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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 2020 QUARTET 

 
 

Katherine Hunka, violin 
Marja Gaynor, violin 

Cian Ó Dúill, viola 
Aoife Nic Athlaoich, cello 

 
 

Katherine Hunka, violin 

 

Born in London, Katherine Hunka began playing the violin at the age of four. Whilst growing up 

under the guidance of teacher Sheila Nelson, she performed chamber music at London’s South Bank 

and the Royal Albert hall, was soloist with the City of London Sinfonia and led the National Youth 

Orchestra of Great Britain.   

Katherine has been leader of the Irish Chamber Orchestra since 2002 and regularly directs from the 

leader’s chair.  As director and soloist with the ICO she has toured Germany, China and Singapore, 

appeared at the West Cork Chamber Music Festival, and more recently, at the Kilkenny Arts 

Festival. She has enjoyed chamber music collaborations with Jörg Widmann, Pekka Kuusisto, 

Anthony Marwood and Nigel Kennedy amongst others. 

 

Katherine has been a guest leader with the Manchester Camerata, the Scottish Chamber Orchestra 

and the Royal Scottish National Orchestra as well as guest soloist with the RTE National Symphony 

Orchestra and Concert Orchestra.  She is currently a Professor at the CIT Cork School of Music and 

the Irish World Academy of Music. 

 

She plays a Jean Baptiste Vuillaume violin and her bows are by Irish maker Gary Leahy. 

 

Marja Gaynor, violin 

 

Marja Gaynor was born in Finland but has been based in Cork since 2005. She was awarded a 1st 

class honours MA at Cork School of Music, and continued her Baroque violin studies at The Royal 

Conservatoire of The Hague with Pavlo Beznosiuk. 

Marja is a member of the Irish Baroque Orchestra and Camerata Kilkenny. Both ensembles have 

released much-acclaimed recordings and toured nationally and internationally.  Marja is also a 

founder member of Giordani Quartet, Ireland’s only chamber group specialising in early Classical 

repertoire using period instruments. 

Outside Ireland Marja works with the Helsinki Baroque Orchestra and other leading European period 

orchestras, and is increasingly in demand as a leader, soloist and workshop facilitator. She was the 

Artistic Director of East Cork Early Music Festival 2013-2015, and has also been invited to act as 

guest curator for the Kaleidoscope Night concert series. 



With her various areas of interest and expertise (Baroque, traditional music, and improvisation) 

Marja is much sought after as an arranger, studio musician and collaborator in all genres. Her 

proudest project to date was her critically acclaimed arrangement of Purcell’s ‘Dido and Aeneas’ 

(Cork Opera House), and she also arranged and played the strings of ‘Falling Slowly’ for the movie 

‘Once’, Oscar winner for best song in 2008. 

Cian Ó Dúill, viola 

Cork born viola player Cian Ó Dúill has performed with the Vanbrugh, Carducci and Calino String 

Quartets, the Fidelio Trio, the Avalon Ensemble, Chroma and the Crash Ensemble. He has played in 

chamber music recitals with Anthony Marwood, Finghin Collins, Jorg Widmann, Hugh Tinney, Natalie 

Clein, Howard Shelley, Kirill Troussov, and Patricia Rozario as well as appearing at West Cork, 

Killaloe, Ortús, Sligo Spring, Kilkenny Arts, Cheltenham, Warwick Arts, Chichester, Aldeburgh, Wye 

Valley and Kings Lynn Chamber Music Festivals. 

Cian was a founder member of both the Regent String Quartet and the Rothko String Trio, played 

regularly with the Chamber Players and the London Mozart Players Chamber Ensemble and is 

currently a member of the period instrument Giordani String Quartet and Prism Ensemble. Concerto 

appearances include performances of works by Bach, Telemann, Mozart, Bruch and Hindemith in 

Ireland, the UK, Spain and Greece. 

Cian is a member of the Irish Chamber Orchestra, was co-principal viola of the London Mozart 

Players and works regularly with the London Symphony Orchestra, Mahler Chamber Orchestra, 

Orchestre Revolutionnaire et Romantique, Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment and the Britten 

Sinfonia. Cian teaches viola at both the CIT Cork School of Music and the Royal Irish Academy of 

Music. 

Aoife Nic Athlaoich, cello 

Aoife began her cello studies in the RIAM with Olwen Lewis and later with Nora Gilleece. In 2001 she 

moved to London to study with Prof. David Strange at RAM and completed her studies under Prof 

Melissa Phelps at the RCM, London where she graduated with a 1st class Hons degree and was 

awarded the Stanley Picker Scholarship for her Post Graduate Studies.  She was invited to take 

masterclasses with such eminent cellists as Natalia Gutman, Ralph Kirshbaum, Bernard Greenhouse, 

Johannes Goritzki and Frans Helmerson.    

 In 2014 Aoife joined the Irish Chamber Orchestra, with whom she has toured extensively both in 

Europe and America. Within the ICO she has performed as soloist and chamber musician.  

Aoife is widely in demand as a baroque cellist and performs regularly with the Irish Baroque 
Orchestra, Camerata Kilkenny and Sir. John Elliot Gardiner’s acclaimed Orchestre Revolutionnaire et 
Romantique. She has given solo recitals at East Cork, Galway and Sligo early music festivals.   

She has recorded with the ICO on the Ordeo label and broadcast live from Carnegie Hall, BBC Proms 

and Wigmore Hall.   



She currently teaches cello at RIAM, CIT Cork School of music and University of Limerick and 

specializes in baroque cello and chamber music.  

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 5 in A major Op 18 No 5 

Allegro 

Menuetto 

Andante cantabile 

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. 

