
Dramatic 
visions
Intense, theatrical, demanding – Wolfgang Rihm’s string 
pieces inspire a raft of reactions. As the composer celebrates 
his 60th birthday this month, DAvID Kettle asks quartet 
players how they take on the challenges of his work
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Wolfgang Rihm 
celebrates his 60th 

birthday on 13 March
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T hink of a few composers who  
have written great cycles of string 
quartets. You’ve probably come up with 
Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, 
and maybe Bartók and Shostakovich. 

Wolfgang Rihm? He’s probably not on your list – for 
which you can be forgiven. Despite being one of 
the most respected and prolific composers around 
today, his music is relatively little-known, certainly 
in the UK and US.

But Rihm, who celebrates his 60th birthday this 
month, is a mighty presence as far as the string 
quartet is concerned. In January the great German 
composer was the focus of the biennial string 
quartet festival at Paris’s Cité de la Musique, where 
ensembles from around the world gathered to 
perform his entire output for string quartet. there 
are 13 numbered quartets, numerous other pieces 
for the ensemble, and several works for larger groups 
that have prominent roles for quartets, including his 
‘Concerto’ for string quartet and orchestra (2000) and 
Et Lux (2009) for string and vocal quartets.

In fact, it was an early piece for string quartet 
and orchestra – Morphonie – that first made Rihm’s 
name, at the 1974 contemporary music festival 
in Donaueschingen. But what makes his pieces so 
enthralling is that right from the start, Rihm seemed 
intent on moving German music away from the 
cold, academic, abstract concerns of its recent past 
into heated emotion and vibrant expressivity. And 
he uses every means available to do so, exploring 
the strange worlds between sound and noise in his 
eighth Quartet, for instance, or seeming to wallow 
in intense German Romanticism in his third, or 
calling on his players to shout out in the tenth.

Why has the string quartet remained so important 
to Rihm? It might be to do with his engagement with 
the past, as shown by the Mahlerian or Bruckner-
style passages that suddenly emerge from the most 
dissonant counterpoint in some of his pieces. He has 
said that for him, the term ‘string quartet’ refers to the 
ensemble of players rather than to a musical genre with 
a particular tradition, which goes some way towards 
explaining why it’s the place where he conducts some 
of his most daring musical experiments.

But although Rihm’s music is high on expression, 
there’s no doubt that it is fearsomely difficult. What 
do players think of it? Here, quartet members talk 
about their experience of playing Rihm’s pieces, 
their particular challenges and what makes them 
so fascinating.

Jonathan Brown  
Violist, Casals Quartet

we’Ve played two pieCes by rihm, both of them 
short — his Selbsthenker! in Paris, and previously his 
Grave: In memoriam Thomas Kakuska. they are both very 
emotionally direct works, and although you can see the 
intellectual rigour behind them, they’re not in any way 
abstract, cold, calculated pieces. they are hot-blooded and 
emotional. Grave is much more lyrical and contemplative, 
for obvious reasons, and Selbsthenker! is much more 
aggressive. it is a hyper-charged piece, both rhythmically 
and sonically. rihm asks for all sorts of unconventional 
sounds — suddenly using the maximum pressure of bow 
on the bridge, for example, which produces a sound that’s 
beyond scratching, a really ugly sound. he’s looking for 
dramatic effect with these techniques. We had to learn to 
grit our teeth and make sounds that we’ve been trained 
not to enjoy, and bring out the dramatic elements. that 
took some getting used to.

Selbsthenker! is almost an opera without words, where 
the text has been removed, but the essence of the drama  
is still there. this sort of theatrical aspect is important to 
rihm. if you follow the instructions on the score, it’s almost 
impossible not to play it in a very dramatic way. it’s an 
enjoyable piece to work on, though. not everything is 
obvious on the surface — it’s hard work, but you don’t get 
bored playing this music. 

