THANK YOU
Thank you for supporting the 2010 Perth Festival Education Program and providing
your lucky students with a Festival experience. We are very pleased to be able to
offer you this resource pack in conjunction with your attendance of the Borodin
Quartet.
This document is designed to support you in the role of facilitating learning and
organising Festival excursions. It is highly recommended that students know some
background information about the performance before they attend.
Should you have any feedback or queries, please contact me on 6488 8636 or at
schools@perthfestival.com.au. You will also find up-to-date information on our
website perthfestival.com.au/schools.
I look forward to hearing from you soon and truly hope you and your students have
an unforgettable Festival.
Kind regards,

Mandy Hawkhead
Perth Festival Education Officer
PS Don’t miss the Borodin Quartet’s post-show talk on Mon 22 Feb, 9.10pm. Plus
visit perthfestival.com.au/Schools/Schools-Content-list/ for more music events at
schools prices including, Sing The Truth: The Music of Nina Simone and the Hilliard
Ensemble presenting Arvo Pärt – Passio.
………………………………………………………………………………………………......
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MUSICA VIVA AUSTRALIA
IN ASSOCIATION WITH PERTH INTERNATIONAL ATS FESTIVAL
presents
BORODIN QUARTET (Russia)
Formed in 1945, the Borodin Quartet is one of the great ensembles of our time and a
living link to the legacy of the past century. Their core repertoire has remained
consistent throughout various incarnations, and the Quartet’s unique identity is
closely linked with the ‘Russian school’ of string playing, with all its members having
studied at the prestigious Moscow Conservatoire.
In this concert, the group performs some of its signature Russian works, Alexander
Borodin’s String Quartet no 2 in D major and String Quartets nos 4 and 13 by Dmitri
Shostakovich. The Quartet’s remarkable history includes working with Shostakovich
on every one of his quartets.
Prominent themes
Chamber music, string instruments, composition, Russian culture & history
Relevant learning areas
Music, Society and Environment (Time, Continuity & Change)
Suitability for age group
Years 6-12
Venue
Perth Concert Hall
Time of performances
Monday 22 February, 7.30pm
Duration of event (if relevant)
100 minutes (including interval)
Artist talk
A post-concert discussion with the Quartet will be held immediately after the concert
Price
$15 (1 teacher free per 10 students)
Booking info
BOCS Group Bookings (08) 9321 6831

Program
Approximate duration (including interval but not encore): 98 min
Dmitri SHOSTAKOVICH (1906-1975)
String Quartet no 4 in D major, op 83 (1949)
I
Allegretto
II
Andantino
III
Allegretto
IV
Allegretto
String Quartet no 13
in B flat major, op 138 (1969-70)
min
Adagio – Doppio movimento – Tempo primo

28 min

20

INTERVAL
Alexander BORODIN (1833-1887)
String Quartet no 2 in D major (1881)
I
Allegro moderato
II
Scherzo: Allegro
III
Notturno: Andante
IV
Finale: Andante – Vivace

30 min

Dmitri SHOSTAKOVICH (1906-1975)
Shostakovich Quartets – An Introduction
The sound of a string quartet was one of Dmitri Shostakovich's strongest early
impressions which he retained throughout his life. In 1927, he recalled: "When a
quartet gathered at the neighbours' place I put my ear to the wall and listened. I
vividly remember the sounds of music from the neighbouring flat owned by an
engineer, who was a first-rate cellist and a great lover of chamber music. His place
was often visited by his friends who played quartets and trios by Mozart, Beethoven
and Tchaikovsky. To hear their playing better I stole into the corridor and sat there
for hours...".
Despite this early interest, Shostakovich came to the string quartet medium only after
completing five symphonies, the opera The Nose and the ballets The Golden Age,
Bolt, and The Limpid Stream. It was his fall from grace in 1936, though, following
Stalin's presence at a performance of Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk, and the ensuing
public attack in the Soviet Party organ, Pravda, that set him on the path that led to
the 15 string quartets. By 1938, the date of the First String Quartet, he had already
published a sonata for cello and piano but apart from this there had been no real
previous interest in chamber music forms. One writer suggests this slow start in
quartet-writing can be attributed to the political milieu. In the early stages of the
Communist regime, Shostakovich's formative years, composers generally
concentrated on ‘message-bearing' genres such as opera, oratorio, symphony and
song. Chamber music was considered elitist and abstract, and hence failed to appeal
to those with Socialist tendencies.

