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Ysaÿe Quartet
CLAUDE DEBUSSY
String Quartet in G minor Op. 10 (1893)
01
02
03
04

Animé et très décidé
Assez vif et bien rythmé
Andantino, doucement expressif
Très modéré – Très mouvementé avec passion

07.04
03.50
08.17
07.24

IGOR STRAVINSKY
05

Concertino (1920)
Three Pieces for String Quartet (1914)

07.00

06
07
08

‘Dance’
‘Eccentric’
‘Canticle’

00.49
01.51
04.46

09

Double Canon (1959)

02.16

GABRIEL FAURÉ
String Quartet in E minor Op. 121 (1923–4)
10
11
12

Allegro moderato
Andante
Allegro

06.19
10.42
08.34
Total time: 69.00

Produced by Misha Donat
Recorded by Patrick Allen
Recorded live at Wigmore Hall on 22 March 2005 and 27 April 2006
Director: John Gilhooly
Wigmore Hall Live – General Manager: Helen Peate, Marketing Manager: Claire Simons
Photograph of Ysaÿe Quartet by Gérard Rondeau
Designed by Studio B, The Creative People email: studio-b@dircon.co.uk
Manufactured by Repeat Performance Multimedia, London
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CLAUDE DEBUSSY (1862–1918)
String Quartet in G minor Op. 10 (1893)
The work that established Debussy’s reputation as a composer entirely out of the ordinary – in that it
opened a window on a whole new sound world – was his Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune. While
he was working on that revolutionary score he applied himself also to his one and only string quartet
and, at the age of 31, proved himself as masterful in this essentially traditional medium as any of his
contemporaries. Indeed, if César Franck’s String Quartet in D major was the ultimate achievement of
its kind in French music up to that point, Debussy’s in G minor excelled it nearly every way –
including even the application of the cyclic principle, which was Franck’s own speciality.
Debussy goes further than
Franck here in that, with every
appearance of spontaneity, he derives
nearly all the melodic material from
the opening bars. The most important
element in the first theme is not the
syncopations, which give its rhythmic
thrust, but the little triplet turn which
seems so insignificant at first but
which proves to be an inexhaustible
source of melodic inspiration. The
sweetly lyrical second subject,
eventually introduced after a dramatic
crescendo, might sound distant from
the main theme, but the reason for its
late entry – which is made on the
violin in counterpoint with the first
theme on the cello – is that it needed
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time to develop its distinctive shape.
The relationship between the main theme and the dancing line pursued by the viola at
the beginning of the second movement, against an intricate pizzicato accompaniment on the other
three instruments, is clear enough. So too is the relationship between that theme and a much
slowed down version expressively stretched out by the first violin in the middle of the movement.
The Andantino is not so rigorously motivated. The point of the brief introduction, featuring
anticipations of the melody about to emerge on the first violin, must be to alert the listener to the
renewed influence of the triplet motif. But both here and in the somewhat quicker middle section,
where the first violin introduces two new (though related) ideas, the impulse is sentimental rather
than structural.
The last movement, on the other hand, though it is far from unemotional, is concerned
with tying the various thematic strands firmly together. Unexpectedly, its busy first subject –
which enters on the viola once the eloquent introduction has accelerated to the main tempo of the
movement – is not based on the triplet element of the main theme. That distinctive feature is
reserved for the second subject, an expansive melody which eventually provokes the central
climax. Two further accelerations introduce close variants of the opening theme of the work and
drive it irresistibly to its conclusion.

