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	Young talents take a bow for fine concert 

The Belcea Quartet and Imogen Cooper **** Queen’s Hall      

SANDY SCOTT

AFTER a break of several years, the first in a series of three new programmes offered by the Tunnell Trust for Young Musicians was performed last night by the Belcea Quartet and distinguished pianist Imogen Cooper. 

The trust’s award scheme aims to assist chamber music ensembles and Scottish music clubs through an award scheme that supports the cost of sending talented young players to perform around the country. 

Quartets by Haydn and Mendelssohn formed the first part of last night’s programme, with César Franck’s Piano Quintet following on after the interval. 

The outstanding skill of the Belcea players made its mark from the opening of the first movement of Haydn’s String Quartet Op.71, No.3 in E flat. They gave meticulous attention to dynamics, style and nuance. Their concern for the ebb and flow of the work was natural and convincing. 

In the slow movement of the Haydn each of them stepped in and out of the spotlight, demonstrating individuality, warmth of tone and expression. 

Haydn’s mature Minuet and Trio style afforded further opportunities to underline the sharing of thematic material among the four parts. For a number of reasons, the first movement of Mendelssohn’s E minor Quartet No.4 (Op.44, No.2) tends to disappoint. 

The opening theme lies somewhere between its more familiar counterparts in the Octet and Violin Concerto, but lacks their fluent sense of inevitability. 

All too soon it gives way to a rush of over-fussy semiquavers that persist obtrusively throughout much of the movement. 

For nimble light-handedness, the ensuing Scherzo bears favourable comparison with its Midsummer Night’s Dream successor, and the slow movement is very obviously cast in the mould of a Song Without Words. 

In these two and the concluding Presto Agitato, the best possible was done for music that falls some measure short of greatness. 

Just as that particular Mendelssohn quartet brings to mind some more familiar items of his music, so too does Frank’s F Minor Piano Quintet. 

Much has been written about the passionate nature of the work - which was allegedly inspired by Frank’s infatuation for one of his pupils. 

It was dedicated to Saint-Saëns, although the Frenchman was openly hostile to it. 

After playing the piano part at the first performance, he stormed off the platform in a monumental huff, pointedly leaving behind the score that Frank had presented to him. Today it is hard to understand what all the fuss was about. 

The three movements present a succession of challenges to all five performers. Frank’s very varied piano writing does not always lie comfortably below the hands, but Ms Cooper made light of it. 

The dialogue between keyboard and strings was clear and meaningful. Among the most striking moments was the conclusion of the first movement after a rousing climax faded into nothingness. 

The ghostly opening of the Finale with its restlessly shimmering semitone scales was also memorable. 

This was chamber music at its best.
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The Belcea Quartet and Imogen Cooper 

SUSAN NICKALLS 
The Belcea Quartet and Imogen Cooper *****
QUEEN’S HALL, EDINBURGH 

TAKE note of the name, the Belcea Quartet, as this is a group of young musicians who represent everything a great ensemble should be. Although they’ve been playing together for nearly ten years, the remarkable equilibrium of sound they produce is something quartets who play for a lifetime seldom achieve. There are no star turns here, just a democracy where everyone plays an integral and important part in the music-making process. 

Together with pianist Imogen Cooper, the quartet turned in a breathtaking account of César Franck’s Quintet in F minor for piano and strings. This is an alluring and passionate work written on an almost symphonic scale, with all the players working their socks off throughout its entirety. 

The piano played the soothing agony-aunt to the strings’ tempestuous and agitated outbursts. Cooper’s contribution, in particular, was impressive as she transformed the fistfuls of notes Franck writes for the piano into a subtle aura of sound. 

This is the first of three concerts promoted by the Tunnell Trust for Young Musicians, which helps ensembles starting out in their careers.
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A young string quartet which includes Schumann’s Third Quartet in its repertoire is an ensemble to be taken seriously. If it employs this work as a visiting card it is to be taken seriously.

Presented under the auspices of the reactivated Tunnell Trust, this was a marvelous performance, in every way what this poetic, romantic, haunting and still under-appreciated masterpiece deserves.

To say that it needs four women to play it – which is what it had on this occasion – is not strictly true, yet the evidence in terms of interplay, feeling, lyricism, perception and touch spoke for itself.

Placing it after the abrasive terseness of Bartok’s Third Quartet and the melancholy sweetness of Mozart’s D minor was an act of faith wholly justified and, in the event, consistently enthralling.

