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Fresh voice of a quartet reborn

THE clearest mark of a quartet’s maturity is the extent to which individual skills and
personalities morph into a distinctive collective identity. This bonding generally takes years to
achieve, making succession planning difficult in terms of developing and sustaining ensemble
identity.

The Flinders Quartet has developed a loyal urban and regional following since forming in 2000,
when the local chamber music circuit was just beginning to flourish.

Remarkably, there were no personnel changes for more than a decade. But in 2012 founding
violinists Matthew Tomkins and Erica Kennedy left and the hunt for replacements occupied much of
last year.

This season opener features the quartet’s new line-up: Helen Ayres and Shane Chen join original
members, violist Helen Ireland and cellist Zoe Knighton.

Judging by their performance in the revealing acoustic of the Melbourne Recital Centre’s Salon, this
is not so much an ensemble reinvented as one reborn.

Taking on a core repertoire program of works by Haydn, Shostakovich and Dvorak, the quartet
sounded as if they had been playing together for a lifetime: unity of interpretation, tight ensemble,
fine balance, matched tone, and fluent dialogues between solo and collective lines.

Most promisingly, the group has already found a fresh and cohesive interpretative voice: even the
familiar contours of Dvorak’s “American” quartet was given a vibrant new gloss of understated
lyricism.

An expressive account of Haydn’s late Quartet, Op 77, No 1, opened the program, exquisite tone and
grand phrasing favoured over more traditional, detached elegance or the brutal attack popular with
many younger ensembles.

The evening’s revelation, however, came with an extremely sensitive rendition of Shostakovich’s F-
sharp minor quartet.

A tribute to the memory of the composer’s beloved wife, Nina, the work incorporates a familiar mix
of acerbic darkness, latent melancholy and unsettling stillness. The Flinders Quartet revealed
something else about the work that is generally forgotten, namely the romance hiding within the
work’s elegiac core.

With a focus on sound quality, smooth contours and melodic elements, the group found beauty in
even the most serrated attack sequences and the bleak austerity of slow-moving grinds. Voicings
were clear, pairings well-matched in colour and dynamics, and bows weighted to achieve an ideal
balance of tone and articulation. An exceptional start to the year.

Flinders Quartet, Elisabeth Murdoch Hall, Melbourne Recital Centre, May 12.
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Utzon Room, Sydney Opera House, tonight at 7pm. Tickets: $55. Then: Bendigo Art Gallery, Friday
at 6pm. Tickets: $35.
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