Shostakovich is arguably best known for his fifteen symphonies yet his total output
shows an outstanding variety. Among his 147 opus numbers are 15 symphonies, 15
string quartets, two operas, music for piano solo, several cantatas and 36 film
scores. Although the number of quartets corresponds with that of his symphonies,
the quartets explore a language which is often some years ahead of his symphonic
style. The string quartet medium gave Shostakovich an opportunity to pursue his
artistry in a much more private and undemonstrative way, in complete contrast to the
public oratory of the symphonies.
It has been suggested that Shostakovich's quartets often rival or even surpass the
symphonies in psychological subtlety and emotion. As a cycle the quartets are
consistent only in their diversity, spanning a vast range of Shostakovich's musical
career.
The difference in scale and conception between symphony and quartet is evident in
observation of the titles and dedications. Many of the quartets are dedicated to family
members or close friends such as the Seventh and Ninth Quartet written for his first
and third wives respectively. In contrast, most of the symphonies commemorate
state affairs, personnel or anniversaries and have subtitles like that of the Second
Symphony To October, Third Symphony The First of May and Twelfth Symphony
The Year 1917. The Seventh Symphony commemorates the siege of Leningrad
whilst the Tenth allegedly paints a rough musical portrait of Stalin.
The symphonies are all examples of compositions which recount events of global
magnitude and universal issues relevant to humanity as a whole. The quartets’
impact is quite different. There, the focus lies on the individual, and the instability of
life is explored in a very personal way.
The duality in his compositions is mirrored in Shostakovich as a person. He was
more or less forced to assume two incompatible personae, the public and the
private. Cellist Mstislav Rostropovich relates that at the Edinburgh Festival press
conference in 1962, a reporter asked Shostakovich if he agreed with the Communist
Party criticism voiced against him in 1948. "Yes, yes, yes, I agree," replied the
composer, eagerly. "And not only do I agree, but I'm grateful to the Party because
the Party taught me." He then turned to Rostropovich and muttered: "That son of a
bitch! How could he dare ask that question? Doesn't he understand that I can't
answer it?" This single incident illustrates the ever-present conflict between the
public comments of insincerity and private frustration.
His own political sympathies have been questioned and there has been great
controversy particularly over the publication Testimony, the Memoirs of Dmitri
Shostakovich, which records the intimate memoirs taken down in shorthand by
Solomon Volkov and smuggled to America in 1974. A year later Volkov emigrated,
edited and annotated the memoirs which were published and translated in 1979.
Much controversy exists regarding their authenticity, and personal accounts given by
musicians and friends of the composer should also be considered in order to gain a
balanced perspective of Shostakovich's life and work.
Of course, one can never really know the sincerity of his political tendencies and it is
possible that he truly believed in Socialist Realism and the philosophies of the Party.
The composer belonged to a family of liberal traditions whose inclinations would
probably have lain with the demonstrators of 1905. Yet, under Stalinism, it can be
imagined that any initial enthusiasm Shostakovich may have felt for the new order
would have diminished rapidly with attacks on his artistic integrity.

