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Quatuor Ébène 

Pierre Colombet, violin 
Gabriel Le Magadure, violin 

Marie Chilemme, viola 
Yuya Okamoto, cello 

 
PROGRAM 

 

           WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART    String Quartet No. 21 in D major,  
                                                         (1756–1791)    K. 575, Prussian (1789) 
                                                                                                    Allegretto 
                                                                                                    Andante 
                                                                                                    Menuetto: Allegretto 
                                                                                                    Allegretto 
 
            ALFRED SCHNITTKE (1934–1998)    String Quartet No. 3 (1983) 
                                                                                                    Andante 
                                                                                                    Agitato 
                                                                                                    Pesante 
                                                                                                    (played without pause) 
 

INTERMISSION 
 

                       EDVARD GRIEG (1843–1907)    Quartet No. 1 in G minor, Op. 27 (1878)  
                                                                                                    Un poco andante; Allegro molto ed agitato 
                                                                                                    Romanze; Andantino 
                                                                                                    Intermezzo: Allegro molto marcato 
                                                                                                    Finale: Lento; Presto al saltarello 
 

 
Virgin Classics 

 

Cal Performances is committed to fostering a welcoming, inclusive, and safe environment for all— 
one that honors our venues as places of respite, openness, and respect.  

Please see the Community Agreements section on our Policies page for more information.

 | encorespotlight.com   7



Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 
String Quartet No. 21 in D major,  
K. 575, Prussian (1789) 
Friedrich Wilhelm II, King of Prussia, de-
lighted in Mozart’s company when the com-
poser visited the court in Berlin in the 
spring of 1789. Like his father, Frederick the 
Great, Friedrich Wilhelm loved music. An 
accomplished cellist with a royal ego, he 
would have relished the prospect of playing 
things an artist of real stature intended for 
him, and so Mozart headed back to Vienna 
with a commission for six string quartets. It 
could have been a windfall. Mozart needed 
the money desperately. The only hitch was 
that payment would be made upon receipt 
of the music.  

The quartet we hear this evening, the first 
of those meant for the king, was completed 
by June 1789, just before life began closing 
in on Mozart. With little or no income, he 
faced mounting financial troubles. A family 
medical emergency brought unexpected 
bills. A new opera, Così fan tutte, demanded 
his attention. And he needed to find other 
living quarters for his family. Laboring 
under such stress, Mozart managed to com-
plete only three of the quartets for the king, 
and because he failed to deliver all he had 
promised, the treasury in Berlin paid only 
for what the court had received.  

Mozart is often thought to have been 
blessed with miraculous powers. When we 
consider that music so sunny and felicity-
drenched as K. 575 emerged in the midst of 
wretched personal circumstances, we might 
be tempted to believe he was guided by 
extra-terrestrial forces. But we need not go 
that far. Sure, Mozart was a genius. What we 
often forget is that he was also a pro. K. 575 
proves that.  

With no introduction, and as though the 
musicians had been playing before we hear 
their first notes, we stumble upon an unex-
pected delight: the second violin, then the 
first, singing the elegant theme that will sat-
urate this elegant movement. Notice the 

cello, who sits silent as the music begins but 
then introduces figures the others take up, 
as if he directs the proceedings before en-
tering the conversation himself. (Mozart  
ensured that the king, an accomplished cel-
list, received a starring role in this music.) 
The materials of the movement are few and 
ingratiating, and they bear continued repe-
tition, changing guise only in the devel-
opment, which is so brief it seems less a 
structural necessity than a concession to so-
nata form. 

Brief and graceful, the Andante unrolls as 
a rhapsody, packed with melodic elements 
in a four-minute span. About a minute (or 
20 bars) into the movement, the first violin 
spins a long melody taken up in turn by 
cello, second violin, and viola. This, the  
Andante’s second theme, is soon followed 
by a third before the opening is reprised and 
the movement ends.  

