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PROORAM
HANS ABRAHAMSEN
String Quartet No. 1, "10 Preludes for Strrng
Quartet"

CLAUDE DEBUSSY:
String Quartet rn G minor, Op. 10

Anrme et trds decide
Assez vi f  et  b ien rythme
Andantino, doucement expressif
Tres modere; t res mouvemente

INTERMISSION

FELIX MENDELSSOHN. BARTHOLDY
String Quartet in A Minor, Op. 13

Adagio; Allegro vtvace
Adanio non lento
Intermezzo: Allegretto con moto
Presto

HANS ABRAHAMSEN
(b. 19s2)
Strrng Quartet No. 1,
"Ten Preludes for Strinq Quartet"
uomposed tn l9/3.
Hans Abrahamsen has been a prominent f igure
in Danish music since the Kontra Quartet of
Copenhagen premiered his String Quartet No. 1,
"Ten Preludesi' ln 1973; he was 21. Abrahamsen,
born in Copenhagen in 1952, demonstrated
exceptional musical gifts in his early teens
and had already begun composing by the
ttme he entered the Royal Danish Academy
of Musrc in Copenhagen in 1969 to study
French horn and composition, in which his
prrncipal teacher was Nrels Viggo Bentzon.
He continued his composition studies at the
Royal  Academy of  Music in Arhus with pel le
Gudmundsen-Holmgreen, and in 1975 went
back to Copenhagen for advanced training in
music hrstory and music theory; he also studied
composition privately with Per NorgArd and
Gydrgy Ligeti. Since 1982, Abrahamsen has
taught at the Academy of Music in Copenhagen;
he has also served as Artistic Director of the
Esbjerg Ensemble. Among his honors are the
Carl Nielsen Prize (1989) and Wilhelm Hansen
Prize (1998). In The New Grove Dictionary of
Music and Musicians, Danish crit ic, teacher.
and music administrator Anders Beyer wrote.
'Abrahamsen's music possesses a particular
epic quality. He likes to tell stories, to create
musical images for the l istener. But these are



not in the shape of clear forms and figures: his
works never reveal their innermost secrets, and
the composer rarely presents the l istener with
unambiguous solutions."
Abrahamsen wrote of his String Quartet No. 1,
subtitled "Ten Preludes," "Even with all their
brevity, these ten'short-stories' for string quartet
contain almost all that can be desired of musical
expression within the relativel.y short period of
20 minutes. Violence expressed as joy, simplicity
as necessity, contrasts as form. The eruptive
side of the music is not sharply segregated from
the simpie, harmoniously melodious side. Each
of the 'short stories'points forward to the next
and at the same time back to its predecessor and
thus makes for a unified overall structure. Thar
the last of the preludes is a straight Baroque
pastiche could be interpreted as an almost
Holbergian moral in which things are sorted
out and loose ends tied up. As in fairy tales one
could say, '...there, this was a true story."'

CLAUDE DEBUSSY
(1862-1918)
Strrng Quartet in G Minor, Op. 10
Composed in 1893.
Early in 1893, Debussy met the famed Belgian
violinist Eugene Ysaye. Debussy was at this
time aimost unknown (Prelude ta the Afternoon
of a Faun was sti i l  a year in the future), but he
and Ysaye instantly became friends-though
Ysaye was only four years older than Debussy, he
treated the diminutive Frenchman Iike "his Iittle
brother." That summer, Debussy composed a
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string quartet for Ysaye's quartet, which gave the
first performance in Paris on December 29, 1893.
Debussy was already notorious with his teachers
for his refusal to follow musical custom, and
so it comes as a surprise to find him choosing
to write in this most demanding of classical
forms. Early audiences were baffled. Reviewers
used words l ike "fantastic" and "oriental," and
Debussy's friend Ernest Chausson confessed
mystiflcation. Debussy must have felt the sting
of these reactions, for he promised Chausson,
"WelI, I'll write another for you . . . and I'll try to
bring more dignity to the form."

