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This being my first encounter with Norway’s still relatively young 

Engegård Quartet (formed in 2006), I shall try not to let my review of 

the ensemble’s Mozart CD be influenced by two prior reviews in the 

magazine, one fairly positive, the other … well, let’s just say, not. 

The three quartets performed here are commonly referred to as the 

“Prussian” Quartets for their intended but never officially offered 

dedication to Friedrich Wilhelm II, then King of Prussia when Mozart 

composed them in 1789–90. The story seems to be that Wilhelm 

neither commissioned the quartets nor paid for them. They were 

entirely an unsolicited effort on Mozart’s part to curry favor with the 

King in the hope of possibly securing a position or, at the very least, of earning some much needed 

cash. 

The effort came to naught, and within a year Mozart would be dead. The quartets were published 

posthumously by Artaria, but the “Prussian” designation stuck due to the composer’s entry of them 

in his private catalog as “A quartet for 2 violins, viola, and cello, for his Majesty the King of 

Prussia.” Incredible as it may seem—though these were Mozart’s final contributions to the string 

quartet genre—in the last full year of his life, he would still go on to compose a staggering amount 

of music, including the last two of the six string quintets, the last of his piano concertos (No. 27), his 

final opera seria, La clemenza di Tito, his singspiel opera, The Magic Flute, the Clarinet Concerto, 

and countless other smaller pieces, not to mention, of course, the unfinished Requiem. Up until the 

very end, there was no indication that Mozart knew his life was about to be over. 

My reaction to these performances is neither entirely positive nor entirely negative, as there are 

some specific things about them, interpretively, that I like and distinctly don’t like. One of my 

dislikes is first violinist, Arvid Engegård’s insistence on playing every rapid 16th-note scale passage 

spiccato—i.e., bounced off the string—when that bowing technique is not called for. Another thing 

I don’t cotton to are the faster than normal tempos and aggressive attacks in the Menuetto 

movements, which robs them of their gracefulness and elegance. I find this especially unhelpful in 

the Trio section of the Menuetto of the D-Major Quartet, K 575, which should have a sad Ländler-

like lilting character to it. I say this only half-jokingly: perhaps it’s Norway’s cold northern latitudes 

that make the musicians play fast lest their fingers freeze. On the plus side, in those few moments 

when the players do relax and take time to bask in the golden glow of Mozart’s setting sun, they 

prove themselves capable of producing a beautifully warm, mellow, and well-integrated sound. I 

can also report that cellist Jan Clemens Carlsen produces a beautiful tone and plays very 

expressively in the high-lying cello part in the Larghetto of the B♭-Major Quartet, K 589. 

We’re reminded that these quartets are as often referred to as “cello quartets” as they are the 

“Prussian Quartets” for the prominence Mozart gave to the cello as enticement to the cello-playing 

Frederick. As David Finckel of the Emerson Quartet tells us, the cello parts are dauntingly difficult; 

and as Philip Setzer of the Emerson explains, Mozart often turns the quartet upside down, with the 

cello on top and the viola or even the second violin temporarily playing the bass part. 

The Engegård Quartet does a good job of getting that perspective right. Intonation is just, repeats 

are taken, and overall, with the caveats raised above, I would have to say that the performances are 

quite respectable. They would not, however, be my first choice for a recording of all three of the 

“Prussian” Quartets on a single disc. For that I would stick with the Emerson Quartet’s radiant Sony 

release, reviewed in 35:4. Jerry Dubins 

This article originally appeared in Issue 41:4 (Mar/Apr 2018) of Fanfare Magazine. 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B06Y2SDJY5?ie=UTF8&tag=fanfaremaaolc-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B06Y2SDJY5
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B06Y2SDJY5?ie=UTF8&tag=fanfaremaaolc-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B06Y2SDJY5