The minuet seems designed more for the 
sawdust-covered floor of a country tavern 
than for the palace ballroom. The move-
ment’s outer sections feature a light-footed 
dance that gives way to a contrasting pas-
sage, rustic and mock-serious. In the central 
trio section, the cellist is featured soloist, 
singing a long-lined ballad.  

What we hear as the finale begins recalls 
the quartet’s opening, and that recollection 
will dominate this rondo movement. The 
minor mode intrudes to an extent not yet 
heard in the work, but the prevailing mood 
is upbeat and joyful.  

 
Alfred Schnittke 
String Quartet No. 3 (1983) 
If this quartet from 1983 is your first en-
counter with Alfred Schnittke, you may be-
lieve its opening prepares you for a soothing 
meditation. A few more seconds will shatter 
your expectations and tell you a few things 
about this man: that he was a polystylist, 
and that he wrote the kind of music you’d 
guess the Soviet authorities would have 
hated. (For the most part, they did.) 
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hour of dissonance that sounds like the 
work of a Russian Charles Ives and that de-
mands so much patience and serious listen-
ing, it practically begged the Composers 
Union to ban it (the Composers Union 
obliged). Schnittke so displeased the au-
thorities that in 1980 he was prohibited 
from traveling outside the country. In 1990, 
a year after the Berlin Wall fell, he settled in 
Hamburg, where in 1998 he died at 63.  

The String Quartet No. 3 is the kind of 
emotion-laden work you might expect from 
a composer so closely attuned to film. Very 
simplistically, you can take polystylism to 
mean the incorporation and refashioning of 
found objects into your own work. The 
quartet begins with a quotation from the 
Stabat mater by the 16th-century Flemish 
composer Orlando di Lasso, establishing a 
serenity immediately dispatched by a drone 
that grows louder and tighter under the sec-
ond violin’s plucked strings. In a film, this 
ominous figure might accompany careful 
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Schnittke was born to a German father 
and a Volga-Deutsch mother in Engels, an 
industrial city about 450 miles southeast of 
Moscow. At 12, he began to study music in 
Vienna, where his journalist father had been 
transferred. Schnittke completed his studies 
at the Moscow Conservatory and taught 
there until 1972, when he began supporting 
himself by composing for film. He scored 
60-odd movies, and that work, demanding 
quick responses to the ever-changing emo-
tional twists of plot, conditioned the style of 
his concert music. His enormous output in-
cluded nine symphonies, three operas, four 
string quartets, and many, many concertos. 

With the international honors his music 
was receiving, and in a Soviet Union begin-
ning to relax its strictures on artists, 
Schnittke was spared the indignities and 
bullying heaped on earlier Soviet com-
posers. But no bureaucrat could have been 
happy with something as deeply strange as 
his Symphony No. 1, a love-it-or-loathe-it 
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plete only three of the quartets for the king, 
and because he failed to deliver all he had 
promised, the treasury in Berlin paid only 
for what the court had received.  

Mozart is often thought to have been 
blessed with miraculous powers. When we 
consider that music so sunny and felicity-
drenched as K. 575 emerged in the midst of 
wretched personal circumstances, we might 
be tempted to believe he was guided by 
extra-terrestrial forces. But we need not go 
that far. Sure, Mozart was a genius. What we 
often forget is that he was also a pro. K. 575 
proves that.  

With no introduction, and as though the 
musicians had been playing before we hear 
their first notes, we stumble upon an unex-
pected delight: the second violin, then the 
first, singing the elegant theme that will sat-
urate this elegant movement. Notice the 

cello, who sits silent as the music begins but 
then introduces figures the others take up, 
as if he directs the proceedings before en-
tering the conversation himself. (Mozart  
ensured that the king, an accomplished cel-
list, received a starring role in this music.) 
The materials of the movement are few and 
ingratiating, and they bear continued repe-
tition, changing guise only in the devel-
opment, which is so brief it seems less a 
structural necessity than a concession to so-
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in a four-minute span. About a minute (or 
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Andante’s second theme, is soon followed 
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The minuet seems designed more for the 
sawdust-covered floor of a country tavern 
than for the palace ballroom. The move-
ment’s outer sections feature a light-footed 
dance that gives way to a contrasting pas-
sage, rustic and mock-serious. In the central 
trio section, the cellist is featured soloist, 
singing a long-lined ballad.  