Shostakovich learned how to wear the necessary public mask that enabled him to
survive the artistic strictures of 1936 and 1948 without real sacrifice of integrity. He
was able to do this in practical terms by using two musical idioms – one more
simplified and accessible to comply with the guidelines of the Party and the other
more complex and abstract to satisfy his own artistic standards. The fifteen quartets
fall into this second category.
In 1964, he composed the score for the Soviet film Hamlet. Although written more
than three hundred years earlier, Hamlet's words from Act Ill seem pertinent to
Shostakovich's situation: "Call me what instrument you will, though you can fret me,
you cannot play upon me.”
"The majority of my symphonies are tombstones. Too many of our people died and
were buried in places unknown to anyone, not even their relatives. It happened to
many of my friends. Where do you put the tombstones? Only music can do that for
them. I’m willing to write a composition for each of the victims but that's possible, and
that's why I dedicate my music to them all.” – From Testimony
String Quartet no 4 in D major, op 83 (1949)
I
Allegretto
II
Andantino
III
Allegretto
IV
Allegretto
In 1948 Shostakovich, Prokofiev and Khachaturian were attacked for exhibiting
formalist, and therefore anti-democratic tendencies, at the Congress of Soviet
Composers.
In order to redeem himself with the Party, Shostakovich began to compose The
Song of the Forests, an oratorio celebrating Stalin's grandiose reafforestation plan.
(This was part of The Great Stalinist Plan for Remaking Nature begun in October
1948 – a fifteen year tree-planting project designed to transform the steppe into
forestland. This highly impractical project was dropped immediately after Stalin's
death.) The oratorio was finished in the summer of 1949 and the Soviet authorities
affirmed this work with a Stalin Prize, First Grade, and 10,000 roubles.
Almost immediately Shostakovich started work on his Fourth Quartet which was
completed on 27 December of that year. This quartet, along with the Violin Concerto
No. 1 and the song-cycle From Jewish Folk Poetry, were written 'for the drawer' as
the Russians say, meaning that the works were unable to be publicly performed.
Immediately following Stalin's death, Shostakovich's main preoccupation was to
release the works that he had been forced to withhold from performance, in order to
avoid confrontation with Soviet authorities. In the last two months of 1953, three
substantial works were given their premieres: the Fourth Quartet (13 November), the
Fifth Quartet (3 December) and the Tenth Symphony (17 December).
Notwithstanding the public ban on much of the composer's work at this time, From
Jewish Folk Poetry and other 'unofficial' works, such as the Third and Fourth String
Quartets, were widely heard in private musical circles.

Listening guide:
The first movement's opening duet for the violins, accompanied by a drone in the
lower instruments, persists through a considerable part of the movement. Great
effect is gained when this drone finally changes and a new theme emerges.
The second movement is executed by the three upper instruments before the cello
joins in, stating the principal melody. The music gradually moves towards a
fortissimo climax, soon dropping to its former subdued mood and finally dying away.
The main part of the third movement progresses in soft, even quavers gradually
rising to a section where a pianissimo theme in unison is heard. A brighter more
urgent melody appears above drumming semiquaver rhythms.
A new theme in the cello makes its entrance and returns repeatedly, always leading
down to a pedal point on C. This note is sustained and is carried over by the viola
into the finale, introducing a transition which leads to the beginning of the finale
proper. The Allegretto starts with a jaunty principal subject and soon follows with
another group of themes. A coda concludes the movement.
The final two movements, played without a break, contain elements of Jewish
folk-music. Shostakovich said, of his song cycle, From Jewish Folk Poetry, a work
composed a year earlier in 1948, that "Jewish folk music is multifaceted. The [Jews]
express despair in dance music and it can appear to be happy while it is tragic." It is
this feeling that is strongly projected in the last movements of the Quartet.
Rostislav Dubinsky, the first violinist and founder of the Borodin Quartet relates the
first time the Quartet's path crossed with that of Shostakovich:
In 1948, expecting arrest, [Shostakovich] locked himself in his home and
wrote the fourth string quartet, the score of which, wrapped in a copy of
Pravda was given to us secretly by his wife. We worked on it at night with
muted instruments. It was not just music: something else was there, a truthful
account of our existence, narrated to us by musical sounds instead of words.
The quartet, of course, could not be performed. The following year, however,
when the Soviet government was busy preparing its next blow, and music
seemed to be less controlled, we wrote a letter to the Ministry of Culture,
asking permission to perform the quartet in public. Strangely enough, we
received an answer: they wanted to audition it first. The date was set, and
when that day arrived, we crossed the mysterious threshold of the ministry
with a mixed feeling of fear and hope.
We put our hearts and souls into that performance. We emphasised
everything that socialist realism requires to be concealed. We spoke the truth!
When we had finished, silence fell. Was it more eloquent than any praise? Or
was it an ominous silence that could become a death sentence? We looked at
each other, and I hastened to say, 'Will you permit us to play it once more?'
We were given a nod of assent.

