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THE NATIONAL STRING QUARTET FOUNDATION 
 
The National String Quartet Foundation is a legacy of the work of the Vanbrugh Quartet. 
Resident Quartet to RTE from 1986 to 2013 and Artists in Residence at University College, 
Cork from 1990 until the retirement of violinist Gregory Ellis in 2017, the Vanbrugh Quartet 
gave nearly two thousand concerts throughout Ireland as well as enjoying a successful 
international career. 
 

 
 
The Foundation creates and sponsors projects which bring live chamber music to audiences 
throughout Ireland. It is committed to supporting musicians who wish to explore and 
perform the string quartet repertoire and to helping concert promoters present this rich and 
rewarding music.  
 
In addition to the support of its major funders, the Arts Council and RTE, the Foundation 
gratefully acknowledges the support of University College, Cork, Cork City Council and Cork 
County Council. The Beethoven 250 project is also supported by the Goethe-Institut Irland. 
 

   
  

 
 
 

JOIN US AT WWW.NSQF.IE 
 

 
 
 

The National String Quartet Foundation CLG is a registered charity No.20200357 
Executive and Artistic Director: Christopher Marwood. Directors: John Horgan, Fergus Collins, David Stang, Carmel Best. 

Members: Deborah Kelleher, Simon Taylor, Virginia Teehan, Ian Wilson, Pauline MacSweeney 



THE VANBRUGH QUARTET 

 
MULLINGAR – Mullingar Arts Centre - Thursday 15th October at 8pm 

ENNIS – Glór - Friday 16
th

 October at 8pm 

CORK – Triskel Christchurch – Saturday 17
th

 October at 12.30pm and 3pm 

DUBLIN – National Concert Hall – Sunday 18
th

 October at 3pm 

 

  
 

 

 

 

THE VANBRUGH QUARTET 
 
Keith Pascoe, violin 
Elizabeth Charleson, violin 
Simon Aspell, viola 
Christopher Marwood, cello 
 
The Vanbrugh Quartet was based in Cork from 1986 to 2017 and over its three decades the group 
gave close to three thousand concerts, presenting the chamber music repertoire to audiences 
throughout Ireland, Europe, the Americas and the Far East. Commercial recordings include more 
than thirty CDs of repertoire ranging from the complete Beethoven quartets to many contemporary 
Irish works. In 2016 the group was presented with the National Concert Hall’s Lifetime Achievement 
Award in recognition of their contribution to music in Ireland. 
 
The members of the Vanbrugh Quartet were also creators of the National String Quartet Foundation 
which promotes the work of Irish musicians and creates and supports live chamber music events at 
venues throughout Ireland. As part of the Foundation’s series of concerts in autumn 2020 
celebrating the music of Beethoven on the 250th anniversary of his birth, members of the Vanbrugh 
Quartet come together once more to help mark this unique occasion. 
 

PROGRAMME NOTES 
 
Beethoven’s String Quartets have been described as ‘setting this form of music-making at the 
pinnacle of Western art’. Nowhere else did the composer ‘dramatise his life-long struggle with his 
music so starkly, or reveal his innermost being more completely’. The US composer and violinist 
Elaine Fine maintains the ‘Beethoven Quartets are to string players what the Pentateuch (the first 
five books of the Old Testament) is to theologians - a complete source of study and wonder. Each 
one is like a complicated person who becomes an intimate friend’. 
 
The sixteen quartets fall into what has been termed Beethoven’s early, middle and late periods. The 
six of the Op 18 set date from 1798 to 1800 when he was in his late 20s. The five quartets – Opp 59 
Nos 1, 2, and 3 with 74 and 95 – were completed between 1806 and 1814 and although the 
autograph score of the Op 95 is dated 1810, it seems Beethoven made several revisions prior to its 
publication in 1814.  
 
The last five quartets were written between 1824 and 1826, the closing years of the composer’s life 
when his loss of hearing was complete and he was beset by other illnesses and family complications 



that affected him deeply. Even so, the music from this late period is not without its occasional 
jocular moments. 
 
Musicologist Melvin Berger tells us ‘that Beethoven extended and expanded the compositional 
practices he inherited from Haydn and Mozart by infusing them with new force and flexibility, 
providing a vastly increased scope, more emotional content and an imposing monumentality. He 
pushed classicism to its very limits, preparing the soil in which the seeds of 19th century Romanticism 
were to take root and flourish’. 
 
