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Programme

JosePh haydn   String Quartet in C major, Op. 33, No. 3 ‘The Bird’
      I.  Allegro Moderato
      II. Scherzo: Allegretto
      III. Adagio ma non troppo
      IV. Finale: Rondo - Presto

Jacques cohen   From Behind Glass (world premiere)

BenJamin Britten  Three Divertimenti for String Quartet
      I. March
      II. Waltz
      III. Burlesque

INTERVAL (c. 20 mINuTEs)

Johannes Brahms  String Quartet in C minor, Op. 51, No. 1
      I.  Allegro
      II. Romanze 
      III. Allegro molto moderato
      IV. Allegro



JosePh haydn (1732-1809)
String Quartet in C major, Op. 33, No. 3 ‘The Bird’ (Hob. III:39)
 I.  Allegro Moderato
 II. Scherzo: Allegretto
 III. Adagio ma non troppo
 IV. Finale: Rondo - Presto

Haydn was one of the leading figures of 18th century music, and has been branded 
as the ‘Father of the String Quartet’ for his extensive development of the genre. For 
much of his compositional career, Haydn was employed by the Esterhazy family as 
Kapellmeister. The remoteness of Esterhazy estate kept Haydn in a sort of musical 
isolation and restricted the musical forces available to him for the performance of his 
works. 1779 was the first year that Haydn’s contract with the Esterhazy family allowed 
him to write for other patrons and sell his music to publishing houses, thus expanding 
the reception of his music to a wider audience. From 1790, the year of Prince Nikolaus 
of Esterhazy’s death, Haydn was better able to travel, thus allowing for his famous 
London journeys as well as his meetings with Mozart and his adoption of Beethoven as 
a student. The Op. 33 set of quartets were published in 1782, and they in turn inspired 
Mozart’s Op. 10 ‘Haydn’ Quartets. Three of the six quartets in Haydn’s Op. 33 have been 
given nicknames since their composition: No. 2 ‘The Joke’, No. 3 ‘The Bird’, and No. 5 
‘How Do You Do’.
 It is because of the first violin’s opening melody that this quartet has gained its 
nickname – the chirping grace notes evoke birdsong and can be heard throughout the 
entire length of the movement. The second violin and viola have pulsating rhythmic 
figures which provide a sense of momentum, almost as though representing the wing-
beats of the bird. Though largely centred in a major mode, the appearance of the minor 
during the development section brings a mysterious feel, heightened by the introduction 
of suspensions and the use of a quiet dynamic. Haydn delays the return of the tonic key 
until the very last bars of the movement.  
 The second movement, despite its marking of Scherzo, is a tender dance, with 
the bird-song trills and turns returning in dialogue between the two violins in the trio. 
The scherzo heard either side of this twittering duet is stately and sotto voce, using the 
lower registers of the instruments. 
 The F major Adagio is comprised of a truncated sonata form with only one main 
theme, characterised by a mellifluous melody line in the first violin and a reprise of the 



pulsating accompaniment of the first movement, which now provides a sense of warmth 
rather than propulsion. As the statements of the theme occur, the melody becomes 
more elaborate; the initial version of the motif is serene and sustained, whereas later it 
is decorated by the figures associated with birdsong. 

 The delicate chirping of the first movement returns in the final rondo, with the 
rhythmic interest now appearing in all the parts. The lightweight bird-like refrain is 
interspersed with a number of folk-inspired episodes, evoking a Hungarian gypsy-dance 
style. At the end of this energetic movement the music seems to almost evaporate, as if 
the bird has flown just out of sight. 

