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PÉROTIN
Viderunt Omnes (arr. Huon Quartet) 

DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH 
String Quartet in F-sharp minor No.7, Op.108
 I Allegretto
 II Lento
 III Allegro-Allegretto
 
TOM HENRY
Shelley on the Water

MAURICE RAVEL 
 I Allegro moderato
 II Assez vif, très rythmé
 III Très lent
 IV Très rythmé
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ABOUT THE MUSIC
A note from Huon Quartet . . .
The four works in our program span an enormous time frame; from Perotin’s Viderunt Omnes, composed in the 
twelfth century to Tom Henry’s Shelley on the Water some nine centuries later completed just five days ago, and all 
of these works represents a new beginning of sorts. 

This program has its origins in Gregorian Chant and Gothic France/Notre Dame of the 11th century and begins 
with our arrangement of Pérotin’s Viderunt Omnes (1198). For historical context this is the time of Richard the 
Lionheart and the Crusades. Gregorian Chant at the time contained a very simple musical structure, often only 
containing one line sung in unison by the monks with only the very occaisional addition of a second contrasting 
part. Pérotin introduced a completely new musical style for the time writing three indivitual parts which were 
interwoven over the chant Organum Quadruplum, moving in and out of unison; consonant and dissonant sounds; 
at times familiar but markedly different to the sacred chants which came before. While this style of music may have 
been foreign to its contemporary audiences, it is transcendent and reminiscent of 20th century minimalist writing 
for modern audiences. Although it is less complex harmonically, it seems to be the perfect choice to arrange for 
string quartet.

‘If the music is rich in irony, then the language that Shostakovich uses is remarkably straightforward with a defined 
tonality, simple melodies, uncluttered rhythms and clear textures. Yet, there is only one possible composer, so 
recognizably individual is the voice,’ says Gramophone Magazine. Post-Stalinist Russia was a precarious time to be 
a creative artist, and for Shostakovich, this meant a difficult relationship with the government. It is thought that 
Shostakovich’s Symphonies ‘presented the emotions’ which the State expected from its leading composer, but 
his String Quartets allowed Shostakovich more freedom to express his inner world. Quartet No.7 in F-sharp 
minor was dedicated ‘In Memoriam’ to his wife Nina. Sources state that their relationship had not been easy but 
her sudden death in December 1954 affected Shostakovich deeply.  His choice of F-sharp minor as the key was 
no accident; it is described as ‘A gloomy key: it tugs at passion as a dog biting a dress.’  Another writer, Johann 
Mattheson, wrote that ‘F-sharp minor, although it leads to great distress, nevertheless is more languid and love-
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sick than lethal. Moreover, it has something abandoned, singular, and misanthropic about it’. That makes more 
sense in relation to this work. Another writer, apparently knowing intimately the state of Shostakovich’s marriage 
to Nina says; ‘His quartet to her is compact and, presumably like their marriage, full of contradictory moods: 
the first movement being perky, agitated, but full of impish humour; the second dream-like; whilst the third, 
although at first violent, finally relapses into mellow contemplation’. Whether this describes the marriage or not, 
it is certainly appropriate for the material in the quartet which is extraordinarily complex yet concisely composed 
in four connected movements; full of familiar Shostakovich motifs, beautiful yet uncomfortable melodies and 
virtuosic, almost unplayable passages! 

Earlier this year, we commissioned a new work from our friend and local composer Tom Henry. He was given 
free reign to compose in any style he wished looking back over 900 years of western art music. Inspired by the 
revolutionary English Romantic poet, Percy Shelley, who was completely in love with water, and tragically drowned 
before his 30th birthday, Tom’s piece,  Shelley on the Water is dramatic, complex, clever but, most of all, simply 
beautiful. It is in one movement form but within that sections flow from one to the other; always tonal and always 
evocative. Tom says; ‘This work is a very free tone poem. It begins with the desolate solemnity of a funeral procession 
or dirge, in which can be heard a halting, falling motif, signally the grief of Shelley’s friends. After this brief scene, the 
motif is transformed and can be heard portraying, in a kind of retrospective tableaux, Shelley’s times of freedom on the 
ocean, and his joy in the ocean’s many varied moods, including: making a rate of knots with a full sail; the sea becalmed; 
setting sail at grey dawn. Finally, there is his battle with the raging storm which gradually overcomes him, but not before 
he makes his peace with it.’

Composed the previous year, Ravel’s String Quartet in F received its premiere in Paris, 1904. Ravel has already 
associated himself with a young group of Parisian poets, artists, musicians and intellectuals who believed that 
music, painting, and poetry were part of one art with different forms of expression. There  was much talk that the 
reason Ravel never won the prestigious Prix de Rome is because he would not write a fugue or follow any other 
standard compositional techniques. Within its more traditional four movement structure, the quartet contains 
‘iridescent pizzicato, trill effects, passages instructed to be played on the fingerboard, thematic cross-references 
between movements, and influences from the Far East’. The New York Tribune critic was appalled when he heard 
it in 1906; ‘In his String Quartet, Ravel is content with one theme which has the emotional potency of one of those tunes 
which the curious may hear in a Chinese theater, shrieked out by an ear-splitting clarinet. This theme serves him for four 
movements during which there is about as much emotional nuance as warms a problem in algebra.’

The first movement, in sonata form, is based on two contrasting themes. The second movement, with its striking 
pizzicato passages seems to derive its material directly from the percussive effects heard in Javanese gamelan 
music at the Paris World Exhibition of 1889. The slow third movement is full of constantly ‘shifting moods and 
tempi which flow seamlessly from one to another’. The finale begins as in a storm with an unorthodox 5/8 followed 
by constant meter changes : 5/4 then 3/4. Ravel creates stunning coloristic effects through innovative harmonies 
and in particular, juxtaposition of rhythms.

ABOUT THE ARTISTS
Named after the picturesque Huon region of southern Tasmania, the Huon Quartet has become a much loved part 
of Tasmania’s musical fabric. Since their formation in late 2012, they have performed concerts across Tasmania, 
broadcast on ABC Classic FM Sunday Live and recorded a CD of Debussy and Haydn String Quartets in collaboration 
with Virtuosi Tasmania. 

Their varied professional experiences have added to their great musical and personal rapport. First violinist Elinor 
Lea was a member of the Australian String Quartet for nine years and brings her wealth of experience to the table. 
Cellist Jane Tallon also has much to offer. Jane was co-ordinator of Chamber Music and Lecturer at the VCA School 
of Music, from 2001 -2011. Rohana O’Malley (Violin) and Doug Coghill (Viola) are both Graduates from ANAM, the 
prestigious Australian National Academy of Music, and are now Hobart based playing in the Tasmanian Symphony 
Orchestra. The Huon Quartet’s playing has been described as ‘…thrillingly suspenseful…painful in its beauty…with 
fantastic textural contrasts’, by Limelight Magazine in 2015. They have recently launched a concert series for their 
Hobart audience  

For more information about these concerts and also other muscial events we are involved in please subscribe to 
our mailing list  or facebook page facebook.com/huonstringquartet 

31 Sturt Street, Southbank, Victoria 3006       
P: 03 9699 3333      F: 03 9207 2662 
E: mail@melbournerecital.com.au       
W: melbournerecital.com.au

A note on environmental friendliness:
In an effort to commit to greener performances, programs are printed to share one between two people. If you 
would like to download additional copies of these program notes, please visit melbournerecital.com.au/programs


