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In 1905, a study of Schubert’s life and work claimed that ‘The Octet and the String
quartet in A minor were regarded by Schubert as studies for the Grand Symphony,
the fulfilment of which may be seen in the C major Symphony of 1828.’
Today, with our knowledge of Schubert’s life and work benefiting from
considerable advances in musicology, the notion that the Octet was in some
ways a symphonie manqué, precursor of the Great C major Symphony –
composed four years after the Octet – is one which has to be considered, as
we shall see, in the light of a letter Schubert wrote to his friend, the painter
Leopold Kupelwieser, soon after the work’s completion. Of course, no-one
can be certain as to what, precisely, was in Schubert’s mind when he began to
fulfil the commission for the Octet, although the circumstances that led to its
composition are well known.
There can equally be little doubt that the influence of Beethoven was significant
in aspects of Schubert’s music during the final decade of the younger man’s life.
We know that in 1825 he had heard one of Beethoven’s late string quartets at
its premiere, an experience that must have impressed him profoundly. Even
though we cannot establish with certainty when or under what circumstances
Schubert and Beethoven actually met – the long-believed ‘first-hand’ accounts
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by Anton Schindler (friend and companion of Beethoven for some years) are
now known to have been elaborated or partly fabricated – Schubert, as with
many musicians, especially those residing in Vienna during the Biedermeier
period, revered Beethoven above all other living composers. Schubert was a
pall-bearer at the older man’s funeral in 1827, and shortly before his own death
the following year, expressed a strong desire to hear Beethoven’s C sharp minor
Quartet Op 131.
Beethoven’s music was very likely at the back (if not in the forefront) of
Schubert’s mind as he began the composition of the Octet. The work had
been commissioned from the 27-year-old composer by the ennobled and
accomplished clarinettist Count Ferdinand Troyer to be a companion piece,
as it were, for Beethoven’s Septet (Opus 20), which was first published in
1802, since when it had become one of the composer’s most popular works.
It would certainly have been known to Schubert, as well as to all clarinettists,
for Beethoven’s use of the instrument was as imaginative and as innovative as
Mozart and Haydn’s had been in their later orchestral works.
Whatever popularity Beethoven’s Septet had enjoyed in the quarter-century since
its appearance, Troyer’s commission was well-chosen. The Count at that time
was steward at the court of Beethoven’s patron and pupil the Archduke Rudolf,
and Schubert’s naturally lyrical and melodious invention – characteristics
ideally suited to the Count’s own instrument, the clarinet – was well-known.
Schubert’s formal plan in the Octet follows that of many late 18th-century multimovement serenades, as did Beethoven’s Septet, and connections between both
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works are such as suggest that Schubert knew perfectly well what was expected
of him. He responded to the Count’s commission with alacrity, and the resultant
Octet, almost an hour in performance, was completed on March 1st 1824. The
completion of the Octet and a soon-arranged private performance some weeks
later by Troyer led Schubert to write to Leopold Kupelwieser that the Octet, as
well as two quartets from the same year, were to be considered as preparation
for the composition of a ‘grand symphony’ – but the premiere of the Octet
and Schubert’s letter predated by only a few weeks the first performance of
Beethoven’s ‘Choral’ Symphony, in Vienna: after that, any concept and creation
of a ‘grand symphony’ had to wait until Schubert had absorbed the impact of
Beethoven’s Ninth.
There was a second private performance of the Octet two years later, and it was
not until April 1827 that it was first heard publicly. From newspaper reports
of the public premiere, the work made a very favourable impression; it is not
difficult to see why. The Octet shows Schubert at his most positive and most
profound, resulting in a great and moving masterpiece. In terms of overall
structure, the Octet mirrors Beethoven’s Septet in some detail – but at that point,
similarities end, for the work could be by none other than Schubert, heard at his
most consistently inspired.

