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 String Quintet No.2 in E minorbcdfg* [26:20] 
1 I.  Moderato 10:19  
2 II.  Minuetto. Allegro moderato 5:17  
3 III.  Andante sostenuto 5:22  
4 IV.  Allegro vivo 5:22 

 String Quintet No.1, Gran Quintetto, in C minorabcdf [25:32]  
5 I.  Allegro moderato 9:55  
6 II.  Scherzo. Allegro ma non troppo 5:05  
7 III.  Adagio 6:04  
8 IV.  Finale. Allegro con brio 4:28 

 String Quintet No.3 in A majorbcdef* [25:23]  
9 I.  Allegro moderato 9:57  
bl II.  Scherzo: Allegro moderato 4:14  
bm III. Andante 4:43  
bn IV. Finale. Allegro vivace 6:29 

 *FIRST RECORDINGS                        Total duration: 77:22  
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 Giovanni Bottesini (1821-89) may have taken to describing himself as 
a mere “double bass scratcher” (grattatore di violone), but the self-
deprecation was on two counts. A supreme virtuoso of the instrument, 

picking up comparisons with Paganini from early on in his career, he also had 
aspirations as a composer, and not only of music for his instrument, as was 
largely the case with Paganini. 

Bottesini is best known for his music for double bass, which includes three solo 
concertos, several duo concertante works, duets featuring double bass, and 
operatic fantasies based on themes from popular operas of the time. However, 
he also wrote several operas that were staged in Europe and the Americas. And 
alongside several serious chamber music pieces, he left a modest collection of 
music for orchestra, an oratorio and a Requiem Mass, the latter commemorating 
his brother Luigi, a trumpeter.

His father was a musician, too; a clarinettist who arranged for Giovanni to go 
to the conservatory in Milan. He studied there, not far from his home town of 
Crema, from 1835 to 1839, courtesy of a double bass scholarship that was the 
principal reason why he took up the instrument. By 1842, he was touring Italy 
as a soloist and in 1846 he took up a post playing for the Italian opera orchestra 
in Havana, where his first opera Colón en Cuba had its premiere in 1847. He soon 
began conducting opera too, and went on to accept numerous international 
contracts over his lifetime. It fell to him, for example, to conduct the Egyptian 
premiere in 1871 of Verdi’s Aida, and he visited the country professionally for 
several years thereafter.

The double bass was the mainstay of his globetrotting career, providing him 
with a source of income as well as a means of forging his reputation. He played 
to audiences of thousands in New York; Queen Victoria and Prince Albert 
heard him at Carisbrooke Castle; in Russia, an audience refused to believe 
that he, and not a hidden violinist, was creating the music they were hearing. 
He did take to the stage with non-imaginary violinists, such as Ernesto Sivori 
and Henryk Wieniawski; the cellist Alfredo Piatti was another duo partner. The 
two also played chamber music together, Piatti sometimes playing quartet 
viola parts on his cello while Bottesini used his Testore-built double bass for 
the cello line.

Bottesini’s various experiences as an instrumentalist abroad deepened his 
respect for chamber music and increased his interest in writing it. This was 
not at all the norm in 19th-century Italy, where opera, rather than purely 
instrumental music, dominated the national musical culture. So the fact 
that he not only wrote seven string quartets and four string quintets but 
established a number of chamber music societies in several cities makes him 
something of a pioneer. Composers who shared Bottesini’s appreciation for 
instrumental music were rare, but include Giovanni Sgambati (1841-1914), 
whose Quartet in C sharp minor has echoes of Brahms, Liszt and even Sibelius, 
and Giuseppe Martucci (1856-1909), a champion of British symphonic music 
among other things.

Bottesini’s efforts, however, left him feeling somewhat undervalued in his 
native land even if he was lauded and garlanded elsewhere, hence his rueful 
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self-deprecation. He was not a particularly nationalistic composer, though: 
there is no sense that he was trying to carve out a national idiom in the 
manner of Dvořák. But neither is his chamber music excessively earnest, as if 
idealising the way it was customarily done elsewhere. Despite his admiration 
for Beethoven, it is the compact composer of the Op.18 Quartets that he 
emulates, rather than the questing soul of the late works.

