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“Nationalism Beyond the Nation” 
 

 

Quartet No. 8 (1960)  

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) 
 

 According to his biographers Dmitri and Ludmilla Sollertinsky, Shostakovich composed 

this quartet during the summer of 1960, while he was in Dresden working on music for a Soviet-

East German film entitled Five Days, Five Nights.  The movie, which takes place during World 

War II, obviously touched Shostakovich deeply.  Living in that phoenix city, which had been so 

heavily bombed during World War II, must have made his own tragic memories of the siege of 

Leningrad all too poignant.  The Eighth Quartet took only three days to compose.  It is the 

embodiment of Shostakovich's emotional reaction to the horrors of war, and particularly to the 

suffering of its victims.  The quartet bears the unusual dedication "In memory of victims of 

fascism and war." 

 One of Shostakovich's distinguishing musical characteristics is his habit of quoting from 

his own and others' compositions.  Because of the 8th quartet's extensive quotations from 

Shostakovich's own earlier works, analysts have labeled this work autobiographical.  Astute 

listeners will be able to discern deliberate, sometimes fleeting borrowings from the Piano Trio, 

the Piano Quintet, the 1st, 5th, and 11th symphonies, the cello and violin concerti, and the opera 

Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk.  The quartet also bears the strong imprint of Jewish folk music and 

Slavic chants; the themes of both were a source of delight to Shostakovich. 

 Further evidence supporting the autobiographical perception of this quartet are its 

opening notes, D, E-flat, C, and B, which constitute the unifying musical motive of the quartet.  

In German, E-flat is "Es" and B-natural is "H".  Spelled thus, the motive becomes D-S-C-H, for 

Dmitri S[c]hostakovich.  This four-note motive furnishes the principal material of the opening 

fugato movement, recurring as a basic component of all five sections of the work.  Its 

permutations unite the quartet and are a tribute to the composer's skill in creating so much from 

so little. 

 Shostakovich composed fifteen string quartets; the genre interested him throughout his 

lengthy career.  They range widely in length, number of movements, and character.  The Eighth 

Quartet is one of his most profound musical expressions.  Its five movements are played without 

pause, as if to intensify the emotional weight of the music.  The first, fourth, and final 

movements are all labeled Largo.  Such a preponderance of slow movements underscores the 

somber cast of Shostakovich’s music. 

 The second movement, Allegro molto, attacks with ferocity, fraught with the anger of 

desperation and panic.  Its pulsating energy evokes the ghastliness of war at its most cruel and 

violent.  The sardonic waltz into which it dissolves is still driven; the D-S-C-H motives forms its 

motivic basis.  The last two movements, both contrapuntal treatments of the D-S-C-H motive, 

seek to relieve the extreme tension generated by the Allegro molto and the waltz.  They are 



unsuccessful by design.  Though he indulges in some rich string sonorities, Shostakovich 

reaffirms the profound sadness which permeates this quartet with stark unisons and open fifths. 

 

Quartet in C, Op.76 No.3, Hob.III:77 “Emperor”  

Franz Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) 

 

 In music, the nickname “Emperor” initially calls to mind Beethoven’s Fifth Piano 

Concerto. For chamber music enthusiasts, however, “Emperor” denotes Haydn’s glorious String 

Quartet in C major, a masterpiece of his maturity and one of the glories of the quartet literature. 

The nickname comes from the slow movement, a set of variations on the anthem ‘Gott erhalte 

Franz den Kaiser,’ which Haydn composed early in 1797 as an Austrian counterpart to 

England’s “God Save the King.” The quartet followed by a matter of months. It was played at 

the Esterházy palace in Eisenstadt in September 1797 when the Viceroy of Hungary visited. 

Unlike Beethoven’s concerto, which acquired its sobriquet decades after the fact, this quartet has 

been identified with Haydn’s anthem from the beginning. It was referred to as “the quartet based 

on the song ‘Gott erhalte Franz den Kaiser.’” 

 The C major quartet was one of six published in 1799 with a dedication to Count Joseph 

Erdödy, an Hungarian nobleman who had commissioned the set in 1796. In its conception, the 

“Emperor” is one of Haydn’s most orchestral quartets. The first and final movements contain an 

unusual amount of double, triple, and even quadruple stops, thickening the texture and rhetorical 

impact of Haydn’s music. From the resolute opening gesture, it is clear that Haydn was 

completely comfortable with the quartet medium. The first movement is characteristic in that it is 

monothematic, that is, the second theme derives from the first. Dotted rhythms give the music 

energy and bounce. A series of fermatas [pauses] toward the end heighten the drama, before the 

presto coda. 