‘we have to learn to 
grit our teeth and make 
sounds that we’ve been 
trained not to enjoy’
Jonathan Brown, Casals Quartet

Jonathan Brown (second left) finds 
Rihm’s works ‘hard but not boring‘
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petr holman
Violist, Zemlinsky Quartet

we’Ve played two Quartets by rihm —  
the first was the twelfth, which we played at 
the Borciani string quartet competition in 2002, 
and we’ve just played the tenth at the cité de 
la Musique in Paris. rihm writes music with a 
very specific character that for me is sometimes 
quite aggressive, certainly very strong.

in the tenth Quartet, the first and third 
movements are both very slow. the first 
movement is pizzicato throughout, and 
suddenly in the middle of the movement the 
quartet says ‘ká-ta’ — it’s not exactly clear what 
this means, but it might be the beginning 
of the word ‘catastrophe’, because the third 
movement is called ‘strophe’. the third 
movement uses a lot of harmonics, natural 
and artificial, and to us it seems quite similar 
to Kurtág.

But the second movement, which is called 
‘Battaglia/Follia’, is the most important.  
to reflect the ‘battaglia’ in the title, you hit 
the strings with the hair of the bow, battuto. 
combined with that are some other sound 
effects — chords, harmonics, glissandos, 
occasionally a run in one or two of the 
instruments. it also quotes ‘La folia’, the 
famous melody from the Baroque period, 
and there’s also a quotation of a very simple 
German children’s song. Was he writing the 
piece when one of his kids was disturbing 
him? i don’t know. i also have kids and  
i know what it’s like to be disturbed when 
you’re trying to work!

luCas Fels  Cellist, arditti Quartet

when wolFgang rihm first became 
famous, in the 1970s and 1980s, 
there was a much more intellectual 
approach to music, but he did 
something completely different. 
his music is very expressive. it’s an 
expression of everything about him 
— his life, his thinking, his knowledge, 
his interests, his loves.

i think i’ve played more than 
20 pieces by rihm, as a soloist, in 
ensembles and in the arditti Quartet. 
i’ve played six of his numbered 
quartets. technically, quite a few of 
his pieces are very demanding — the 
twelfth Quartet, for example, or 
the Fifth, which we’ve just played in 
Paris. Very often he doesn’t indicate 
a tempo, but instead writes ‘as fast 
as possible’, and if you really want 
to get the right character of the 
music, it’s hardly playable. he makes 
huge demands on the performer. 
it’s as though the expressivity goes 
beyond what we’re normally capable 
of. Very often he has an idea about 
what we in the quartet can do, or 

could do, even if it’s something we’ve 
never done before. But even in his 
craziest music, where you might feel 
like you’re almost destroying your 
instrument, there’s always something 
very convincing about it. as a player, 
you immediately know how to play it.

the third Quartet is famous 
because of its almost Mahlerian 
sound and the romantic elements 
that he uses in the piece. in a way 
he’s always referring to the repertoire 
of the past. it’s as though he is saying 
he’s part of the past — there’s a part of 
him that’s a typical German romantic.

his latest quartet, which we’ve 
just premiered, is a great piece. it 
has enormous drive and is very 
demanding. his music is really 
enjoyable to play. i find there’s music 
that i think is fantastic but isn’t a 
pleasure to play, and there’s lots of 
music that i love to play, though  
i know it isn’t too interesting in  
itself. But rihm’s music really has 
both sides — it’s great to play and  
is great music.
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Lucas Fels (second left) 
detects Mahlerian influence 
in the third quartet

Petr holman (far right) 
finds the tenth quartet 
similar to Kurtág
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pierre morlet  Cellist, diotima Quartet

rihm’s Quartets are such different 
pieces. We recently played the First 
Quartet for the first time, and we’ve 
played the Eighth Quartet several times. 
the First Quartet, written in 1970 is 
still a student piece. it has a surprise at 
the end — there is a long silence very 
near the finish, and just before it there 
are some ppp bars with one tremolo 
and just two or three notes from the 
first violin. it’s as if the music has been 
destroyed. this is because one of rihm’s 
teachers at the time told him  
it wasn’t possible to write a string quartet 
in the 1970s, so rihm decided not to 
write a proper conclusion to this quartet. 
it’s like he’s interpreting the words of his 
teacher by killing the quartet.

after we sightread through the  
piece we wondered why it had this 

kind of ending. When we found out, we 
decided to think of the piece as a single 
gesture, as though there’s an arrow from 
the start right through to those final 
bars. You have to take the listener from 
the beginning, through those bars and 
beyond them.

the Eighth Quartet is a very different 
piece. it contrasts noise and sound — 
it’s about the noise inside the music. 
But it feels almost jokey. For example, 
you have to take a piece of paper and 
make noises with it, by dropping it on 
the floor, showing it to the audience, 
scratching it and so on. You also have to 
‘write’ the words ‘con amore’ with your 
bow on your part on the music stand.