This is particularly so in the first of his String Quintets, published in 1858 
under the name Gran Quintetto and scored for string quartet with double 
bass – the part Bottesini gives himself is distinct but mostly undemonstrative, 
an indication that composing chamber music was more than a means of  
self-promotion. 

It begins, like Beethoven’s somewhat serious-minded Op.18 No.4, in C minor, 
and there is something of the German composer’s restlessness in the very 
opening bars of the first, Allegro moderato movement. The first violin tests 
the water with a short, halting figure that is immediately picked up by the 
other instruments – it will recur as a nervy accompaniment throughout 
the movement – before briefly taking flight. It is only 16 bars later that the 
music becomes more fluent: the second subject blending with the opening 
ideas, eventually developing into something altogether more Spring-like 
before the cello takes over the lyrical theme, now in E flat and B flat major. 
The exposition is repeated, after which C minor more or less disappears for 
the remainder of the quintet. The brevity of the opening themes obliges the 
first movement development to move swiftly through a range of keys – B flat 

minor, G flat major, A flat major, D flat major – before a short double bass solo 
leads into the recapitulation in C major.

The puckish second movement is Scherzo in 3/4, marked Allegro non troppo 
but with a distinct one-in-a-bar feel, its staccato crotchets, open fifths and 
bell-like accents recalling Mendelssohn. Although there is no tempo change 
indicated for the Trio, the viola’s swinging legato accompaniment lends it a 
more graceful sway. A serene Adagio follows, the first section predominantly in 
D flat major and featuring the second violin and viola tenderly accompanying 
an almost improvised first violin part – here it is Schubert and the slow 
movement of his String Quintet (D.956) that comes to mind. An anxiously 
chugging section, initially in B flat minor, interrupts the mood. While first 
violin and cello have the rhetorical flourishes, the double bass comes into its 
own, adding a ripe edge to the swerving harmonies. Indeed, it is the double 
bass that returns us to D flat major and the opening music, this time with a 
tremolando ppp accompaniment that pre-figures Puccini.

The finale is aptly marked Allegro con brio, a non-militaristic march that 
alternates three main sections. First, a series of four-bar, running triplet 
cadential figures; a series of trumpet-like motifs ending with a descending 
diminished arpeggio; and an eight-bar hymn-like theme. The pattern is 
repeated, with variations, before a stretto effect drives the movement to its 
carefree, C major conclusion.

The Second String Quintet adopts the string quartet-with-second cello 
scoring of Schubert’s model, and indeed the quintets of Boccherini, an 
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earlier itinerant Italian virtuoso- composer. Although its date of composition 
is uncertain, we know it was performed in Naples in 1862, the year after 
Bottesini had helped found the Società del Quartetto in Florence after many 
years of touring outside Italy.

The Moderato first movement starts in E minor, and conventionally enough: a 
simple four-bar phrase in common time, with the melody in the first violin and 
legato accompaniment that ends questioningly in B major. A second phrase 
returns to the opening idea but varies it slightly, introducing a syncopated 
figure that remains prominent throughout the movement, ending with a G 
major version of the opening theme. The three main rhythmic ideas presented 
by the first violin – the quaver-based figure of the first bar and its pickup, 
the semiquaver version of it in the third, and the syncopation added in bar 
seven – provide the material for the rest of the movement. Bottesini is more 
interested in combining these ideas than developing them, although he does 
allow the tension to build in a couple of places, using a short burst of running 
semiquavers after the exposition, where they open out into a short fugato, and 
at the coda, giving the movement a final push to the finish, just as it appeared 
to be winding down.

Bottesini, in his manuscript, calls his second movement “Minuetto”, although it 
is written in 6/4. It certainly has the two-in-a-bar lilt that time signature would 
suggest, even if we might be put off balance at the start by the second cello’s 
pick-up on the first beat to an accented second. The whoops-a-daisy character 
of the movement extends to the second half of the minuet, where the first 

violin is marked sbrigliato (‘unbridled’). Not much changes in the Trio, either, 
except the key – C major as opposed to G major, all the better to allow open 
fifths on the lowest cello strings.

