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 Elizabeth Maconchy String Quartet no3 
 William Walton  String Quartet no2 in A minor  
        
 
 Dmitri Shostakovich String Quartet no3
    

While the title of this recital, ‘In the Shadow of War’, could 
tragically apply to most string quartets composed between 
Haydn’s Op 1 (1762) and the present day, no artist could be 
unaffected by the scale of conflict and the momentous events 
leading up to and following World War II. We hope it will 
be illuminating to hear these three quartets, written either 
immediately before or after that conflict, in the broader context 
of war.

Elizabeth Maconchy (1907–1994) String Quartet no3 (1938)

 Lento – Presto – Andante – Presto – Poco largamente
 
After a largely rural Irish childhood, Elizabeth Maconchy 
moved to London in 1923 to study at the Royal College of 
Music under teachers including Vaughan Williams with 
whom she formed a lifelong friendship. Her early musical 
influences were particularly progressive, including Bartók, 
Berg and Janácek. Over a 60-year career, and more than 
200 compositions in many genres, she continued to develop 
her musical language while maintaining her own musical 
personality.

Maconchy’s 13 string quartets, written over more than half 
a century from 1932 to 1984, constitute one of the most 
important such cycles of the last century. She described in an 
illuminating essay ‘On Writing String Quartets’ why this medium 
was of especial importance to her. “...for those to whom music 
is an intellectual art, a balanced and reasoned statement of 
ideas, an impassioned argument, an intense but disciplined 
expression of emotion – the string quartet is perhaps the most 
satisfying medium of all”.

Her third string quartet, one of the shortest of the cycle at 
around ten minutes, was written and first performed in 1938 
in the shadow of war, soon after her recovery from tuberculosis 
and before the birth of her first child. Some reflection of the 
momentous events, both personal and international, of this 
time can perhaps be heard in the music, but her own outline 
of the quartet is a model of clarity and objectivity. “It is in a 
cyclic form, one continuously unfolding movement. It begins 
Lento with the ideas that will be central to the work, and from 
which everything will come. The harmony hovers ambiguously 

between major and minor; the rhythm is similarly ambiguous, 
the metre moving between 4/4 and 5/8. These ambiguities are 
explored in all kinds of ways as the music develops. The tempo 
quickens, and a fortissimo presto section makes a decisive 
transformation of the opening material. Gradually the texture 
lightens, leading through gentler versions of the central ideas, 
but the incisive counterpoint of the presto returns, leading to 
a broader tempo and a fortissimo affirmation of the original 
material. From here the music quickly dies down to close with 
a quiet coda”. 

It is an interesting coincidence that one of the main ideas, 
as it is developed in the quartet, seems to bear a distinct 
resemblance to the familiar rhythms of Beethoven’s Fifth 
Symphony, soon to be used as the symbol of V for victory from 
its dot-dot-dot-dash equivalent in Morse code.

William Walton (1902-83) String Quartet no2 in A minor 
(1944-7)

 1 Allegro ~ 2 Presto ~ 3 Lento ~ 4 Allegro molto

Between 1939 and 1945, Walton wrote music, including 
scores for six films, mainly directed towards the war effort. 
When he began work on his Quartet in A minor, in late 1944, 
his last major composition had been the Violin Concerto 
first performed by Heifetz in 1939. The quartet therefore 
represented for Walton the beginnings of a return to serious 
composition, to some form of normality. However, with his 
usual fierce self-criticism, its genesis did not go smoothly 
although it was eventually completed for performance by the 
Blech Quartet on the Third Programme in May 1947. Walton 
employed military analogies to describe its slow progress 
in letters to his friend and colleague Roy Douglas: “I’m in a 
suicidal struggle with four strings and am making no headway 
whatever. Brick walls, slit trenches, Siegfried Lines bristle as 
never before. I’m afraid I’ve done film music for too long!”; 
and later, after some progress: “I’ve captured a trench and 
overcome some barbed wire entanglements – but every bar 
is a pill-box”. This difficulty is however not evident in the 
fluency and energy of the finished quartet and, despite the 
martial references to his compositional struggles, it is perhaps 
best considered in purely musical terms as, in the words of his 
biographer Michael Kennedy, a rediscovery of Walton’s “true 
voice in an intensive self-exploration”.

