
Founded at the Moscow Conservatory in 1945 by violist (and later conductor) 
Rudolf Barshai, the Borodin Quartet survived defections and other personnel 
changes to become regarded as the leading Soviet (and then Russian) 
quartet of the second half of the twentieth century. Through Barshai, the 
student group became closely associated with Dmitry Shostakovich, and its 
later recordings and concerts of that composer's complete quartets are widely 
regarded as definitive. Although the Borodin Quartet never premiered a 
Shostakovich quartet, the group worked closely with the composer, who 
coached the members particularly in matters of tempo. Along with Barshai, 
the ensemble's first members were violinists Rostislav Dubinsky and Vladimir 
Rabeiy and cellist Mstislav Rostropovich, who was soon replaced by Valentin 
Berlinsky. Calling itself the Moscow Philharmonic Quartet, the group gave its 
first performance in 1946. The ensuing decade was tumultuous; in 1947 Nina 
Barshai became second violinist, but she made way for Yaroslav Aleksandrov 
in 1952. In 1954, Rudolf Barshai departed for the new Tchaikovsky Quartet 
and was replaced by Dmitri Shebalin. Its personnel at last stabilized, the 
group changed its name to the Borodin Quartet in 1955 and within a few 
years, the Soviet regime allowed it to tour beyond the Iron Curtain. Conser-
vative critics expressed reservations about the group's supposedly fussy (that 
is, detailed) interpretations and its readiness to play without vibrato, but the 
Borodin Quartet nevertheless drew wide praise for its tonal sheen and sure 
technique. Adding to its cachet was its habit of performing with the venerated 
but unpredictable pianist Sviatoslav Richter. However, stability ended in the 
mid-'70s. Aleksandrov took ill in 1974 and was replaced by Andrei Abramen-
kov; Dubinsky defected to the West in 1976 and was replaced by Mikhail 
Kopelman. The new lineup claimed less-technical security, but its interpreta-
tions continued to draw high praise. After another 20 years, personnel 
changes again shook the group; in 1996, Shebalin retired and was replaced 
by Igor Naidin; Kopelman switched to the Tokyo Quartet, his Borodin seat 
filled by Ruben Aharonian. The ensemble celebrated its 55th anniversary in 
2000 by playing the complete quartets of Shostakovich in tandem with those 
of Beethoven in several major cities. 

Haydn String Quartet No.5 "The Lark"

Beethoven String Quartet No 11 "Serioso"

Borodin Quartet



This is one of the most popular of a dozen quartets composed in 1788 
and 1790, especially for Joseph Tost, the principal second violinist in 
Haydn's Esterhazá orchestra. It pays tribute to Tost's creativity and 
virtuosity, noted especially in his high register, right at the beginning. 
Over a rather square accompaniment, the first violin presents the 
high-flying, birdlike, melismatic melody from which this quartet takes 
its nickname. This soaring theme vies for prominence in the opening 
Allegro moderato with several other ideas, including a highly synco-
pated tune and a more nervous melody with scalar motion, all put 
through a tense development in remote keys. The "lark" gets the last 
word, though, appearing almost as an afterthought at the very end of 
the movement.

The Adagio consists of singing in introspective major-key sections 
framing a central episode in a minor key, a structure typical of 
Haydn's slow movements. The ensuing Minuet (Allegretto) has all the 
rhythmic impulse the Adagio intentionally lacks, and calls to mind a 
playful German folk dance. Again, the central trio veers into the minor 
mode, slipping from D major to D minor. The finale (Vivace) is a 
whirling perpetual-motion piece, a tour de force for Tost and his 
fellow players. Haydn manages to insert a central fugato section amid 
all the rapid figures and flurries that emphasize the ensemble's sheer 
panache.

Composed in late 1810, this work from the end of Beethoven's 
middle period is unique in his output and indeed in the entire 
repertoire of chamber music. Within its compact and extraordinarily 
violent course, it includes harmonic experiments that look far forward 
into the Romantic era -- its third movement, for example, progress-
es from the home key of F minor through B minor, the most distant 
key relationship of all. Yet in the stark conciseness of its angry 
gestures it is anything but Romantic. The first movement, the 
shortest one in the entire corpus of the Beethoven quartets, exceeds 
even the parallel movement of the composer's familiar Symphony 
No. 5 in concentration. Its main thematic area contains three distinct 
elements: an abrupt five-note gesture, an ominous silence, and a 
lurching octave figure. The contemplative second movement, 
features dense contrapuntal passages that travel through mysterious 
harmonic shifts. The third movement, which follows the second 
without pause, returns to the unsettled mood of the opening with 
thematic material drawn from it, and its middle section is an odd 
and extremely melancholy march that probably gave the work its title 
(which is Beethoven's own). Only at the very end of the jittery finale 
does the mood brighten, and even that brightening seems merely to 
occur for convention's sake. 
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Haydn String Quartet No.5 "The Lark"
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Borodin Quartet
Quartet No. 67 For Two Violins, Viola And Cello In D Major

Op. 64 No. 5 "Skylark"  
1 Allegro Moderato 6:48  
2 Adagio Cantabile 5:57

3 Minuet, Allegretto 3:48 
4 Finale, Vivace 2:25   

Quartet No. 11 For Two Violins, Viola And Cello In F Minor, Op. 95  
5 Allegro Con Brio 5:00  

6 Allegretto Assai Vivace Ma Serioso 6:47  
7 Larghetto Espressivo 4:56  

8 Allegretto Agitato 4:59