What we hear as the finale begins recalls 
the quartet’s opening, and that recollection 
will dominate this rondo movement. The 
minor mode intrudes to an extent not yet 
heard in the work, but the prevailing mood 
is upbeat and joyful.  
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steps into a dark room; in musical terms, it 
recalls the opening of Beethoven’s Grosse 
Fuge. The melodic gesture from Beethoven 
is not so far from Shostakovich’s signature 
DSCH motif, and that too is submerged in 
the texture (the names German assigns to 
musical tones enabled Shostakovich to no-
tate his initials; translated into English, they 
are D/E-flat/C/B). A disintegration morphs 
into languid siren-like lines. While appar-
ently quoting Orlando di Lasso, Beethoven, 
and Shostakovich, Schnittke transforms 
their themes—as though viewing them 
through a prism—and builds a tight struc-
ture all his own.  

The second movement begins as a kind 
of waltz, but again Lasso intrudes. Roughly 
halfway through, the mood reverts to the 
mysterious atmosphere of the quartet’s 
opening. The tempo shifts into overdrive 
and, as in Beethoven’s fugue, verges toward 
chaos. The final movement, following with 
no break, opens with a grand Grosse Fuge-
like gesture. Lasso returns, and Beethoven, 
in an extended meditative passage, subdued 
and tense to the end.  

You don’t need to know where Schnittke 
found his themes, although awareness of his 
sources will undoubtedly help read extra-
musical meaning into the work, if you’re so 
inclined. (Some listeners have interpreted 
the conglomeration and wrenching apart of 
snippets old and new to suggest integration, 
or breakdown, or both.) Schnittke main-
tained his goal was to unite serious and light 
music, by which he had to have meant 
something beyond what many other com-
posers have done, composers such as  
Beethoven, Brahms, Dvořák, Stravinsky, 
Copland, Adams. “It’s not surprising,” writes 
Solomon Volkov, “that Schnittke’s music ir-
ritates many who feel that the composer has 
set out to confuse them by combining ob-
viously disjointed and incongruous ele-
ments.” All that aside, music works better as 
music than as philosophical statement. As 
music, this quartet stands on its own.  

 

Edvard Grieg  
Quartet No. 1 in G minor, Op. 27 (1878) 
Many music lovers think of Edvard Grieg as 
a two-hit composer, those hits being his 
Piano Concerto and his incidental music for 
Ibsen’s Peer Gynt, which actually includes a 
subset of hits such as “Morning Mood” and 
“In the Hall of the Mountain King.” If you 
claim you’re familiar with this string quartet, 
you will either be an especially cultivated lis-
tener, or you’ll be kidding. While his Piano 
Concerto is among the most loved of all 
concert works, Grieg’s String Quartet No. 1 
is one of the least known. 

Unlike the handful of works that have 
earned Grieg his place in the repertory, this 
quartet of 1878 offers few tunes that drill 
their way immediately into the ear—despite 
the fact that it includes hints of folk music, 
or that references to Grieg’s song “Spille-
maend” (“The Minstrel”) run through it 
(this tune appears initially about two mi-
nutes in, introduced as the roiling subsides 
and the first violinist commences with a  
lyrical interlude; it reappears in the intro-
duction to the final movement and again at 
the very end). And while composers such as 
Liszt and Tchaikovsky admired the quartet, 
critics treated it badly, faulting it not for 
what it contained, but for what it lacked—
meaning it failed to meet their conventional 
expectations, which Grieg had never aimed 
to fulfill at all.  

For this is no orthodox quartet. Having 
just heard quartets by Mozart and Schnittke, 
your ears will be accustomed to music that 
moves not simply in a horizontal line, from 
start to finish, but which also (and at the 
same time) moves vertically, lending a sense 
of depth to any given moment. Grieg’s quar-
tet moves primarily in one straight line. It is 
homophonic with a vengeance.  

