
"One Ru ssian is an anarchist. Two Russians are a chess game. Three Russians are a revolution . Four Russians are 
the Budapest String Quartet." Or so went the witticism attributed to Jascha Heifetz. But this was not always the 
case. In 1917, when four players from the Budapest Opera Orchestra formed the quartet, it consisted of three 
Hungarians (Emil Hauser, Alfred lndig and Istvan lpolyi, all Hubay pupils) and a Dutchman (Harry Son, who had 
stud ied with Popper). When lndig left in 1920, he was replaced by another Hungarian, lmre Pogany. It was this 
configu ration which produced the ensemble's first issued recordings, dating from a se ri es of sessions held early in 
1926 (all of which were featured in our first volume, Pristine PACM 098). 

The present collection, which completes the reissue of the Budapest's earliest recordings, picks up with Pogany's 
final sessions with the ensemble, playing the original version of Beethoven's Op. 130 quartet. They began at HMV's 
Hayes studio on February 14th, 1927, when Side 1, the first half of the first movement, and Sides 7 and 8, the 
complete Cavatina, were taken down. The four sides of the Grosse Fuge (a world premiere recording in its own 
right) fol lowed a week later. There matters stood for nearly a year, as two more sessions in February and March 
devoted to the rest of the work failed to produce acceptable takes. 

Before the end of the year, Pogany left and was replaced by Odessa-born Joseph Roisman, the first "Russian 
incursion" into the group. Roisman had studied in both his native city and Berlin, and brought a different approach 
that from early on challenged the Hungarians' status quo (including their playing of weak staccatos using the tip of 
the bow, rather than its middle). The remaining sides of Op. 130 were completed in January of 1928, now using 
HMV's studios in London's Small Queen's Hall, followed immediately by the Smetana, Tchaikovsky and Schubert 
movements presented here. The First Rasumovsky and Dittersdorf Menuet were inscribed th irteen months later, 
whi le the Beethoven Op. 18 movement was the only recording the group made in 1930. 

The next two years would see the departures of both Hauser and Son, with Roisman moving up to first violin and the 
Vilnius-born Schneider brothers, Alexander and Mischa, brought in as second violin and cel lo, respectively. lpolyi 
remained as the last founding member of the quartet until 1936, when he was replaced with Roisman's childhood 
friend from Odessa, Boris Kroyt. By then, the "Russian takeover" (as the members born in Ukraine and Lithuania 
when they were part of the Russian Empire considered themselves Russian) was complete . 

The recordings presented here find the quartet in a period of transition, with Roisman beginn ing to nudge the group 
away from its Old World performance practices, evident to some degree in the 1928 sides of Op. 130, but even 
more so in the following year's First Rasumovsky. The Dittersdorf movement was one of two "filler" sides by the 
composer which the quartet made during their early sessions, and the last of his works the group would set down. 

The Beethoven and Smetana single discs are surprisingly rare. Beethoven's Op. 18, No. S was the only one of his 
quartets that the group never recorded complete during the 78 rpm era; and despite its popularity, no studio 
version of the Smetana was ever released (although an unissued recording from 1964 exists in Sony's vaults). 

The Schubert and Tchaikovsky movements were re-recorded by the Roisman-led group six years later (Pristine 
PACM 113). In the Schubert, the difference is stark: the earlier version presented here lacks the urgency of the later 
reading, which is fast enough to accommodate a complete do capo repeat on the first side. 

Mark Obert-Thorn 
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