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The Mendelssohns’ cat

Felix Mendelssohn wrote his Octet for Eight
Strings at the age of sixteen. Every Sunday
house concerts used to be performed in the
Mendelssohn home. Felix composed a large
number of pieces for these: piano quartets,
string quartets, string quartets, Lieder, and this
stroke of genius with its unusual instrumenta-
tion of four violins, two violas and two cellos,
equivalent to two complete string quartets. He
wrote it for a friend, the violinist Eduard Rietz,
as a birthday gift.

It is even less necessary to explain why the
musicians sat in a circle for this recording than
it is in other cases (e. g. for orchestral works):
house music is something people play for
themselves, for each other and perhaps for the
odd listener who can sit anywhere where there
is space in a cramped living room, at the back,
orin an adjoining room — or —why not? in the
middle. The circular arrangement of the play-
ers is natural and means that they are best able
to see each other.

Well then: the musicians are sitting in a cir-
cle with the cat —that is you the listener —in the
middle. But what is the exact position of each
player? There are a few good reasons for the
arrangement chosen here (see fig.1):

Four String Trios

Turn your ears forwards and listen to a string
trio consisting of the first violin, first viola and
first cello. These three sometimes have to per-
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form exposed passages, as in fig. 2 (third move-
ment at 0'48 and 1'46, similar at 3'59). But from
every other “point of the compass” too you can
hear a string trio: if you turn to the left, from
there you can hear the second violin, first viola
and second cello. From behind you hear the
third violin, second viola and second cello and
from the right the fourth violin, second viola
and first cello. The result is a balanced distribu-
tion of low and high instruments from each
direction.

Two String Quartets

If you mentally cut fig. 1 into two equal halves,
then regardless of where you cut you will al-
ways have two string quartets. The most com-
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Figure 2 — Abbildung 2 - L'illustration n°2 : Mendelssohn: Octet, Track [3] at 0'48 and 1'46



mon cut made by Mendelssohn is indicated by
the dotted line in fig. 1. Fig. 3 shows examples
from the score (first movement at 0'37 and
4'39) and fig. 4 (first movement at 8'09).

Complexity

What wonderful, crazy combinations of parts
there are in this work! Some of them are so
complex that we can barely comprehend them
looking at the score, nor any better when the
piece is played at its full tempo, for example in
combinations of two musicians facing four,
with the two playing two semiquavers (six-
teenth notes) and the four playing four demi-
semiquavers (thirty-second notes) (fig.5) (third
movement at 0'13 and 1'11).

Or shortly afterwards fugato entries sweep
around us, initiated by the first violin and pass-
ing anti-clockwise through the violins, and then
immediately afterwards clockwise: first viola,
first cello, second viola, second cello (fig.6)
(third movement at 2'13).

Any listener able to recognise all the cues up
to this point will now be hard put to follow the
trills which follow in altered sequence. We are
literally unable to “hear and see” at this point,
and | think that this was precisely the intention
of the impetuous, brilliant young Mendels-
sohn.

Openness of Sound

The violas sit diagonally opposite each other, as
do the cellos. The hitherto common adjacent
positioning generally sounds considerably less

transparent (fig. 7) (first movement at 3'01 and
7'02).

This is what | always felt was missing from
stereo recordings of such works: anyone who
has played music knows that in a string octet
as opposed to a quartet one feels like part of a
large orchestra. This grandiose effect hardly
occurs when one listens to a stereo recording.
Quite often the violas and violoncellos sitting
together sound muffled. Our broadly spanned,
circular positioning avoids this problem.

Four Violins

Of course the fugal beginning of the fourth
movement would be nice if all the eight entries
could take place in a circle. But then there
would not be this wonderful effect which is
produced when four violins play the theme
together and hand on the lead on from one to
the other after each note like relaxed relay run-
ners passing the baton. (fig. 8) (fourth move-
ment at 1'24)

Solo Violin

Mendelssohn dedicated a special role to the
first violin. Perhaps it was played by the person
whose birthday it was. Sometimes one would
almost like to refer to “half” a violin concerto.
This is why you hear it from the front and
somewhat broader than the other instruments.