The Octet is scored for clarinet, bassoon, horn, two violins (Beethoven’s Septet
calls for just one violin), viola, cello and double-bass, but in terms of scale –
being the longest of any of Schubert’s chamber or orchestral, works – the Octet’s
spacious organisation foreshadows the broad symphonic composition of the
Great C major Symphony of 1828, as well as, in some respects, recalling the
B minor Symphony and that work’s original orchestration. In particular, the
use of two bassoons as additional horns, most significantly in the theme and
variations fourth movement of the Octet, where the combination of horn and
bassoon is one of many original touches of instrumentation – momentarily
convincing the ear that two horns are playing.
Schubert’s unsurpassed melodic invention, allied to his command of woodwind
timbre, is a feature of the first movement’s main Allegro, wherein he gives all
three wind instruments significant solos around the same thematic material,
conveyed in such a way as to convince the listener that the theme in question
could only have been chosen for its suitability for solo clarinet, solo horn and
solo bassoon – whilst remaining the same.

Indeed, it is the totality of this work that remains so astonishing: not purely in
melodic invention, but in structural development and expressive narrative, in
large-scale harmonic working and in the interaction of the eight musicians, in
terms of individual instrumental colour and unique tonal gradations – here is a
self-evident masterpiece of the highest order in music.

Further facets of Schubert’s mastery of instrumental timbre are: the surprising
pizzicatos in the lower strings near the end of the second movement, and –
at the opening of the finale – the cello’s tremolando adds an unexpected air
of mystery, broadening the extraordinarily wide emotional range; the tutti
unison strings’ piano opening to the Scherzo third movement; the unusual
nature of the Minuet (Schubert’s title) looks back to Mozart’s ‘Jupiter’ in terms
of lyrical rather than rhythmic expression – and the Minuet’s 19-bar Coda is
another remarkable feature.
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At first, the rather innocuous theme on which the Variations of the fourth
movement are based may seem to offer little in terms of fertile invention, but
what Schubert finds within this original idea – a duet taken from an early and
at that time unperformed opera – is little short of miraculous. The manner
in which the finale unfolds, full of inherent drama (the cello’s tremolando
especially) before the sudden Andante molto passage prefacing the coda – here,
a palpable homage to the mature Beethoven is strongly felt – are but several of
the many astonishingly original elements of Schubert’s compositional genius
this immortal score displays.
We may regard Vienna as being the musical capital of the world in the early
decades of the 19th century, but Paris and London also vied for the title and
the burgeoning musical activity in Berlin and elsewhere attested to the thriving
importance of music, socially and aesthetically across Europe. Uncertainties
brought about by conflicts during the Napoleonic period meant that the
Nordic countries largely escaped serious upheavals, each possessing established
standing armies to protect national interests.
Bernhard Crusell was born in 1775 in Uusikaupunki in the southwest region
of Finland (at that time under Swedish suzerainty), where his family’s relative
hardships meant the boy’s natural musical gifts were only encouraged when he
later joined a military band as a clarinettist. This experience had a liberating
effect on the youth, and the growth in his musicianship was such that he was
appointed music director of the army corps in Stockholm by the time he was
seventeen. His reputation continued to grow swiftly, and a succession of court
appointments culminated in sponsored studies in Berlin in 1798 and, five
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years later, composition studies in Paris with Gossec and the fashionable opera
composer Henri-Montan Berton. Crusell’s return to Sweden reinforced his
reputation as the country’s leading composer and one of the finest clarinettists
throughout Europe. Crusell was also fluent in several European languages,
translating several of Mozart’s operas.
Crusell’s mastery of the clarinet naturally dominated his output as a composer.
He wrote no fewer than four Concertos for the instrument, as well as the first
truly successful opera by a Nordic composer, Den Lilla Slavinman, alongside
other works mainly for wind instruments. These include the delightful serenadelike Concert Trio for clarinet, horn and bassoon, which is thought to date from
early 1814: a performance is known to have taken place in March of that year.
The Concert Trio (also termed a Pot-Pourri on early parts) is a masterly little
composition, perhaps intended for post-prandial entertainment. It is splendidly
laid out for the three instruments (as we might expect), each being given the
chance to shine, although Crusell’s own instrument is arguably the leading voice.
The Trio is in four movements, which follow one another with barely a break,
the music seeming to breathe the clean open air of Scandinavia, positive and
outward-looking – a characteristic familiar to us from later 19th-century music
by Grieg, Svendsen, Gade, Stenhammer and the early works of Sibelius and Carl
Nielsen. The Trio’s sturdy opening leads to a clarinet cadenza which ushers in
an urbane Allegro movement, the music thereafter flowing continuously on its
refined journey to its delightful conclusion.
Robert Matthew-Walker © 2016
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emma johnson