So you may be startled by the Grieg. Per-
haps it will sound as though something is 
missing. I once reacted like this when, after 
a long bout of reading Henry James’ archi-
tecturally elaborate sentences, I turned to 
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Graham Greene’s spare prose. The experi-
ence was something like the uncharacteris-
tic ease of lifting a 20-pound weight after a 
week of working out with 100 pounds. This 
is not to say that either Graham Greene or 
Edvard Grieg are lightweights, nor that 
more is necessarily better. But we ought to 
be prepared for what lies ahead. As Grieg’s 
critics were not. 

Grieg’s string writing here has been called 
“semi-orchestral,” a nod to its big sound, 
achieved with an abundance of double 
stops. The music unfolds like a narrative, 
seeming to reflect psychological states more 
than to present a musical argument. It ad-
vances in episodes (punctuated throughout 
with a gesture like that heard in the key-
board chords that open Grieg’s Piano Con-
certo) and includes heated drama presented 
in big, silent-movie gestures; tender, dreamy 
interludes; elegant salon music (the lyrical 
sections of the bipolar second movement); 
and the dances of Grieg’s native Norway (he 
may call the last movement a saltarello, but 
Italy never spawned music like this).  

Today we encounter Grieg more often on 
pops programs than in “serious” concerts, 
but this quartet shows how wrong we are to 
pigeonhole him. As much as the unex-
pected dissonances must have riled critics 
in 1878, this music’s hand-wringing pas-
sion—which displays a little-known side of 
Grieg—is contained within a musical struc-
ture based more on motifs and rhythm and 
dramatic gesture than on any conventional 
form—the sort of thing Grieg’s critics 
sought in vain to find here. Little did they 
know he was pointing in a direction others 
would one day follow. 

—Larry Rothe 
 

Larry Rothe writes about music for Cal Per-
formances and San Francisco Opera. Visit 
larryrothe.com. 
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Copland, Adams. “It’s not surprising,” writes 
Solomon Volkov, “that Schnittke’s music ir-
ritates many who feel that the composer has 
set out to confuse them by combining ob-
viously disjointed and incongruous ele-
ments.” All that aside, music works better as 
music than as philosophical statement. As 
music, this quartet stands on its own.  
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achieved with an abundance of double 
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sought in vain to find here. Little did they 
know he was pointing in a direction others 
would one day follow. 

—Larry Rothe 
 

Larry Rothe writes about music for Cal Per-
formances and San Francisco Opera. Visit 
larryrothe.com. 

 

Homes by Eloise  
 

1/2 page vert

 | encorespotlight.com   9

ELOISE MIDDLETON

(510) 386-0547 
Eloise@HomesByEloise.com
EloiseRealEstateGroup.com

Selling Real Estate Is 
What We Do,

Service Is Who We Are.



Attending a concert by the Quatuor 
Ébène is a musical and sensual hap-
pening. Over the past two decades, 

the quartet has set new standards by mak-
ing familiar repertoire accessible in new 
ways and by constantly seeking exchange 
with the audience. This spring, Yuya Oka-
moto joined the quartet’s esteemed ranks, 
adding a new dimension to the ensemble’s 
performances. 

After studies with the Quatuor Ysaÿe in 
Paris as well as with Gábor Takács, Eberhard 
Feltz and György Kurtág, the unprece-
dented and outstanding success at the 2004 
ARD Music Competition followed, mark-
ing the beginning of the Quatuor Ébène’s 
rise to fame. Numerous other prizes and 
awards followed: in 2005, the quartet was 
awarded the Belmont Prize of the Forberg-
Schneider Foundation; in 2007, it was prize 
winner of the Borletti-Buitoni Trust, and in 
2019, as the first ensemble ever, it was hon-
ored with the Frankfurt Music Prize.  

