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Sara Bitlloch, Donald Grant violins 
Simone van der Giessen viola, Marie Bitlloch cello 
 
The Elias String Quartet take their name from Mendelssohn’s oratorio, Elijah, of which Elias is its German form, 

and have quickly established themselves as one of the most intense and vibrant quartets of their generation. 

The Quartet was formed in 1998 at the Royal Northern College of Music in Manchester where they worked 

closely with the late Dr. Christopher Rowland. They also spent a year studying at the Hochschule in Cologne with 

the Alban Berg quartet. Between 2005 and 2009 they were resident String Quartet at Sheffield’s “Music in the 

Round” as part of Ensemble 360, taking over from the Lindsay Quartet. They are now ensemble in residence at 

the RNCM and regularly go back there to teach and perform. This season they present Beethoven quartet cycles 

in Winston-Salem, NC; Cedar Falls, IA; and Houston, TX.  

 

In 2009 the Elias was chosen to participate in BBC Radio 3’s New Generation Artists’ scheme and was also a 

recipient of a Borletti-Buitoni Trust Award. With the support of the Trust, the Elias Quartet mounted “The 

Beethoven Project”: studying and performing all of Beethoven’s string quartets as cycles whilst sharing their 

experience through a special website (www.thebeethovenproject.com) and social media. The project 

culminated with a cycle at Wigmore Hall, all six concerts recorded live for the Wigmore Live label. 

 

The Quartet is steadily building a recording catalogue that has been met with widespread critical acclaim. They 

have recorded the Schumann and Dvorak piano quintets with Jonathan Biss, a Britten Quartets disc for 

Sonimage, a Mendelssohn disc for ASV Gold and Schumann string quartets for Outhere. Their two mixed 

programme recordings for Wigmore Live were praised unanimously, the first winning a BBC Music Magazine 

Newcomers award. Most recently, they have recorded the complete Beethoven quartets live at Wigmore Hall, 

released in four volumes to great critical acclaim. BBC Music Magazine described their performance as “simply 

astounding, in the freshness, intensity, assurance, and seeming spontaneity of their playing.” 
 
2021-22 season 

http://www.thebeethovenproject.com/�


Elias Quartet – Press Highlights 
 
“This terrific cycle from the Elias String Quartet demonstrates how fresh,probing and confrontational a new 
account can be.” 
The Guardian (London) 
 
“Unmistakable fantasy…A combination of intelligence and imagination and, above all, [a] sense of wonder at this 
music and the world it opens wide.” 
Gramophone 
 
“The players sound both joyfully confident and seeming to encounter the music for the first time…A superb CD.” 
The Strad 
 
“Buy these two discs!”… “[The Elias] are simply astounding, in the freshness, intensity, assurance, and seeming 
spontanaeity of their playing.” 
BBC Music Magazine 
 
“There's something intoxicating about the Elias String Quartet….Intensely absorbing, exquisitely 
considered....stunning.” 
The Philadelphia Inquirer 
 
“Spectacular….a perfectly balanced mix of vitality, depth, formal elegance and that playful, flirtatious wit that 
makes all of Haydn’s quartets so impossible to resist….A bold, often thrilling performance.” 
The Washington Post 
 
“This immensely talented string quartet has the rare quality of unforced spontaneity.” 
The Sunday Telegraph (London) 
 
“Magic moments abound…[an] ability to live and breathe each phrase with an enraptured sensitivity.” 
The Strad 
 
“The Elias is the best young quartet I’ve come across in years … There were times during the Kings Place 
concerts when the Elias’s first violin, Sara Bitlloch, with her soaring confidence, dazzling high register, rhythmic 
energy and, above all, beautiful portamenti (slides between notes), brought Menuhin’s playing to mind.” 
The Sunday Times (London) 
 
“Many think this young quartet will be the next Amadeus, and these performances support such a view. Their 
mutual rapport is obvious and their performance of Mozart’s ‘Dissonance’ Quartet (K. 465) reveals a deep affinity 
with the composer.” 
Sunday Telegraph (London) 
 
 “These are highly sensitive, touching performances.” 
Gramophone (Editor´s choice) 
 
“Imaginative, full-blooded playing and impeccable ensemble…triumphantly dramatic.” 
Classic FM Magazine (Editor´s choice) 
“Outstanding” 
The Guardian 
 
 “marvellous playing….poetic, charismatic, virtuosic” 
The Sunday Telegraph 

 “The Elias are a quite exceptional quartet.” 