This time we played it differently. The tempi were faster, the sound lighter. We
removed all possible 'anti-Soviet' insinuations from the music. Even our faces
tried to look optimistic. We lied! We presented the foreboding mood of the first
movement as a hope for a brighter future; the plaintive lyricism of the second
as a pleasant little waltz; the sinister muted scherzo became a cheerful dance;
and the tragic Jewish themes of the finale took on traditional Oriental
colouring. The tension eased. There were smiles. We were thanked, even
praised. The music was still banned.
From Stormy Applause
String Quartet no 13 in B flat minor, op 138 (1970)
Adagio – Doppio movimento – Tempo primo
The Thirteenth Quartet was written for Vadim Borisovsky, the original viola player of
the Beethoven Quartet. Although conceived in August 1969, it was finished a year
later after Shostakovich had spent a period of intensive treatment in an orthopaedic
clinic. According to Fyodor Druzhinin, the new violist of the Beethoven Quartet, this
work can be described as a 'hymn to the viola'.
Listening guide:
The Thirteenth Quartet, finished in October 1970 is a completely integrated singlemovement work, although sections and short transitions can be distinguished.
The music moves in a broad arch from a brooding Adagio to a 'march-scherzo' and
back again – a plan that is discernible on first hearing. In form and thematic content it
is simpler and more concise than the music for which he had been criticised thirty
years earlier, although somewhat more dissonant.
The work begins with a viola monologue playing a slow, mournfully meditative fournote theme, repeating it a semitone lower, shortly before the other instruments join
in. A second melody, more wistful and yearning, appears but soon the first four-note
theme is recalled.
After a short relapse into slow, long notes the speed is doubled (Doppio movimento)
and a new fast section begins. A feature of this fast section is its palindromic
structure. It begins with long, soft notes or chords punctuated either by gradually
growing or sudden bursts of fortissimo-piano (ffp). These sustained notes are then
transformed into chains of trills in the viola, around which the plucked notes of the
other instruments revolve.
Shortly after this section, a different sound quality may be heard from the viola in the
background, where percussive taps are produced with the stick of the bow on the
body of the instrument. This section accelerates to an ostinato passage, and the
cello states the pizzicato theme, fading into a short, recitative-like duet for viola and
cello leading to a rerun, in reversed order of what went before: first the long chains of
trills, in three instruments, then eventually the initial Adagio section with its two slow
thoughtful themes, now muted.

Since the work was dedicated to Vadim Borisovsky, the violist of the Beethoven
Quartet, towards the end it is this instrument which is featured in a long and moving
solo. The second violin intermittently recalls the percussive tappings from the centre
section. The viola plays pianissimo on a sustained high B flat, when it is joined by the
two violins, whereupon all three instruments execute a crescendo on that note. This
culminates in a frenzied sforzatissimo shriek (sffff) which ends the work.
Fyodor Druzhinin, the violist of the Beethoven Quartet writes:
For me the Thirteenth Quartet, dedicated to my teacher Borisovsky, occupies
a special place in the cycle. But the Thirteenth Quartet is a hymn to the viola,
giving the viola player a special responsibility.
I wish to recount a small incident which preceded the writing of this quartet.
We were recording the Twelfth Quartet in the church where Melodiya had its
studio. I had arrived a little early to warm up. At the time I was learning
Kodaly's transcription of Bach's Chromatic Fantasy, which has an enormous
number of arpeggios of every kind in it. I was playing with some panache a
chord that went up to a high B flat in the third octave, playing ff with loads of
vibrato.
Suddenly I heard the familiar grating voice behind me. 'Fedya, that's a B flat, a
B flat,’ said Dmitri Dmitrievich who had unobtrusively crept up behind me, I
affirmed that it was indeed. Then he asked if I could land straight on that note,
without the preceding passage. I answered that this was possible.
Sometime later we received the new score of the Thirteenth Quartet. We had
had no inkling of its existence. I saw that the quartet ends with a long viola
solo in the high register and that the last note is that same B flat which is then
passed onto the first and second violins to give the effect of a snowballing
crescendo.
After every performance of this quartet, Shostakovich shook hands with all the
members, but he would give me a kiss. This was in recognition of the special
difficulty of the viola part.
Shostakovich program notes © Nina Apollonov, 1998 for Musica Viva Australia
Alexander Borodin (1833-1887)
String Quartet no 2 in D major (1881)
I
Allegro moderato
II
Scherzo: Allegro
III
Notturno: Andante
IV
Finale: Andante – Vivace
Borodin, the `Father of the Russian Quartet', once described himself disparagingly as
‘only a Sunday musician'. He was a physician and research chemist with a
professorship in St Petersburg. However he was also a composer of considerable
originality. He had familiarised himself with the principals of composition upon
Balakirev's advice, and even though his technical facility did not quite equal that of his
full-time composer colleagues, his music is not only always sonorous, but his original
musical talent made him one of the five composers who, following on from Glinka,

