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The Leipzig String Quartet, founded some 
25 years ago by members of the Leipzig 
Gewandhaus Orchestra, has a venerable 
history – remarkably, only one personnel 
change in that time. They are remarkable in 
particular for the breadth of their reper-
toire. According to their website, they have 
released “almost 70 recordings, spanning 
from Mozart to Cage and including the 
complete works of Brahms, Mozart, 
Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Schubert and the 
complete Second Viennese School.”

Currently the Leipzig are on an American tour with all of Beethoven's quartets in their 
suitcases: for their upcoming recital at the University of Florida, the audience is invited to 
vote in advance which three Beethoven quartets the group will perform.

As Sunday's recital in Oberlin's Finney Chapel was in the middle of that tour, the Leipzig 
Quartet chose the Beethoven selections without audience input. It was all Beethoven, 
early to late. Early: the “Malincolia” (Opus 18, number 6, the most forward-looking of 

-
most overwhelmingly emotional Adagio. 

Their choice made for an intense afternoon. Even that early quartet goes far beyond the 
form Beethoven inherited from Mozart and Haydn, busting the stately minuet of the typi-
cal third movement into an odd, off-beat Scherzo, and then loading the fourth movement 

The Opus 18 quartet, though early, clearly looks ahead to the tortured work of the later 
Beethoven, including the short but powerful “Serioso” quartet, set in a dark F minor, pas-

-



inventive and cantankerous genius. Perhaps, though, on a wintery Sunday afternoon, the 
point might have been better made with at least one fewer of these solemn offerings – a 
quartet from Haydn's Opus 76, perhaps, where the form is at once lightly interrogated and 
honored.

of tone, allowing for impressive balance between sonorities from low to high. The four 
players clearly know each other's styles well. Articulation, bow speed, and phrasing are 
admirably coordinated across the parts. (That was not the case when I heard the Juilliard 
play earlier this season at Cleveland Chamber Music: changing personnel has led to a sig-

their complicated little turns were dashed off with panache and musicality. Similar com-
mand of Beethoven's rhetoric was evident throughout the recital.

Unfortunately though, a tight ensemble was often lacking in the Leipzig's performance at 
Oberlin. At times, the four players seemed almost to be in their own worlds. Nothing 
went drastically wrong, but more than occasionally the performers managed Beethoven's 
frequent abrupt transitions in different ways. In quartets so marked by quirky starts and 
stops, that did not contribute to a needed sense of coherence. 

in the high passagework were inaccurate, and tuning across the whole ensemble was 
sometimes shaky. 

It may be that this is a result of the quartet's insistence on keeping a large body of litera-
ture in active repertoire at any time. According to interviews on the internet, the players 
do so because they do not want to over-plan their concerts, to stay “fresh on stage.” How-
ever admirable as a goal, that may not be consistent with delivering the kind of precise 
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