Harriet Smith, Gramophone, May 2007 



Elias Quartet - Recordings 
 
Schumann: String Quartets Nos. 2 & 3 
 (Alpha) 
 
Beethoven: The Complete String Quartets – Volume 4 
Op. 18, No. 2 / Op. 59, No. 1 / Op. 127 
(Wigmore Live) 
 
Beethoven: The Complete String Quartets – Volume 3 
Op. 18, No. 3 / Op. 95 / Op.130 
(Wigmore Live) 
 
Beethoven: The Complete String Quartets – Volume 2 
Op. 18, No. 1 / Op. 132 / Quintet Op. 29 
(Wigmore Live) 
 
Beethoven: The Complete String Quartets – Volume 1 
Op. 18, No. 4 / Op. 74 “Harp / Op. 130 with Grosse Fuge Op. 133 
(Wigmore Live) 
 
Schumann/Dvorak: Piano Quintets, with Jonathan Biss, piano  
(Onyx ) 
 
Haydn: String Quartet in E flat Op. 64 No. 6 / Schumann: String Quartet in A minor Op. 41 No. 1 
(Wigmore Live) 
 
Britten: String Quartets No 2 & 3, Three Divertimenti  
 
Schubert: Quartettsatz D703, Mozart “Dissonance” Quartet K465, Mendelssohn Quartet Op44:2 
(Wigmore Live) 
 
Felix Mendelssohn: String Quartets, Op. 13, Op. 80 and Op 81 
(ASV Sanctuary) 



 



25/04/2017 Musica Viva Festival: Elias Quartet brings out best in Britten

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/music/musica-viva-festival-elias-quartet-brings-out-best-in-britten/news-story/a351d2ea1d3452ffa67e328b83df1275 1/3

THE AUSTRALIAN

Musica Viva Festival: Elias Quartet brings out best in Britten

Occasionally in a concert you hear a performance of such transcendent insight and emotional power that criticism
seems almost irrelevant. So it was with the Elias Quartet’s interpretation of Benjamin Britten’s third string quartet in
the opening concert of this year’s Musica Viva Festival.

Introducing the performance, the quartet’s second violinist, Don ald Grant, told us Britten wrote the work for the
Amadeus Quartet and it was premiered just days after the composer died in 1976.

The Elias Quartet later performed the piece for Norbert Brainin, the Amadeus Quartet’s first violinist. After they’d
finished, there was a long pause and then Brainin said, “Ben wrote his own death.”

The outstanding performance that followed proved Brainin right. It was gripping, compelling and deeply moving.
The Elias Quartet’s tightknit ensemble, excellent balances and superb tempo and dynamic control captured the
work’s ceaselessly changing moods and unusual structure.

The players’ rhythmic vitality and powerful attack invigorated the fast second and fourth movements while their
sustained, slowburning intensity created a harrowing account of the funer eal finale.

The concertopener by saxophonist Amy Dickson and pianist Amir Farid came closest in quality to that of the Elias
Quartet. Their captivating account of Florent Schmitt’s intriguing Legende realised its impressionistinfused
soundscape and mysteri ous, dreamlike atmosphere.

American pianist Lambert Orkis was one of the star performers of the 2013 Musica Viva Festival. Unfortunately, his
initial outing this year disappointed.

Orkis partnered the Goldner String Quartet in Schumann’s Piano Quintet. The main problem with their account was
inconsistent balance, when Orkis overshadowed his colleagues in the faster and louder sections. In softer, slower
passages, the group’s sound melded together well.

There were other difficulties. A preference for expansive tempos underplayed the work’s dramatic qualities, while
transitions were at times perfunctory, undermining structural coherence. Orkis’s inconsistent articulation disrupted
the flow of the scherzo and a heavyhanded account of the finale lacked sparkle.

The star of the evening was violinist Pinchas Zukerman, joined by his wife Amanda Forsyth (cello) and Angela
Cheng (piano) in an impassioned, appealing account of Dvorak’s Piano Trio No 4, Dumky.

The Zukerman Trio largely avoided the balance problems mentioned above.

Zukerman and Forsyth’s strongly projected contributions were cleverly matched by Cheng’s nuanced, crystalline
pianism.

Occasionally, Zukerman’s tone became abrasive and shrill, but otherwise he and Forsyth sustained luscious, richly
coloured sound.

Musica Viva Festival. Sydney Conservatorium of Music, April 20.

Pianist Amir Farid with saxophonist Amy Dickson for the
Musica Viva Festival.

MURRAY BLACK THE AUSTRALIAN 12:00AM April 25, 2017



Review: Elias Quartet introduces a skillful companion 
for Schumann Joshua Kosman April 2, 2019

The works of the standard classical repertoire must be get-
ting lonely. That’s the best explanation I can think up for 
the increasing frequency with which commissioners and 
performers — like helicopter parents arranging play dates 
for little Brittany and Kyle — are conjuring up companion 
pieces for them.

More and more often, it seems, a concertgoer is apt to en-
counter a familiar piece by, say, Beethoven or Bach paired 
with a recent response to it by a living composer. The most 
recent example came on Monday, April 1, during an adroit 
and often eloquent recital by the Elias String Quartet, pre-
sented in Herbst Theatre by San Francisco Performances.

In conjunction with Schumann’s A-Minor String Quartet, 
Op. 41, No. 1, the ensemble offered a new piece by British 
composer Sally Beamish that uses Schumann’s music as a 
launching pad for its own musical explorations. Beamish’s 
String Quartet No. 4, subtitled “Nine Fragments,” picks 
up thematic links from the earlier score and puts them 
through a series of fascinating permutations, proceeding 
backward through its source material.