The first movement is in classical sonata form with the 
main theme immediately introduced by the viola with a 
counter-melody on second violin. This is expanded in flowing 
counterpoint until a second subject group arrives in faster 
tempo with jagged rhythms, frequently changing metre. The 
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development includes a fugue built around the first subject, 
again introduced by the viola. The recapitulation begins with 
a modified version of the first theme and, after the second 
subject group, is followed by an extended coda in which the 
first theme builds to a climax and ends calmly in A minor with 
a gentle reminiscence of the second theme.

A scurrying Presto follows with a roughly A-B-A structure 
in rapid 3/8 time. Rapidly repeated notes provide nervous 
momentum. The opening section employs fragmentary 
snatches of melody with frequent hesitations while the middle 
section is characterised by momentary pizzicatos and trills. 
After a return to the opening music, there is a brief coda at a 
slightly broader tempo which seems to vanish into thin air.

The heart of the quartet is the F major Lento in which, in the 
words of Michael Kennedy, “Walton achieves an emotional 
poise that testifies to his maturity as artist and man. It is one 
of his finest achievements”. The viola again has a crucial role, 
introducing both main themes, the first intensely lyrical, 
the second, suggesting a serenade, at a slightly faster tempo 
initially accompanied by pizzicato cello. Mutes are removed 
for the development which reaches a brief fortissimo climax 
before the return of modified versions of both themes in the 
recapitulation. The movement concludes quietly with the 
return of the first theme in its original form.

The fourth movement, a rondo in A minor, immediately 
dispels the mood of introspection. Its main theme is 
characterised by abrupt, spiky rhythms, various episodes 
recall elements from earlier movements and also include a 
wonderfully lyrical interlude presented in canon. The headlong 
exhilaration of the final moments suggests the sheer pleasure, 
as well as perhaps the pain, Walton found in returning to 
composition on his own terms.

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) String Quartet no3 (1946)

 1 Allegretto ~ 2 Moderato con moto ~ 
 3 Allegro non troppo ~ 4 Adagio (attacca) -
 5 Moderato

While Walton was struggling with his A minor quartet 
throughout 1946, Shostakovich completed his third – his only 
major composition that year. It was dedicated to the members 
of the Beethoven Quartet, who gave the first performance in 
Moscow in December. It followed soon after his Ninth Symphony 
which had received a poor reception from the Soviet authorities 
for insufficiently celebrating the Soviet victory of 1945. The 
quartet, at least initially, shares some of the symphony’s lighter, 
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more classical, aspects though its mood soon darkens. It was 
to be his last major composition before a further clampdown 
on artistic freedom under the notorious Zhdanov Decree. For 
several years thereafter it was rarely performed in the USSR.   

It is believed that, for the first performance, Shostakovich gave 
subtitles to each of the movements relating directly to the War. 
These were removed for publication and most subsequent 
early performances, although they continued to be used by the 
Borodin Quartet. Their cellist, Valentin Berlinsky, subsequently 
provided the following explanation. “Dmitri Shostakovich one 
day, as we were simply sitting, well, and also drinking a little 
vodka, said that his idea was that the first movement depicted 
peaceful Soviet life. Nothing was occurring and everything 
was calm. The second movement- it is the beginning of the 
Second World War, although not yet in Russia; still outside 
the country, in Poland, Czechoslovakia [sings first violin theme 
from the second movement]. The third movement- it is the tank 
armada invasion of Russian territory. The fourth movement 
is a requiem for the dead, and the fifth movement is a 
philosophical reflection on the fate of man”. Shostakovich may 
have removed the titles because of the increasingly repressive 
environment or perhaps he simply found them too limiting, 
but they do appear to provide a rationale for the widely 
divergent moods of the five movements.