The String Quartet op.44 no. 1 in D is musically
just as splendid, but the recording technique
was much more moderate. The two musicians
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Figure 3 — Abbildung 3 - L'illustration n°3 : Mendelssohn: Octet, Track [1] at 0'37 and 4'39



seated on the outside are on the same side as
the listener rather than in front of him or her.
However, we found that to allot each instru-
ment to one speaker, not as in the octet, was
rather too simplistic and musically speaking not
necessary. We will do it for later recordings.
Please note that here the Auryns play in a dif-
ferent configuration: first violin, second violin,
cello, viola; and not, as hitherto, first violin,
second violin, viola, cello. So the viola is seated
on the far right.

What a shame it is that there is no photo of this
scene taken during the recording of the octet:
two tonmeisters in the middle of eight musi-
cians listening to the musical games of confu-
sion, one crouching, the other holding his head
above it ... You are far better off, for you can
listen in comfort like the Mendelssohns’ cat.

Andreas Spreer
Auryn Quartet

Matthias Lingenfelder, violin
Jens Oppermann, violin
Stewart Eaton, viola
Andreas Arndt, violoncello

For nineteen years now, Auryn, an amulet that
bestows intuition upon its bearer in Michael
Ende’s The Neverending Story, has been the
symbol for one of the foremost string quartets
of its generation. The ensemble’s development

was influenced by its studies with the Amadeus
Quartet and the Guarneri Quartet. As early as
1982, only one year after its founding, the
Auryn Quartet became the winner of two pres-
tigious competitions: the ARD Competition in
Munich and the International String Quartet
Competition Portsmouth. In 1987, represent-
ing Germany, the quartet won the Competition
of the European Broadcasting Union.

By now, the Auryn Quartet has appeared in
most of the major music centres of the world
and has been invited to festivals such as
Lockenhaus, Gstaad, Bregenz, Lucerne, Musik-
tage Mondsee, Les Arcs, Montepulciano, Kuh-
mo, Schleswig-Holstein, the Bonn Beethoven
Festival and the Festwochen Berlin. The quartet
has also toured the former Soviet Union, South
America and Australia. In North America, the
group has appeared, among others, in Mon-
treal, Ottawa, Chicago, Philadelphia, New York
City (at the Frick and in Carnegie Hall’s quartet
series), Vancouver, and Berkeley, and is quar-
tet-in-residence at the annual Schubert Festival
at Georgetown University.

The Auryn Quartet is also a strong champion
of contemporary music, and has played the
world premieres of a great number of works.
Among the ensemble’s chamber music part-
ners are internationally renowned musicians,
such as Eduard Brunner, Gérard Caussé, Mi-
chael Collins, Sharon Kam, Paul Meyer, Peter
Orth, Boris Pergamenschikow, Christine Scha-
fer, Christian Tetzlaff, and Tabea Zimmermann,
as well as members of the Guarneri and the
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Figure 4: Mendelssohn: Octet, Track [1] at 8'09. A battle between two string quartets.

Abbildung 4: Hier findet geradezu ein Kampf zwischen zwei Streichquartetten statt.
L'illustration n°4: il y a ici un véritable combat entre deux quatuors & cordes.



Figure 5 — Abbildung 5 - L'illustration n°5 : Mendelssohn: Octet, Track [3] at 0'13 and 1'11

Amadeus Quartets. In addition, the quartet
quite regularly appears in “literary concerts”
with the well-known German essayist and nov-
elist, Walter Jens.

In 1990, the Auryn Quartet began recording
for the German label Tacet. The last ten years
have seen quite a number of releases:

TACET 5/ Franz Schubert / Quartet G major
and Quartet Movement C minor
TACET 15/ B. Britten / Quartets no.2 and 3

TACET 31 / Joseph Haydn / Quartets op.71
TACET 38 / Beethoven / Quartets B major op.
130 and Fugue op.133

TACET 69 / Joseph Haydn / Die sieben Worte
TACET 102 / Robert Schumann / String
quartets

and a complete recording of Schubert’s
string quartets on CPO.



















































