
The Janáček Quartet was formed in 1947 by students of Váša Černý at the Conservatory of Brno, 
originally under the name JAMU Quartet. The quartet initially concentrated mainly on Janáček's chamber 
works. In 1949, the ensemble changed its name to Janáček Quartet, after the Moravian composer Leoš 
Janáček. Trávníček had some musical ties with him (he was a student of František Kudláček, a member 
of Moravian Quartet that premiered Janáček’s String Quartet No. 2., "Intimate Letters" and edited the work 
in cooperation with the composer).
 The substitution of Adolf Sýkora for Miroslav Matyáš in 1952 was the only personnel change during the 
first twenty-five years, until the death of Jiří Trávníček in 1973. Winning a competition in the former West 
Berlin in 1955 opened the door to great concert halls and since then they have gained international 
recognition. Recordings by the quartet have won numerous awards, including the Grand Prix of the 
Charles Cros Academy, and the Preis der deutschen Schallplattenkritik (both for recording of Janáček’s 
string quartets). The Janáček Quartet has made recordings for Deutsche Grammophon, Supraphon, 
Eterna, Decca and other labels.
 The quartet is unusual among string quartets in performing without sheet music, from memory. It is also 
noted for a distinctive style of playing.

The Smetana Quartet arose from the Quartet of the Czech Conservatory, which was founded in 1943 
(during the Nazi occupation) in Prague by Antonín Kohout, the cellist. With Jaroslav Rybenský and 
Lubomír Kostecký as first and second violins, and Václav Neumann as violist, the group gave its first 
performance as the Smetana Quartet on 6 November 1945, at the Municipal Library in Prague. Neumann 
left to pursue conducting in 1947, at which point Rybenský went to the viola desk and Jiří Novák (who 
shared first violin desk with Josef Vlach, founder of the Vlach Quartet, under Vaclav Talich in the Czech 
Chamber Orchestra) came in as first violin.
 By 1949 the group had official connections with the Czech Philharmonic. The first foreign tour was in 
1949, to Poland, and the first recording was of a quartet by Bedřich Smetana in 1950. Rybenský was 
obliged to retire after ill health in 1952, and was replaced by Milan Škampa. The performers were 
appointed professors at the Academy of Musical Arts in 1967. Of their many recordings, those made at 
that time for German Electrola are considered particularly fine.
 For many years this group, which has been called the finest Czech quartet of its time, played the Czech 
repertoire from memory, giving these works a special intensity and intimacy.
 Antonín Kohout trained the Kocian Quartet (founded 1972) and the Martinů Quartet (1976), though the 
latter's members had been pupils of Professor Viktor Moučka, cellist of the Vlach Quartet.
 The quartet is unusual among string quartets in performing without sheet music, from memory. It is also 
noted for a distinctive style of playing.



Octet for Strings in E-flat Major, Op. 20, musical 
composition for four violins, two violas, and two cellos 
(or, two string quartets) by German composer Felix 
Mendelssohn, remarkable for the fluidity of its melodies 
and for the delicate balance of its various parts. Written 
in 1825, when the composer was only 16 years old, the 
piece likely premiered at one of the home concerts of 
the Mendelssohn family. Mendelssohn dedicated the 
work to his friend, violinist Eduard Rietz, on the occa-
sion of Rietz’s 23rd birthday.

Alternately symphonic and intimate, the piece begins 
with a graceful allegro that soars with the principal 
violin and then proceeds to a gently thoughtful second 
movement. The mysterious third-movement scherzo, 
according to the composer’s sister Fanny Mendelssohn, 
evokes a particular ghostly vision from the pages of 
Goethe’s Faust. The final movement begins with a 
bustling fugue, a technique learned from the young 

composer’s extensive studies of Bach, and concludes in 
a mood of exuberance. 
Throughout the work, each 
of the eight instruments is 
used somewhat differently to 
achieve maximum musical 
contrast within an overall 
context of sonic equilibrium.

The octet has remained a 
favourite of string players, 
chamber-music lovers, and 
general audiences alike. 
Even the composer himself regarded it highly: he 
described the octet as “my favourite of all my composi-
tions” and added, “I had a most wonderful time in the 
writing of it!”
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Mendelssohn Octet - Janáček Quartet and the Smetana Quartet 

Transferred from a 15ips 2-track tape  Date of Recording: 1959
Recorded by Westminster

Digital mastering in DSD256 :
Merging Technology Pyramix software with the

Hapi Analog to Digital converter

1 Allegro Moderato, Ma Con Fuoco 14:44
2 Andante 8:07
3 Scherzo, Allegro Leggierissimo 4:41
4 Presto 5:55
Total Time: 33:27