Often the references are quite specific, and even central 
to the listener’s experience. No one, for instance, who 
heard Beamish’s treatment of Schumann’s lustrous opening 
instrumental chorale, or her transformation of his brusque, 
buoyant scherzo, could be said to really understand the lat-
ter piece unless the former was fresh in their mind.

Yet Beamish’s 20-minute opus, whose nine movements are 
both compact and full of character, has plenty of its own 
to offer as well. There’s a long and soulful soliloquy for 
the viola, which seems to revisit and rethink everything 
happening around it; there’s a brief episode involving a 
haunted calliope, all eerie pizzicatos and half-heard melo-
dies, and an odd but not unwelcome visit from Shostakov-
ich. The piece ends in a tender, diaphanous haze that harks 
back to Beamish’s own opening, and to Schumann’s music 
beyond that.

Still, for all its inventive appeal, “Nine Fragments” is clearly 
an appendage to Schumann’s score, an act of direct com-
mentary and even criticism. It accepts the premises of its 
creation, drawing its purpose from its predecessor.

Almost by necessity, then, the Elias Quartet — a nimble 
and wonderfully sweet-toned ensemble comprising violin-
ists Sara Bitlloch and Donald Grant, violist Simone van der 
Giessen and cellist Marie Bitlloch — programmed the two 
works back to back. In the group’s account, the Schumann 
emerged velvety and soft-edged, with an ingratiating sheen 
that was both lovely and slightly cloying; from time to time 
one wanted a jolt of raw energy to liven things up.

That jolt, fortunately, came after intermission, with a 
superb performance of Benjamin Britten’s String Quartet 
No. 2 that caught the expansive vigor of the composer’s 
writing. Even in the placid first movement, which the com-
poser marks “Allegro calmo,” there was an undercurrent of 
expressive urgency that enriched the texture of the music’s 
overarching stillness.

And in the enormous finale — the piece’s crowning 
achievement, whose encyclopedic set of variations pays 
tribute to Britten’s Baroque forebear Henry Purcell — the 
performers rose to new heights of fearless eloquence, 
casting each chapter in this long but tight-knit saga in a 
specific dramatic light. The encore — a poignant, graceful 
Scottish waltz that Grant announced without naming it — 
was the perfect ending.

Elias String Quartet
Photo: Kaupo Kikkas
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Beethoven
'The Complete String Quartets, Vol 4'
String Quartets -No 2, Op 18 No 2;
No 7, Op 59 No 1; No 12, Op 127
Elias Quartet
Wigmore Hall Live @ @ WHLlVE0089 012' • 
DDD)
Recorded live. November 1, 2014

You can tell a lot about a performance of 
Beethoven's Quartet Op 18 No 2
from its first bar. It's all in those eight demi-
semiquavers. Clockwork mechanism or fantasti-
cal flourish? Reviewing the first disc in the Elias 
Quartet's Beethoven cycle (4/15), Peter Quant-
rill remarked that the Eliases 'observe a certain 
classical propriety', and nothing in this latest 
release wholly contradicts that. The articulation 
is crisp and neat, the textures refined and trans-
parent.
But there's a lot more going on, too. First violin-
ist Sara Bitlloch scoops up those eight notes and 
gives them a little twirl, leaning ever so slightly 
forwards into the top of the phrase. An unmis-
takable fantasy is at work here; the subtlety and 
affection of the group's playi ng (and the finale 
is quite irresistibly springy) is coupled to rhyth-
mic drive and a questing collective imagina-
tion. As PQ put it, their classicism doesn't tame 

Beethoven's wildness but places it in its proper 
context.
So in Op 127 the openi.ng chords function as a 
springboard, rather than a gatepost. The rela-
tionship between fast and slow in this move-
ment never quite stabilises; instead, the Eliases 
find deep emotion between the cracks -teasing it 
out, lingering but never wallowing. They move 
purposefully through the greatAdagio, and the 
aching sweetness of Sara and (cellist) Marie 
Bitlloch's top registers makes for moments of 
melting beauty. Op 59 No 1 is perhaps the most 
unconventional interpretation here. The Eliases' 
first movement is predominantly lyrical rather 
than argumentative, throwing the weight of 
the conflict on to Beethoven's huge scberzando 
second movement. In the Adagio, there's an 
intensely inward sense of four distinct person-
alities articulating a shared tl'agedy.
All in all, tl10ugh, I'd say that first bar of Op 18 
No 2 sends exactly the right signals about this 
set: its combination of intelligence and imagina-
tion, and, above all, its sense of wonder at this 
music and the worlds it opens wide. Compari-
sons are invidious, but after such loving, inquisi-
tive performances the Alban Berg Quartet's 
1980s set (EMIlWarner) -my standard reference 
-felt extremely forceful (I don't say foursquare). 
The sound quality is excellent, and you mightn't 
realise that these performances were recorded 
live until you hear the applause. At which point 
you might well be moved to join in. Richard 
Bratby



SCHUMANN String Quartets 
Nos 2 & 3 (Elias Quartet)

Author: Andrew Farach-Colton

In 2010 the Elias Quartet played the first of 
Schumann’s three string quartets at Wigmore 
Hall – a richly characterised, open-hearted 
reading that was recorded and released on that 
venue’s in-house label. Now, at last, the Elias 
complete the cycle with concert recordings from 
Potton Hall in Suffolk. If you were as impressed 
by the Wigmore performance as I was, rest 
assured that these new accounts do not disap-
point, for I find them even more absorbingly 
detailed and emotionally generous.