Programme note © Chloe Barnes 2017

Jacques cohen

From Behind Glass

‘From Behind Glass’ was inspired by a visit to the Palacio Real (Royal Palace) in Madrid 
in 2013. Among the treasures on display, is a quartet of Stradivarius instruments, but 
it was rather sad to see these magnificent instruments locked away in glass cabinets 
instead of being played - reminiscent of seeing beautiful birds trapped in cages, helplessly 
fluttering, unable to fly and too dispirited to sing. It was my wife Michelle’s suggestion 
that this could be the subject of a tone-poem for string quartet.
 So the piece describes an imaginary scenario in which the 4 instruments come 
to life but, finding themselves trapped in separate glass cases, they initially struggle to 
play together or even in the same key. (For the first part of the piece the sense of being 
trapped is also evoked partly by dissonant harmonies and by the musicians playing with 
mutes and near the bridge.) The instruments’ frustration at their plight increases until 
eventually, with a dramatic flourish of pizzicatos, the glass shatters, they break out and, 
tentatively at first but then with gradually increasing confidence, they are at last able to 
play a tune in its true form together as a quartet. Moreover, they are at last able to sing 
and soar like the birds that they try to emulate.  
 It may therefore come as no surprise that the theme which the quartet at first 
attempts, and eventually succeeds, in playing turns out to be based on The Song of the 
Birds. This traditional, Catalan folk-song was made famous in a version played by the 
legendary cellist, Pablo Casals, in whose hands it came to symbolise the Spanish struggle 
for freedom during the Franco era. 

The piece lasts about 15 minutes.

Programme note © Jacques Cohen 2016



BenJamin Britten (1913-1976)
Three Divertimenti for String Quartet
 I. March
 II. Waltz
 III. Burlesque

Britten graduated from the Royal College of Music in December 1932, receiving a 
bursary for £100. He intended to use this money to study with Alban Berg in Vienna, 
but his parents, and the RCM, deeming Berg’s musical influence ‘immoral’, believed his 
choice unwise. Britten remained in England, although he must have regretted the missed 
opportunity: when Berg died, prematurely, in 1935, Britten mused in a letter, ‘The real 
musicians are so few & far between, aren’t they? Apart from the Bergs, Stravinskys, 
Schönbergs & Bridges one is a bit stumped for names, isn’t one?’
 Britten threw himself into becoming a professional composer, undertaking 
commissions, achieving BBC broadcasts, and getting a publisher. Initially Oxford 
University Press published some of his works, until he signed an exclusive contract 
with Boosey and Hawkes. In 1935, Britten started working with the GPO Film Unit, a 
formative period, which brought him into contact with W.H. Auden, along with other 
literary and political figures. The Three Divertimenti date from this exciting time. 
 Britten had started work on a large-scale work for string quartet in 1933, the 
suite ‘Alla Quartetto Serioso’, designed as a series of musical portraits of school friends. 
Conceived initially in five movements, the development of the work challenged Britten, 
and at a performance of some movements in December 1933, the effect of the work 
displeased him so much that he left the concert without speaking to the performers. 
On 25 February 1936 at the Wigmore Hall, the Stratton Quartet performed the March, 
Waltz, and Burlesque in their new configuration as the Three Divertimenti. Unfortunately 
for Britten, the work received a frosty reception: ‘sniggers and pretty cold silence.’ 
 Perhaps the audience was puzzled? The three miniatures are acerbic, even facetious. 
Each divertimento demonstrates the young Britten’s meticulous skill; he never wastes 
a note, showing how carefully he had studied the music emerging from the continent, 
including that of the Second Viennese School. The concision and broad contrasts that 
characterise each movement show similarities with some of the music Britten wrote 
for the GPO Film Unit, and maybe it was the clash of musical worlds – the string quartet 
combined with the illustrative immediacy of film music – that disorientated Britten’s 
audience at Wigmore Hall.