But Debussy did not write another string quartet,
and his Quartet in G Minor has become one
of the cornerstones of the quartet l i terature.
The entire quartet grows directly out of its
frrst theme, presented at the very opening,
and this sharply rhythmic figure reappears in
various shapes in all four movements, taking
on a different character, a different color and
a different harmony on each reappearance.
What struck early audiences as "fantastic" now
seems an utterly original conception of what a
string quartet might be. Here is a combination
of energy, drama, thematic imagination and
attention to color never heard before in a string
quartet. Debussy may have felt pushed to
apologize for a lack of "dignity" in this music, but
we value it today just for that failure.

Those who think of Debussy as the composer of
misty impressionism are in for a shock with his
quartet, for it has the most slashing, powerful
opening Debussy ever wrote: his marking for the
beginning is 'Animated and very resolute." Thrs
first theme, with its characteristic triplet spring,
is the backbone of the entire quartet: the singing
second theme grows directly out of this opening
(though the third introduces new materiai). The
development is marked by powerful accents,
Iong crescendos and shimmering colors as thrs
movement drives to an unrelentino close in G
Mrnor.

The Scherzo may well be the quartet's most
impressive movement. Against powerful
ptzzicato chords, Debussy sets the viola's bowed



the chamber repertory. 'Al1 the melodic charm,
all the perfection of detaii, all the deftness of
touch we associate with the later works are
present in this Quartet from his eighteenth year."
This Quartet is also the most Beethovenian of
Mendelssohn's works, embracing bold contrasts,
adventurous harmonies, complex counterpoint,
cyclical procedures, multi-compartmented
movements, and a pervasive impassioned
expression that lend this music an urgency
which Mendeissohn seldom recaptured. At a
performance of the Quartet at a Paris salon,
a music loving priest nudged Mendelssohn
during the finale, and whispered, "He does that
in one of his symphonies." "Who?" asked the
composer. "Why, Beethoven, the author of this
Quartet," came the reply. "That was bittersweet,"
Mendelssohn allowed.

The Quartet opens with a slow introduction
whose A major tonaiity serves as an emotional
foil for the tempestuous main body of the
movement. Two arching phrases-the seconc
soaring high in the frst violin's compass-
preface the quotation of the searching motto
phrase from Ist Es Wahr?, recognizable by its
Iong-short long rhythm. The music's tempo and
energy are quickened by scurrying filigree before
the viola init iates the principal theme, based
on the motto rhythm. The cello posits a lyrical
melody as the complementary subject. The
scurrying phrases return to mark the onset of the
development section, which is remarkable for
the intensity of its counterpoint and its nearly
febrile mood. The recapitulation serves both to
return and to enhance the earlier themes before
the movement closes with an explosive coda
that stops without resolving the music's strong
tensions. The deeply felt Adagio offers another
paraphrase of the motto theme at beginning
and end as the frame for the somber, densely
packed fugal episode that occupies the middle
of the movement. The third movement. t it led
Intermezzo, uses a charmingly folkish tune,
dainti ly scored, in its outer sections to surround
an ethereal passage of musicai featherstitching
at the center. Both ideas are deftly combined rn
the coda. A dramatic cadenza-recitative for the
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violin over tremolo harmonies, reminiscent of
the fourth movement of Beethoven's A minor
Quartet, Op. 132, launches the finale. A clutch of
highly charged motives is presented and worked
out with great intensity as the music unfolds.
The work closes not with a wail of tragedy or
with a sunburst of redemption, but with a recall
of the Quartet's most introspective moments-
first the theme of the Adagio, and then the
introduction from the opening movement,
bringing with it a final reflection upon the musrc
and thought, Ist Es Wahr?