became the founders of Russian national music. Beyond this, his work exerted a
particularly strong influence upon Debussy and Ravel in their formative years.
As a young man, before he had come under Balakirev's influence, Borodin had written
several chamber works including four string trios, a string quintet and sextet, a piano
trio and quintet, and a work for flute, oboe, viola and cello. However these works were
withdrawn after the 1862 meeting with his new mentor and Borodin's chamber music
is now represented only by two mature string quartets and some miscellaneous
fragments.
During the 1870s when Borodin began work on his First String Quartet, the Russian
repertoire for that ensemble was virtually non-existent. The foundation of the Russian
Musical Society in 1859 had given an enormous impetus to chamber music in Russia
(and no doubt to Borodin's early compositions), and new interest in the string quartet
in particular followed upon the founding of the Russian String Quartet in 1871.
Tchaikovsky described them in 1874 as `an ideally harmonious ensemble'.
Both Tchaikovsky and Borodin, lacking the background of an established Russian
quartet repertory were faced with an initial stylistic dilemma. Since both of them were
essentially Romantics, less concerned with the classical tradition of the quartet than
with its intimate expressive potential, neither composer was content just to imitate
Western European models, although in Borodin's case the echoes of Beethoven are
clear enough.
The Second Quartet was written during two months in the summer of 1881. Always a
slow worker (the First Quartet had taken five years to complete, and many other works
were never finished), Borodin's haste on this occasion has attracted much comment.
One critic suggested that it was written in a hurry as a twentieth wedding anniversary
present for his wife, to whom the work is dedicated. More likely however is Borodin's
increasing assurance in his technique following the successful premiere of his First
Quartet in the previous year. Regardless of its hasty origin, however, the work has
become one of the most popular in the chamber music repertoire, with its
comparatively uncomplicated structure and wealth of appealing melody reflecting the
simple joy of a summer spent composing in the country.
The attractive opening theme is stated by the cello before, in the fifth bar, being taken
up on the first violin. A short bridge leads to the second subject, again in D major, with
a characteristic four note descending passage and varying dynamics. Oddly, while the
development of the movement is uncomplicated, the appearance of this second
subject in the recapitulation is in the unusual key of D minor, but the principal key is
re-established to close the movement.
The Scherzo also has two main themes, the first of which is determined and `busy',
while the second is more relaxed and lyrical, recalling a passage from the celebrated
Polotsvian Dances. In the development of these themes, Borodin dispenses with a
Trio altogether.
The third movement, the famous Notturno, is a deeply expressive cantilena which
seems to embody all the essentials of Borodin's lyricism. A movement much abused
by arrangers, the undeniable oriental flavour of its melody is nevertheless best
savoured, as here, in its original form.
The Finale is in rondo form with the main theme being stated first in the Andante by
the violins before being `answered' by the lower strings. Ideas are tossed back and
forth between instrumental groupings and the same basic material is used at the