IGOR STRAVINSKY (1882–1971)
Concertino (1920)
Three Pieces for String Quartet (1914)
Double Canon (1959)
Stravinsky was not naturally drawn to the string quartet. But for the interest taken in his music by
the Flonzaley Quartet – named after the Swiss estate of its American patron, Edward J. de Coppet –
the earliest of these scores, the Three Pieces, would not have been written, or not in string-quartet
form at least, and it was the Flonzaley who commissioned the work that, some time after the fee
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had been paid, turned out to be the Concertino. The Double Canon, designed as much for the eye
as the ear, could have been scored for more or less any four instruments capable of producing a
balanced sound within the required pitch range.
Having given the first performance of the Three Pieces for string quartet in 1915, the
Flonzaley Quartet cannot have been too surprised by the score Stravinsky sent them in 1920 in
response to their request for a new piece to add to their mainly classical repertoire. Like the
earlier work, the Concertino offers few of the conventional string-quartet gratifications in terms of
colour and texture. Its sound derives from much the same image – peculiar to Stravinsky at that
time – of the string quartet as primitive instrument, grumbly rather than lyrical, appropriate more
to marking incisive rhythms than to turning elegant phrases.
However, although the form and length of the piece were left to the composer’s
discretion, Stravinsky did offer a concession to the string players on this occasion by introducing a
virtuoso element into the score. As he put it, “I wrote a piece in one single movement, treated in
the form of a free sonata allegro, with a definitely concertante part for the first violin – hence,
taking its small scale into account, the diminutive title of concertino (little concerto).” So, after an
entertainingly gruff opening only a little more sophisticated in texture than the first of the Three
Pieces, there is an Andante middle section featuring a thoughtful, double-stopped violin cadenza
accompanied mainly by pizzicato cello. The last section is not so much a reprise of the first as an
extension and development of it, recalling at one point the rather more colourful violin writing of
The Soldier’s Tale. A brief recall of the central Andante dies out on a dissonant sigh.
The Three Pieces for String Quartet are among several small-scale experimental works
that Stravinsky wrote in Switzerland in the aftermath of The Rite of Spring in 1914 and 1915.
Although the first of the Three Pieces was probably not specifically conceived in string quartet
terms, an enquiry from the Flonzaley Quartet, who wanted a new work for a forthcoming European
and American tour, seems to have concentrated the composer’s mind on defining the scoring and
adding two more pieces to make a viable item for a concert programme. Even then, however, it
was not intended as a significant addition to the literature of the string quartet. In their brevity
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and the concentration on a single mode of expression in each one, the Three Pieces are more like
studies in what (at this stage in Stravinsky’s development) had to be a new way forward.
Certainly, nothing like them had been written for string quartet before and, as it turned out, their
future was in other areas of the repertoire.
When the Three Pieces were published in 1922 they bore no titles and no tempo
directions apart from metronome marks. It was not until Stravinsky arranged them and
incorporated them (with the pianola study) in the Four Studies for orchestra in 1928 that he gave
any clue as to the meaning of these gnomic utterances. The first of them, identified in the
orchestral score as ‘Dance’, is based on a primitive four-note tune which is repeated over a drone
and an ostinato bass line. It was immediately developed in Pribaoutki and the Cat’s Cradle Songs.
The rhythmically and harmonically unpredictable second piece, ‘Eccentric’, – inspired by the
clowning of Little Tich, whom Stravinsky saw in London in 1914 – is the most prophetic of the
three in that it finds echoes even in works as late as Agon and Movements. The third piece,
‘Canticle’, which Stravinsky considered “some of my best music of that time,” is clearly recalled in
the chorale material of the Symphonies of Wind Instruments. Alfred Schnittke learned something
from it too.
Although the Double Canon bears the dedication ‘Raoul Dufy in Memoriam’ it is not a
personal tribute to the artist. Never having met Dufy, who had died in 1953, Stravinsky
presumably added the dedication at the request of the private patron for whom he wrote the first
version of the work, an album-piece duet for flute and clarinet, in Venice in 1959. Later in the
same year he expanded the two-part canon into a four-part double canon for string quartet. Based
on a twelve-note row of interlocking thirds, it presents one canon for the two violins and a second
canon for viola and cello, the latter two instruments making their entry after the first statement of
the theme and their exit just before its final recall (in retrograde inversion, as it happens).

