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 “Openness”, Gidon Kremer once said, is his life’s guiding principle, “openness towards everything new“. The great violinist was speaking not only of contemporary composition for which he has tirelessly proselytized, but also of a willingness to explore unfamiliar settings and new contexts for well-known works. Reevaluating standard repertoire has been one of the themes of his work with Kremerata Baltica, the ensemble of gifted young musicians he founded in 1997. The ensemble’s interpretative skills are well-displayed in this recording of Franz Schubert’s String Quartet in G major in the arrangement for string orchestra by Victor Kissine. Recorded at the church at Lockenhaus, where Kremer has directed his annual chamber music festival since 1981, the spatial dimension of the sound seems like an aural analogy to the violinist’s credo of openness.

Of course open-mindedness does not rule out fidelity: for many years Kremer has shown a special affinity for Schubert. Few other contemporary violinists have paid such close attention to the work of the Viennese master. Alongside the central violin works, Kremer has previously recorded (for Deutsche Grammophon) the three Sonatinas and a host of smaller pieces in exemplary interpretations, drawn to the fragile beauty of Schubert’s music as well as to its frequent fractures and ruptures. Kremer’s fine-nerved musicianship addresses both aspects, while the immense technical challenges appeal to the virtuoso in him. He has also returned frequently to Schubert’s chamber music, in the case of the quartet literature working intensively on Schubert’s final contribution to this genre, the 1826 G major String Quartet.

In bringing Kissine’s orchestration of this work into the repertoire of Kremerata Baltica, Kremer combined a quasi didactical aspect – the intention to introduce the players to profound compositions – with a personal wish to illumine these works in new ways by interpreting them with young partners. In the course of close collaboration with Kremer, Kissine’s orchestration of Schubert’s G major quartet met with vital modifications and refinements. The correspondence between interpreter and arranger, reproduced in part in the CD booklet, indicates how scrupulously they have endeavoured to meet the spirit of Schubert’s score.

Victor Kissine, born in St Petersburg in 1953 and a Belgian resident since 1990, has created an extensive compositional œuvre that covers a wide range of genres and instrumentation. His orchestration of Schubert addresses the evident orchestral qualities of this piece, but furthermore creates a precisely graded spectrum, from intimate solo quartet to voluminous tutti – a perfect example can be heard right at the beginning of the first movement. Every pizzicato of the contrabass, every voicing of a chord, but mostly the extremely differentiated orchestral forces between solo und tutti are meticulously embedded in the formal context.”
The Observer,
08.10.2005

Anthony Holden
   « Sacrilege? No, it's remarkably beautiful, and testament to the great violinist Gidon Kremer's guiding principle of 'openness towards everything new'. Schubert's last quartet is as ripe for orchestration as 'Death and the Maiden', adapted by Mahler. This time, the work has been done by the Russian-born, Belgian resident Victor Kissine, whose extremely faithful - nay loving - approach is explained in depth in his exchanges with Kremer in the sleevenotes. In this world-premiere recording, Kremer and his expert proteges play the 'new' piece with as much affection as excitement, bouncing from solo to tutti with an enthusiasm you will find infectiou »  

The Times

Geoff Brown
  « For much of the time, Kissine scores the music almost as a concerto grosso, with phrases regularly tossed from a solo quartet to the surrounding ensemble. The scheme opens the door for multitudinous shades of timbre, always pursued with the object of teasing out meaning and purpose from Schubert’s leisurely, sometimes elusive, epic. The effect is like viewing a familiar statue from an unfamiliar position; facets half hidden suddenly loom before you. It’s a fascinating and often enlightening interpretation, and beautifully played. »  

Gramophone,
 december 2005
	December 2005
	“This transcription involves a constant interchange, bar by bar, between the full string ensemble of 25 and a string quartet with Kremer joined by the leaders of the relevant sections. The arrangement reinforces the power of this masterpiece and Kremer inspires a deeply felt and expressive performance. ...a fascinating experiment, and, though unlikely to supplant the original quartet version, it is well worth hearing.”


 SchubertString Quartet No 15, D887 (arr Kissine) Kremerata Baltica / Gidon Kremer vn ECM New Series 476 1939 (55' • DDD)

    “Full strings certainly show Schubert's great final quartet in a different light 1.11 Victor Kissine's originalSchubert's G major String Quartet was, arrangement of according to Gidon Kremer, 'virtually unplayable'. But after a lengthy interchange of views, the final result was unveiled in 2003.

It is quite unlike the string arrangements of Schubert's Death and the Maiden Quartet by Mahler and of late Beethoven quartets by various hands. This transcription involves a constant interchange, bar by bar, between the full string ensemble of 25 and a string quartet with Kremer joined by the leaders of the relevant sections. The solo quartet is not set in contrast with the main body of strings so much as forming part of it; the warm, reverberant recording gives substantial weight to the quartet, matching that of the full ensemble.

