E major (Op.80).  “The best 

that a musician can have Dvořák has,” Brahms told Simrock, “and it is in these compositions.”  

However, it was not Simrock, but the Berlin firm of Schlesinger which published the D minor 

Quartet (with a dedication to Brahms) in 1880,  while Simrock waited for a further eight years 

before issuing the E major work.  Meanwhile, however, Simrock had commissioned Dvořák 

to write a set of Slavonic Dances, both in piano duet form and for orchestra.  Encouraged, 

Dvořák began composing furiously, producing not only his first set of Dances, but also a 

set of Bagatelles Op.47 for two violins, cello and harmonium, and a String Sextet, Op.48.  

Following a highly favourable review of the Slavonic Dances and the Moravian Duets in the 

Berlin Nationalzeitung, Dvořák suddenly found himself a celebrity in Germany.  “My critique 

produced a positive ‘run’ on the music shops”, the author of the article, Louis Ehlert, told 

Dvořák  “and I can say without exaggeration, made you a name overnight.”
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viola, its veiled and ‘glassy’ sound produced by playing near the bridge of the instrument, 

which emerges out of the work’s affirmative opening theme.  (Janáček’s initial idea of using a 

viola d’amore proved impracticable, and he was eventually persuaded to accept the normal 

instrument as a substitute.)  Almost everything in the movement grows out of these two 

ideas, with a warmer third theme given out over a ‘rocking’ cello accompaniment clearly 

also deriving from them.  As the piece progresses, the mysterious viola motif emerges into 

the open, and is united in mood with the exuberant opening subject, before it is suddenly 

subdued in a warmly expressive Adagio passage.  A further Adagio intervention precedes a 

closing section that has the violins’ tremolos ascending ever higher, to bring the movement 

to an ending of unbridled joy.

The second movement is predominantly slow, though once again it features 

kaleidoscopic changes of mood and tempo.  The piece was, Janáček explained to Stösslová, 

“written in tones of tender desire”, and its opening melody (viola again!) conveys a sense of 

ardent longing – particularly when, shortly after the beginning, it bursts forth in a passionate 

fortissimo.  After lengthy development, the theme gives way to a quick folk-like tune, and,  

towards the close, to a return of the opening movement’s initial theme.

The third movement is set in motion with a gently rocking theme.  Its repeated-note 

rhythm is soon used to underpin an important new idea derived from one of the main 

themes of the quartet’s opening movement, before the music rises to an impassioned 

climax.  At the end, the same combination of ideas appears in slow-motion, as if from afar, 

before the piece is cut short with a sudden angry outburst.  “Those cries of joy, but what a 

strange thing, also cries of terror after a lullaby”, Janáček told Kamila Stösslová in June 1928, 

after he’d heard a run-through of the work by the Moldavian Quartet.
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One peculiarity of Smetana’s second quartet is the fact that each of its movements begins 

with an idea given out by all four players in octaves.  In the case of the opening movement, 

that idea consists of an upward-surging rush of triplets whose shape generates the material 

of the entire piece to come.  This is not a sonata-form movement, but an episodic piece 

whose first contrasting idea is a slower and much gentler motif in F major (the real key of the 

movement, despite the work’s D minor label), whose outline derives from the opening triplet 

motif.  The rushing triplets soon return in their original form, and are developed at greater 

length, in a passage that culminates in another broad motif, played this time con fuoco.  

The second movement opens with a fanfare-like flourish, out of which the main polka 

theme emerges in the key of E minor – almost as though Smetana were deliberately referring 

back to the main key of his first quartet, which also contained a movement in the style of a 

polka. The polka eventually leads to a short passage for muted strings in which the viola, 

accompanied by a subdued form of the initial fanfare, gives out a new idea in the major 

which bears the curious marking of zephyroso.  The warmly expressive trio is a lullaby in the 

major.  It reaches a grandiose climax before the reprise of the polka; but there is also a coda 

whose final bars return to the major, with a nostalgic recollection of the trio.

