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PROGRAM 

JOSEPH HAYDN (1732 - 1809) 

Quartet in E-flat, Op.33, No.2, ‘The Joke’ 

 Allegro moderato, cantabile 

 Scherzo: Allegro 

 Largo e sostenuto 

 Finale: Presto 

DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH (1906-1975) 

String Quartet No.8 in C minor, Op.110 

 Largo – 

 Allegro molto – 

 Allegretto – 

 Largo – 

 Largo 

INTERVAL 

SERGI RACHMANINOFF (arr. Richard Mills) 

Vocalise (Fourteen Romances, Op.34, No.14) 

PIOTR ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY (1840-1893) 

String Quartet No. 1 in D, Op. 11 

 Moderato e semplice 

 Andante cantabile 

 Scherzo. Allegro non tanto e con fuoco – Trio 

 Finale. Allegro giusto – Allegro vivace 

ABOUT THE MUSIC 

In 1781, after a lapse of 10 years, a 49-year-old Joseph Haydn returned to the string quartet, 

composing a set of six and published as Op.33. The publication bore a dedication to the ‘Grand Duke 

of Russia’ and so these quartets are commonly known as the ‘Russian’ quartets. Perhaps most 

famous is the second quartet in E-flat: the comic disintegration of the theme in the bubbly tarantella 

finale, repeatedly fooling the listener as to whether the piece has ended or not, has spawned the 



quartet’s English nickname ‘The Joke’. The story goes that Haydn wrote the ending in order to win a 

bet that ‘the ladies will always begin talking’ before the music stops. His outrageous deception can 

still throw listeners of both sexes (Clara Schumann wrote of how she laughed aloud after a 

performance by the Joachim Quartet.) 

- from notes by Richard Wigmore  

It took Shostakovich just three days to complete his best-known string quartet – the Eighth. It is a 

specifically autobiographical work, with each movement dominated by Shostakovich’s DSCH motif – 

the notes D, E-flat (Es in German musical notation), C and B natural (H in German musical notation) – 

thus notating the composer’s initials: D.Sch. Furthermore, the quartet contains several quotations, 

not only from Shostakovich’s own works but references to Tchaikovsky’s ‘Pathétique’ Symphony, the 

‘Fate’ motif from Wagner’s Ring, and Beethoven’s String Quartet, Op.131.  

Like the Beethoven, it opens with a slow fugue; out of this lament, the second movement emerges 

violently, abruptly and at its climax, the violins wail what Shostakovich called his ‘Jewish’ theme. In 

his words: ‘Jewish folk music has made a most powerful impression on me – it can appear to be 

happy while it is tragic. It’s almost always laughter through tears.’ 

A ghostly waltz-rondo constitutes the third movement, which in its third section, introduces a 

quotation from the composer’s first cello concerto. That haunted quality darkens in the fourth 

movement with the ominous banging three-note figuration said to denote gunfire, and the 

pianissimo droning of the first violin recalling distant aircraft. The drone then becomes a variant of 

the DSCH motif, rearranged to play the Dies irae from the Catholic requiem mass, then a reference 

to a Russian funeral anthem, and later, a Russian revolutionary song entitled ‘Languishing in Prison’.  

Unlike the extensive quoting in the earlier movements, the final Largo contains almost none; only a 

glimpse of the composer’s fifth symphony is to be heard. There have been numerous theses on the 

intention of the quotations heard in this quartet; with underlying themes of fascism and 

communism, and given Shostakovich’s state of mind at the time, it is even suggested that he 

intended committing suicide upon his return from Dresden. Yet, perhaps the better approach is to 

hypothesise less the autobiographical meaning of the clues and citations, and recognise the work for 

what it is – something less individual, which addresses broader themes of human despair.  

In terms of popularity of Rachmaninoff’s output, the Vocalise now outstrips that of the composer’s 

first Prelude, in C sharp minor. Composed and published in 1915 as the last of his Fourteen 

Romances, Op.34 for high voice and piano, it is Rachmaninoff’s single most frequently arranged and 

adapted piece of music. This arrangement was made for soprano and double-string quartet by 

Australian composer Richard Mills.  