DANISH STRING QUARTET
Embodying the quintessential elements of a
chamber music ensemble, the Danish Strinq
Quartet has established a reputation for
possessing an integrated sound, impeccable
intonation and judicious balance. With its
technical and interpretive talents matched by
an infectious joy for music-making, the quartet
is in demand worldwide by concert and festival
presenters alike. Since making its debut in
2002 al the Copenhagen Festival, the group of
musical friends has demonstrated a passion for
Scandinavian composers, who they frequently
Incorporate into adventurous contemporary
programs, while also proving skilied and
profound performers of the classical masters
Last season, the New York Times selected thetr
concert as a highlight of the year: "One of the
most powerful renditions of Beethoven's Opus
132 String Quartet that I 've heard l ive or on a
recording." This scope of talent has secured
them a three-year appointment in the coveted
Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center's CMS
Two Program beginning in the 2013-14 season
and they have also been named as a BBC Radio 3
New Generation Artist for 2013-15.



Since winning the Danish Radio P2 Chamber
Music Competit ion in2A04, the quartet has
been in great demand throughout Denmark
and in October 2013 it presented the seventh
annual DSQ-Musifest, a three-day festival held in
Copenhagen that brings together musical friends
the quartet has met on its travels. Outside of rts
homeland the quartet wil l perform in the UK,
Spain, Germany, Northern Ireland, Australia,
Norway and Poland during the 2013-14 season.
In 2009 the Danish String Quartet won First Prize
in the 11th London International String Quartet
Competit ion, as well as four additional prizes
from the same jury. This competit ion is now
called the Wigmore Hall International String
Quartet Competit ion and the Danish String
Quartet has performed at the famed hall on
several occasions. It wil l return to Wigmore Hall
in Aprii 2014 to perform a program of Beethoven
and Haydn.

The Danish String Quartet was awarded
First Prize in the Vagn Holmboe String
Quartet Competit ion and the Charles Hennen
International Chamber Music Competit ion
in Holland and the Audience Prize in the
Trondheim International String Quartet
Competit ion in 2005. The Danish String Quartet
was awarded the 2010 NORDMETALL-Ensemble
Prtze at the Mecklenburg-Vorpommern Festival
in Germany and, in 2011, received the prestigious
Carl Nielsen Prize.

In 2006, the Danish String Quartet was Danish
Radio's Artist-in-Residence, giving them the
opportunlty to record all of Carl Nielsen's string
quartets rn the Danish Radio Concert Hall,
subsequently released to crit ical acclaim on
the Dacapo iabel in 2007 and 2008. The New
Yark Times review said "These Danish players
have excelled in performances of works by
Brahms, Mozart and Bartok in New York in
recent years. But they play Nielsen's quartets as
if they owned them." ln2012 the Danish String
Quartet released an equally-acclaimed recording
of Haydn and Brahms quartets on the German
AVI-music label. Said Anthony Tommasini of the
New York fjmes: "What makes the performance
speciai is the maturity and calm of the playing,
even during virtuosic passages that whisk

by. This is music making of wonderful ease
and naturalness..." It recently recorded works
by Brahms and Fuchs with award-winning
clarinettist Sebastian Manz at the Bayerische
Rundfunk in Munich to be released by AVI-music
in early 2014. The quartet's love of Scandinavran
music has been captured in a recording of folk
music that was released on its own label in
September 2013.

Violinists Frederik OIand and Rune Tonsgaard
Sorensen and violist Asbjorn Norgaard met
as children at a music summer camp where
they played both football and music together,
eventually making the transition into a serious
string quartet in their teens and studying at
Copenhagen's Royal Academy of Music. In 2008
the three Danes were joined by Norwegian cell ist
Fredrik Schoyen Sjiilin. The Danish
String Quartet was primarily taught and
mentored by Professor Tim Frederiksen and
has participated in master classes with the
Tokyo and Emerson String Quartets, Alasdair
Tait, Paul Katz, Hugh Maguire, Levon Chil ingirian
and Gabor Takacs-Nagy.
wwwdanishquartet.com
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