The F major first movement (Calm unawareness of future 
cataclysm) is in classical sonata form complete with a repeat 
of the exposition. Its first subject is almost playful, but with a 
sardonic edge, while the second subject is more serious. The 
development is a double fugue derived mainly from the first 
theme (an interesting parallel with Walton’s quartet) while 
a shortened recapitulation unexpectedly reprises the second 
subject in the remote key of B minor. An increase in speed 
leads into the coda.

The second movement (Rumblings of unrest and anticipation) 
in the distant key of E minor begins with an unsettling ostinato
on the viola followed by an aggressive chromatic theme on 
the first violin. This is developed along with an urgent theme 
on the viola – introduced against a cello ostinato – until a 
contrasting waltz-like section emerges characterised by an 
eerie staccato tapping effect on all four instruments. After a 
shortened repeat of both sections the initial theme returns led 
by the cello. Pace and dynamics gradually fall back and the 
movement dies away uncertainly.

Any residual feelings of peace that might remain from the 
first movement are well and truly shattered by the following 
G sharp minor scherzo third movement (The forces of war 
unleashed). Fierce down-beat chords played fortissimo are 
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followed by a melody on the first violin evoking a military 
march, unstably alternating 2/4 and 3/4 in almost every bar. 

The tonality switches to E flat for a trio initially dominated 
by the viola before the opening music returns, bringing the 
movement to a brutal conclusion.

The slow fourth movement (Homage to the dead) provides a 
further contrast. It opens with a powerful five-bar phrase in    
C sharp minor that functions rather like the repeating bass of a 
passacaglia, providing the foundation over which Shostakovich 
will spin out long spans of intense melody, a process that 
occurs seven times. Eventually, after a dissonant climax the 
music subsides and, as a viola melody finally winds down, 
the cello takes over, dropping a semitone from the viola‘s 
C# to begin the final movement without pause once again in             
F major, the initial key of the piece.

The final movement (The eternal question- Why? And for what?), 
a strangely subdued dance, combines features of rondo and 
sonata form. Its first theme is a long, troubled cello solo which 
is succeeded by a second episode evoking memories of the first 
movement. The first theme recurs and then, at the climax of 
the movement, the passacaglia theme returns in canon between 
viola and cello followed by the violins. After a brief reference 
to the second episode (now in the minor) and the first theme, 
the music at last sinks to a sustained F major, over which we 
hear the dying whispers of the main theme closing with three 
pizzicatos of an F major triad.

While the quartet appears to engage with public issues, as 
befits the medium it is clearly as deeply personal a statement as 
those of Maconchy and Walton. Fyodor Druzhinin, the violist 
of the Beethoven Quartet, told of a rehearsal for the piece 
which Shostakovich listened to intently, without interrupting: 
“When we finished playing he sat quite still in silence like a 
wounded bird, tears streaming down his face. This was the 
only time that I saw Shostakovich so open and defenceless”.

Notes by Martin Cunningham

The artists
Tamsin Waley-Cohen, Emma Parker violins 
Ann Beilby viola Nathaniel Boyd cello

Formed in 2016, the Albion Quartet unites four outstanding 
young string players, brought together by a shared belief in the 
visceral power of the string quartet. They have been artists in 
residence at the Ryedale Festival and are currently central to 
the Two Moors Festival on Exmoor and Dartmoor, which takes 
place at almost exactly the same time as our own.

Passionate about musical education, the Quartet holds a 
residency at the Royal Welsh College of Music & Drama, 
where they regularly give masterclasses and performances. 
As a Cavatina Chamber Music Trust ensemble, they also give 
frequent workshops at primary school level where they are 
thrilled to share the magic of chamber music with children 
from diverse backgrounds.

The members of the quartet play a fine collection of 
instruments, including a Stradivarius and Guarnerius.

The ensemble is enjoying an increasingly prominent profile, 
with particular acclaim for its Dvorák series on CD. “What a 
gorgeous disc!”, wrote Gramophone. “Anyone who thinks that 
the new generation of super-quartets are merely about virtuoso 
brilliance should hear the myriad shades of russet and gold 
that the Albion Quartet find in these enchanting works.”

“The playing, by the excellent Albion, is masterly in its 
vividness, freedom and sensitivity” David Cairns, Sunday Times

albionquartet.com
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