Programme note © Corrina Connor 2017

INTERVAL



Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)
String Quartet in C minor, Op. 51, No. 1
 I. Allegro
 II. Romanze
 III. Allegretto molto moderato
 IV. Allegro

As with two other of Brahms’s works in C minor – the first Symphony, and the third 
Piano Quartet – Brahms’s String Quartet Op. 51, No. 1 emerged as the product of a 
lengthy genesis. It is likely that Brahms began work on the Quartet in the mid-1860s, 
yet it was only in 1873 that he deemed it complete. The two Quartets of Op. 51, in 
C minor and A minor, explore complicated and profound emotional ground: both are 
intense works, but in different ways.  The lyricism of the A minor Quartet connects it 
with some of Brahms’s vocal and choral works, but the concision and austerity of the 
C minor shares characteristics with the motivic organicism of his Symphony No. 1. 
However, unlike the Symphony, which ends in a triumphant C major, the String Quartet 
concludes with a stark C minor chord, denying the listener the affirming Affekt of a 
positive conclusion.
 Within the symmetrical design of the Quartet, Brahms explores two contrasting 
but related tonal areas in the second and third movements. The Romanze moves in 
the realm of A-flat major, the sixth degree of the C minor scale, and an often warm or 
consoling tonality for Brahms. For the third movement, Brahms starts the first section 
(marked ‘simplice’) in F minor (the relative minor of A-flat major) and the second section 
(‘Un poco più animato’) in pellucid F major. Brahms emphasises the openness and clarity 
of this key with the second violin’s string-crossing between a stopped pitch of A and 
the open A string. Later he explores the open sonority of the viola’s C string in a similar 
manner. Similar emotional contrasts between introspection and open-hearted optimism 
recur throughout the Quartet.
 Brahms dedicated his Op. 51 Quartets to Theodor Billroth (1829-1894). Billroth, 
a pioneering gastric surgeon and professor at the medical school of Vienna University, 
was also an amateur violinist and pianist. Like Brahms, Billroth – who was born in 
Bergen-auf-Rügen on the Baltic Sea coast –  was also German Lutheran who had settled 
in Vienna. They shared common aesthetic views, and held each other’s talents in high 
regard. When Brahms decided to dedicate Op. 51 to Billroth he wrote to the surgeon:
 

‘Dear Friend! 
I am about to publish my string quartets – not the first, but for the first time. It is 
not merely the affectionate thought of you and your friendship that prompts me to 
put your name at the head of the first one; I just like to think of you, and with such 
special Plaisir, as a violinist and “sextet-player”. You would doubtless accept a volume 
of enormously difficult piano variations more kindly, and would find it more befitting 
your attainments. There’s no help for it, you just have to put up with the dedication 
even with the droll little ulterior motive.’



As Marie Sumner Lott writes in her study of Brahms and Billroth, and the Op. 51 
Quartets, Brahms’s dedication relates less to Billroth’s own musicianship (the ‘sextet-
player’ comment refers to an occasion when Billroth took the second viola part in 
one of Brahms’s sextets; he was so overawed by the presence of the composer that 
he felt too nervous to play properly) than the sophisticated intellectual and aesthetic 
milieu he enjoyed. The dedication was ‘not simply a gesture of kindness’, Sumner Lott 
suggests, but the means for Brahms to link the ‘works and the genre itself … with the 
height of learning and intellectual achievement that Billroth represented. It also signalled 
Brahms’s appreciation of the type of musical setting that Billroth’s soirées provided: 
small intimate gatherings of intellectually inclined amateur music-lovers.’* In these ways, 
Brahms’s Quartet in C minor –  like Haydn’s C major Quartet from his Op. 33 –  is a 
string quartet about string quartets, music that reflexively studies itself, and in so doing, 
makes a great aesthetic statement.

*Marie Sumner Lott, ‘At the Intersection of Public and Private Musical Life: Brahms’s Op. 51 
String Quartets’, Journal of the Royal Musical Association, Vol. 137, No. 2, p. 244.

