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THIS AFTERNOON’S PRE CONCERT:  

Isabella Beudel (violin), Lalita Wright (violin), Caitlin MacGregor (viola) and Sheri Thomas (cello) from Monash University  
performing Rhiannon Giddens’ “At the Purchaser’s Option”

ZHANG ZHAO 1964- 

String Quartet No. 1 "Totem" (composed 2001)  

 

I “The Singer” Rubato Largo 
II “The Musician Quaternary” Moderato  
III “The Wizard Fugue” Lento 
IV “The Drummer Sonata” Allegro  
 
There are some performances that stay in the memory 
for years, and the performance by China’s Amber 
Quartet of Zhang Zhao’s “Totem” in the 2013 Asia-
Pacific Chamber Music Competition was certainly one of 
them. Since that time, we had been trying to source the 
music but it hasn’t been published. Imagine our joy when 
the Amber Quartet sent us the score with Zhang Zhao’s 
blessing.  
 

Zhang Zhao was born in Yunnan province in 1964 and is 
a postgraduate tutor at Minzu University of China 
College of Music. He is a member of Musician’s 
Association of North America, Beijing Musician’s 
Association and also the first Chinese composer to have 
ever been selected in ABRSM. Zhang’s works are highly 
acclaimed in Europe, America and Southeast Asian 
countries, with scores and CDs published in Germany, 
Britain and Switzerland.  
 

Zhang Zhao wrote his first string quartet "Totem" in 2001 
after having spent two years in Yunnan province 
observing and researching local folk music. The obvious 
synergies with Bartok’s work in this field certainly don’t 
go unnoticed with the unbridled joy of the folk melodies 
infusing a work of great energy.  
 

1st Movement: The Singer  
The viola plays a theme of free folk song reminiscent of 
locals hearing the tune echoing around the mountains.  
 

2nd Movement: The Musician Quaternary  
In a tip of the hat to Debussy, this second movement 
uses all manner of pizzicato techniques with quirky 
rhythmical interplay. 

 
3rd Movement: The Wizard Fugue  
Wizards are the inheritors and transmitters of the nation’s 
ancient culture. They often preside over folk ritual 
activities, and are highly respected. Zhang Zhao uses 
quarter tones and other extended techniques to tell 
these stories of mystery.  
 
4th Movement: The Drummer Sonata  
Drum beats have a special significance as part of the 
ancient customs of Hua Yi people in South Yunnan. 
Drumbeats during the spring ploughing are used to 
inspire people to work harder.  

 
CLAUDE DEBUSSY 1862-1918  
String Quartet in G minor, Op. 10 (composed 1893)  
 

I Animé et très décidé 
II Assez vif et bien rythmé 
III Andantino, doucement expressif 
IV Très modéré – En animant peu à peu – Très 
mouvementé et avec passion  
 
Debussy is often branded an “impressionist” composer: 
the visual art world has Monet; we have Debussy. Those 
atmospheric and alluring titles to his piano pieces, like 
“the submerged cathedral" or “the girl with the flaxen 
hair”, can sometimes mask the daring and risk taking that 
cause some to claim that Debussy gave more to the 
development of harmony in the twentieth century than 
any other composer.  
 
All this, and he had no formal education, except that in 
music. Emerging from a rather humble background, he 
was admitted into the Paris Conservatoire at the age of 
ten, but his precociousness didn’t translate to fame until 
he was middle aged.  
 
Debussy met the much loved violinist Eugene Ysaÿe early 
in 1893 when he was pretty much an unknown quantity. 
(“Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun” was still to come). 
They immediately bonded, with Ysaÿe pronouncing 
Debussy his “little brother”. In the summer of that year, 
Debussy wrote Ysaÿe this quartet and it was premiered 



December 29 at the Société Nationale in Paris.  
 
Apparently, the first audience was rather baffled. 
Reviewers used words like “fantastic” and “oriental”, and 
Debussy’s friend Ernest Chausson confessed 
mystification. Debussy must have felt the sting of these 
reactions, for he promised Chausson: “Well, I’ll write 
another for you... and I’ll try to bring more dignity to the 
form.” One can imagine the crushing blow as Debussy 
had intended the work to be dedicated to him.  
 
After the initial explosion of sound, there are a few 
elements that we recommend listening out for. At the 

end of the first movement, all four instruments mark out 
a pentatonic scale (a scale with only five notes, in 
reference to an East Asian flavour of sound) with 
ferocious intensity. The second movement features a 
heavy use of pizzicato and perhaps one of the most 
famous ostinatos in the repertoire (of course given to the 
viola). The third movement’s long unending phrasing 
seamlessly merge into the fourth movement which 
contains some of the most adventurous harmonic shifts in 
the work.  
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