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‘I know that music is made to speak to the heart of man, 
and this is the effect that I aim at producing, if it lies within 
my power. Music deprived of sentiment and of passions 
is meaningless, and consequently the composer achieves 
nothing without the performers.’

Luigi Boccherini

Luigi Boccherini composed music that emphasised melody, 
motivic repetition, dulcet inflection, and instrumental vibrancy. 
These qualities, when compared to the perhaps more 
‘intellectual’ Viennese practices and leanings of his day, may 
have led his posthumous stature in music to be undervalued 
and escape serious attention. Boccherini nonetheless enjoyed 
great popularity during his lifetime both as a prodigious 
composer and a phenomenal cellist.

Born in the Tuscan town of Lucca as the third eldest 
of seven children, Boccherini displayed great aptitude and 
virtuosity on the cello at a young age. He initially learned music 
from his father, a double bass player who participated in the 
local civic orchestra. Leopoldo Boccherini created a home 
environment that especially embraced music and dance as 
daily activities for all of the siblings. Searching to make ends 
meet, the family moved frequently, living in Trieste and Venice, 
with a long sojourn in Vienna, where father and son often 
performed in orchestras together. Luigi’s own career as a cellist 
catapulted him further, with engagements in London, Paris (a 
veritable hotbed of brilliant cellists), Cologne, Dresden and 
ultimately Madrid, where in 1770 he won a position to be court 
musician and composer to Don Luis Antonio Jaime de Borbón 
y Farnesio (1727–1785), a keen cellist and the younger brother 
of the Spanish king, Carlos III. 

Over the course of his career as court composer in 
Madrid, Boccherini penned an impressive output, including 
29 symphonies, 12 cello concertos, 90 string quartets, over 
120 string quintets, 6 string sextets, and 12 piano quintets, as 
well as many beautiful vocal works, pieces for winds and solo 
sonatas. Sadly, following his death in 1805, Boccherini’s music 
nearly vanished from the concert hall and from publishers’ 
catalogues. The 19th-century musicologist François-Joseph 
Fétis commented: 

‘Rarely has a composer had the merit of originality, to a 
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greater degree than Boccherini. His ideas are always original, 
and his works are so remarkable ... that one would be tempted 
to believe that he has never known any other music but his own 
... His harmony is rich in effects ... His adagios and his minuets 
are always delicious ... With a merit so remarkable, it is strange 
that Boccherini should not be better known today in France.’

Boccherini published his first set of six string quartets, Op. 
2, in Paris (1761) around the same time Haydn’s first foray into 
that genre was also circulating. He toured throughout Italy with 
perhaps one of the first bona fide professional string quartets 
during the 1760s, whose members included Filippo Manfredi, 
Giuseppe Bambini and Pietro Nardini. The four string quartets 
from the Op. 52 set were written in 1795 for King Friedrich 
Wilhelm II of Prussia (1744–1797), a highly accomplished cellist, 
and for whom Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven also composed 
chamber music. According to Johann Friedrich Reichardt, 
Master of the Royal Chapel at Potsdam, ‘the King loved 
Boccherini’s compositions more than any others and played 
them continuously.’

In String Quartet, Op. 52, No. 3, G. 234, a bucolic sense 
of ease in the opening is interrupted almost immediately by a 
plethora of dynamic contrasts and varying motivic ideas. The 
technically demanding first violin part carries most of the work’s 
leading melodic material, although some of its passagework 
blurs the distinction between melody and texture. The other 
instruments provide a rich rhythmic counterpoint and weave 
a colourful tapestry of contrasting elements. Some flashes of 
virtuosity from the viola in the opening movement offer a fine 
response to the first violin. Respectful of his patron, the final 
movement’s boisterous attitude is put on hold by two lovely 
solos in the cello. The first movement’s thematic material 
seamlessly resurfaces in the concluding movement, creating 
a pleasing arch of thematic connections.