Programme note © Corrina Connor 2017



The Piatti Quartet are one of the most distinguished quartets of their generation. 
Prizewinners at the 2015 Wigmore Hall International String Quartet Competition 
(formerly London), they have performed in all the major venues and festivals around 
the country as well as concerts throughout the world, with national broadcasts on BBC 
Radio,  ABC (Australia), RTE (Ireland) and France Musique (France).
 The Piattis continue to expand the string quartet repertoire, and are known 
for their work with leading British composers. Current commissions include new 
works by Mark Anthony-Turnage, Darren Bloom (Cheltenham Festival), Emily Howard, 
Freya Waley-Cohen and Jacques Cohen. Previously the Quartet commissioned Joseph 
Phibbs’ String Quartet No.1 (2014) with support from the Britten Pears Foundation 
and Ralph Vaughan Williams Trust. A forthcoming disc for the Champs Hill label will 
feature this work alongside classics by Britten and Bridge. Other recently commissioned 
compositions include pieces from Richard Birchall (performed live on BBC Radio 3), 
and Fintan O’Hare.
 The Quartet’s recordings have been released on the Linn Records and Champs 
Hill labels, including the Piatti’s lauded contribution to the complete string quartet 
works of Felix Mendelssohn (Champs Hill), which was BBC Music Magazine’s Critic’s 
Choice (September 2014). Most recently, the Quartet was featured on a jazz concept 
album in collaboration with saxophonist Justin Swadling, released in May 2016 by 33 
Records. Critical acclaim for this recording has included a 4.5* review from Downbeat 
Magazine.
 At the 2015 Wigmore Hall International (formerly the London International) 
String Quartet Competition, the Piatti Quartet won joint 2nd Prize as well as the 
St.Lawrence SQ prize and the Sidney Griller Award for the best performance of Mark-
Anthony Turnage’s ‘Contusion’. The Piatti Quartet were the Richard Carne Junior 
Fellows in String Quartet at Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music and Dance from 
2014-16; previously they spent two years as Leverhulme Fellows at the Royal Academy 
of Music. The Quartet also works regularly with the CAVATINA Chamber Music Trust, 
helping to secure the future of chamber music by performing to young children and 
families in schools and venues throughout London.
 Recent seasons have included debuts in Istanbul and Barcelona, a residency at the 
Academie du Festival d’Aix-en-Provence, tours of Scotland, Ireland, and the Netherlands, 
a CD recorded at the Jacqueline du Pré Music Building, Oxford, and residencies at 
the Rye Arts Festival and the Lincolnshire International Music Festival. Collaborations 
have included concerts with the Belcea Quartet, Simon Rowland-Jones, Michael Collins, 
Moray Welsh, Marc Coppey, and Rebecca Gilliver. Recent highlights have also included 
performances with pianists Tom Poster, Clare Hammond, and Charles Owen.
 The Quartet is currently mentored by the Belcea Quartet through the Belcea 
Quartet Trust. The group has also worked with members of the Chilingirian, Doric and 
Hagen Quartets and studied at the Reina Sofia Institute in Madrid with Günter Pichler. 
The Piatti Quartet takes its name from the great 19th-century cellist Alfredo Piatti, who 
was a leading professor and exponent of chamber music at the Royal Academy of Music.





Jacques Cohen read music at Oxford where he conducted the university orchestras 
and performed several of his own compositions. When leaving Oxford, he was awarded 
the Conducting Scholarship at the Royal College of Music where he later won the 
Tagore Gold Medal, the College’s prize for its most outstanding student. Since then he 
has won several other awards including the August Manns Conducting Prize and the 
Constant and Kit Lambert Award. He took First Prize in the British Reserve Conducting 
Competition and was also a prize winner in the Leeds Conductors’ Competition.
 Since 2005, Jacques has been Music Director and Principal Conductor of the Isis 
Ensemble which he formed from high-profile chamber musicians, soloists and leading 
players in the established UK orchestras, and which now regularly performs at London’s 
Southbank Centre and around the UK.
 Other orchestras that he has recently appeared with include the National Symphony 
Orchestra of Ukraine, Kremerata Baltica, Radio-Television Symphony Orchestra of 
Albania, Sofia Soloists and Radom Chamber Orchestra (Poland). He has conducted 
concerts with the BBC Concert Orchestra and been a regular guest-conductor with 
the Bucharest Philharmonic since 2003. He is Principal Guest Conductor with the City 
of Oxford Orchestra and before that he worked with the London Symphony Orchestra 
(Assistant Conductor), Bombay Chamber Orchestra and has guest conducted literally 
dozens of orchestras both in the UK and abroad. He has conducted several major opera 
productions with numerous companies, most recently as Music Director of Opera in 
the City.
 In addition to his work with professional musicians, Jacques loves working with 
younger players, having conducted concerts with leading youth and student orchestras 
both in the UK and abroad. Recently, he has been conducting the Symphony Orchestra at 
the Purcell School where he is also currently giving classes and seminars in composition. 