Quartet No 2 in G major Op 18 No 2 
 
Allegro 
Adagio cantabile - Allegro – Tempo 1 
Scherzo. Allegro 
Allegro molto quasi presto 
 
In late October 1792 Count Ferdinand von Waldstein (1762-1823), a patron of Beethoven in Bonn 
and one of the first to appreciate the young composer’s talents, advised him on the day before he 
left for Vienna to ‘work hard and the spirit of Mozart’s genius will come to you through Haydn’s 
hands’. These words of encouragement were prophetic, partly through Beethoven’s short period 
under Haydn’s tutelage but mainly through his own efforts and self-searching. 
 
Beethoven’s first six quartets, published in 1801, came when he was already well established as an 
eminent pianist and with his compositions showing his distinct musical personality as well as his 
penchant for innovation. That being so, his Op 18 Quartets owed a great deal to the foundations laid 
by Haydn and Mozart.  
 
However, before he began writing them in 1798, Beethoven embarked on a rigorous preparation by 
studying with the renowned theorist and composer Georg Albrechtsberger (1736-1809). The lessons 
in counterpoint, fugue and canon were spread over an eighteen-month period. Besides, it is known 
that Beethoven copied out several quartets by Haydn and Mozart in order to analyse them in depth. 
 
The second of Beethoven’s Op 18 set of six quartets finds the composer in a rather mischievous 
mood. He wrote it in G major, a key he occasionally used when he was in good humour. Some time 
after his death, the Quartet acquired the subtitle Compliments, but seems to have lost it again.  
 
The name derived from the first movement’s opening ideas, which, in a way, are a series of ‘well 
balanced phrases of supple elegance’. They conjure up the notion of one being ‘in an 18th century 
salon, with all the ceremonial displays and flourishes of the courtesies typical of the period… [And] 
with bows and gracious words of greeting’. 
 
However, polite manners are brushed aside by the rougher and livelier appearance of the second 
theme, to which Beethoven adds another little idea. With the more aristocratic first theme, these 
are duly developed but with the composer placing greater emphasis on theme one. But matters run 
a less than expected course with Beethoven trying to deliberately confuse the issue through various 
key changes and even introducing an element of ‘mystery’. Tensions are raised and a sense of 
instability lies beneath the surface. 
 
When Beethoven decides the time for his recapitulation has arrived, he gives his themes a greater 
element of freedom. The first is kept a little aloof as if wondering to itself, ‘why have I to be involved 



with those other pair?’ In the event, an accommodation is reached and all ends in a spirit of 
camaraderie and agreement. 
 
There is something of Haydn in the slow movement. Beethoven marks it Adagio cantabile and so it is 
- for a while. The first violin leads the simple theme with the cello, supported by the other 
instruments, supplying assistance later on. Matters proceed serenely until, all of a sudden, 
Beethoven darts into an Allegro. Aroused from our contented reverie, we wonder have we, 
somehow, been catapulted into the scherzo or even the finale! Well no. The gentle strains of the 
Adagio cantabile return and remain unperturbed until the final bars. 
 
The Scherzo itself has been termed ‘brilliantly unpredictable’. In good-humoured fashion, the violins 
share the main theme. Viola and cello introduce the more sober tones of the second subject 
although they are not permitted too much prominence. 
 
The following Trio also has two contrasting ideas; one continues in playful mood while the other is a 
little serious. Both are allowed a period to expand before the cello decides enough is enough and, 
catching the violins’ attention in a descending scale, the music makes an enthusiastic return to the 
Scherzo. 
 
Continuing the good humour of the previous movement, Beethoven’s Finale also shows the 
influence of Haydn. The principal staccato theme is given unusually to the cello alternating with the 
full ensemble. It has a ‘free informal character’, which Beethoven called ‘unbuttoned’. 
 
A second theme is no less amusing and, with tricks and subterfuges, Beethoven develops his ideas 
with remarkable proficiency. Through contrasting textures and phrase lengths, nothing hinders the 
music on its witty way. When the main theme returns, Beethoven places it in the surprising key of C 
major. Realising his ‘error’ before long, he directs it back to where it should be - in G major. After 
that the music skips along merrily to its exhilarating conclusion. 
 