carducci quartet

Emma Johnson is one of the few clarinettists to have established a busy solo
career which has taken her to major European, American and Asian venues as
well as to Africa and Australasia. A popular recording artist, she has sold half
a million CDs and she has done much to broaden the clarinet repertoire by
commissioning new works. She enjoys giving concerts with her hand picked
group of musicians, Emma Johnson and Friends and has had rave reviews
recently for her jazz trio, Clarinet Goes to Town. Her television appearances
range from a recital for Sky Arts to prime time chat shows and she has been
Artist of the Week on BBC radio as well as Classic FM. Her aim has always
been to increase acceptance of the clarinet as a solo instrument and she has
undertaken workshops and educational projects to communicate her love of
music to the next generation.

Winners of international competitions, including the Concert Artists Guild
International Competition 2007 and Finland’s Kuhmo International Chamber
Music Competition, the Carducci Quartet has appeared at prestigious venues
across the globe including the Wigmore Hall, London; National Concert
Hall, Dublin; Tivoli Concert Hall, Copenhagen; Carnegie Hall, New York and
Library of Congress and John F Kennedy Center, Washington D.C. 2015 saw
them present the complete cycle of Shostakovich’s 15 string quartets in Europe,
South America and the USA, with a supporting disc released for Signum
Classics. This is followed in 2017 with Inspired by Beethoven, celebrating 20
years of the Carducci Quartet.

Born in London, Emma Johnson won the BBC Young Musician of the Year
competition at the age of 17 and later went on to win the Young Concert
Artists Auditions in New York. She studied English and Music at Cambridge
University and was the first woman to be awarded an honorary fellowship
at Pembroke College, Cambridge. She is a patron of the childhood cancer
charity, Clic Sargent, and she was honoured by the Queen with an MBE for
services to music in 1996.

Acclaimed for their interpretation of contemporary repertoire, the Carducci
Quartet has premiered numerous works composed for them; quartets by
composers including Huw Watkins, Huang Ruo, John McCabe and Adrian
Williams; quintets by Michael Berkeley, Sven-Ingo Koch, David Bruce and
Anthony Gilbert.
In addition to their busy concert schedule, the quartet curates festivals in both
Highnam, Gloucestershire, UK and Castagneto-Carducci, Italy: the town from
which they took their name.

She plays a clarinet by the English instrument maker, Peter Eaton.
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Michael Thompson is internationally acknowledged as one of the
world’s leading horn players. A Fellow of the Royal Academy of Music, he
gives regular masterclasses and lectures throughout the world. As a conductor,
he is known as a fine orchestral trainer and has received acclaim for his work
with young musicians.
He was appointed principal horn with the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra
at the age of eighteen and within three years became principal horn with
the Philharmonia. He has an extensive discography as soloist and chamber
musician and as a member of London Sinfonietta, is at the forefront of new
music giving many premieres including Ligeti’s Hamburg Concerto. He is also
active as a studio musician and has played on numerous sound tracks from
Bond films to The Lord of the Rings. Sir Paul McCartney composed Stately
Horn for the Michael Thompson horn quartet which they premiered in the
Royal Albert Hall and Carnegie Hall.

chris west is the co-principal bass player with the Royal Philharmonic
Orchestra and for many years was the solo double bass player with the Guildhall
Strings. He appears regularly as guest principal with many of Britain’s major
orchestras including the London Symphony Orchestra, Philharmonia, Academy
of St. Martin-in-the-Fields and English Chamber Orchestra. A Professor of
Double Bass at Trinity College of Music, London, Chris is also in demand as
a chamber musician and he can be heard on TV and film soundtracks such as
Downton Abbey, Dr Who and the Harry Potter series of films.

Philip Gibbon read history at Pembroke College Cambridge and
received his musical education at the Royal Northern College of Music and
the Prague Academy of Music. He plays principal bassoon with Garsington
Opera and the Rambert Dance Company amongst others, as well as appearing
in chamber concerts in Britain and Europe. He has also made numerous CD
and radio recordings.
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