Maybe it is not surprising then to find Mozart’s A major Quartet K 464 – one of six dedicated to 

Haydn - as the model for Beethoven’s Op 18 No 5 in the same key. 

The opening movement is in a dancing 6/8 time. In sonata form, it has an abundance of graceful 

ideas in its first thematic grouping. They are simple and direct, with the initial one an ascending scale 

set in train by three emphatic phrases. It is soon embellished and transformed with utmost 

skilfulness. There is a sense of impish, yet elegant, jollity as Beethoven sprinkles in an offbeat accent 

here and there. 

The second theme is more serious, but also lyrical, and for his development, instead of using the 

themes themselves, Beethoven turns to their subsidiary ideas. Initially there is a feeling of drama but 

the drone of the cello quickly diffuses this. Beethoven follows Mozart’s example in his recapitulation 

by reproducing the outlines of the themes’ expositions. In the short coda to end, the first violin 

tends to be just a little out of line. 

As Mozart had done in his A major Quartet, Beethoven places a minuet next. Its delicate two-part 

textures give it an untroubled air. The rocking waltz-like theme is graceful. The Trio makes use of 

third-beat sforzando accents with hints of something like a ländler that also offers a foretaste of 

Schubert. 

Beethoven wrote the word ‘pastoral’ over his slow movement and like Mozart’s similar K 464 

movement, it is in a theme-and-variation format. This is based on a simple rising and falling idea 

marked Andante cantabile. Five variations follow. In the first the theme repeats itself over a rather 

plodding bass while the second finds the first violin in running staccato figures.  

Variation three centres on the viola and cello as the violins flutter aloft. The fourth and fifth 

variations are highly contrasted. One is hushed and hymn-like; the other rough and rude. There is a 

lengthy coda and towards the end it slows to Poco adagio before bringing the movement to a 

restrained conclusion. 

The sonata form Finale begins with an agitated theme with short motifs and a four-note motto. The 

second chorale–like idea sounds slower but is actually at the same tempo. It shows Mozart’s 

inspiration to be a positive force. There is an imaginative development that more or less 

concentrates on the first theme. The recapitulation is as expected with previously heard material 

reprised and the movement, rich in polyphonic writing, ends with a coda that leads to a piano 

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 11 in F minor Op 95 (Serioso) 

Allegro con brio 

Allegretto ma non troppo – attacca 

Allegro assai vivace ma serioso 

Larghetto: Allegretto agitato – Allegro 

Beethoven gave his F minor Op 95 Quartet the title Serioso, which immediately implies something 

solemn and sombre. The composer’s life was difficult at the time of its composition around 1810 

although it did not appear in print until 1816. The composer’s increasing deafness, precarious 

general health, financial insecurity, frustration in love and difficulties within his immediate family all 

militated against him. 

He wrote to his friend Dr Franz Wegeler (1765-1848), whom he had known from his Bonn days and 

who was at the time living in Vienna, ‘If I had not read somewhere that no one should quit life 

voluntarily while he could still do something worthwhile, I would have been dead long ago and 

certainly by my own hand. Oh, life is so beautiful, but for me it is poisoned forever’.  

Commenting about his Op 95 Quartet to Sir George Smart (1776-1867), the English conductor and 

one of founders of the Philharmonic Society in London, Beethoven stated, ‘NB. The Quartet is 

written for a small circle of connoisseurs and is never to be performed in public’.  By the way, a 

commission in 1817 by the Philharmonic Society for a symphony from Beethoven resulted in his 

Ninth seven years later. 

The Serioso is the shortest and most concentrated of Beethoven’s sixteen quartets. He dedicated it 

to Nikolaus Zmeskall (1759-1833), who was an official in the Hungarian Chancellery and another 

long-standing friend. The dedication is considered significant in that Zmeskall was middle class and 

not a noble patron.  

The work opens with a concise, if angry, phrase where five notes with descending and ascending 

contours are important. There is a momentary silence before the first violin’s forceful phrases. The 

viola presents a second theme to which the other instruments respond and then the violins 

announce a third theme. A short fiery development based on the first theme is activated and this 

leads to Beethoven’s truncated recapitulation. In the coda section the viola repeats the five-note 

idea until, exhausted, the movement fades away. 

Initially marked mezza voce, the ensuing Allegretto is related to the opening Allegro in that it begins 

as the latter had ended. The cello also employs the same kind of rising and falling shapes and the 

first subject has cantabile warmth with a weaving accompaniment. Again there is a minute period of 

silence before the cello gives out the fugato second subject that is shared almost immediately 



between the other musicians. There is a brief interruption for the cello to recall its opening phrase 

but then a more complex fugal treatment has the addition of a countermelody. A brief restatement 

of the opening and a coda brings the movement to its conclusion. 

This leads attacca subito to the third movement which begins with a figure not all that removed 

from the octaves and minuscule silences of the opening Allegro. The central section here combines 

chorale and march with one being solemn and the other grim. The first violin’s role is decorative 

while the other instruments move in block chords. The opening section is recalled and there is a 

brief reprise of the chorale/march. 

The introduction to the Finale has its base in the rhythmic figure heard at the start of the preceding 

Allegro. This leads on to the Finale’s proper first theme that is part restless, part listless. The second 

theme is then quite violent, maybe the tempest within Beethoven’s mind or the evocation of an 

actual storm with its flashes of lightning. Nervous anxiety gives the music its agitated bent until 

almost the end. Then suddenly there is a ray of hope. Beethoven speeds up his tempo, the key 

changes from minor to major and the fire of the indomitable human spirit cannot be quenched. 

 

 

 

 


