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String Quartet No. 1 in F Major, Op.18 No. 1 [25;56]

String Quartet No. 3 in D Major, Op.18 No. 3 [22:11]

String Quartet No. 4 in C minor, Op.18 No. 4 [21:53]

Piano Sonata No. 9 Op.14 No. 1 (arr. for string quartet by Beethoven, Hess 34)
[12:23]

String Quartet No. 7 in F Major, Op.59 No.1 ‘Rasumovsky’ No. 1 [37:56]
String Quartet No. 12 in E flat Major, Op.127 [34:33]

String Quartet No. 16 in F Major, Op.135 [25:59]
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If you receive a new three disc set in a proposed complete cycle of the Beethoven
string quartets you tend to automatically think it to be a set containing one of the
periods, either early, middle or late, of his quartet compositional career, but no, not
here. Here the Cuarteto Casals adopt a totally different and fresh approach in the
way that they include quartets from each period, along with a rarity, the composers
own arrangement of his Piano Sonata No. 9 Op.14 No.1 for string quartet. The
result is both intriguing and eye-opening, not only does it allow the listener to
listen to quartets to assess Beethoven’s journey as a composer of string quartets, it
also lets you sample how the Cuarteto Casals perform the various and distinct
stages of the great man’s quartet writing, and thus helping you decide whether you
would invest in later volumes.

Coming off a highly successful concert tour in which, to celebrate their twentieth
anniversary, the Cuarteto Casals performed the complete string quartets over a
series of six evening concerts in various international venues, since then they have
gone into the studio to record the complete quartets, with the final two sets being
released in 2019 and 2020 just in time for the 250t anniversary of Beethoven’s
birth. This set starts strongly with an excellent interpretation of the first three
opus 18 quartets, the first of which has probably the most memorable opening of
any first quartet. Here the Cuarteto Casals have a bold and vibrant approach, their
attack in the opening of No.1 is engaging and certainly and draws you in to their
performance which has an air of a live performance. The intensity of their
performance continues throughout the three Op.18, with the Allegro final
movement of the C minor Quartet as engaging as the opening of this disc.

The second disc opens with an intriguing work, Beethoven’s own transcription of
his popular Piano Sonata No.9, in which he transposed the key signature from E
Major to F Major. This is not a slavish arrangement, as Beethoven altered some
passages, deleting some completely, whilst adding some little touches so that the
music suits the sonority of the strings more. The result is a quartet which
stylistically in keeping with the Op.18, it was published in 1802, a year after his
Op.18, if slightly more relaxed. This is followed by a wonderful performance of the
String Quartet No.7 in F Major, Op.59 No.1 ‘Rasumovsky’ No. 1, and the contrast
is tangible. It was composed at the same period as the Piano Concerto No.4, with
the development of his compositional style clearly in evidence, with the
Rasumovsky’s breaking away from the classical nature of the Op.18 with their

more symphonic character, something that the Cuarteto Casals expertly brings to



the fore, especially when contrasted with the transcription of the Piano Sonata,
here the revolutionary character of the middle period string quartets jumps off the
disc.

The final disc brings us two examples of Beethoven’s late period string quartets,
the String Quartet No.12 in E flat Major, Op.127 and the String Quartet No.16 in
F Major, Op.135, and here again the intensity of the music and the performance is
engaging. The late quartets contain, for me, some of Beethoven’s most virtuosic
music, sections that stretch the abilities of even the best quartet, as well as
sections of aching beauty, and I am glad to say that the Cuarteto Casals prove
themselves equal to most of what Beethoven throws at them. I say ‘most’ on
purpose, because if I have one criticism of their performance, it is in their
performance of his apotheosis of the art form, the Op.135. Whilst the Cuarteto
Casals give a very strong performance of this work, I find there to be a degree of
humour in some of Beethoven’s writing and that this is exploited more by other
quartets, such as the Tokyo String Quartet’s 2014 release which is again on
Harmonia Mundi (HMU 807641.48). This is not a major criticism of the Cuarteto
Casals’ interpretation of the Quartet, and it is good to have one that plays down
the humour, I just like the humour accentuated more.

This is a wonderful example of the Cuarteto Casals’ ensemble playing, which is
strong and detailed throughout. They have a real sense of togetherness, as well as
one of enjoyment and love for the music. Even taking in to account my slight
criticism of their performance of the Op.135, this remains a very strong contender,
after all, we all have favourite recordings of the individual quartets, and perhaps
this is why I have so many complete cycles of the quartets, with all offering their
strong and weak points. This is however, a very promising start to a complete
quartet cycle, the Cuarteto Casals, if they keep this level of intensity up, will
certainly be up there with the best, if not vying for the top spot. This is a series
that I will certainly be investing in as the subsequent volumes are released.

The Harmonia Mundi engineers have worked wonders, as this set has not only a
wonderful sense of acoustic but also a clear and detailed recording. The recording is
backed up with excellent booklet notes by Jean-Paul Montagnier as well as by the
Cuarteto Casals violist, Jonathan Brown, who gives a performer's insight into the
music. Stuart Sillitoe
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