Schumann composed these quartets as a birth-
day gift for Clara, writing at white heat so that 
the three works were completed in just seven 
weeks. The Doric Quartet (Chandos, 12/11) 
capture this sense of urgency, though with a 
magical, quicksilver touch. The Elias, on the 
other hand, take their time. It’s not that their 
performances are so much leisurely as they are 
elastic. The music breathes in their hands; and 
even when they stretch a phrase as if to feel its 
emotional weight, it still sounds natural and 
right. And it’s not that they only pull; they push, 
too. In the opening movement of the F major 
Quartet, for instance, listen to how they make 
the exposition repeat feel more eager and excit-
able. Then savour the exquisite rubato at 4'08" in 
the Andante quasi variazioni, with its foreshad-
owing of a Mahlerian Ländler. Some may be 
irritated by the way the Elias ease gradually into 
the main tempo of the finale; I’m charmed by it, 
particularly as it’s played differently each time 
this tune returns.

The A major Quartet is, to my ears, the jewel 
of the set, and the Elias play it with profound 
tenderness. How rapturously they play the first 
movement’s slow introduction, for example; 
even the rests are made to sound as expres-
sively necessary as the notes themselves. And in 
the second theme of the Allegro proper, where 
the cello sings to a palpitating accompaniment 
(at 1'36"), there’s a vulnerability so touching I 
could imagine Schumann’s heart asking ‘is this 
love too good to be true?’ Unlike the Stradivari 
Quartet (RCA, 4/18), the Elias are meticulous in 
observing dynamic markings, and their pianis-
simo playing can produce shivers of pleasure. 
Indeed, they find eloquence in the smallest 
detail, like the second violin’s strumming grace 
notes at 3'34" in the Adagio.

I could go on enumerating the myriad glories 
of these performances, but you get the idea. I 
continue to be delighted by the Doric’s record-
ing – and the Zehetmair’s (ECM, 6/03) – but the 
Elias’s has instantly become my favourite, and I 
can’t recommend it urgently enough.

May 2018



“Buy these two discs!” 
“[The Elias] are simply astounding, in the 
freshness, intensity, assurance, and seeming 
spontaneity of their playing.”

APRIL 2018



23 February 2018

THE STRAD RECOMMENDS

The Strad Issue: March 2018  
Description: Excellent live-recorded Beethoven series reaches its fourth instalment  
Musicians: Elias Quartet  
Works: BEETHOVEN String Quartets: no.2 in G major op.18 no.2, no.7 in F major 
op.59 no.1 ‘Rasumovsky’, no.12 in E flat major op.127  
Catalogue Number: WIGMORE HALL LIVE WHLIVE 0089/2 (2 CDs)

This is disc number four in the Elias’s complete Beethoven cycle, and very fine it is 
too. The G major Quartet op.18 no.2 has playing of constant understated sensitiv-
ity. The first movement abounds in subtle detail, and it all sounds entirely natural, 
such that one might wonder if the musicians are doing anything much at all – but 
of course they are. The scherzo is spring-heeled, with the phrase-shaping slightly 
heightened to bring wit and vitality, and in the finale they bounce off Beethoven’s 
accents, sometimes with gusto, at others gossamer light.

In the opening movement of the first ‘Rasumovsky’ Quartet op.59 no.1 the play-
ers sound both joyfully confident and seeming to encounter the music for the first 
time – and be constantly delighted at what they find. The clipped conversations 
of the second-movement Allegretto have a bone-dry humour to them. The third 
movement is an Adagio molto, a great musical paragraph beautifully sustained. The 
finale is full of earthy good humour. They set a broad tempo in the first movement 
of the E flat major Quartet op 127.

First violinist Sara Bitlloch plays with a beguiling sweetness of tone and a good 
sprinkling of portamento (a constant feature of her playing on the CD), through 
which Beethoven’s sudden disjointed outbursts come in vivid contrast. The ex-
pressive unfolding of the slow movement melody is spellbinding, and the varia-
tions are each wonderfully vivid in their own way. In the finale the bows bite into 
Beethoven’s staccato crotchets and the flowing quavers weave delightfully. It is a 
superb CD and an excellent recording.

TIM HOMFRAY

“The players sound both joyfully confident and seeming 
to encounter the music for the first time....A superb CD.”



One string quartet turned in an exquisitely detailed 
performance of Mozart’s Hunt quartet. Another steered 
a course back and forth between ardent and fiery in 
Brahms. Still another foursome processed Kurtag’s rigor 
with an exactitude almost frighteningly machinelike.

