"Wednesday 1 July 2026, at 20:00
Quatuor Ebéne

Pierre Colombet, violin - Gabriel Le Magadure, violin
Marie Chilemme, viola - Yuya Okamoto, violoncello

Ludwig van BEETHOVEN (1790 - 1827)

String Quartet No. 7
Op. 59 No. 1 "Razumovsky", 42’

i.  Allegro

ii.  Allegretto vivace e sempre scherzando
iii.  Adagio molto e mesto
iv.  Théme russe. Allegro

— INTERVAL ---

String Quartet No. 13
Op. 130 with "Great Fugue”, Op. 133, 48

i
fi.
iil.
iv.
V.
Vi

Adagio ma non troppo — Allegro

Presto

Andante con moto ma non troppo. Poco
scherzoso

Alla danza tedesca. Allegro assai

Cavatina. Adagio molto espressivo

GroBe Fuge (Grande Fugue op.133)
Ouverture. Allegro — Meno mosso e moderato -
Allegretto — Fuga. [Allegro] — Meno Mosso e
moderato — Allegro molto e con brio — Allegro

15:30 Martin Helmchen, piano
20:00 Quatuor Ebéne



Music for a later age

In the autumn of 1802, Beethoven found himself
in the village of Heiligenstadt outside Vienna. He
was 31 years old and already one of Europe’s
most celebrated composers. Yet he carried a
secret that drove him to despair. His hearing was
failing, and the doctors could do nothing to help.
In the famous document known as the
Heiligenstadt Testament, Beethoven admitted
that he had contemplated suicide. Only art kept
him alive.

The years that followed became the most
productive of his life. Symphonies, piano
sonatas, concertos, and chamber works poured
forth at a pace that seems almost superhuman.
Among the works composed during this creative
outburst were the three so-called Razumovsky
Quartets, commissioned by the Russian
ambassador in Vienna, Count Andrey
Razumovsky.

When String Quartet No. 7 in F major, Op. 59 No.
1, was premiered in 1807, it caused outrage. The
quartet was longer, more demanding, and more
ambitious than anything audiences had
previously encountered in the genre. The first
movement alone is almost as extensive as many
of Haydn’s and Mozart’'s complete quartets.

During rehearsals, one of the musicians is said
to have remarked to Beethoven, “This is not
music at all,” to which the composer replied: “It
is not music for you. It is music for a later age.”
Beethoven knew he was ahead of his time.

The quartet unfolds on a symphonic scale. The
principal theme of the first movement is
entrusted to the cello in its low register. It is as
though Beethoven is testing the limits of how
deep a melody can begin. When the theme
returns at the close of the movement in the
soaring upper register of the first violin, it
becomes clear that the entire range of the
ensemble has been brought into play. The
melody is lyrical and songful, yet the rhythmic

motor driving the accompanying instruments
creates a forceful contrast. Beauty is never
allowed to stand alone. Resistance is
everywhere.

The second movement is likewise propelled by
dramatic rhythmic energy, displaced accents,
and an atmosphere of foreboding. The music
seems constantly on the verge of explosion.
Something sinister lurks beneath the surface.

The slow third movement is at once one of the
most beautiful and most tragic movements
Beethoven ever wrote: fifteen minutes of
heartbreaking resignation. A deeply moving
funeral music in which all hope appears lost.
Until the very end, when the first violin launches
into a soaring cadenza that leads directly into
the long-awaited triumph of the finale, built
around a Russian folk theme in honour of the
work’s patron.

Nearly twenty vyears later, the world had
changed. So had Beethoven. His public triumphs
lay behind him, and with deteriorating health and
complete deafness, he was more isolated from
the outside world than ever before. During these
years he composed some of the most enigmatic
and boundary-breaking works in music history:
the late string quartets.

String Quartet No. 13 in B-flat major, Op. 130
moves effortlessly between extremes. Intimate
confessions give way to pure gallows humour.
Folk-like dances encounter exalted spirituality.
One moment the music seems as simple as a
folk song; the next it becomes so complex that
no one quite knows how to make sense of it.

It was above all the finale that bewildered
audiences in 1825. Beethoven originally
concluded the quartet with the colossal
movement Gro3e Fuge (Great Fugue), a work so
fierce and untamed that many contemporaries
experienced it as a provocation. The publisher
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pleaded with Beethoven to provide a new and
more accessible ending.