He has been a regular guest conductor at the Royal College of Music and from January 
2016 was appointed Principal Conductor of that institution’s Junior Department 
Symphony Orchestra. He has also given seminars and master-classes in conducting and 
conducted concerts and at Trinity College of Music and Birmingham Conservatoire.
 He has recorded CDs for a variety of labels, notably Meridian, with whom he 
recorded both the critically acclaimed Music for Strings and the more recent Transcriptions 
for Strings CDs with the Isis Ensemble. He has conducted performances of both his own 
music and that of other composers on radio and television including a momentous 
performance of Mark-Anthony Turnage’s Three Screaming Popes for BBC Radio 3.
 His own compositions, published by Norsk Musikforlag A/S, include a pair of 
oratorios Passion Fragment (The Denial of St Peter) and Exodus Fragment (The Parting 
of the Waves) both commissioned and performed by Lloyd’s Choir and the Isis Ensemble; 
Yigdal, performed by, among others, the Yehudi Menuhin Orchestra, Sofia Soloists and Isis 
Ensemble (who also commercially recorded it); Quiet Music which is regularly performed 
both in the UK and abroad; Three Nottingham Dances, commissioned by the Nottingham 
Philharmonic; and a Tuba Concerto, commissioned by Oren Marshall. His award winning 
Elegy on a Floating Chord (commissioned by Oxford University Chamber Orchestra) and 
Fantasias, Canons & Fugues (premièred by the Romanian Radio Chamber Orchestra), have 
both been performed and broadcast several times internationally. Other commissions 
include Pantheon (National Youth Wind Ensemble of Great Britain), Concertino (Onyx 
Brass), Castle Lament (Primrose Piano Quartet) and a film score, Jumpers. Other works 
for choir and orchestra include his large-scale Songs of Innocence and Experience and 
Jubilate, commissioned by Berkhamsted Choral Society.
 His chamber opera about Miss Havisham from Dickens’ Great Expectations, The 
Lady of Satis House was premiered by Marie Vassiliou and the Piatti Quartet at the Tête-
à-tête Opera Festival in 2012.
 Last year, he conducted the première of his Love Journeys for soprano and strings 
at the Southbank Centre with the Isis Ensemble and Marie Vassiliou. This work received 
excellent notices, and was shortly followed by Nun danket alle Gott commissioned for 
the Fitzwilliam String Quartet and premièred in April as part of the Music in the Village 
series. He conducted Kremerata Baltica in a programme including his arrangement of 
Pictures (which the Kremerata has since been touring extensively) and the Kremerata 
also gave the first performance of his Prelude 49 for vibraphone and strings with Andrei 
Pushkarev as soloist. The UK première of this piece was given at the Queen Elizabeth 
Hall by Dame Evelyn Glennie and the Isis Ensemble, again conducted by the composer. 
Other new recordings include Strauss’ Four Last Songs at Abbey Road Studios with 
soprano Nadine Mortimer Smith and St Paul’s Sinfonia.
 He has recently completed an arrangement commissioned by the Primrose Piano 
Quartet of Ravel’s La Valse which is already scheduled for several performances and is 
now working on a new piece for another of the UK’s leading string quartets. Other 
future plans include the completion of his other opera Magic Potions (showcased at the 
Tête-à-tête Opera Festival in August 2010), a new orchestral piece and the première of 
his vast symphony Adventures in Twilight.
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