beginning of the Vivace section. Its fugato opening encapsulates the bristling
character of the remainder of the movement.
© Musica Viva Australia
Further exploration
The String Quartet
A charming and instructive look at the string quartet and its literature from the
players’ point of view (if you can find it in a library) is Bruno Aulich and Ernst
Heimeran’s The Well-Tempered String Quartet – A book of counsel and
entertainment for all lovers of music in the home (Novello 1938, revised 1951).
Wonderful insights into the life of a string quartet are found in Indivisible by Four: A
String Quartet in Pursuit of Harmony by Arnold Steinhardt, the Guarneri Quartet's
first violin (Farrar Straus Giroux, 2000).
Shostakovich
Understanding of Shostakovich has grown immeasurably with the thawing of the
former Soviet Union, but without dispelling puzzlement and controversy. So the
documentary approach of Elizabeth Wilson Shostakovich – A Life Remembered
(Faber & Faber, London 1994) may be a good starting point, and makes absorbing
reading. Then try, for one ‘line’, Ian MacDonald The New Shostakovich (Oxford
University Press 1991), for another, the anthology Shostakovich, the Man and his
Music (ed. Christopher Norris London 1982). Then read Testimony – The Memoirs of
Shostakovich as related to and edited by Solomon Volkov (Hamish Hamilton London
1979). Caution required, but note MacDonald’s judgment ‘Testimony is a realistic
picture of Shostakovich. It just isn’t a genuine one’. A highly coloured personal
account of playing in the Borodin Quartet during the time when Shostakovich
composed his late quartets, by one who left, is Rostislav Dubinsky Stormy Applause;
making music in a worker’s state (New York Hill & Wang 1989)
Other books include Laurel E Fay’s Shostakovich: A Life (Oxford University Press,
2000), Shostakovich and his World, edited by Fay (Princeton University Press,
2004), and A Shostakovich Casebook edited by Malcolm Hamrick Brown (Indiana
University Press, 2004).
Naxos’ Dmitry Shostakovich: A Portrait (8.558188-89) is a fantastic 2-CD set with
excellent biographical notes and a wide selection of his music across all genres. Also
recommended as an introduction is the Chandos CD-ROM The Shostakovich
Multimedia Experience (CHAN 500001).
The notes by Alan George (of the Fitzwilliam Quartet) in the Emerson Quartet’s
complete recording of the string quartets (DG 475 7407 5 CDs), made ‘live’ at the
Aspen Festival, provide a good survey, as do the performances. To these ears the
the Borodin Quartet’s classic 1970 cycle of nos 1-13 (Chandos CHAN 10064H) is
even more compelling, and the group’s performance of the 15th Quartet is available
with Quartet no 1 on Teldec 4509-98417-2.
A number of websites explore the fierce controversy over Testimony: writers
including Richard Taruskin and Laurel Fay (author of Shostakovich: A Life) regard it
as a complete fraud, noting that Volkov has declined to publish the ‘original’ Russian
version; journalist Norman Lebrecht and Ian MacDonald (author of The New
Shostakovich) regard the text of Testimony as completely reliable, and MacDonald

marshals a number of people who claim to have seen pages of the original endorsed
by Shostakovich’s signature. Now read on:
http://www.siue.edu/~aho/musov/dmitri.html
http://www.scena.org/columns/lebrecht/040324-NL-shostakovich.html
Iain Strahan’s essay on the numerical symbolism of the Shostakovich quartets is at
http://home.clara.net/istrachan/DSCH/sqkeys.htm while there are excellent notes on
the complete cycle to be found on the Hyperion Records website at
http://www.hyperion-records.co.uk/.
Alexander Borodin
The only biography of Borodin in English seems to still be Gerald Abraham’s
Borodin: the Composer and his Music (London, 1927/R) and my recommended
recording is the Borodin Quartet’s account on Decca 425 541 2.
Visit www.karadar.com/Dictionary/borodin.html for more information.
© David Garrett, Gordon Kerry, courtesy of Musica Viva Australia, Stephen Schafer