It was, of course, the same quartet performing all three 
works Wednesday night in the Kimmel’s Perelman. The 
Elias String Quartet has become one of the highlights in 
the Philadelphia Chamber Music Society‘s quartet se-
ries, and the depth of their stylistic malleability created 
the illusion of three different groups. And this wasn’t 
even the most impressive thing about the London-
based ensemble.

What has emerged from this fourth visit is how every 
single note has been thought about and phrase chiseled 
to realize a piece’s true character. When first violinist 
Sara Bitlloch opened the Mozart, the quartet K. 458 in 
B Flat Major, she gave those descending triplets not a 
clarion hunting call, but a sound more relaxed and nu-
anced. Every idea, even the slightly perturbed develop-
ment section, followed the same philosophy of sound. 
Players all maintained a noble mien, but gave each 
phrase a life elaborately shaped. Individualism within 
bounds.

The third and fourth movements were ensemble play-
ing on a sophisticated level. About the unison rhythms 
that ended the third movement: the perfection of 
unanimity with which the Elias hit those grace notes 
doesn’t generally happen in the mortal world. The 
subtle accommodations they made to each other in the 
fourth with pacing, balance, and dynamics suggested a 
single expressive organism.

Steely, terse, nocturnal, halting, nervously coiled, 
spooky and a continuous stream of non sequiturs. No 
one avoids the obvious contours of music — the ones 
we’ve been conditioned to listen for — the way Kurtág 
does. Which is both a very good reason to be grateful 
that the Elias played his Six Moments Musicaux (2005) 
and yet another reason to be awed by the ensemble. 
Kurtág offers up and claws back each emotion in a 
flash, which means players must be instantaneously 
convincing. They were. Finding meaning in it is a 
personal challenge for some listeners, but if a game, the 
Elias was a master. Most jaw-dropping feat: a texture 
so distantly quiet that you knew cellist Marie Bitlloch 
would never be able to come in with equal delicacy. 
And yet she did.

The Elias didn’t quite strike the same points of evolved 
interpretive thinking in the Brahms as in the other two 
works, though it didn’t matter much. The piece brought 
with it pianist Jonathan Biss, with his usual frisson as a 
bonus. In the Piano Quintet in F Minor, Biss and cellist 
Bitlloch blended sounds beautifully, and the way he 
dovetailed with the group — especially in the fourth 
movement — was a source of constant pleasure.

Here in Brahms, the group took more liberties than 
elsewhere, with violist Simone van der Giessen flashing 
a brighter sound (she is substituting for Martin Saving) 
amid the shifting colors of the first movement. Their 
ensemble precision snapped into place at critical points. 
Chief among them was in the marchlike third move-
ment when, after a sliver of silence, they showed that 
sudden unanimity can make for a sound explosion of 
the happiest kind.

Photo: PETE CHECCHIA
Pianist Jonathan Biss playing with the Elias String Quartet 
at the Perelman Theater on Wednesday night.

Elias String Quartet and  
Jonathan Biss: Happiness on a 
high plane 

FEBRUARY 22, 2018 
by Peter Dobrin, Classical Music Critic



“Unmistakable fantasy...coupled to rhythmic drive and a questing 
collective imagination.”

“[A] combination of intelligence and imagination, and, above all, 
[a] sense of wonder at this music and the worlds it opens wide.”



Elias String Quartet
(Wigmore Hall Live)

Kate Molleson
Thursday 7 December 2017

The world doesn’t need yet another recording of Beethoven’s string 
quartets, you might argue, but this terrific cycle from the Elias 
String Quartet demonstrates how fresh, probing and confrontation-
al a new account can be. The complete set was recorded live at the 
Wigmore Hall four years ago and is being released in tantalisingly 
slow instalments. Volume 4 covers early, middle and late-period 
Beethoven and the Elias distil the special energy of each: Op 18, 
No 2 is assertive and coltish, a dance of bright, volatile exchanges; 
Op 59, No 1, first of the Razumovsky quartets, is confident, glow-
ing, exploratory, while the mighty opening chords of Op 127, first 
of the late quartets, are a statement of intent for an interpretation of 
huge emotion, thought and vulnerability. It’s exciting playing, and 
a reminder of how the Elias players put every bit of themselves into 
their performances.
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BEETHOVEN String Quartets Nos 3, 11 & 13 
Author: Rob Cowan 
 

In case you cast an eye across the movement contents of Op 130 
and feel short-changed because Beethoven’s rewritten finale is 
included rather than the original Grosse fuge, fear not: Volume 1 
in the series (reviewed by Peter Quantrill, 4/15) includes an 
alternative performance (February 20, 2014) where that massive, 
gnarled denouement rounds things off ‘by giving each gesture the 
rhetorical space of a Bruckner finale’, as PQ appropriately puts 
it. The rounding off in this instance is almost as effective, tiny 
changes in pulse and dynamic, not to mention bringing to the 
fore significant inner voices, lending that closing Allegro a 
trenchant, animated feel that does indeed suggest a true finale. 
Fail in that respect and you’re left with a journey without 
destination; at least that’s how I hear it. 

