
 

SHANE CHEN violin 
NICHOLAS WATERS violin 

HELEN IRELAND viola 
ZOE KNIGHTON cello 

 

QUARTET ON COLLINS #2 
27 June 2017 ~ Collins Street Baptist Church, Melbourne 

 
 

THIS AFTERNOON’S PRE CONCERT:  
Bill Forrest, Judy Cotterill, David Choate and Sally Burgess from the Victorian Amateur Chamber Music 

Society, performing the third movement of Mendelssohn’s String Quartet Op. 44, No. 2 
 
 

FRANZ SCHUBERT 1797-1828 

String Quartet No. 15 in G major, D.887 (composed 1826) 

 
I. Allegro molto moderato 
II. Andante un poco moto 
III. Scherzo: Allegro vivace - Trio: Allegretto 
IV. Allegro assai 
 
Schubert started writing string quartets at the age of 
thirteen whilst he was at school, so it’s no surprise that 
by the age of 29 he had already written his fifteenth 
string quartet. A work on the same scale as Ben Hur or 
Gone with the Wind, its architecture and harmonic scale 
has made it one of the monoliths of the repertoire. 
 
As a child, Schubert was taught violin by his father 
(Theodore) and brother (Ignaz) making it impossible to 
escape the family musical string quartet evenings. On 
such an occasion, he adopted the viola position, which 
provided him an invaluable insight to the inner workings 
of the sixteen-stringed instrument (i.e. the string 
quartet). Whilst trying to find his way as a composer, 
Franz found himself teaching with his father and 
became increasingly frustrated. 
 
Constantly plagued by a poor financial position, illness 
and the struggle for recognition, Schubert still managed 
to exhibit an optimism in his music. Indeed, this 
quartet’s struggle between the major and minor 
tonalities mirror his own inward battles.  
 
The quartet begins out of nothing. A major chord. As 
quickly as it starts, it crescendos to an almighty crashing 
minor chord. Then a plea for help. Once again, the 
music tries to break from the minor chord with no luck. 
Over a shimmering tremolo, we hear what could well be 
the introduction to an opera and indeed, there are 
many heroines, heroes and great drama to come. This 
opening foretells an ominous battle. A feature of 

Schubert’s work is his ingenious approach to harmonic 
development and this is certainly shown in the first 
section. After we find ourselves in F sharp major - so 
close, yet so far from G major - we are justly rewarded 
with the signature tune from this movement. A tune that 
is repeated no less than seven times, and each time 
with a different accompaniment. 
 
The second movement is testament to his gift of song 
and one is reminded of a famous Schubert quote: “I am 
composing as a God, as if it simply had to be done as it 
has been done.” The movement begins in a minor 
mode for a mere two bars before continuing its lament 
in B major and the search for harmonic meaning is 
certainly not over. The dotted figure from the first 
movement returns with the plea for help from the first 
movement turning into a mighty wail from the first violin 
and viola. 
 
The third movement skitters around a Scherzo with the 
most divine romantic melody infusing the trio. Here, 
Schubert shows his prowess at constructing a counter 
melody that almost outshines the original. 
 
In the last, epic marathon of a rondo movement, an 
architectural tour de force is as full of structural clues as 
the Egyptian pyramids. The players go on a round the 
world search to find the inner meaning behind the 
struggle of major and minor. Yet again, Schubert plays 
with the tonality shift in a very short time - this time, 
only one bar is heard in minor before the major reigns 
supreme. The syncopated harmonic progressions are 
doubled in length as they are heard throughout the 
movement, constantly searching before finally reaching 
the joyful conclusion that the jury has ruled in favour of 
major. Full of the lightness of a guilt free conscience, 
the group skip gaily off into the distance. 
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Special thanks to the supporters of our recent Creative Partnerships Australia Plus1 matched funding 
campaign. The funds raised through this campaign will allow us to undertake our next studio recording. 
Look out for the release later this year! 
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