5

WHLive0012 booklet

14/8/06

12:12 pm

Page 9

GABRIEL FAURÉ (1845–1924)
String Quartet in E minor Op. 121 (1923–4)
The String Quartet in E minor was not only Fauré’s first chamber piece without piano but also the last
of all his works. At the age of 78 he was understandably nervous about taking on such a daunting
challenge. Staying at Annecy-le-Vieux, where he spent his last three summers, he told no one what
he was working on and kept it secret even from his wife until he had nearly finished the Andante, the
first of the three movements to be completed: “I have undertaken a string quartet, without piano,”
he wrote to her in September 1923. “This is a genre made particularly famous by Beethoven, which
makes everyone who is not Beethoven scared stiff of it.” Even Saint-Saëns, his old mentor, “was
always afraid of it and didn’t do as well with it as he did in other genres of composition.” Anyway, he
got on with the Allegro moderato in the autumn when he got home to Paris – where he could draw on
his early, unpublished Violin Concerto for thematic material – and worked on the last movement the
following summer, first at Divonne-les-Bains and then at Annecy again.
Although the String Quartet in E minor is highly prized by Fauré connoisseurs, it tends
not to make a big impression on first hearing. It is an intimate, even private work with little colour
interest of the kind that makes the Debussy and Ravel quartets so attractive. It is also highly
elusive in every technical dimension – in its melodies, which are supple in line and asymmetrical
in shape, in its harmonies, which are modally orientated and often obscurely motivated, in its
rhythms, which so freely cross the bar lines, in its textures, which are based on counterpoint like
no other, and in its freely articulated constructions.
The private nature of the work is clear from the beginning where the viola enters with a
question – not a gruff “Mußes sein?” as in Beethoven’s last quartet, but a plaintive enquiry which
is answered, regretfully perhaps, by the first violin. The question and answer, a connecting motif
passing between the two violins, and an aspiring cantando second subject presented by the first
violin – all of them derived from the early Violin Concerto – are the main themes of what is
basically a sonata-form construction. While the end of the exposition is unmistakable as it comes
to rest on sustained chords of B minor, the beginning of the recapitulation, which omits the
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question and begins with the answer,
is not so clearly defined. In the modal
circumstances the change to E major
for the coda makes a less obvious
effect than it would in a diatonic
context even though, on its last time
of asking, the question does seem to
elicit a positive response in the
closing bars.
Although, according to
Fauré, both the first two movements
are written “in an expressive and
sustained style,” that description is
most aptly applied to the extended
violin melody which, in a duet with the
cello at one point, opens the A-minor
Andante. There are two other main
themes – a rising melody marked
cantando like its counterpart in the
first movement, introduced by the
viola against repeated quavers on the violins, and a gently undulating idea also introduced by the
viola – but it is the opening theme that dominates the construction, discreetly but firmly, by way of
a motif derived from its first four notes.
The closing Allegro, which was completed less than two months before he died, was
described by the composer as “light and pleasing, a kind of scherzo.” To that end – although the
form of the movement approximates more to sonata-rondo than scherzo – he has the cello present
an E minor main theme with, for once, a readily recognisable, symmetrical shape. He indulges,
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though sparingly, in the luxury of scoring this idea in octaves and makes its pizzicato
accompaniment a consistent colour feature throughout the movement. The second subject,
introduced by the cello against pattering quavers on the viola, is more elusive in shape, its
rhythms crossing the bar lines in characteristically supple phrasing. So it is the first theme,
together with a broader variant always associated with it, that sustains the “light and pleasing”
nature of the movement and, on its recapitulation, inspires the change of mood to E major and the
spirited, if slightly abrupt, ending.
Gerald Larner © 2006
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YSAŸE QUARTET
Guillaume Sutre violin
Luc-Marie Aguera violin
Miguel da Silva viola
Yovan Markovitch cello
The Ysaÿe Quartet was formed in 1984 while the members were still students at the Paris
Conservatoire. The Quartet is named after the violinist, quartet player and composer Eugène
Ysaÿe (1858–1931) who was a powerful influence on the musical world of his day. Since its
formation, the Ysaÿe Quartet has had the opportunity to work with Walter Levin of the LaSalle
Quartet and with members of the Amadeus Quartet in Cologne. In 1988, the Quartet gained
international recognition by being the first French quartet to win the Grand Prix at the Evian
International Competition.
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The Quartet’s busy international schedule includes regular appearances in the US,
Asia, and throughout Europe, recent concerts including appearances at Théâtre de la Ville and
Théâtre des Champs-Élysées in Paris, Wigmore Hall and the South Bank Centre in London, the
Musikverein in Vienna, the Philharmonie in Berlin, and at the Salzburg, Stresa, Schleswig-Holstein
and Lockenhaus Festivals. The Ysaÿe Quartet’s discography includes recordings of works by
Mozart, Mendelssohn, Debussy, Ravel and Fauré for various recording companies including
Harmonia Mundi, Phillips and Decca. In 2003 the Ysaÿe Quartet founded its own record label
(Ysaÿe Records/Aeon), and their most recent releases feature repertoire by Haydn, Schumann,
Beethoven, Mozart, Magnard, and Fauré.
Having a deep interest in contemporary music, the Ysaÿe Quartet’s performances
have been a catalyst for new works by Boucourechliev, Dusapin, Krawczyk, Monnet, Tanguy,
Escaich and Friedrich Cerha. In 2001 the Quartet was awarded the Grand Prix de l’Académie
Charles Cros for their recording of the complete quartets by André Boucourechliev.
Since 1994, the Ysaÿe Quartet has developed a keen interest in teaching, and they
have founded a string quartet class at the Conservatoire Supérieur de Paris.
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