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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. 
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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 FICINO QUARTET 

 

Elaine Clarke, violin 
Lynda O’Connor, violin 

Nathan Sherman, viola 

Ailbhe McDonagh, cello 

 

 

Formed in 2013, the Ficino Ensemble have been committed to exploring the vast chamber music 

repertoire and presenting thoughtfully programmed concerts. The group regularly perform as a 

string quartet, and the addition of winds and percussion gives the possibility of playing large-scale 

chamber works. The members share a dedicated approach to contemporary music and have been 

invited to play as part of Moving on Music in Belfast, where they performed works by John Buckley, 

Anselm McDonnell and Ian Wilson. In 2019 they collaborated with several composers of the Irish 

Composers Collective, where the musicians worked on pieces with the composers and premiered 

several new works for flute, harp and viola. Ficino Ensemble was recently joined by the Con Tempo 

String Quartet in a performance of works by Brahms, Mendelssohn and Enescu as part of the Dublin 

Enescu Festival. In 2018 they performed a concert with Olwen Fouéré as part of MusicTown in 

Dublin, which included a performance of Thomas Ades’ Four Quarters and Ludwig van Beethoven’s 

String Quartet Op. 132. Their debut recording Winter, released on the Ergodos record label, has 

received critical acclaim and has put them at the forefront of the Irish chamber music scene. Ficino 

Ensemble takes the name from Marsilio Ficino, the Renaissance philosopher who regarded music as 

a “contemplation of the divine”. ficinoensemble.com 

 

Elaine Clark, violin 

 

Born in Aberdeen, Elaine Clark studied with David Takeno at the Guildhall School of Music and 

Drama in London, where she won several awards and prizes. After graduating with a First Class 

Honors Degree, she continued her studies with Viktor Liberman at the Utrecht Conservatory in the 

Netherlands.In 1996, she was appointed Co-Leader of the RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra and has 

performed many concerti, including those of Berg, Brahms (Double Concerto), Bach, Tchaikovsky, 

and Mozart (Fifth Violin Concerto, as soloist and director) with various orchestras in Scotland and 

England. Since joining the RTÉ NSO, she has been a regular soloist with the orchestra, most recently 

in performances of Prokofiev Concerto No. 1, Tippet's Triple concerto as well as Vivaldi's Four 

Seasons and Piazzolla's Four Seasons of Buenos Aires, for which she was soloist and director. 

As a member of the contemporary music group, Concorde, Elaine has specialised in contemporary 

violin repertoire, giving many Irish and world premieres and working closely with many distinguished 

composers. Elaine can be heard performing on Concorde's most recent CD, Reflections, and 

also What Was, the recently launched CD by Judith Ring. Elaine is very much in demand as a 

chamber musician and has performed numerous concerts around Ireland with the Clarion Horn Trio. 

In 2007, she was invited to guest-lead the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra for a series of concerts 

and since then, has also guest-led the Ulster Orchestra and BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra.  

 

 



Lynda O'Connor, violin 

 

Lynda O’Connor is one of the leading Irish violinists of her generation. Showing early promise, she 

made her début appearance at the National Concert Hall, Dublin when she was just four years old. In 

demand as a chamber musician Lynda has collaborated with such wonderful artists as Michael 

Collins, Richard Watkins, Barry Douglas, Chee Yun Kim, Andreas Diaz, Nobuko Imai, Sharon Shannon, 

Frankie Gavin and Dr. Carol Leone. In 2012 she launched the ‘Belisama piano trio’ with cellist Ailbhe 

McDonagh and pianist Orla McDonagh. Lynda enjoys all genres of music and in September 2013 

joined the world-renowned Trio Elatha. They fuse traditional Irish folk music with a classical flavor. 

They look forward to making their first album later this year. In demand as an orchestral artist and 

leader, Lynda has performed with all the Irish orchestras including the Irish Chamber Orchestra, 

Camerata Ireland, The Wexford Opera Orchestra, as well as other groups throughout Ireland, Europe 

and the USA. 

 

Nathan Sherman, viola 

 

Nathan Sherman is a viola player, conductor and educator who enjoys a versatile career. He was 

immediately attracted to the darker sonorities of the viola from a young age and chose to explore 

the instrument and its repertoire further at the Royal Irish Academy of Music, the Royal Academy of 

Music and the Escuela Superior de Musica Catalunya in Barcelona. Nathan is especially interested in 

contemporary music, where the viola has its richest and most diverse repertoire. He has premiered 

works by Kevin O’Connell and Ian Wilson in Ireland and the United States, and has performed and 

recorded with Evlana, Crash Ensemble and Kirkos. As Artistic Director of Ficino Ensemble, Nathan 

has performed much of the major chamber music repertoire. After a year investigating the rich 

musical life in Dublin during the time of Geminiani at Maynooth University, Nathan took historical 

performance classes with Monica Huggett and now plays with the Irish Baroque Orchestra, 

Ensemble Marsyas and Camerata Killkenny. His collaboration with Alex Petcu has opened the 

possibilities of venturing into newly explored sonorities of viola and percussion. Nathan runs a 

community-based orchestra called the Offbeat Ensemble which meet on a weekly basis and regularly 

raises money for music education projects for children. 

