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String Quartet in C major, Op.74 No.1 (1793)
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The Maxwell Quartet
Colin Scobie (violin), George Smith (violin), Elliott Perks (viola) and Duncan Strachan (cello)

Premiere: Special Filmed Performance 
by the Maxwell Quartet to celebrate 
50 Years of Music at Kettle’s Yard

28 January 2021, 7pm

Music Programmer Justin Lee writes: 

This is one of six string quartets Haydn composed in 
1793 for his return to London where he’d enjoyed great 
success the previous year. Johann Peter Salomon, the 
impresario and acclaimed violinist who had promoted 
Haydn’s London concerts, now requested these works 
for the return visit. They were later published as his 
Op.71 and Op.74 and known as the ‘Apponyi’ quartets 
in honour of their dedicatee, Count Anton Apponyi, a 
generous patron of the arts. 

The Apponyi quartets are significant in that they are the 
first chamber music to be written for public 
performance, rather than the private salon or court. 
Appropriate to the public arena, bold introductions and 
dramatic contrasts grab the attention, the thematic 
material is easily memorable, the first violin part is often 
virtuosic (to show off Salomon’s skills), and the overall 
effect is of an almost symphonic breadth of sound and 
expression (suitable to fill the larger concert venues).
Many of these traits – instrumental virtuosity, chromatic 
harmonies, and richness of sonority – presage the 
dawning of the Romantic age. ‘It is’, the Beethoven 
commentator Rosemary Hughes noted, ‘as if Haydn 
were pushing open a door through which Beethoven was 
to pass’.

Philip Glass writes: 

Company is the name of a short novel by Samuel Beckett 
which was adapted for the stage and performed as a 
monologue by Frederick Neuman. Mr Neuman had 
asked and received Beckett’s permission to use an 
original musical score which I was commissioned to 
compose.

I liked the idea of using the medium of the String 
Quartet that would allow for both an introspective and 
passionate quality well suited to the text. Beckett picked 
four places in the work which he referred to as the 
‘intercices as it were’. Not surprisingly these four short 
movements have turned out to be a thematically 
cohesive work which now, as my String Quartet No.2, 
has taken on a life of its own.
© Philip Glass - Wise Music Classical
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Traditional
Three folk sets from Scotland (arr. Maxwell Quartet)
 Coilsfield House; Drunk at Night, Dry in the  
 Morning 
  (Nathaniel Gow 1763 - 1831; Niel   
  Gow 1727 - 1807)
 The Burning of the Piper’s Hut; The Marquis of  
 Huntly; Miss Gordon of Gight 
  (Anonymous; William Marshall   
  1748-1833; Isaac Cooper c.1755 -  
  c.1811)
 The Boatman; Da Full Rigged Ship/Da New   
 Rigged Ship 
  (Sìne NicFhionnlaigh; Anonymous)

The father-and-son team of Niel and Nathaniel Gow 
were important figures in the collecting and notating (as 
well as composition) of Scottish folk tunes of their time 
(Haydn’s time). Coilsfield House is beautiful air 
composed in a classical style by Nathaniel Gow; and 
Drunk at Night.. shows Niel Gow’s ‘rustic classicism’ 
better than any piece we know. The Burning of the 
Piper’s Hut is an old Highland pipe march thought to 
date back to the time of the Highland clearances in 
Scotland. The Marquis of Huntly and Miss Gordon of 
Gight represent works by two men from the northeast of 
Scotland, both prolific composers of brooding, highly 
individual reels and strathspeys. The Boatman (Fear a’ 
Bhàta) is a late 18th-century Gaelic song from the Isle of 
Lewis, telling of the writer’s yearning for the return of 
her fisherman lover. And Da Full Rigged Ship… is a 
well-known and loved jig and reel from the Shetland 
Islands, inspired by seagull cry and with a distinctly 
Scandinavian and salty feel. 
Extracts courtesy of Maxwell Quartet and Linn Records 
2020

Deborah Carnwath, Music Associate at Kettle’s Yard 
writes: 

The Maxwell Quartet are no strangers to Kettle’s Yard 
having played here twice in 2019 to sell-out audiences, 
delighting them with their unusual blend of music. You 
don’t often see feet tapping at a chamber concert at 
Kettle’s Yard, but the Maxwells’ vivid blend of Haydn 
and Scottish folk music had even the most sedate heads 
nodding and smiles breaking out on unlikely faces. 