Tchaikovsky had abandoned attempts to write his first string quartet, but returned to the task in 

February 1871, for pragmatic reasons: teaching at the Moscow Conservatory, he was running low on 

cash. At the urging of his friend Nikolay Rubinstein, Tchaikovsky presented a concert of his own 

chamber music, taking just two weeks to complete this piece. Allegedly based on a folk song the 

composer heard at his sister’s house, whistled by the house painter, the cello became the star of 

Tchaikovsky’s later adaptation with string orchestra of the slow movement from this quartet, even 

though, in the original quartet version, the theme is announced by the first violin, con sordino. So it 

has – as ‘the Andante cantabile’ – gone on to become a famous work in its own right, said to have 

had a profound effect on Leo Tolstoy, when the quartet was performed for him.    

- adapted from notes by Cyrus Meher-Homji 



ABOUT THE ARTISTS 
The Orava Quartet, founded in 2007 by brothers Daniel Kowalik (violin) and Karol Kowalik (cello), 
Thomas Chawner (viola), and joined in 2011 by David Dalseno (violin), is one of the most exciting 
string quartets of its generation. Known for their passionate and thrilling performances, they have 
been hailed by The Australian as, ‘the future of Australian Chamber Music, the real deal.’ In an 
historic signing to Deutsche Grammophon Australia as the label’s first ever release, Orava Quartet is 
proud to share its debut album from February 2018. 
 
Orava Quartet has toured North America, United Arab Emirates, China, Hong Kong, Singapore and 
Philippines, as well as playing for Queen Sofia of Spain and Pope Benedict XVI. As graduate Quartet-
in-Residence at the University of Colorado (U.S.A.), they worked closely with the world-renowned 
Takács Quartet for two years, and performed extensively in the U.S. including at the National Gallery 
in Washington, D.C. The Quartet also made their debut at the Sydney Opera House Concert Hall for 
VIVID Festival and won two major awards at the 2013 Asia Pacific Chamber Music Competition in 
Melbourne, including the Musica Viva Australia Tony Berg Award for ‘Most Outstanding Australian 
Ensemble’. 
 
Since returning to Australia, and in residence with Camerata - Queensland's Chamber Orchestra, the 
Orava Quartet has continued its impressive and rapid rise to national attention. In 2018 they perform 
at major festivals such as New Zealand Festival, Sydney Opera House’s Utzon Music Series, Melbourne 
Recital Centre, Canberra International Music Festival, Darwin Entertainment Centre and more. Recent 
engagements include Melbourne Festival, Australian Festival of Chamber Music and Huntington Estate 
Music Festival; the BBC Proms Melbourne; Queensland Music Festival, and Musica Viva Australia. 
 
In addition to the University of Colorado, the Quartet has held residencies at the Banff Arts Centre in 
Canada, and the Bundanon Trust in Australia. Mentored during their undergraduate studies at the 
Sydney Conservatorium of Music by Uzi Wiesel, Janet Davies and Ole Böhn, and studying with 
members of the Jerusalem, Emerson, Julliard, Brentano and Goldner String Quartets, the Quartet 
collaborates with musicians such as Sufjan Stevens, Bryce Dessner, harpsichordist Mahan Esfahani, 
pianists Tamara-Anna Cislowska, Pavel Kolesnikov, and Piers Lane, soprano Greta Bradman and 
baritone Wolfgang Holzmair. 
 
Orava Quartet is particularly grateful for the support of Bruce Annabel and Angela Herde, Universal 
Music Australia, Camerata, Dylan Evans Photography, Philippa Drynan, Jackie Thomas-Piccardi of 
Cinque Artist Management, University of Colorado, Australia Council for the Arts, Musica Viva, 
Australian Music Foundation, Ian Potter Cultural Trust Dame Joan Sutherland Fund, PPCA Performers’ 
Trust Foundation, Ernest Llewellyn Scholarship and Ars Musica Australis. 
 
oravaquartet.com 

http://www.oravaquartet.com/