Right from its Adagio opening, the first movement urges forwards, with firm sforzandos, then at 2'47" 
Marie Bitlloch’s sotto voce cello leads to Sara Bitlloch’s lead-violin-playing of the second subject, lifted 
on the shoulders of a marked portamento, with quiet, finely tensed ben marcato figures thereafter. The 
lead-in to the (essential) repeat is malleable, the trance-like development (from 9'23") pulsing away 
gently, with meaningful embellishments intensifying the mood. This is characterful, well-paced playing, 
the Trio to the Presto second movement gutsy and rasping; and note how beautiful the preparatory 
phrases for the Andante sound, leaning dolefully before the cello takes the music into a more playful 
place. The Cavatina attempts to express the inexpressible, most famously at the point when the first violin 
is marked beklemmt – oppressed, anguished, like a stifled sob (from 5'12") – here so fragile and delicate, 
Sara Bitlloch’s playing somewhat reminiscent of Adolf Busch. 

As to the D major, Op 18 No 3, Bitlloch leads yearningly into the opening two bars, almost as if the 
music starts andante (which it doesn’t), though once into the Allegro there’s plenty of light and shade to 
arrest one’s attention. This is another fine performance, very key-conscious. So too is Op 95, even within 
the first minute or so, with numerous varieties of attack and dynamic, while the startled third movement is 
very much a deer caught in the headlights, and the finale, again thoughtfully prepared, dances away with 
just a hint of desperation about it. 

These are in many respects remarkable performances but how do they stack up against the competition? 
The Belcea Quartet (Zig-Zag Territoires, 1/13, 8/13) match the Elias for intelligence but are less 
conspicuous on the portamento front, in case that concerns you, while the Takács (Decca, my favoured 
option all-round) falls somewhere between the two. But what’s for sure is that all three ensembles convey 
the essence of these timeless masterpieces. 
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Whether Schumann said it elsewhere 
with greater clarity or more punch grew 
unimportant Wednesday night when the 
Elias String Quartet played his String 
Quartet in F Major, Op. 41, No. 2. The 
piece can be trying. But the point is, 
the playing was so exquisitely worked 
out and rendered with such love that it 
probably will never attract a better guide 
to its oddly special qualities.

If talking about love in the realm of 
string quartets seems arbitrary, con-
sider the full achievement of the Elias’ 
Philadelphia Chamber Music Society 
appearance at the Perelman Theater. 
In Schumann, Haydn, and Beethoven, 
devotion to a collective sound and soul 
of a piece was scrupulously observed, 
but as an act of striking modesty. When 
a figure in the Schumann got passed 
from one player to the next, pitch and 
timbre differences were nonexistent. 
Cellist Marie Bitlloch’s pizzicato and 
violinist Sara Bitlloch’s melody bent in 
time with what can only be described as 
a clairvoyant understanding. This is real 
quartet playing.

Collective strengths, however, by no 
means existed to mask individual weak-
nesses. The London-based Elias boasts a 

foursome of absolute equals: expressive-
ly adventurous violinists Sara Bitlloch 
(who happens to be a Curtis graduate) 
and Donald Grant, and the velvety ideal 
shared by violist Martin Saving and cel-
list Marie Bitlloch.

A variety of musical temperaments 
emerged in startling detail. They found 
humor in Haydn’s String Quartet in 
C Major, Op. 54, No. 2 by isolating its 
opening gestures. Sara Bitlloch liberated 
the first violin melodies of the second 
movement by giving them an impro-
vised feel. The group highlighted the 
best in the Schumann, a first movement 
full of coy sighs and, rare to this com-
poser, carefree thoughts.
Beethoven’s String Quartet in C Major, 
Op. 59, No. 3, “Razumovsky,” came with 
a minor struggle or two - the final fugato 
is almost there - but, really, these mo-
ments mattered not at all. Musical values 
showed something much bigger. The 
second movement’s forte-piano accents 
came like small jolts, slightly suspend-
ing time. Grant and Saving rendered 
their third-movement runs as a series of 
astonishingly quick, yet finely wrought, 
strands. Voices ducked in and out and 
technique calmed challenge, but the 
Elias remained, in every way, a single 
stunning organism.
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With a Still Small Voice,  
Onward Came Elias
by Lee Eiseman

If earthquake and fire made no bibli-
cal visitation in Sandy Bay last night 
during Elias String Quartet’s Rock-
port Music debut, the almighty voice 
of Beethoven nevertheless sounded 
with precision and distinctiveness. 
In this golden age of string quartet 
playing, spectacular chops no longer 
suffice: possession of a personal 
sound and interpretative philosophy 
stand as the major differentiators of 
one group from another.

The London-based devotees of Elijah 
brought an astonishing quiet inten-
sity to a rapt house; not a cough was 
heard, and indeed the visceral silence 
reached such a minus level that a 
cell phone on vibrate (this just had 
to come at the reverent final bars of 
the Heiliger Dankgesang movement) 
provoked widespread annoyance. 
More pianississimo playing we have 
never heard.