In the third movement, two contrasting ideas alternate.  The opening bars are in the 

form of a dramatic tremolo with stabbing accents, whose figuration rises chromatically 

until the music reaches a peak of intensity before it is suddenly broken off, and the cello 

introduces an important secondary idea.  Above this new idea, with its yearning ascending 

melodic interval, an echo of the movement’s initial storm lingers on in the first violin part.  

The cello’s theme gives rise to a lyrical fugato, and, after further densely contrapuntal writing, 

to a passionate climax.  At the end, the music sinks to a close with a dying fall that provides 

a bridge to the finale. 

9

The boisterous opening theme of the finale gives, perhaps, little indication of the 

intense passion that is to characterise the later stages of the piece.  The sense of longing 

fulfilled, as Janáček put it, finds its expression in exuberant chains of trills, and in a tender 

new melody which returns in pizzicato form towards the close, bringing with it a feeling of 

transfiguration.  It is hard to imagine when listening to this ecstatic piece brimming over 

with urgent energy that it is the work of a composer in his mid-seventies, and one who 

would die so soon after having written it.

© 2018 Misha Donat
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Sunday Times said of the recording:  ‘This is playing of the highest quality…..Their tempo allows 
you to savor to the full the harmonic richness of this extraordinary music.’  

During the 2012/13 season the Quartet was Czech Chamber Music Society Resident 

Ensemble at the Rudolfinum Dvorak Hall, Prague.  In 2008 the Quartet completed the first 

ever cycle of Beethoven Quartets in Prague and also repeated this cycle at Blackheath Halls, 

London.  This landmark series of Beethoven concerts in Prague was recorded for release on 

CD and DVD for Nimbus Alliance and received many accolades.    

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 are great supporters of the work of the CAVATINA Chamber Music Trust, 

which gives inspirational concerts and master classes to young people.

The Wihan Quartet
Leoš Čepický & Jan Schulmeister - violins

Jakub Čepický - viola  •  Michal Kaňka - cello
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Bedřich Smetana (1824 – 1884) – String Quartet in D minor, No. 2
1 Allegro 05:05
2 Allegro moderato 05:47
3 Allegro non più moderato, ma agitato e con fuoco 05:04
4 Presto 02:45

Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) – String Quartet in E flat Major, Op. 51
5 Allegro ma non troppo 08:37
6 Dumka: Andante con moto – Vivace 08:03
7 Romanza: Andante con moto 06:41
8 Finale: Allegro assai 07:29

Leoš Janáček (1854-1928) – String Quartet No.2, ‘Intimate Letters’
9 Andante - Con moto – Allegro 05:56
10 Adagio – Vivace 05:56
11 Moderato - Andante – Adagio 06:23
12 Allegro – Andante – Adagio 07:50

Total time:   68:03

The Wihan Quartet 
Leoš Čepický & Jan Schulmeister - violins

Jakub Čepický - viola  •  Michal Kaňka - cello
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Jiří Zigmund, retired from the Wihan Quartet in 2014.   The Quartet was very fortunate 

to find an excellent viola player in Jakub Čepický, son of Leoš, and his first recording with 

the Quartet of Suk, Dvorak and Janacek was released on Nimbus Alliance in 2016:  ‘the 

Wihan Quartet give a very special performance of Dvorak’s last and greatest quartet.....one 

of the most experienced and admired of chamber ensembles, The Wihan Quartet gives a 

deeply considered ensemble performance.  The sweetness of tone achieved in the Adagio is 

remarkable and the first movement has irresistible impetus.....this CD shows the Wihan to be 

in fine form.....’  BBC Music Magazine, May 2016.

In 2017, cellist Ales Kasprik retired after performing with the Wihan for 32 years.  Michal  

Kaňka, cellist with the Prazak Quartet, now performs with the Quartet on a regular basis.
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