
The Octet was strikingly original. Eric Werner calls it Mendelssohn’s first work for which it is 
futile to search for outside influences. The only ostensible precedent was Louis Spohr’s 
1823 Double String Quartet in d minor. Yet even Spohr himself readily discounted any 
similarity – in his autobiography, he distinguished Mendelssohn’s Octet as “belong[ing] to 
quite another kind of art, in which the two quartets do not concert and interchange in double 
choir with each other, but all eight instruments work together.”  Indeed, after a unison forte 
statement of the opening theme, the first quartet in Spohr’s work generally dominates, as he 
put it: “keep[ing] in reserve the eight-voice play for the chief parts of the composition only.” 
In any event, there is no reason to assume that Mendelssohn knew of Spohr’s work. 
(Among the few other predecessors specifically written for eight instruments, none was for 
strings alone – Beethoven’s 1792 Octet, published only posthumously, was for pairs of 
winds and Schubert’s 1824 Octet was for a string quartet augmented by bass, clarinet, horn 
and bassoon.)
 Thomas Schmidt-Beste confirms that Mendelssohn’s Octet indeed was a radical departure 
from any prior attempts – a true eight-voice composition in which he fully exploited the 
possibilities of his instruments – a first violin part with passages of staggering virtuosity 
(written for his teacher, Eduard Rietz, to whom the work is dedicated); concertante 
passages with varying accompaniment; parallel movement; counterpoint; antiphonal 
treatment of both high and low registers; textures varying from full to intimate; and an 
overall thematic treatment that abounds in motivic relationships and variations – all 
embedded in a process of drama and contrast that sustains interest throughout its half-hour 
duration. Yet Wilfred Mellis adds that Mendelssohn pays tribute to his predecessors not only 
by adhering to sonata form in all four movements but by incorporating the contrapuntal 
mastery of Bach, the lyrical grace of Mozart, the dramatic vigor of early Beethoven and the 
rich sonorities of Weber (to which I would add the abundant harmonic activity of Schubert). 
But despite its awesome array of technique, above all the Octet impresses with ingenuous, 
effortless vitality to remind us that this was a prodigiously gifted teenager’s joyous flight of 
freedom to explore the vast world of music that lay before him. Indeed, Donald Francis 
Tovey notes that there were few sketches and that the manuscript had few corrections, thus 
suggesting that the work poured out of the young composer with great spontaneity. A 
deceptively simple and thoroughly congenial work, the Octet boasts a wealth of invention.



 Piano Quintet in c minor
"Considering that Borodin was neither acquainted with Schumann's music 
(including his piano quintet) nor that of his Russian contemporaries (i.e. 
Rimsky-Korsakov, Mussorgsky, Balakirev etc.), his Piano Quintet must be 
considered an extraordinarily significant work. It shows imagination and 
boldness. In it, we can hear the seeds Prince Igor, along with the influence 
of Mendelssohn and Glinka with whom he was familiar." So wrote the 
respected Russian music critic Yevgeni Braudo.
 While Alexander Borodin (1833-1887)  is fairly well-known, it is his 
orchestral pieces and not his chamber music which has made his name. 
Nine out of ten people could not tell you that the famous Borodin melody 
in the popular Broadway musical Kismet is from his Second String Quartet.  
But Borodin wrote several lovely chamber music works. These fall into two 
distinct periods. The first is from his time in Germany during the late 
1850's when he was doing post graduate work in chemistry. His main 
occupation was that of a Professor Chemistry at the university in St. 
Petersburg. Music was only a hobby he engaged in for relaxation. The 
second period dates from his time in St. Petersburg when he came under 
the influence of and received considerable help from Rimsky-Korsakov. 
Tchaikovsky was to quip, "Oh Borodin, a good chemist, but he cannot 
write a proper measure without Rimsky helping him."
 The Piano Quintet was composed in 1862 while Borodin was vacationing 
in Italy after completing his his studies in Germany. It was one of the few 
works from this period that has survived in its entirety. In three move-
ments, the Piano Quintet clearly shows Borodin’s musical imagination as 
well as his compositional skill. As such, it demolishes the argument that 
Tchaikovsky and other critics often bandied about, that Borodin either had 
no compositional skill, or what skill he had, he gained from Rimsky 
Korsakov and Mussorgsky.
 The main theme of the first movement, Andante, based on a turn is 

clearly Russian sounding. Each voice has a chance to bring it forth. The 
second movement, Scherzo, begins with a fresh and lively subject first 
introduced by the viola. It sounds as if a fugue is about to begin, but 
Borodin surprises by almost immediately introducing the beautiful second 
theme. The Quintet closes with a very Russian sounding Allegro modera-
to.
 The beautiful melodies Borodin brings forth coupled with the fine part 
writing make this a work which every Piano Quintet Party will want to try

Mendelssohn Octet he wrote in 1825 at age 16 is universally acclaimed as 
a supreme masterpiece, utterly unencumbered by any doubts as to his 
later development or significance. Indeed, many commentators have 
asserted that no other composer – not even Mozart – has ever written a 
major piece of such astounding quality at such a tender age.
 Of course, the Octet did not emerge out of thin air. Mendelssohn only 
began saving his compositions at age 11 so we can only guess at the 
extent and quality of his earlier juvenilia.Yet in that single year of his 
earliest surviving works he wrote 60 movements ranging from piano 
sonatas to a cantata. By his 15th birthday he had written dozens of major 
works, including symphonies, concertos and operas, largely for the family 
musicales. Most notable (and still performed) were his dozen string 
symphonies, in which he developed a style of which John Horton 
considers the Octet to be the richest flowering – beyond techniques drawn 
from predecessors, including Haydn’s derivation of second themes from 
opening melodies and Beethoven’s development of cyclic structures, they 
contained experiments in unusual string groupings. tion for the lower 
strings had emerged in an 1824 sextet for violin, two violas, cello, bass 
and piano.
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Borodin Quintet - Mendelssohn Sextet - Members Of The Vienna Octet

Recording Info: Transferred from a 15ips 2-track tape
Date of Recording: 1968 Recorded by Decca

Engineer – Gordon Parry
Producer – Erik Smith

 Borodin Quintet In C Minor     
1  Andante 4:34
2  Scherzo (Allegro Non Troppo) 5:32
3  Finale (Allegro Moderato) 10:16

 Mendelssohn Sextet Op. 110 In D Major
4  Allegro Vivace 12:16
5  Adagio 4:32
6  Minuetto (Agitato) 2:45
7  Allegro Vivace 10:50
Total Time: 50:45