Beethoven dedicated his Op 18 Quartets to his patron and admirer Prince Joseph Franz Lobkowitz 
(1772-1816). Pleased with the result, he endowed Beethoven with an annual stipend. The Quartets 
were premièred at the Prince’s palace in Vienna by a group of young players led by Ignaz 
Schuppanzigh (1776-1830), who would become synonymous with Beethoven's quartets over the 
ensuing years.  
 
Because of his corpulent figure, the composer liked to call the violinist Falstaff and wrote a short and 
amusing, if not particularly complimentary, choral piece WoO 100 about him in 1801. Entitled Lob 
auf den Dicken (In Praise of the Fat One), the first line is Schuppanzigh ist ein Lump (Schuppanzigh is 
a rogue).   
  
Quartet No 10 in E flat major Op 74 (Harp) 
 
Poco adagio. Allegro 
Adagio, ma non troppo 
Presto – Più presto quasi Prestissimo – attaca 
Allegretto con variationi 
 
Early in 1809, Princes Franz Lobkowitz and Ferdinand Kinsky together with Archduke Rudolph 
combined to contribute an annuity of 4,000 florins to Beethoven. As a result the composer 
considered marriage but his subsequent rejection by Thérèse Malfatti (1792-1851), related to 



Beethoven’s Italian-born physician Giovanni Malfatti (1775-1859), and for whom he probably wrote 
his piano bagatelle Für Elise WoO 59, devastated him.  
 
Then in May 1809 the French re-entered Vienna, this time holding the city for five months. 
Beethoven was unable to take his annual vacation and most of his friends and patrons had 
abandoned Vienna. During the occupation a French music lover Louis de Vienny called on the 
composer and left the following description of Beethoven's chambers. 
 
‘.… His lodgings consisted of two rooms.… blotches of moisture covered the ceilings; an oldish grand 
piano on which the dust disputed the place with various pieces of engraved and manuscript music; 
under the piano (I do not exaggerate) an unemptied pot de nuit.... A quantity of pens encrusted with 
ink, compared wherewith the proverbial tavern pens would shine.... The chairs, mostly cane seated, 
were covered with plates bearing the remains of last night's supper and with wearing apparel.…’ 
 
Under such conditions Beethoven wrote his E flat Quartet, which begins with a slow introduction 
centred on a four-note motif. This is heard immediately on the first violin and repeated several 
times. A powerful chord twice interrupts the placid flow of the music but tranquillity manages to 
persist. 
 
The Allegro is sparked by an arpeggio idea, which presents the introduction's motif in melodic and 
rhythmic profile. Two other melodic fragments - a flowing second violin line and a cantabile tune on 
the first - complete Beethoven's initial subject group. The pizzicato figure that gives the Quartet its 
Harp nickname is heard in the transition passage to the second theme, which is announced by the 
viola and signalled by a long note and a series of descending and ascending shorter ones. 
 
A third theme has a jarring offbeat accent. Development and recapitulation proceed in the normal 
fashion. The coda contains some brilliant passagework for the first violin while the other instruments 
expand the pizzicato arpeggii and earlier melodic fragments. 
 
The profound Adagio foreshadows the slow movements of Beethoven's late quartets. The melodic 
design here is rich in emotion with the movement revolving, almost entirely, around the tender idea 
started by the first violin and heard in varied repetitions separated by contrasting episodes. The 
movement seems to dwell on a frustrated longing for happiness. 
 
The third movement Presto had a grim cheerfulness with its concentrated drive and energy. It has 
something of the dot-dot-dot-dash rhythm of the Fifth Symphony and its power and force are rare in 
chamber music. The cello introduces a kind of trio. Beethoven marked it Più presto and refuses any 
relaxation. Both sections are repeated before a third hearing of the opening. Somewhat hushed, this 
now acts as a transition to the Finale. 
 
This is a set of variations on a simple drooping melody, which is almost an anticlimax to what has 
gone before it. There are six variations. One, three and five are strong and energetic while numbers 
two, four and six are gentler in their lyrical features. The coda increases the tempo and brings the 
Quartet to a brilliant finish. Dedicated to Prince Lobkowitz (1772-1816), the Quartet received its first 
performance at his residence in Vienna following the withdrawal of French forces. 
 
Programme notes by Pat O’Kelly © 2020 
 
 
 

Please visit ww.nsqf.ie for details of all upcoming concerts. 