 

Ailbhe McDonagh, cello 

 

Irish cellist Ailbhe McDonagh performs throughout Ireland and internationally as a soloist and 

chamber musician.  A graduate of the Eastman School of Music, Rochester, NY, and the Royal Irish 

Academy of Music, Dublin, Ireland, she studied with world-renowned cellists Steven Doane, Nora 

Gilleese, Aisling Drury-Byrne and William Butt.  McDonagh gave her debut recital with celebrated 

Irish pianist John O’Conor at the National Concert Hall in Dublin, Ireland. Over the last ten years, she 

has performed throughout Europe, Asia and the USA and has appeared as a concerto soloist 

numerous times all over Ireland and abroad.  Performances include concerts at Carnegie Hall, the 

Yale Norfolk Festival, Schleswig Holstein Music Festival, Great Irish Houses Festival, for the Irish 

President at Aras an Uachtarain and on Irish national television and radio.   She has recently formed 

a new duo, The McDonagh Sisters with pianist Orla McDonagh. Keenly interested in contemporary 

music, McDonagh collaborates with several composers and other artists worldwide, most recently 

recording a CD of contemporary music for Bridge Records in New York.  A composer and arranger in 



her own right, she has had several piano compositions published for the RIAM Local Centre 

Examinations.  McDonagh joined the cello faculty of the RIAM in 2010. Upcoming engagements 

include performances with her new piano trio The Belisama Trio and a tour of Ireland with her 

classical/traditional crossover group, Trio Elatha along with other solo recitals.  McDonagh’s debut 

CD called “It’s a Cello Thing” was released on 27th April 2012 and was named "CD of the Week" on 

RTE Lyric FM. 

 

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 6 in B flat major Op 18 No 6 (La Malinconia) 

 

Allegro con brio 

Adagio ma non troppo 

Scherzo: Allegro 

La Malinconia: Adagio – Allegretto quasi allegro 

 

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. 

 

Although designated the No 6 position, Beethoven’s B flat major Op 18 Quartet was, most likely, the 

penultimate in his line of composition. Placing it last may have come about from him giving his Finale 

a slow, and somewhat sorrowful introduction, which he called La Malinconia (Melancholy) and 

which he directed ‘must be played with the greatest delicacy’. An evocation of grief and 

hopelessness, it gives an insight into his emotional state as he was realising the seriousness of his 

increasing deafness.  

 

He told his close friend from Bonn, Franz Gerhard Wegeler, in June 1801, ‘There’s a whistling and 

roaring in my ears day and night… for nearly two years I have been avoiding all social functions for it 

is impossible for me to tell people, I am deaf… sometimes I barely hear someone who is speaking 

quietly at all - just the sounds, but not the words; and yet, as soon as anyone shouts, it is unbearable 

to me. Heaven knows what will become of it’. Still, overall, the B flat Quartet is far from despairing.  

 

Its opening Allegro con brio has a very joyous main theme with an urgency that is characteristically 

Beethoven. Announced by the first violin, the cello soon joins in for a convivial duet, in which the 

second violin later intervenes. 

 

With a kind of stately gait, the second theme creates a rather serious atmosphere but when 

Beethoven later develops it with its companion it, too, adopts an effervescent spirit. However, the 

music does become a little tense from time to time and it has a habit of shifting keys. At one point it 

comes to a brief halt, which could be the composer calling his audience to sharper attention. The 

main material is repeated before the movement reaches a fortissimo finish. 

 

The Adagio has a gently rocking principal theme that is a fusion of beauty and simplicity. It also has 

an air of sophistication. Initially heard on the first violin with a delicate accompaniment, the second 

violin’s repeat is given stronger support. 

 

There is a brief ensemble episode before the first violin reprises the principal idea yet again, but 

more ornamented than previously. A mysterious countersubject is shared by first violin and cello but 

the main idea reappears with even further decorations until the music slips away on two pizzicato 

chords. 

 

Not surprisingly, the scintillating Scherzo brings a complete contrast. Playful and humorous, its 

dislocated accents and cross-rhythms, that are intricate and complex, give it a touch of eccentricity. 



The Trio is far less convoluted in design with the first violin keeping the spotlight to itself. Described 

by one commentator as ‘a tumbling act of a circus troupe’, the vivacious Scherzo is repeated. 