Stabat mater dolorosa, a meditation on the suffering of 
Mary at the crucifixion of Jesus, is one of the most revered 
Latin hymn texts. Attributed to Jacopone da Todi (1230–1306), 
its true author remains unknown. Like many musicians of his 
day, Boccherini was familiar with the widely disseminated 
1736 setting by Giovanni Pergolesi, as well as those by 
Antonio Vivaldi (1712), Alessandro Scarlatti (1724) and Joseph 
Haydn (1767). Boccherini, a devout Catholic, first set the text 



in 1781, while employed by the Infante Don Luis. The particular 
occasion for which it was written remains unknown. It has 
been suggested that his wife, the soprano Clementina Pelicho, 
may have sung its first performance. Historically, previous 
settings of the Stabat Mater were largely written for multiple 
voices or choir, with or without instruments. Boccherini chose 
the intimacy of a chamber music setting, uniquely a solo 
soprano with a string quintet (two violins, viola and two cellos), 
in which to portray Mary’s darkest moment. 

In Boccherini’s treatment, the eleven-movement work 
sustains an expression of power and depth, passion and 
pathos. The soprano voice requires a command of florid Italian 
vocal ornamentation and an ability to improvise short cadenzas 
with instrumental ease in what is a technically demanding 
role. Likewise, the string parts do not simply serve as mere 
accompaniment, but weave the fabric of the text’s meaning. 
The first violin and vocal line most frequently respond to one 
another. Contrasting the dramatic recitative of Quis est homo, 
the music quickly melts into a gentle cradle of understanding 
in Pro peccatis suae gentis. An especially soulful cello solo 
takes centre stage in the Eja, mater, fons amoris, to which 
all the instruments react in kind. In the form of a fugue, Fac 
me plagis vulnerari assumes an added sense of gravitas. The 
expressive final movement is a breath-taking conclusion to an 
unjustly neglected masterpiece of vocal music.

Boccherini listed 125 string quintets in his thematic 
catalogue between 1771 and 1802, of which 113 were 
originally scored for two violoncellos and 12 for two violas. The 
cello quintets would have been played by Boccherini himself 
along with the Font family string quartet (father and three 
sons), who were also employed by the Infante at Las Arenas. 
The in-house ensemble gave ample reason for Boccherini to 
pursue this special instrumental combination.

Perhaps with high esteem for the material he composed in 
his Stabat Mater eight years earlier, Boccherini recycled some 
of its material in both his String Quartet in C minor, Op. 41, No. 
1, G. 214 (1788), and the String Quintet in F minor, Op. 42, No. 
1, G. 348 (1789), recorded here. The secondary theme of the 
quintet’s first movement, Allegro moderato assai, is borrowed 
from the Stabat Mater movement, Pro peccatis suae gentis. 
The slow movement Adagio cantabile contains the F minor 
melody paired with the text Lacrimosa from the sacred works’ 
first movement. The especially luxurious solo cello line was 
most likely played by Boccherini himself. The final Rondeau 
also contains an F minor interlude, extending the Quintet’s 
close bond with the vocal work.

Boccherini’s string quintets, in particular, present a wide 
variety of dynamic, articulation and special-effect markings, 
constituting an important source for the study of 18th-century 
performance practice. In this Quintet’s trio movement, 
Boccherini creates a sort of laboratory for surprising 
experiments in string articulation. He features a curious 
stracinando effect (which literally means ‘dragging’ the bow) 
throughout the trio in all five parts. Now obsolete, the device 
stracinato often appears near cadences and with the dynamic 
marking piano or pianissimo; it is occasionally accompanied 
by the indication sul ponticello, a direction to play near the 
bridge.

 For performers, Boccherini’s musical language has a 
special appeal. It demands a vivid imagination, along with 
resistance to using a Germanic inflection, which influences so 
much music from the Classical era. With the merest change of 
gesture, Boccherini’s music offers a wonderful kaleidoscope 
of colour and character.

Jennifer Morsches
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 Stabat Mater

5  Stabat mater dolorosa
 Juxta crucem lacrimosa,
 Dum pendebat Filius.

6  Cujus animam gementem,
 Contristatam et dolentem
 Pertransivit gladius.

 O quam tristis et afflicta
 Fuit illa benedicta
 Mater unigeniti!

7  Quae moerebat et dolebat,
 Pia Mater, dum videbat
 Nati poenas inclyti.

8 Quis est homo qui non fleret,
 Christi Matrem si videret
 In tanto supplicio?

 Quis non posset contristari,
 Piam matrem contemplari
 Dolentem cum Filio?

9  Pro peccatis suae gentis,
 Vidit Jesum in tormentis,
 Et flagellis subditum.

 Vidit suum dulcem natum
 Morientem desolatum,
 Dum emisit spiritum.