Borodin Quartet
Ruben Aharonian
Andrei Abramenkov
Igor Naidin
Vladimir Balshin

Violin
Violin
Viola
Cello

“I know of no other quartet in which the players efface themselves as
selflessly as in the Borodin, as if each player were actively engaged in playing
all the parts, not just the one under his fingers.”
The Globe and Mail, Toronto
For more than 60 years, the Borodin Quartet has been celebrated for its insight and
authority in the chamber music repertoire. Revered for its searching performances of
Beethoven and Shostakovich, the Quartet is equally at home in music ranging from
Mozart to Stravinsky.
Throughout the group’s illustrious career its unique identity has been closely linked
with the so-called ‘Russian school’ of string playing. All of the group’s members
studied at the Moscow Conservatoire, absorbing this method as it evolved over the
generations.
The Quartet’s particular affinity with Russian repertoire was stimulated by a close
relationship with Shostakovich, who personally supervised its study of each of his
quartets. Widely regarded as definitive interpretations, the Quartet’s cycles of the
complete Shostakovich quartets have been performed all over the world, including
Vienna, Zurich, Frankfurt, Madrid, Lisbon, Seville, London, Paris and New York. In
recent seasons the ensemble has returned to a broader repertoire, including works
by Schubert, Prokofiev, Borodin and Tchaikovsky, while continuing to be welcomed
and acclaimed at major venues throughout the world.
The Borodin Quartet was formed in 1945 by four students from the Moscow
Conservatoire. Ten years later, it changed its name from the Moscow Philharmonic
Quartet to the Borodin Quartet.

Andrey Abramenkov became a member in 1975; Ruben Aharonian and Igor Naidin
joined in 1996; Vladimir Balshin joined the Quartet in August 2007 on the retirement
of Valentin Berlinsky, one of the founding members.
In addition to performing quartets, the members of the Borodin Quartet regularly join
forces with other distinguished musicians to further explore the chamber music
repertoire. Their partners have included violist Yuri Bashmet and pianists Elisabeth
Leonskaja and Christoph Eschenbach. The Quartet also regularly gives
masterclasses.
For its 60th Anniversary Season, the Borodin Quartet performed cycles of the
complete Beethoven quartets at the Amsterdam Concertgebouw and Vienna
Musikverein. Gala concerts honouring the Quartet’s contribution to musical history
were performed in Moscow (January 2005) and at London’s Wigmore Hall and the
Théâtre des Champs-Elysées in Paris (May 2005). The ensemble was also heard in
recital in Madrid, Rotterdam, Brussels, Geneva, Munich, Lisbon, Barcelona, Athens,
Cologne, Istanbul, Zurich, Berlin, Moscow, New York and London, playing the music
of Mozart, Schubert, Brahms, Tchaikovsky, Stravinsky, Shostakovich, and of course
Borodin.
The Quartet’s remarkable history also includes performing on the same day at the
funerals of both Stalin and Prokofiev.
The CD label Chandos recorded and released the complete Beethoven quartets as
part of the 60th Anniversary Season celebration. The Quartet’s first release on the
Onyx label, featuring Borodin, Schubert, Webern and Rachmaninov, was nominated
for a Grammy in the 2005 Best Chamber Performance category. The Borodin
Quartet has produced a rich heritage of recordings over several decades, for labels
including EMI, RCA and Teldec. Among its Teldec recordings, those of
Tchaikovsky’s Quartets and Souvenir de Florence, Schubert’s String Quintet,
Haydn’s Seven Last Words and a disc of Russian Miniatures all received acclaim.
The Tchaikovsky disc was honoured with a Gramophone Award in 1994.
The Borodin Quartet first toured for Musica Viva in 1965, and its subsequent tours
have been in 1968, 1987, 1993 and 2006.
An interview with Ruben Aharonian and Igor Naidin by Shirley Apthorp
Trying to draw members of the Borodin Quartet out on the subject of their special
sound proves, at least at first, to be a mistake.
"How could we describe our traditions?" demands Ruben Aharonian, the quartet's
first violinist, pulling an inscrutable face. "That's definitely a question for the music
critics."
Perhaps the quartet's unique tone, honed over six and a half decades of legendary
chamber music history, can be explained in terms of string technique - an approach
to vibrato, the Russian bow-hold?
"This is an improper question," declares violist Igor Naidin.
Improper?
"Unprofessional," he clarifies.