We know rihm fairly well: we’ve met 
him quite a few times and he knows 
the quartet. if he’s in the audience, 

you’ll definitely see him, as he is very 
distinctive. that’s quite important —  
he’s not a discreet person. so with these 
theatrical elements in the piece, i’m 
sure you have to do them as written, 
not discreetly. they’re things for the 
audience to watch, as well as listen to.

rihm’s music is definitely not abstract. 
there’s always a story, even if it’s not a 
story in the literal sense, with characters 
and narrative. But there’s always 
something behind his music. Generally 
speaking, rihm’s music isn’t about new 
techniques or challenging writing —  
it is fine, delicate music that’s very well 
crafted. i enjoy playing it, probably 
because it isn’t too complex, so it’s 
possible to get pleasure from it without 
having to think too much about what 
you’re doing all the time. 

‘the eighth Quartet is about 
the noise inside the music — 
but it feels almost jokey’
PiErrE MorlEt, diotiMa QuartEt
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in Pierre Morlet‘s view 
(far left), Rihm writes 

‘fine, well-crafted music‘
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‘even in the very early pieces, 
you can see clearly that they’re 
written idiomatically for strings’
loïc rio, ModiGliani QuartEt

CéCile rouBin 
Violinist, VoCe Quartet

we’Ve played two Quartets by rihm — the second 
and Eleventh. rihm wrote the second Quartet when  
he was just 18, in 1970. it’s quite an experimental piece, 
and it’s very short. he seems to want the performers 
to play freely, because he doesn’t mark any bar-lines, 
but he uses arrows to indicate when things have to 
be together. he seems to be saying that we are free 
and can do what we want, but we often have to come 
together again — it’s like he wants it both ways!

the Eleventh Quartet is very different. it’s long — half 
an hour, and in a single movement. as performers we’ve 
divided it into four ‘movements’ because it’s easier to 
rehearse it that way. it’s precisely written, with a lot of 
indications for every note — it’s classical in that sense. 
there’s also the sense that rihm is using every voice: it’s 
never the same person who has the most important part. 
sometimes you don’t know where the main focus of the 
music is coming from.

We used the score when we were rehearsing, and we 
looked at it precisely to work out what was the most 
important part at each point. at first, we didn’t exactly 
understand what the composer wanted or how the piece 
worked, but then we began to understand that he saw 
the quartet as one instrument — that we should become 
one instrument, and that every part is equally important.

it’s a challenge to play his pieces: you have to  
feel the music in order to express it to the audience. 
it’s important to highlight its expressiveness. also, for 
us it’s tiring. the Eleventh Quartet is intense all the way 
through, even in the slower or quieter parts, and it’s 
important to communicate that. But it’s also exciting 
because there’s a moment when you start to feel like 
you truly know the piece, when you really feel inside 
the music. 

loïC rio
Violinist, modigliani Quartet

it’s interesting to play rihm’s very early 
quartets because they’re by such a young 
composer. We’ve played his string Quartet in  
G minor (1966) and string Quartet (1968), which 
were written before his first ‘official’ quartet. 
on our next cd, we have music by schubert, 
Mozart and arriaga written when they were just 
teenagers. so we thought, why not do the same 
with contemporary music and play quartets by 
the teenage rihm?

the music is quite inspired by Bartók, and 
sometimes it sounds like something from the 
second Viennese school. the 1966 Quartet is  
still quite basic in the way it’s composed. it is in  
a single movement, with an arch-like structure. 
the later quartet is in four movements, so it 
has quite a classical form.

Even in these very early pieces, though, you 
can see clearly that they’re written idiomatically 
for strings. sometimes you see a score of a new 
piece and think it’s written for computer, not 
for string players. But you can always clearly see 
what rihm wants, and that shows you the way 
you have to work on the music.

Loïc Rio (second left) enjoys 
Rihm’s earliest quartets

‘it’s a challenge to play Rihm’s 
pieces‘: Cécile Roubin (far right) 
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