 The variations are straightforward in that you can always hear the theme. The first 

variation is a duet. Second violin has the theme; first violin embroiders above; the lower two 

instruments are silent. Hans Keller has written: 

 

The very fact that [the first violin’s] subordinate part is the variation imposes a 

creative duty on him, in that he has to shape it with maximal imagination. 

 

The second variation proceeds with second violin and cello in parallel thirds. This time the cello 

has the melody, with viola filling in the harmony and first violin, again, commenting above. In 

the third variation, Haydn awards the viola with the theme, showcasing it by giving the other 

players academic, quasi-fugal parts. The last variation is slower, almost chorale-like at the 

beginning, but changing the harmonies of the song. Haydn writes in an unusually high register, 

particularly for viola and cello. 

 The Menuett is well mannered and benign, with flecks of chromaticism. A surprising 

modulation takes place for the Trio section, which moves between A minor and A major for 

sixteen magical, lovely measures. The concluding Presto uses its opening forte chords as part of 

the thematic material (Haydn does this in some of his late piano sonatas, too). The big surprise, 

however, is that he opens in C minor rather than the home key of C major. The dramatic opening 

reinforces the overall weight of the quartet and its composer’s seriousness of purpose. The finale 

is another sonata form, rather than a rondo – another indication that Haydn intended this 

movement to have more weight. And, in a nice touch, he gives the cello first crack at the 



virtuosic triplets that dazzle throughout the movement. Not one to linger overlong in minor 

mode, Haydn closes the “Emperor” quartet in a blaze of imperial C major glory. 

 

String Quartet No.2 in D major  

Alexander Borodin (1833-1887) 
 

 In Borodin's youth he was a great admirer of Felix Mendelssohn, and Mendelssohn's 

influence is apparent in some of the Russian composer’s early chamber music.  After 1862, 

Borodin became acquainted with Mily Balakirev and his circle, which included Musorgsky, Cui, 

and Rimsky-Korsakov.  Balakirev deplored chamber music, regarding it as a refuge of lesser 

western composers.  He discouraged his talented protegés from writing chamber works, urging 

them instead to incorporate Russian folk tunes into their music so as to develop a more 

individual style.  Under Balakirev's influence, Borodin largely forsook western musical forms 

after 1863 in favor of specifically Russian music. 

 His best known works in the new nationalist idiom are In the Steppes of Central Asia, 

three symphonies, and the opera Prince Igor. All have found a place in the permanent repertoire.  

The same is actually true of the two string quartets, but for completely different reasons, and in 

spite of evident disapproval from Borodin's colleagues.  Considering the attitude of the Russian 

Five toward chamber music, the most remarkable thing about Borodin's two string quartets is 

that he composed them at all! 

 The composer's biographer Dianin has suggested that the second quartet was a twentieth 

wedding anniversary offering to Borodin's wife, the pianist Catherine Protopopova.  The couple 

spent the summer of 1881 at their country house in the province of Tula.   Borodin composed 

there with great and unusual concentration.  Whereas he had labored over sketches for the first 

quartet for almost five years, the second came forth in a steady stream in barely two months.  It 

was rare for Borodin to compose uninterrupted.  Because he was a musical dilettante who earned 

his living as a professor of chemistry, his composing tended to be accomplished in installments. 

 The rapidity with which Borodin composed accounts in part for the uncommon unity of 

spirit in the quartet.  So does the romantic notion Dianin has suggested for its being composed.  

Borodin's own instrument was the cello, and the cellist has ample opportunity to sing in this 

work.  The cello introduces both the opening theme and the famous Nocturne melody.  

 Robert Craig Wright and George Forrest made Borodin's music famous in the 1950s by 

their adaptation of his themes in the musical Kismet.  No fewer than three of those well-known 

tunes derive from this quartet, making it one of the great "sing-along" works in chamber music, 

and certainly the better known of Borodin's two quartets.  We are wont to forget that Borodin's 

melodic instincts were serving him remarkably well a good seventy years before Kismet hit the 

Broadway stage.  Though it is difficult to suspend the echoes of "Baubles, Bangles and Beads" 

and the other songs based on this quartet, the rewards are great, for Borodin composed with great 

skill for his strings. 

 The second string quartet was premiered on January 26, 1882 at an Imperial Russian 

Musical Society concert in St. Petersburg.  It was not published until after the composer's 

premature death at the age of 53. 