In addition to the traditional repertoire, 
the quartet also dives into other styles. What 
began in 1999 as a distraction in the univer-
sity’s practice rooms—improvising on jazz 
standards and pop songs—has become a 
trademark of Quatuor Ébène. To date, the 
quartet has released three albums in these 
genres—Fiction (2010), Brazil (2014), and 
Eternal Stories (2017). In June 2024, the en-
semble will present Waves, a new project 
with the electronic sound artist Xavier Tri-
bolet. The musicians’ free approach to var-
ious styles creates a tension that is beneficial 
to every aspect of their artistic work, and the 
complexity of their output has been greeted 
enthusiastically by audiences and critics.  

Quatuor Ébène’s albums, with recordings 
of Bartók, Beethoven, Debussy, Haydn, 
Fauré, and the Mendelssohn siblings, have 
received numerous awards, including Gra-
mophone, BBC Music Magazine, and the 
Midem Classic Award. In 2015 and 2016, 
the musicians dedicated themselves to the 

theme Lied. They participated in the album 
Green (Mélodies françaises) by Philippe Ja-
roussky and released a Schubert album with 
Matthias Goerne (arrangements for string 
quartet, baritone, and double bass, by Ra-
phaël Merlin) and the Schubert String 
Quintet with Gautier Capuçon. Together 
with Antoine Tamestit, Quatuor Ébène 
recorded the Mozart String Quintets K. 515 
and K. 516, which were released in the 
spring of 2023. The album has received ac-
colades such as Choc Classica, Diapason 
d’Or, and Gramophone awards.  

First and foremost in the group’s 
recording output are Beethoven’s 16 string 
quartets, for which the ensemble traveled 
across six continents between May 2019 and 
January 2020. With this complete recording, 
the four artists celebrated their 20th stage 
anniversary, which they crowned with per-
formances of the complete Beethoven cycle 
in major European venues such as the Phil-
harmonie de Paris and the Alte Oper Frank-
furt. Invitations from Carnegie Hall, the 
Verbier Festival, and the Vienna Konzert -
haus were also on the agenda.  

In January 2021, the quartet was ap-
pointed by the University of Music and Per-
forming Arts in Munich to establish a string 
quartet class as part of the newly founded 
Quatuor Ébène Academy. 

During the past season, the ensemble has 
been performing a joint cycle with the Bel-
cea Quartet at the Wiener Konzerthaus. For 
the 2023–24 season, the Philharmonie Lux-
embourg has chosen the Quatuor Ébène as 
resident ensemble. In addition to chamber 
music concerts, they will present John 
Adams’ Absolute Jest together with the Lux-
embourg Philharmonic. As the quartet in 
residence at Radio France, the ensemble will 
again perform three concerts in Paris.  

Further highlights of the season include 
concerts at the Salzburg Festival, Berliner 
Philharmonie, Megaron Athens, Wigmore 
Hall London and Carnegie Hall.  
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Instruments and Bows 
Pierre Colombet is playing two violins: a 
1717 Antonio Stradivari violin, the “Piatti,” 
kindly loaned by a generous sponsor 
through the Beare’s International Violin  
Society and a 1736 Matteo Goffriller violin 
generously loaned by Gabriele Forberg-
Schneider. He uses a bow by Charles  
Tourte (Paris, 19th century), also loaned by  
Gabriele Forberg-Schneider. 

Gabriel Le Magadure is playing two vio-
lins: the ex-Baron Rothschild Peter Guar-
neri of Venice kindly loaned by the Miller- 
Porter Collection through the Beare’s Inter-
national Violin Society, and a violin from 
around 1740 with a Guarneri label loaned 

by Gabriele Forberg-Schneider. He uses  
a bow by Dominique Pecatte (ca. 1845) 
loaned by Gabriele Forberg-Schneider. 

Marie Chilemme is playing two violas: a 
1734 Stradivari, the “Gibson,” generously 
loaned by the Stradivari Foundation Habis-
reutinger, and a viola by Marcellus Holl-
mayr, Füssen (1625) loaned by Gabriele 
Forberg-Schneider. 

Yuya Okamoto is playing a violoncello by 
Giovanni Grancino, Milan, from 1682. 
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