 

The Finale begins with a dark, slow introduction that Beethoven has called La Malinconia or 

Melancholy. In two parts, the first has repeated notes while the second is more in the style of a 

fugue. The mood is mysterious and intense. A three-note figure is also woven into the texture and 

this comes as a decoration before a longer note while forte and piano chords alternate with each 

other. There is a touch of menace before the sequence moves into the Allegretto. 

 

When it does arrive, the Allegretto has the style of a German country-dance then very popular in 

Vienna. As it progresses, Beethoven interrupts its merry vitality with two reminders of the earlier La 

Malinconia introduction – the second is a mere two bars long - and at one point Beethoven even 

places his flirtatious theme into a slow tempo. However, for all that, the ‘alla tedesca’ swing gets the 

upper hand and, fearing anything else should impede it, gallops to its Prestissimo 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 14 in C sharp minor Op 131 

 

Adagio, ma non troppo e molto espressivo – attacca 

Allegro molto vivace – attacca 

Allegro moderato - attacca 

Andante, ma non troppo e molto cantabile - attacca 

Presto – attacca 

Adagio quasi un poco andante – attacca 

Allegro 

 

Beethoven’s C sharp minor Quartet was written in the first half of 1826. It is arguably the greatest of 

his last five and is a natural culmination of ideas already germinating in the two Quartets directly 

preceding it. With them, the C sharp minor Quartet may be regarded as a triptych as really 

everything points to their artistic unity. The three works also share a thematic relationship. 

 

The Op 131 is in seven movements, played without a break. The central variation Andante holds the 

design together while the first and last movements balance each other by being in the same key and 



by having a greater emotional intensity. The second and third also balance the fifth and sixth, each 

pair consisting of a quick cheerful movement and a short introductory one. 

 

Beethoven discards first movement form by opening with a fugue, which is actually one of his finest. 

The subject has two phrases, the first rising with the other falling. The instruments enter in 

descending order and, even if the texture thickens, the subject remains readily discernable. After a 

passage of great dignity, the pace quickens and builds to a crescendo before subsiding into complete 

calm. The first violin restores the subject and this brings the movement’s longest episode based on 

the fugal theme. When it returns yet again it does so through the viola. There is now further 

development and eventually a final statement of the subject by the first violin. Beethoven builds a 

veritable mass of sound before the movement dissolves into silence. 

 

The following Allegro molto vivace finds Beethoven looking back in time with a dance-like movement 

not dissimilar to one found in a Baroque suite. The theme makes four appearances in all while the 

flow of the music is interrupted momentarily eight times. The momentum is maintained until a 

sudden piano pause and then, after two inclusive cadences, the music dies away. Just then, two 

declamatory chords and a series of recitatives lead into a set of variations. The Andante ma non 

troppo theme is basically simple and follows a traditional binary form. There is delightful 

instrumental colouring and subtlety of rhythm. 

 

Six variations follow centred more on the harmony than on the substance of the theme itself. The 

first keeps the theme’s tempo and shows Beethoven’s life-long delight in crescendi, leading not into 

a forte but into a sudden piano. The tempo quickens for variation two while variation three is 

marked Andante moderato e lusinghiero (coaxingly) and is contrasted with its predecessor by the 

dryness of its sound. The music abounds in trills that place the following Adagio variation in greater 

relief. From this point onwards the music assumes a more serious tone until slowly reaching some of 

Beethoven’s most profound statements. 

 

The fifth Allegretto variation is deceptive by its brevity with the theme reduced to its barest 

essentials. A state of calm, Adagio ma non troppo e semplice, prepares for the movement’s climax in 

variation six. Gradually the harmony moves to and from dissonant chords and, with a strange four-

note cello figure, becomes one of the work’s noblest inspirations. There are five eloquent solo 

phrases for the four instruments and the variation dies away on a sequence of trills. An Allegretto 

coda retains the movement’s original simplicity. 

 

The last three movements begin with a furiously headstrong, yet humorous, Presto and this is 

followed by a short Adagio quasi un poco andante. Based on the viola’s meditative melody it serves 

as a transition from the Presto to the Finale’s introduction. The Finale itself is the only movement in 

traditional sonata form. It has a breathless galloping rhythm that mingles despair with its swiftness. 

The second subject has a serene strength but it is a precarious calm as the opening rhythm returns 

irrepressibly once again.  

 

Richard Wagner described the Finale as follows – ‘This is the fury of the world’s dance – fierce 

pleasure, agony, ecstasy of love, joy, anger, passion and suffering; lightning flashes and thunder 



rolls; and above all the tumult the indomitable fiddler whirls us on to the abyss. Amid the clamour he 

smiles, for to him it is nothing but a mocking fantasy; at the end, the darkness beckons him away, 

and his task is done’. 

 

Programme notes Pat O’Kelly © 2020 

 

 


