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xty-fve years in the making and with a faultless Russian school lineage stretching back

much further z‘/um _that, the Borodin Quartet is both stccpea’ in tradition
S and as fresh as ever. Interview by Andrew Stewart B8

mitri Shostakovich was neither the
first nor the last to draw ‘immense
joy’ from the Borodin Quartet’s
work. The composer’s deep respect
and personal affection have been

~ " mirrored countless times over more than six

I | decades, unequivocally voiced by those who
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i recognise the special qualities, the finely judged -~ : performances supremely rich in nuance and

:balance of precision and spontaneity, the searching : expressive gesture. That has been the quartet’'s way,

 artistry of an ensemble implacably opposed to  give or take periodic adjustments for the departure

. the routine and superficial. In an ideal world, all i and arrival of new members, since it began life as

. musicians would take their lead from the Borodins. : a student ensemble at the Moscow Conservatory

¢ They stand for music making for adults, totally i in 194S. ey

¢ serious in intent and free of gimmickry, yielding i The proximity of yet another anniversary year
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inevitably whets the appetite for stories about the
Borodin Quartet’s past. The ensemble entered the
world in the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s ‘great
patriotic war) in a country where medieval visions
of hell had become everyday reality for millions. It
performed by command at Stalin’s funeral in 1953,
received permission to travel to other Soviet Bloc
countries and beyond during Khrushchev’s Thaw
and became one of the musical marvels of the

cold war era. While all bar two of Shostakovich’s

1S string quartets were premiered by the more
established Beethoven Quartet, the composer
readily attended to what the Borodins made of

them in rehearsal, offered practical advice about
interpretation and clearly treasured their recording
of the complete cycle as it stood in 1967. Moisey
Vaynberg, Lev Knipper and Alfred Schnittke
were among the long list who wrote new works
fora quartet whose support carried considerable
weight when it came to promoting the music of
young Soviet composers.

In post-Soviet times, the group reached new
audiences with performances of the complete
Beethoven and Shostakovich quartets. Its
recorded Beethoven cycle, made around the
time of the quartet’s 60th anniversary season and
recently reissued by Chandos, gives the lie to those
who claim that great recordings are a thing of the
receding past. Some commentators will doubtless
connect the Borodin Quartet’s enduring work
with the eternal Russian soul, striking a grain of
truth in attempting to define its essence; others
will rest on its glorious history and traditions.
Yetit s the groups present condition, its vitality
and excellence that really count in the unfolding
Borodin story.

The quartet’s charismatic power, the immediate
product of unrelenting communication between
its players, was in supercharged flow a month
ago when I heard them performing the third
string quartets of Shostakovich and Schnittke
and Beethoven's Grosse Fuge in the Amsterdam
Concertgebouw’s Small Hall. The Schnittke and
Beethoven works will be on the bill, together
with the eighth and first quartets of Shostakovich,
when the Borodins come to Wigmore Hall on
9 January. They return the following morning to
perform Shostakovich’s String Quartet No 11
and Schnittke$ Piano Quintet in company with
Odessa-born pianist Oleg Maisenberg,

Although the Borodin Quartet’s final original
member, Valentin Berlinsky; retired just over a
year before his death last December, Wigmore
audiences can expect to hear the familiar intensity
and integrity from its latest line-up. Igor Naidin,
viola player with the group since 1996, says that
change and continuity have been necessary
partners throughout the quartet’s 65-year history.

‘Of course, the departure of Mr Berlinsky was
painful from all points of view; he tells me when

Vitality and excellence:
the ‘new’ Borodin Quartet

¢ we meet in Amsterdam. ‘He was there through
© allthe changes in the group and we took much
i energy from him. At the same time, the quartet
: faced a much more complicated situation in the
i mid-1970s when Jaroslav Alexandrov retired for

health reasons and then Rostislav Dubinsky left

 for the west’ Mikhail Kopelmann and Andrei

i Abramenkov were recruited by Berlinsky to fill the
i quartet’s vacant first and second violin chairs. Two
: years passed before the reconstituted group gave
 its first public performance.

“The most complicated change of all was when

© Ruben Aharonian and I joined in 1996: two new

¢ members within less than one calendar year! With
! the help of the old wolves, as we say in Russia, we

. found our way. I was in my mid-twenties and

: notan experienced musician. But I was already

© an experienced quartet player. Ruben was a

: super-experienced soloist and a prize winner in

i the Tchaikovsky Competition in Moscow. His

© decision to give up that career was heroic.

Aharonian takes up the story. He recalls how

Berlinsky and Abramenkov helped the quartet’s

© new members absorb its traditions and accumu-
 lated knowledge. Thad a solo career from 16 until
the age of 50, with almost no string quartet experi-
i encein that time, notes the Borodin Quartet’s first
 violinist. ‘But the group had a big skeleton in the

¢ form of Berlinsky and Andrei, and Igorand I soon
i became connected to it’ The natural adaptation
process, says Aharonian, has continued with the

: arrival of cellist Vladimir Balshin as Berlinsky’s

i successor.

‘It’s true that one member has changed, but 75%

: of the quartet has been there since 1996, Naidin

i observes. "'When people talk about the ‘new”

. Borodin Quartet, this is a really important distinc-
tion to make The group’s technical precision and
¢ tonal warmth, the rigour and depth ofits interpre-

 tations, and the near-telepathic communication

- skills speak volumes about its artistic pedigree.

¢ They also bear witness to the individual musical,

¢ intellectual and personal qualities of the Borodin

: Quartet’s players. I ask Aharonian and Naidin

i about the so-called ‘Russian school of string

- playing and the groups relationship to it. Clearly; it
* ismore than a convenient label. But where does it
: stand in the group’s DNA?

‘Of course, our Russian way of playing is distinc-

© tive from the other schools, replies Aharonian.

¢ ‘But think there’s a specific mentality about the

: quartet” Naidin agrees. ‘We represent the modern
i Russian style of'performing, that’s true. It will be

. something for historians to explore how these

: great traditions of Russian performance appeared

¢ and survived during the ugly Soviet years. The

¢ Borodin Quartet was not an exception, something
¢ apart from that Russian style. At the same time,

. though, we are all disciples of the Central Music

¢ School of Moscow and the Moscow Conservatory.
: And not just of those two elite institutions but also
. ofthe same teaching branch’

Igor Naidin charts the Borodin Quartet’s

- musical ancestry back to strong and particular
 roots. The group's teaching family tree, he suggests,
¢ explains why its playing style and musical vision
 have survived over the decades. Valentin Berlinsky,
for example, studied with Semyon Kozolupov

¢ whoalso taught Rostropovich; Rostropovich’s pu-
 pil, Natalia Shakhovskaya, in turn taught Vladimir
© Balshin. The former and current Borodin first

¢ violins, Mikhail Kopelman and Ruben Aharonian,
- were pupils of Yuri Yankelevich. Rostislav Dubin-
sky studied with Yankelevich’s teacher, Abram

¢ Yampolsky, while Naidin, who switched from

: violin to viola midway through his time at the

i Moscow Conservatory, studied with Yankelevich's
i former assistant, Maya Glezarova.
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