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First prize winners in the 2009 Royal Over-seas League Competition, the Solstice String Quartet is quickly gaining a reputation as one of the most talented young quartets in the country. Selected by both the Tillett Trust and Park Lane Group in 2008 the quartet made their debuts at the Wigmore Hall and Purcell Room in 2009. Established whilst studying at the Cambridge University in 2003, they held a Junior Fellowship at the Instituto Internacional de Música de Cámara de Madrid in 2008-9 where they studied every month with Prof. Günter Pichler of the Alban Berg Quartet. They have been awarded the Leverhulme Chamber Music Fellowship at the Royal Academy of Music from September 2009. 

The quartet has performed throughout the UK and internationally, performing at major music festivals such as Dartington, Vale of Glamorgan Festival, Canterbury 'Sounds New' Festival and Aberystwyth, and has performed live on BBC Radio 3. Other notable performances include Barber's Dover Beach with baritone Steven Varcoe, and Mendelssohn's Octet with the Szymanowski Quartet and with the Sacconi Quartet. The quartet also enjoys ongoing collaboration with distinguished clarinettist David Campbell, with whom they have performed quintets by Brahms, Mozart and Bliss, and with pianist Tom Poster with whom they recently performed the Schumann piano quintet. Plans for the 2009-10 season include a return to the Wigmore Hall and performances at LSO St. Luke’s, a performance of the Schubert Quintet with Steven Isserlis, a debut at the Bridgewater Hall in Manchester, the release of the film An Education in which the quartet can be seen performing Ravel’s Introduction and Allegro, the premiere of Giles Swayne’s Fourth Quartet at the Cambridge Music Festival, and their debut at Musée d'Orsay in Paris.

Alongside a passion for the classical quartet cannon, interest in new music is a motivating factor for the quartet; it has given performances of music by prominent contemporary composers including Joe Cutler, Brett Dean, John Tavener, John Metcalf and Giles Swayne. The quartet recently gave the premiere of a major new work by Joseph Phibbs for quartet and soprano, and in August 2009 they premiered a new work by Graham Ross which they commissioned. Looking further ahead the quartet plan to premiere Giles Swayne's Fourth Quartet in November 2009, and to make a recording of his complete works for string quartet. Additionally, they plan to perform a work by cellist Gregor Riddell, who is also a composer. This is combined with educational work; the quartet has coached players at the Benslow Music Centre, at Wells Cathedral School and on the 'Da Capo' Course at ProCorda.  In August 2010 they will be the quartet in residence at the Dartington International Summer School. 

The Solstice String Quartet has been fortunate to have enjoyed coaching from many eminent musicians; and have been particularly fortunate to have worked with members of the Alban Berg Quartet, Thomas Brandis and Hugh Maguire. Alongside a close association with the Britten-Pears Young Artists' Programme they have recently attended the Juilliard String Quartet Seminar in New York, where they studied with the Juilliard String Quartet. In 2009-10 they will attend regular master classes at the ProQuartet Foundation in Paris. The quartet is grateful to the Hattori Foundation and the Musicians' Benevolent Fund for their support.
Haydn (1732-1809)

String Quartet in D Major, Op.76, No.5
I. Allegretto   II. Largo ma non troppo; cantabile e mesto   III. Menuetto. Allegro ma non troppo

IV. Finale. Presto

The six quartets of Haydn’s Op.76 were written in 1797, shortly before he embarked on his great oratorio The Creation. He was to complete only two further quartets, although he was only in his mid sixties. With these works he came to the culmination of his efforts in the form which he had done so much to establish. The historian Charles Burney, after hearing the Op.76 Quartets, wrote to Haydn expressing his pleasure and declaring that they were full of invention, fire, good taste and new effects, and in all ‘the work of a sublime genius’.

In the opening movement of the D major Quartet Haydn departs from the usual sonata form and in an unconventional manner provides a set of very free variations which fall into  what might be described as a simple ABA structure. The theme is in the style of a sicilienne. Restful and with an unearthly feel, the Largo is in the unexpected key of F sharp major, with a deep sense of melancholy. Full of warmth, the minuet is fast, with a trio that has a touch of the exotic. The light-hearted finale, with a theme reminiscent of a peasant dance, is great fun and brings relief after the Largo.
Dvořák (1841-1904)

Quartet in F Major, Op.96 (American)
I. Allegro ma non troppo   II. Lento   III. Allegro molto vivace   IV. Vivace ma non troppo

Dvořák spent from 1892 until 1895 in America as the director of the newly opened National Conservatory, in New York. His stay resulted in a number of works with ‘American’ influences, including this quartet and the famous New World Symphony. Much has been made of these influences, including that of the Iroquois Indians, but Dvořák’s over-riding thoughts at this time were of his native Bohemia, for which he continually yearned, and it is this which comes through most strongly in the F major Quartet. It was written during a period of 15 days, in 1893, during a visit to the small township of Spillville, Iowa, where there was a large Bohemian colony. At the end of the score Dvořák wrote ‘Thank God! I am content: It has gone very quickly’.

The first movement opens with violin tremolandi as a background to the entry of the main theme. There follow some thematic resemblances to those of the New World Symphony. The nostalgia of the exile is poured out in the deep emotional intensity of the slow movement, but all is changed in the third movement Scherzo where the humour is built upon a theme arising from the irritation caused by the song of ‘a damned bird (red, only with black wings)’. A reminiscence of the church at Spillville may well be found in the chorale-like passage in the last movement, but this is dispelled by the Bohemian folksong-like tunes and dance rhythms which surround it.

Beethoven (1770-1827)

String Quartet in E Flat, Op.127
I. Maestoso – Allegro   II. Adagio, ma non troppo e molto cantabile   III. Scherzando vivace

IV. Finale

In Beethoven’s last five string quartets his musical language is at its most spiritual and they  are often seen as a quasi-mystical summary of the composer’s life. They display great originality, with a new shaping of compositional flow and emphasis, and with great inventiveness in the use of register and  chordal spacing. A commission for the E flat, Op.127, Quartet had been  received from the Russian Prince Nikolas Galitzin as early as 1822 but aspirations to produce an innovative work saw many sketches and ideas tried and discarded. Composition was also delayed by continuing work on the Ninth Symphony and the Missa Solemnis. The quartet was finally ready for its first performance on March 6, 1825, by the distinguished violinist Schuppanzigh and three colleagues.That first performance was not an overwhelming success, the originality of the work making it ‘difficult to grasp at first sight’. Changes in metre prevented the players from comprehending the overall design, and the Adagio was a mystery to them as they failed to understand a set of variations which were continuous and un-numbered, and were based on a theme with a prelude and a postlude.

The first movement is introduced by a short majestic passage that makes further appearances at crucial points in the structure. The movement continues in a lilting three-four time, with subtle harmonies, and tunes which inspired the comment that this was Beethoven’s ‘crowning monument to lyricism’. The exploration of continuous variation form in the slow movement has already been referred to. There is a richness of texture and a feeling of profound contemplation in the Adagio, and the over-riding lyricism continues. The Scherzo is a work of genius with a nervous suggestion of unrest which is still present in the Trio. The final movement is in the form of a Rondo with free episodes. There is an overall feeling of serenity, but also of bright tunefulness, and despite his deafness Beethoven shows a remarkable awareness of tone colour, especially in the final bars as the music ends in an obscure mist.
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