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to browse record shops: a favourite
haunt was the Anglo-Soviet music
shop, just next to Foyles. Early
in 1971 I stumbled on something
totally unexpected: an LP of “Quartet No.13”. I had no idea such a work
existed, let alone that it was over a
year old! I devoured it avidly as soon
as I reached my room in King’s:
again, I was dumbstruck at what I
heard. We hadn’t yet attempted no.
12, so I wasn’t really prepared for the
note rows—and especially the blatant
atonality of the extraordinarily weird
central section in no. 13. Neither was
I ready for the harrowing experience
this work delivers. It still disturbs me
now, as much as it has always done.
Once we got to York later that
year, we determined to play it there.
But how, given that no material was
available. Where to obtain it? An old
friend from Clare College reminded
me that the usual way to get hold of
a new piece was to write to the composer: the rest is FSQ history. I wrote
to Shostakovich, he replied, and then
the music arrived, along with a promise to come and hear it! "(By great
good fortune the composer was due
to be in Britain in November 1972).
He kept that promise—as he always
did thereafter, notably with each new
quartet as it was written. His death
was one of my first experiences of
real bereavement. But before that
we had been lured by Decca into the
studio, to record the last two quartets:
being a huge commercial company
their motivation was to be the first—
which they were! We weren’t really
ready for such exposure, but we did
our best—wonderfully enabled by
our marvellous recording team, led
by the incomparable Peter Wadland.
The discs were well received, and we
quickly (too quickly) found ourselves
going back four more times to record
the rest of the cycle.
What we gained—apart from an
international profile—was a deep
inner authority, allowing us to tackle
other areas of the vast repertoire (for
example, Beethoven) with a confidence and assurance which could only
have come through our association
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with Shostakovich. This felt like
a deeply spiritual connection, one
which far outlasted his limited time
on this planet. This connection has
been passed on through more personnel changes than we might have
liked: as the only surviving original
FSQ player over all 50 years, I’m
bound to ask myself time and again
what it is about me that has driven all
those people away…..! It’s likely that,
as the age of 70 approaches, Lucy,
Marcus, and Sally will outlast me.
I hope so, because the Fitzwilliam’s
future is in their hands, not mine. As
if to set out their stall, they recently
persuaded me to return to those last
three quartets in our recording venue.
For many reasons 13/14/15 did need
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re-making—not least on account of
mistakes in the hand-copied instrumental parts (however I still use
mine!). It’s a risky business, re-recording something which has already
proved successful: however 45 years
of living with this music can bring a
certain wisdom, which was inaccessible to us 25-year-olds—whatever
the virtues of raw youth. What people
will hear in 2019 are essentially the
same performances—but having now
passed the age when Shostakovich
wrote these works I will gladly affirm
that my colleagues have made this
great music their own, just as much
as we once did.
- Alan George