This is the stuff that journalistic nightmares are made of. Help. Didn't the famous
Greek violinist Leonidas Kavakos take time off to perfect the Russian bow-hold?
"How we hold the bows!" Naidin's eyes blaze with scorn.
"I can only mention Leopold Auer, grandfather of all great violinists of the 20th
century," adds Aharonian. "He taught Mischa Elman, Jascha Heifitz, and so on.
How we hold the bow, how we shift from one position to another - it is his heritage, it
was made a century ago."
Auer taught at the conservatory in St Petersburg until 1917. Tchaikovsky dedicated
his violin concerto to him. Aharonian has just slotted himself directly into the lineage
of Russian greats. Hardly surprising, since his quartet, which turns 65 in 2010, now
rates a mention in the Guiness Book of Records for its longevity. All the members of
the Borodin Quartet are graduates of the Moscow Conservatory.
Aharonian's teacher, Leonid Kogan, was another of the greatest Russian violinists of
the 20th century, a peer of David Oistrach. In the Borodin Quartet, which he joined
in 1996, Aharonian replaced Mikhail Kopelman, who succeeded founding member
Rostislav Dubinsky. Between them, the three generations chalked up an impressive
list of seminal historic events. The Borodin Quartet rehearsed the works of Dmitri
Shostakovich with the composer, and, famously, played on the same day for the
funerals of Stalin and Prokofiev.
"I'm sorry, I can't tell you about that," demurs Aharonian. "I was only six years old at
the time."
It's hard to escape the feeling that this half of the Borodin Quartet is being difficult.
They are in Copenhagen for a concert in the city's new concert hall, between
appearances in Moscow and Venice, and they are clearly tired. And stressed.
What is the hardest aspect of life as a string quartet?
Aharonian's face brightens. "Aeroplanes. Airports. Hotels. Endless check-ins. This
is the hardest thing. Not to play, but to travel. Endless, endless, endless check-ins."
It is remarkable, agrees Naidin, how often the sight of an instrument case provokes
suspicion at an airport. They get asked countless stupid questions.
"Like, 'what's that in your case?'" adds Aharonian.
"Or, do you have a guitar?" continues Naidin.
"Is that really a cello?" Aharonian parodies.
Good. Moving right along.
"If you listen to the same work played by the Borodin Quartet as compared to any
other quartet, European or American," Aharonian relents, "you feel immediately NOT because the Borodins play better - but you feel the difference in sound, in
phrasing. The Borodins have their own way of playing, their own musical vision,
their own interpretation."

Naidin nods. "The Borodin Quartet definitely belongs to this famous Russian school
of string-playing. It's the way of performing."
As a teenager, Naidin played in a student string quartet which was tutored by the
Borodin Quartet. He was raised, he says, in this tradition. Aharonian, too, grew up
listening to vinyl records of the quartet, and attending their concerts when he could.
Though the sound of the quartet has altered in subtle ways with each change of
membership, both men agree, a fundamental quality of sound has been passed on.
"Of course the recordings of 1945, 1975, and 2005 are different," says Naidin.
"Different people are playing, different instruments, different generations, different
hands. But at the same time, we are proud to bear the name of the Borodin Quartet,
and after 65 years, the sound is still recognisable. Each member arrives in the group
and studies the traditions of the previous members.
"When we joined the quartet in 1996, it was a period of adaptation for both of us.
Maybe our individual style didn't change, but our sound adapted a little with the other
players. This is the huge advantage of playing in a string quartet. You bring what
you have of your own, and at the same time you are learning from your colleagues,
absorbing and matching what you have."
Aharonian speaks fleetingly and dismissively of the Soviet concert agency
Gosconcert, which he descibes as "corrupted from the top to the bottom". For all the
Borodin Quartet's remarkable links to Soviet and Russian history, he says, political
events were always peripheral to the quartet's real reason for being.
"The aim of the young players when the quartet was born in 1945 was to play string
quartets," says Naidin. "They were obsessed with the idea of the beauty of sound of
four stringed instruments. And each of us joining the group has the same view of the
string quartet as the most beautiful instrument of music-making. You have to be
deeply in love with the string quartet as a chamber music formation in order to live
the life of a string quartet."
Both of them, clearly, are thinking again about the endless, endless check-ins,
weighed up against Beethoven and Shostakovich.
Is it an obsession?
Aharonian looks surprised.
"Yes, of course. Yes, it's an obsession."
For Australia, though, the musicians will tolerate a few extra check-ins.
"It's one of the best, most welcoming and outstanding audiences," says Naidin,
smiling at last. "This tour will be the highlight of 2010 for us, definitely. We only wish
that the quartet would appear more often in Australia."
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