Overall, the foursome disclosed its 
own brand of artfully hesitating lyri-
cal impulse—unanimous to a fare-
the-well, of course, but also possess-
ing freshness and wonder. This was 
that rare ensemble that sounded in 
person even better than on its excel-
lent recordings. To a work from each 
of Beethoven’s three periods, they 
voiced a seemingly contradictory 
shy exuberance, rising as needed in 
power without ever turning gritty or 
unrefined. In the analytical acoustic 
of the Shalin Liu Center, the affect 
was impeccable.

The Adagio affettuoso ed appas-
sionato movement from Op. 18, 
No. 1 best epitomized first violinist 
Sara Bitlloch’s impulse to dedicate 
the concert to memory of the Paris 
bombing victims. Opening with a 
quiet expectancy, the musical prayers 
swelled into a profoundly longing 
memorial to the executed Parisians. 
With restrained soulfulness rather 
than pumped-up sobbing, cellist 
Marie Bitlloch spun out the sorrow-
ful theme—and the performance was 
better for that artistic restraint. And 
the variations seared as a conse-
quence of the earlier restraint. These 
players never oversold or pushed, 
rather they let Beethoven’s medita-
tions come to us directly. Note to my 
executors: this is what I want for my 
funeral.

The scherzo’s alternating figures 
somehow subordinated to the quartet 
marriage with less strife than many 
interpreters evince, but some sharp 
elbows still contended. Where other 
quartets merely raced, the Elias found 
songful brightness and unabashed 
individuality.

The final allegro flew past in a 
surpassingly glittering and mercu-
rial span. Scales and runs were at the 
same time purposeful and perfect. 
This movement most epitomized the 
group’s sound: delicacy underpinned 
with spine. Perhaps an early music 
clarity, but it arrived with nuance, 
winks, long lines and impossibly long 
Luftpausen.

Elias String quartet (file photo)
Elias String quartet (file photo)
In the steadiest soft playing imagin-
able, the introduction to Op. 59 No. 

3 almost blinded us with vibratoless 
quiet intensity until the andante 
moto(r)ed in un-agitated excite-
ment under seemingly endless slurs, 
though clarified by tremendous 
subtleties of articulation. Sarah B’s 
brilliant mini-cadenzas never over-
matched the other players, including 
Marie B’s rapidly speaking cello; the 
latter’s heartbeat pizzicati through 
the second movement were the most 
varied and interesting we have ever 
heard. And in that quasi allegretto, 
the operatic outbursts of the upper 
strings supported an angelic aria 
from the first violin. The menuetto 
spun as if on ball-bearing turn-
tables—with nary a galumph. The 
concluding fugue raced fearlessly, 
catching its breath in a sumptuous 
ritard before emphatically concluding 
the most satisfyingly and electrically 
alert performance of a Beethoven 
quartet that I have ever heard.

Op 132 began with an otherworldly, 
caged agitation, and perfectly chan-
neled all of Beethoven’s valedic-
tory mood swings. If this foursome 
avoided some of the relentlessness 
that other foursomes bring to late 
Beethoven, they perhaps failed to 
stress its modernity. And I’m not sure 
I could detect any changes in playing 
style as works from the three periods 
unfolded. Some of that may be due 
to how the Shalin Liu Center seems 
to bottle-up the sound. In a differ-
ent space we might have heard more 
amplitude, and diabolic craziness, but 
all night long we nevertheless felt an 
irresistible compulsion to listen in to 
the awestruck, elegiac elegance of a 
major foursome.

Lee Eiseman is the publisher of the 
Intelligencer.
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For all the boldness of 
both the dots and their 
execution, the Elias 
Quartet observe a cer-
tain Classical propriety 
which does not do-
mesticate Beethoven’s 
more feral inspirations 
but places his inno-
vation in its proper 

context. Done with light hands, the Trio of Op 
18 No 4 has an easy-going charm that serves to 
accentuate the otherwise dominant key of fierce 
tension. Nowhere do the Elias push the tempo 
to unreasonable extremes; rather tone-colour is 
an important and individual means of expres-
sion, including pure tone and sul ponticello in 
the spectral Presto of Op 130 and a keening 
portamento that would not feel out of place in 

Bartók or Ligeti and yet here gropes for tonal 
certainty in the dark introduction to Op 74, 
before the sun comes out in the Allegro and its 
famous ‘harp’ countermelody, which has rarely 
deserved the nickname less: no pretty imitation 
here. Still the steep and rugged passage through 
the development doesn’t thicken the body of 
their sound, which remains as distinctively slim 
and lithe as it was on their superb debut CD of 
Mendelssohn (10/09).