The bittersweet third movement begins in B minor, the three lower  
instruments entering with the two-bar sicilienne phrase that constitutes 
the movement’s main theme, one by one from the bass, then the [second 
instrument] until the first violin eventually takes over. Other parts provide 
reminders of the initial phrase as the top line becomes more ornate and 
almost improvised, taking on different shades of mood as the music shifts 
into different keys, before settling into B major.

The finale is an Allegro vivo whose open-hearted character is exemplified in 
the untroubled, regular crotchets of the opening theme, an eight-bar phrase 
in E major played first by the first violin and then again, joined by the second. 
The full 16-bar version is heard only once again, about half-way through; a G 
major variant, with a dotted element and slightly different contour, comes in 
between. While there are several episodes of light contrapuntal interplay, the 
movement’s most virtuoso passage falls unexpectedly to the second cello, 
rippling nonchalantly as the two violins reprise the opening theme.

Bottesini’s final two Quintets – one in A major, another in F major – both adopt 
the two-viola instrumentation preferred by Mozart, Mendelssohn, Beethoven 
and many others. Both written around 1888, their third and fourth movements 
even share the same musical material, transcribed and redistributed between 
the parts. The A major Quintet, No.3 was presented in March 1889 to a concert 
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society at the Palazzo Sanvitale in Parma. It is the more lyrically Romantic work 
of the three on this recording, with four sharply characterised movements.

The first movement is an Allegro moderato that begins in a sweet, Dvořákian 
fashion, with an easy melody accompanied by languid but rhythmic triplets. 
The opening theme is played by first violin and first viola in octave unison, 
with cello a tenth below (Bottesini, in this movement more than in the earlier 
quintets, draws on the expressive potential of having two or three instruments 
playing lyrical passages together). It is also noticeable that the theme is marked 
to be played piano, as it is when it appears elsewhere in the movement, with 
other dynamic markings generally following the natural shape of its phrasing. 
The short second subject, its accented second beat echoing a similar but softer 
effect in the second bar, is in C sharp major but leads to a bright, plagal cadence 
in G, this time a variation of the fourth bar of the opening. As the exposition 
moves on, the first violin is able to introduce more flourishes, made even more 
decorative through their mix of slurred and staccato articulation.

The 16-bar introduction at the start of the second movement readies us for a 
gently playful waltz, which emerges as a graceful six-bar theme in F major in 
the first violin wrong-footed by the cello asserting a strong beat on the third 
beat of the bar, unlike the upper instruments who keep to the usual first-beat 
emphasis), rather than a cumbersome, two-note cello figure – strong on the 
third beat, releasing on the first. A second episode, starting in A major, features 
tightly rhythmic demisemiquavers in the upper four parts while the cello bursts 
forth in operatic tenor fashion, followed by a dotted, violin-led version that is 

more anxious and starts in A minor. After a transitional passage, taken from the 
introduction, there is one further version, in a lower register in E major, with 
second viola and first violin in dialogue, before a short fanfare returns to the 
opening waltz, which continues in a similar pattern and with similar, but far 
from identical, material before vanishing with a couple of delicate pizzicatos.

The Andante begins with a warmly harmonised D major theme, followed by a 
series of easy semiquaver curlicues which then adorn it as it returns in A major. 
A central section is centred on a new “espressivo” theme, played first in F sharp 
minor by the cello, then in C sharp minor by the first violin, given a gentle sense 
of urgency by off-beat semiquavers in the other parts. The flowing semiquaver 
figures return, until a harmonically modulating “animando” passage emerges 
combining various thematic elements. A final statement of the theme, now in 
D major again, heralds the unwinding coda.