They were clearly the ones to ask when the idea of 
filming a performance here emerged last summer to 
mark the 50th anniversary of performing music in this 
unusual setting. Notwithstanding the additional hazard 
of long-distance travel (some from north of Edinburgh) 
the quartet were game. The following months threw 
many obstacles at us all – from the late summer arrival 
of two mini-Maxwells to unexpected quarantines and 
lockdowns - but in mid-December we pulled it off. Four 
Maxwells, the filmmaker of our choice, Patrick Allen, 
and an empty Kettle’s Yard for a whole day. It could not 
have been more fun. These are professionals all, and 
from the moment the quartet pulled their concert blacks 
from unpromising carrier bags and tuned up their 
instruments, this Full Rigged Ship promised to sail most 
beautifully. 

The Maxwell Quartet, photo: Rich Watson (Flux Video)

https://www.maxwellstringquartet.com
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The Maxwells’ biography will fill you in with their 
prize-strewn wake but be in no doubt that this quartet is 
on the rise. They received glowing reviews for their 
latest CD which includes much of the music played for 
us here. Andrew McGregor (Record Review, BBC 
Radio 3) describes how they use Scottish folk music as, 
‘intermezzos…. Moments of intimate reflection, 
relaxation after the classical rigour’ of their ‘fine Haydn 
playing’. In The Times review of their new CD on 15 
January 2021, Geoff Brown writes of their ‘intoxicating 
arrangements of Scottish reels, fiddle dances and pipe 
tunes’ and enjoys both their ‘…. irrepressible 
enthusiasm’ and their ‘waltzing quietly with fairy feet, 
acting all gruff or gliding through slow movements 
shaped like wordless songs.’ 

While the unusual fusion of Scottish folk and classical 
music is what marks out the Maxwell Quartet, it 
shouldn’t overshadow their devotion to Haydn’s music. 
As they have written, his quartets ‘mark the starting 
point for a genre that has become the central focus of 
our lives… his music seems to express a profound sense 
of openness, of understanding and of equality.’ Haydn 
was the son of an amateur folk musician and believed 
‘music could say something universal to us all and 
dissolve … socio-cultural boundaries.’

Haydn treated popular tunes with respect, weaving them 
into the musical discourse rather than quoting them in 
parentheses. The Maxwells understand this attitude and 
say they ‘always felt an instant connection with the 
directness of Haydn’s quartets.’ In their hands Haydn’s 
music reflects, dances and uplifts – and shares its 
mischievous jokes. Geoff Brown (The Times) gives good 
advice in his review, ‘Every winter day… requires a dose 
of Haydn: he’s music’s vitamin C.’ 

The group’s devotion to Scottish music is not surprising 
given that three of them come from north of the border 
and ‘grew up with the traditional folk music of Scotland 
ringing in our ears’. (Elliott’s from Surrey – he says his 
beard got him the job.) What is more surprising is that 
the rigours of music school and intensive classical 
tuition from a young age did not beat it out of them. On 
the contrary, they feel that their love of folk music is 
‘intrinsically connected’ to their passion for the string 
quartet repertoire. ‘We believe ‘Folk’ music is the root, 
the fundament of classical music, and our approach aims 
to marry the two together in a unique, free, and 
meaningful way. For us, every melody is a song, every 
rhythm a dance.’

A word about the instruments the members play (and 
Scottish folk music has rarely been played on better). 
Thanks to the support of the Harrison Frank 
Foundation, Colin and George have been the recipients 
of violins by Paolo Castello, Genoa c.1770 and 
Bernardus Calcanius, Genoa, c.1740 (so these were well 
run-in before Haydn picked up his pen). Both Elliott and 
Duncan are kindly loaned fine instruments from private 
benefactors: Elliott plays a J.B Vuillaume viola from 
1852 and Duncan, a Francesco Ruggieri cello from 
c.1660.

We are grateful to the Maxwell Quartet, to filmmaker 
Patrick Allen of Opera Omnia, and to all those who 
have contributed to making this film. We hope you find 
it a fitting celebration of 50 years of music at Kettle’s 
Yard and that it reminds you of the joy of listening to 
music here. Please do keep in touch with us as we plan 
concerts for 2021, and support us as we look to the next 
50 years of music in this special place.

www.kettlesyard.co.uk/donate
www.kettlesyard.co.uk/music  
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