The arrangement reinforces the power of this masterpiece and Kremer inspires a deeply felt and expressive performance. True, the pathos is underlined and the strength of the fortissimo writing enhanced, notably in the central development section of the first movement. Yet next to the finest quartet performances the result tends to sound fussy. That first movement offers a repeat of the exposition section — unlike most quartet recordings — making it an epic 22 minutes as Kremer adopts speeds rather slower than usual, with a tendency to broaden the expressive moments.

The tendency to fussiness is reduced in the other three movements, with the Scherzo and finale both exhilarating in their power, virtuosity and rhythmic resilience. This is a fascinating experiment and, though unlikely to supplant the original quartet version, it is well worth hearing.”

The Telegraph
08.10.2005
Richard Wigmore
     Schubert: String Quartet in G, D887 (orchd Victor Kissine)

 Kremerata Baltica, dir Gidon Kremer  ECM New Series 1883,

    “Even more than the Death and the Maiden, Schubert's late G major Quartet consistently strains the medium to breaking point. The first two movements are full of frenzied, even nightmarish, eruptions that seem to demand the power of an orchestra. Gidon Kremer has rightly dubbed Schubert's original "virtually unplayable". But "virtually" is the operative word. And, as with Beethoven's Grosse Fuge, part of the thrill of a good performance is the sense of four players striving against near-impossible odds.

This sense of struggle and vulnerability is inevitably mitigated in a performance with multiple strings, even one as passionately committed as the Kremerata Baltica's. Too often the music sounds too comfortable. But there is no denying the skill of Victor Kissine's arrangement, which transforms the quartet into a 19th-century concerto grosso, with full strings alternating with a solo quartet.

There are some haunting sonorities, as when glassy violins oscillate above a doleful solo cello in the andante (conceived here as a funeral march rather than a stoical trudge), while in its orchestral garb the massive first movement often sounds like a lost Bruckner symphony.”

Arkiv Music
Jerry Dubin
   “Generally, I do not favor full string-ensemble transcriptions of string quartets, but this one is different. Victor Kissine’s carefully graded dynamics and instrumentation alterations seem to me to help clarify some of Schubert’s opaque and impenetrable writing. This transcription is not a simple case of making multiple copies of parts and having massed string sections play them in unison, as was a recent transcription of Beethoven’s op. 127 String Quartet by Murray Perahia. In contrast, Kissine has both added to and subtracted from what Schubert wrote, not in actual content, but in context. Pizzicato octave doublings are added in the bass, for example, where they tend to reinforce an otherwise vague harmonic progression. In an equal but opposite way, bowing indications such as sul tasto (over the fingerboard) and flautando (breathy or airy like a flute), and the use of mutes are aimed at lightening textures that, in Kissine’s words, “are too blurred, like a water-color after a rainstorm.” The result is exceptionally effective. Schubert himself might be surprised at what a beautiful piece of music his quartet is, after all”.

ClassicalNet                                                                   Raymond Tuttle, 
   « There's a long tradition of taking string quartets and turning them into works for string orchestra. Schubert's quartets, with their symphonic breadth and depth, frequently have been treated in this manner, and so have Beethoven's and Shostakovich's, among others. (But can you imagine doing this to, say, Debussy's String Quartet?) One could simply take the original quartet parts and assign them to the corresponding orchestral sections, but that naive approach doesn't necessarily work and could be, in fact, musically disastrous for many reasons.

Schubert's final string quartet, apart from its first movement, was not played in the composer's lifetime because of its perceived technical challenges for the performers, and its intellectual challenges for the listeners. In terms of its length and emotional intensity, there is nothing like it in Schubert's output. It bursts the string quartet genre wide open, and therefore seems to be a particularly strong candidate for arrangement for string orchestra.

This new arrangement has been created by Victor Kissine, a contemporary and friend of Gidon Kremer, who originally began to create it for Yuri Bashmet's ensemble, the Moscow Soloists. Kissine definitely did not take the naive approach in this arrangement, in which (paradoxically) many details have been changed to bring the arrangement as close as possible to the spirit of the original. One analogy might be the makeup that actors must apply to their faces before appearing on stage: close up, it can look almost freakish, but from our seats in the auditorium, the effect is so natural that the actors seem not to be wearing makeup at all.

For some time, this arrangement was a "work in progress" for Kissine, Kremer, and Kremer's Kremerata Baltica, and part of its evolution is traced in ECM's booklet through a series of letters exchanged by Kissine and Kremer. The outcome, at least as it is presented on this CD, is utterly convincing and, well … Schubertian. Kissine's arrangement never feels like a cheapening or a coarsening of the original, which sometimes can be the case in projects like this. The quartet's terrors and tensions remain intact, and so does its frightening intimacy. In principle, I don't love the idea of turning string quartets into works for string orchestra, but if you're going to do it, this is how it should be done. Kremerata Baltica plays it with desperate passion, yet the music is not sensationalized. The recording was made in 2003, in the Pfarrkirche St. Nikolaus in Lockenhaus, and is admirably clean and atmospheric. »