Not that the other performances were in any way sub-standard or unfocused. Without diminishing the acerbic side of the Bartok, the players captured its warmth and ensured that important inner voices were always as audible as those of the first violin and cello in their more obviously assertive roles.

In the Mozart, too, there was keen responsiveness to detail, even if there was a tendency here to fuss with things which could to their advantage have been left alone. By permitting nothing to sound like an accompaniment, the players sometimes impeded the flow of the message they were delivering. But it is good news that they will be back soon, sharing Mendelssohn’s Octet with that other admirable young quartet, the Belcea.



Thu 2 Dec 2004
The Belcea Quartet and the Callino Quartet 

CLASSICAL REVIEW 

SUSAN NICKALLS 
The Belcea Quartet and the Callino Quartet *****
QUEEN’S HALL, EDINBURGH 

THE Belcea and Callino quartets are arguably two of the hottest young ensembles on the music circuit. Mendelssohn’s Octet in E flat Op 20 is almost symphonic in terms of its elaborate ideas and grand sweeping gestures. The ensemble approached this challenging work with gusto, brilliantly capturing its energy and vitality especially in the teasing scherzo which passes the tune to each of the eight players in turn. 

Earlier, the Belcea Quartet gave a stunning performance of Mozart’s Quartet in D K499 known as the Hoffmeister, and Bartok’s String Quartet No 1 Op7. This is a profoundly intimate work, written after the composer had finished a relationship, with Bartok baring his soul in the raw but tender opening lento. Gradually the piece moves from broody darkness into light and by the final allegro the mood is frenetic but life-affirming. 

Although this is last in this series of concerts in aid of the Tunnell Trust for Young Musicians, hopefully they will become a regular showcase for new talent.



Incredible string bands
 

Classical: By Frank Carroll


 

WINNING one international competition is not an automatic guarantee of success in the music business, but winning two will almost certainly provide the kind of Cape Kennedy lift-off to career levels every aspiring young musician dreams of. 

The Belcea Quartet, established in 1994 when the members were still students at the Royal Academy Of Music, has rapidly made its mark as one of the leading quartets of the younger generation. Instrumental virtuosity, intuitive insight and powerfully projected interpretations have long been hallmarks of the quartet’s concert performances. 

Major international success arrived only five years into the life of the group when it won the first prizes of the International String Quartet competitions at both Osaka and Bordeaux. Since then, life has been a continuous series of global concert tours and recording projects, both bringing further recognition in the form of industry awards – The 2002 Gramophone Award and The Royal Philharmonic Society Chamber Music award. High profile stuff. 

Much more recently on the scene, with a Dublin debut concert in 2001, the Callino Quartet has already seriously established its credentials, receiving special recognition for its performance in the Italian Borciani String Quartet Competition in 2002. Outright international competition success has yet to arrive, but I have no doubt, on the strength of their performance last week that it is only a matter of time. 

For this third and final concert of Tunnell Trust For Young Musicians Celebrity Series series, the Belcea Quartet took the first half for its performances of Mozart’s Quartet in D, K499 and Bartok’s intimate, earthy, full-blooded, and finally explosive, Quartet No 1 Op 7 – both works replacing the originally advertised programme. 

One sensed an immediate performer-audience rapport with these musicians. There is a conversational quality to their playing, an exchange of ideas and musical observations which has the listener involved from the start. The sensitive feeling for line, combined with impeccable ensemble, opened Mozart’s intimate Hoffmeister Quartet with a refinement which developed through the performance, bringing moments of subtle expressiveness and thoughtful intensity to a beautifully blended and paced interpretation. 

The influence of Hungarian folk music, together with that of Romania and Yugoslavia, is tremendously strong in all of Bartok’s mature writing. The consequential strongly rhythmic, percussive, sharply dissonant music needs bite, attack, warmth and above all an understanding of the idiom so central to Bartok’s output. The Belceas brought all of that and more to their incredibly powerful and virtuosic reading of the First Quartet. This was playing of enormous conviction that grew both in fervour and expressiveness, drawing one in to the disturbing fascination of Bartok’s tortured emotions. The technical accomplishment alone of the playing would have been impressive enough, but this performance was much more profound. 

The soaring, glorious violin tones of leader Corina Belcea, the expressive and intellectual intensity of her colleagues, violinist Laura Samuel, violist Krzysztof Chorzelski and Scots cellist, Alasdair Tait, combined to create a performance of such colour, drama and concentration that I found myself on the edge of the seat, practically rigid with the intensity of it. Astounding music, astounding playing!