0  Eja Mater, fons amoris,
 Me sentire vim doloris
 Fac, ut tecum lugeam.

 Fac, ut ardeat cor meum
 In amando Christum Deum,
 Ut sibi complaceam.

 Sancta Mater, istud agas,
 Crucifixi fige plagas
 Cordi meo valide.

At the Cross her station keeping,
stood the mournful Mother weeping,
close to her Son to the last.

Through her heart, His sorrow sharing,
all His bitter anguish bearing,
now at length the sword has passed.

O how sad and sore distressed
was that Mother, highly blest,
of the sole-begotten One.

Christ above in torment hangs,
she beneath beholds the pangs
of her dying glorious Son.

Is there one who would not weep,
whelmed in miseries so deep,
Christ’s dear Mother to behold?

Can the human heart refrain
from partaking in her pain,
in that Mother’s pain untold?

For the sins of His own nation,
She saw Jesus wracked with torment,
All with scourges rent:

She beheld her tender Child,
Saw Him hang in desolation,
Till His spirit forth He sent.

O thou Mother! fount of love!
Touch my spirit from above,
make my heart with thine accord:

Make me feel as thou hast felt;
make my soul to glow and melt
with the love of Christ my Lord.

Holy Mother! pierce me through,
in my heart each wound renew
of my Savior crucified



!  Tui nati vulnerati,
 Tam dignati pro me pati,
 Poenas mecum divide.

 Fac me tecum pie flere,
 Crucifixo condolere,
 Donec ego vixero.

 Juxta crucem tecum stare
 Et me tibi sociare
 In planctu desidero.

@  Virgo virginum praeclara,
 Mihi jam non sis amara:
 Fac me tecum plangere.

#  Fac ut portem Christi mortem,
 Passionis fac consortem,
 Et plagas recolere.

$  Fac me plagis vulnerari,
 Cruce hac inebriari
 Et cruore Filii.

 Flammis ne urar succensus,
 Per te, Virgo, sim defensus
 In die judicii.

 Christe cum sit hinc exire,
 Da per Matrem me venire
 Ad palmam victoriae.

 Inflammatus et accensus
 Per te virgo sim defensus
 In die judicii.

 Fac me cruce custodiri,
 Morte Christi praemuniri,
 Confoveri gratia.

%  Quando corpus morietur,
 Fac ut animae donetur
 Paradisi gloria.
 Amen.

 attrib. Jacopone da Todi (1230–1306)

Let me share with thee His pain,
who for all my sins was slain,
who for me in torments died.

Let me mingle tears with thee,
mourning Him who mourned for me,
all the days that I may live:

By the Cross with thee to stay,
there with thee to weep and pray,
is all I ask of thee to give.

Virgin of all virgins blest!,
Listen to my fond request:
let me share thy grief divine;

Let me, to my latest breath,
in my body bear the death
of that dying Son of thine.

Wounded with His every wound,
steep my soul till it hath swooned,
in His very Blood away;

Be to me, O Virgin, nigh,
lest in flames I burn and die,
in His awful Judgment Day.

Christ, when Thou shalt call me hence,
be Thy Mother my defense,
be Thy Cross my victory;

Lest I burn, set afire by flames,
Virgin, may I be defended by you,
on the day of judgement

Let me be guarded by the cross,
armed by Christ’s death
and His grace cherish me

While my body here decays,
may my soul Thy goodness praise,
Safe in Paradise with Thee.
Amen.

Translation by Edward Caswall, Lyra Catholica (1849)

8.550766

8.573531

8.572121

Also available

8.573781



Boccherini enjoyed enormous popularity during his lifetime thanks to music that emphasised rich melody, 
instrumental vibrancy and disarming beauty. He chose the intimacy of a chamber music setting for his 
Stabat Mater, writing for a solo soprano and string quintet with the instrumental textures weaving the 
fabric of the text’s meaning. The result is passionate music with power, depth and pathos. As a virtuoso 
cellist he was perfectly placed to write chamber music. In the Quartet, Op. 52, No. 3, a colourful tapestry of 
contrasting events frames moments of bucolic excitement and lyric interlude, while the expertly structured 
Quintet, Op. 42, No. 1 directly evokes the Stabat Mater in its themes.

A detailed track list can be found inside the booklet.
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