Those recordings were led from the front with 
unstinting courage by Sara Bitlloch, and I hear 
that quality in the slow movements especially of 
Op 74 and Op 130: how unafraid she is of the 
melodic snowline, how securely her colleagues 
are roped behind her. And if the Grosse Fuge is 
patched from this single performance, it isn’t 
obvious: either way it’s an astonishing achieve-
ment, to make the piece feel for once like a plau-
sible finale and not a monolith, by giving each 
gesture the rhetorical space of a Bruckner finale 
and not grinding every dissonance into your ear. 
Lengthy applause is retained and deserved.

Peter Quantrill

Beethoven
‘The Complete String Quartets, Vol 1’
String Quartets - String Quartet No. 4, Op 18 No 4; 
No. 10, ‘Harp’, Op 74; No 13, Op 130 (with Grosse 
Fuge, Op 133)
Elias Quartet 
Wigmore Hall Live WHLIVE0073 (114’ DDD) 
Recorded live, February 20, 2014
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Elias String Quartet's enchanted evening 
Peter Dobrin, Inquirer Classical Music Critic  

Thursday, March 13, 2014  
 

There's something intoxicating about the Elias 
String Quartet. It was no mystery that the group 
was able to cast a spell Tuesday night in a 
newish Sally Beamish work, the String Quartet 
No. 3, with those spiritual Gaelic atmospherics. 
But for its Philadelphia Chamber Music Society 
visit, the Elias brought Haydn, personalizing the 
F major, Op. 77, No. 2 quartet to the point of 
instantly rendering every other performance in 
the listener's memory as but a pale stab. 

The third movement "Andante" was a landmark 
statement, intensely absorbing, exquisitely 
considered - a piece in itself, really. The main 
tune seems unremarkable, an understated if 
proud march. But the Elias gave it a storyline. 

The tune keeps repeating, but around it grows 
all manner of embellishment, like a pilgrim on a 
journey. The Elias tended these developments 
so lovingly that when the arrival point came and 
went, and the spare version of the theme 
reappeared at the end, simple and muted, it had 
the paradoxically powerful impact of a church 
organ wheezing in the distance. 

Remarkably, other moments Tuesday night 
came close. The Elias uses vibrato, but not 
automatically, and sometimes not at all, a 
strategy that, combined with soft attacks and a 
very blended sound, gave the whole of the 
Haydn a charming, ancient quality. 

How would this sound lie upon Schumann's 
Piano Quintet in E flat major (Op. 44)? Here the 
players shifted identity. Still blended, still 
magnificently colored, the quartet absorbed the 
addition of pianist Jonathan Biss like a shared 
confidence. Dialogue is written into the piece, 
with the piano sometimes an adversary of the 
strings, and other times re-creating their sounds 
from the keyboard. The solo lines were like brief 
concertos - cellist Marie Bitlloch and violist 
Martin Saving were particularly stirring. 

With Biss' imaginative sense of phrasing, the 
group not only solved transitional moments that 
trip up others, but also clarified Schumann's 
emotional intentions to stunning effect. 

  

The Elias String Quartet: Sara Bitlloch and Donald Grant, 
violins; Martin Saving, viola; Marie Bitlloch cello.  
ETTORE CAUSA  
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The Elias Quartet at the Library of Congress 
 
By  Stephen Brookes,   Published: March 9  
 
If, like any sensible person, you love the string quartets of Joseph Haydn with a passion beyond 
all reason, you would have done well to be at the Library of Congress on Friday night. The Elias 
Quartet — a youngish, much-admired outfit out of Britain — was in town, and opened its rather 
spectacular recital with the Quartet in F major, Op. 77, No. 2: the last (and maybe the greatest) 
quartet Haydn wrote. 
 
The Elias players don’t have a particularly rich sound — the word “astringent” comes to mind — 
but they make up for it with deft phrasing, a fine sense of dramatic pacing and seamless 
ensemble work. But even more impressive was the interpretive complexity they brought to the 
Haydn, a perfectly balanced mix of vitality, depth, formal elegance and that playful, flirtatious 
wit that makes all of Haydn’s quartets so impossible to resist.  
 
There’s not a lot of flirtatious wit in Gyorgy Kurtag’s “Officium breve in memoriam Andreae 
Szervánszky, Op. 28.” It’s better described as a “voiceless requiem in 15 parts” (as lead violinist 
Sarah Bitloch put it), and it’s steeped in almost unbearable sorrow. But it’s a delicately beautiful 
work as well, whose concise, resonant fragments blossom into perfect little haikus of sound, as 
if the mysteries of the universe were being whispered into your ears. The Elias players turned in 
a subtle, intricately detailed reading. 
 
The evening closed with Beethoven’s Quartet in E minor, Op. 59, No. 2, one of the great 
“Razumovsky” quartets. The Elias players’ rather bright sound — which served them so well in 
the Haydn and Kurtag — may have been a slight drawback here, but it was a bold, often thrilling 
performance nonetheless, from the cosmic meditations of the “Molto Adagio” (which 
Beethoven said he wrote after “contemplating the harmony of the spheres”) to the galloping 
“Presto” that closes the work. But some of the most purely enchanting music of the evening 
came in the encore, a Scottish “Lament for Mulroy” by Donald Grant, the ensemble’s second 
violinist. 
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