Reluctantly, he agreed. As a result, Op. 130 is
often performed with the lighter replacement
finale, while the GroBe Fuge received its own
opus number. Tonight, however, we hear the
original version.

The GroB3e Fuge is sixteen minutes of musical
ferocity: shattered  themes, relentless
counterpoint, and collisions of extraordinary

force. Beethoven effectively blows apart the
musical language of his own age from within.

Today, the Gro3e Fuge is regarded as one of the
composer’s greatest achievements. Yet perhaps
its true greatness lies in the fact that Beethoven
made no attempt to please anyone—neither
audiences, critics, nor performers. He wrote the
music he heard in his inner ear, even if the rest
of the world was not yet ready to hear it.

Mathias Hammer

Quatuor Ebéne: An Octopus with Four Buddhist Heads

A string quartet is, by its very nature, a square—
and it always has its own version of the problem
of squaring the circle. Should the individual
string player play harmonically or melodically? In
other words, should tone and intonation be
directed towards the overall four-part texture,
even if the individual instrument thereby
sometimes sounds a little peculiar? Or should
each musician, one of four lines, contribute by
making their own line as beautiful as possible, in
which case the individual instrument will sound
utterly wonderful, but at times also do violence
to the four-part texture?

Ideally, of course, one would do both at once,
have one’s cake and eat it too, take the best of
both worlds—but that is not possible. So what
does a string quartet do? It discusses and
experiments until everyone is completely blue in
the face. Then it discusses and experiments
until everyone is completely purple in the face.
At least if that string quartet is Quatuor Ebéne.

For here we are dealing with a kind of practising
musical Buddhists, who each day struggle
onwards towards an impossible goal that they
will never reach. And if one day they were
nevertheless to feel that they had reached the
goal, it would merely be a sign that they had
failed—that they had settled for a less-than-
perfect Quatuor Ebéne than the one that could

have been. The best music is always better than
it can be played.

So we are dealing with a specimen of the rare
eight-armed octopus with four purple Buddhist
heads, each day jointly attempting to square the
circle. What can be done to get more of these
into the oceans? Where was this one found?

The quartet was founded in Paris in 1999 by four
young students, and they were still students
when they won the ARD Musikwettbewerb in
2004. If classical music were a sport, this
competition would be the Olympic Games for
string quartets. And when the four young
students stood on stage and the prizes were
announced, their name was called again and
again. In total they took six prizes, including First
Prize and the Audience Prize. Incidentally, this
happened at the same time as another young
Frenchman, Antoine Tamestit, who won First
Prize in the viola category, and who would later
record Mozart string quintets with them on a
Gramophone Award-winning CD. Their first
Gramophone Award, however, came already in
2009. Or rather, their first two, since in addition
to the chamber music prize they also won
Recording of the Year.
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In short, things moved fast. Goals that should
have stood invitingly and encouragingly on the
horizon for many years ahead were already
behind them after a short initial phase. Perhaps
it was already time to consider how best to pass
on the torch?

Today they already have the status of teachers
and mentors for (even) younger string quartets—
such as Quatuor Agate, who play at Hindsgavl
Festival on Saturday—a position previously held
only by the Alban Berg Quartet. When Ebéne
recorded all of Beethoven'’s string quartets, they
first studied all the videos from the Wiener
Konzerthaus of the Alban Berg Quartet's
landmark Beethoven cycle. And a backstage
visit from that quartet’s first violinist, Glinter
Pichler—a legendary teacher and mentor—
remains one of Ebéne’s most cherished and

emotional memories, especially for their own
first violin, Pierre Colombet. This was truly a
case of the torch being passed on.

Upon Pichler’s death, Colombet stated that he
will forever be present in the DNA of every string
quartet musician. We may already be at the point
where the same must be said of Quatuor Ebéne.

And in September, Colombet himself will sit on
the jury of the ARD Musikwettbewerb and declare
a new winner of the Olympic Games of the string
quartet. A return to the scene of the crime, for
which he would gladly have cancelled a
significant number of concerts in order not to
miss it.

Torches are meant to be passed on.

Ulrik D. Andersen
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