Bottesini ends the quintet with a triumphal final chorus. At least, that is what he 
seems to have had in mind for the opening: a series of statements in different 
keys, complete with arpeggio flourishes, that starts in E major and eventually 
resolves into A major. This introduction is followed by a second thematic idea, 
a melody that passes from instrument to instrument as it skips along; a third 
takes the form of a descending chromatic motif. The giddily accelerating music 
is brought to a halt with a fourth theme, in E major, announced in stentorian 
fashion – almost as if proposing a toast of heartfelt thanks – by second viola 
and cello playing in absolute unison. After a first-half repeat, this new theme is 
echoed poco trattenuto (slightly restrained) but in G sharp major, and is heard 
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thereafter as a kind of cantus firmus in the following section, until it once again 
brings the music to a dramatic halt. The remainder of the movement returns to 
the themes of the first half, unflaggingly joyful right to the last.

Bottesini’s own end was not so happy, since he died from cirrhosis only a few 
months later, in July 1889. Accounts suggest that he had a somewhat easy 
come, easy go approach to life: casual with money (he seems to have been 
careless at claiming royalties from the work he managed to get published), even 
if generous and genial company, and without the patience or application to 
really establish himself as a respected composer. But the calibre of his chamber 
music, and his unfashionable commitment to it, is evidence nonetheless of an 
artist motivated by the values of musicianship and a sense of what is good to 
play, qualities that musicians seek out still to this day.

Toby Deller © 2021

LEON BOSCH is an internationally renowned classical double bass virtuoso. 
With over a dozen solo CDs to his name, he regularly commissions repertoire 
for the instrument, making recital and concerto appearances around the world. 

He is professor of double bass at Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music and Dance 
in London. But he also gives masterclasses in the US, Europe, South Africa and 
the Far East, and coaches young eastern European musicians at the I, Culture 
Orchestra in Poland and the young South Africans who make up the Miagi 
Orchestra. He also acts as a mentor for South African musicians worldwide.

Leon Bosch grew up in 1960s and ’70s South Africa, the son of the political 
activist Jonas Fred Bosch – he himself spent time in a police cell for organising 
protests while at school. He left the apartheid regime there to come to study at 
the Royal Northern College of Music in Manchester after achieving one of the 
highest ever marks awarded for the B Mus performance examination by the 
University of Cape Town.

Remaining in the UK – he is now a British citizen – he was soon appointed 
principal double bass with the acclaimed Academy of St Martin in the Fields. 
He left the post in 2014 to devote himself to his solo career, to teaching and to 
establishing his now thriving chamber ensemble, I Musicanti. He also conducts 

Leon Bosch
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and has a passion for researching lost or forgotten music for double bass, such 
as by the Catalan Josep Cervera and the Danish court musician, Franz Keyper.

Away from music, Leon Bosch is a regular runner of marathons and ultra-
marathons (winning silver medal for his age group in the 2017 86-mile 
Ridgeway Challenge) and holds a master’s degree in intelligence and 
international relations from Salford University. “I’ve always had a very wide 
range of interests,” he says. “For example, the thing I’m highest qualified for in 
my life is international relations, not music. But this is a part of who I am: I’m not 
just a musician, I’m a human being.”

leonbosch.com  

@leonbosch
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A mixed-instrument chamber ensemble, I MUSICANTI comprises some of the 
most experienced and respected musicians to be found in the UK, hand-picked 
by the group’s artistic director, international double bass virtuoso Leon Bosch.

Under Bosch’s direction, I Musicanti comes together to present distinctive 
programmes with a particular emphasis on music that has been lost and found 
or simply overlooked: great works by unknown composers and unknown works 
by great composers.

Many of the ensemble’s projects are the result of Leon Bosch’s vivid curiosity 
and commitment, something for which he is well known as a double bassist. 
But the ensemble also provides a vehicle for its members to pursue their own 
artistic projects. And although the musicians of I Musicanti are all soloists in 
their own right, the group also collaborates with international performers of 
the highest calibre.

While I Musicanti works with prestigious venues to promote its concerts, its 
eye-catching programmes and the quality of performers add something 
unique to festivals and concert series.

imusicanti.co.uk        

@IMusicantiEns

I Musicanti
I Musicanti

“I Musicanti embodies the universally cherished ideal of total artistic freedom 
and unrestrained self-expression, and it aims to provide a home to creative and 
imaginative artists who share the ambition of realising this dream.”     Leon Bosch


