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“All Roads Lead to Italy” 

 
Italienische Serenade [Italian Serenade) 
Hugo Wolf (1860-1903) 
 
 Of all the great Lieder composers — Schubert, Schumann, Brahms, Strauss, Wolf, 

Mahler — Hugo Wolf is surely the most esoteric. He did not make major contributions to other 

genres such as symphony, opera, or chamber music. Wolf’s inspiration flowered brilliantly when 

he composed songs, and Lieder dominate his compositional output.   

 

 His list of works does includes a surprising quantity of instrumental music; however, few 

of those works receive performances. The exception is the so-called Italian Serenade. Although 
it is better known in later arrangements for string orchestra and for solo viola and chamber 
orchestra, the original version for string quartet is the most successful. 
 
 Wolf subscribed to the Lisztian-Wagnerian philosophy that traditional Western musical 
forms had run their course. He disdained musical academics and disparaged post-Beethoven 
symphonies as “the barren soil of absolute music.” Wolf’s few instrumental works favor 
programmatic topics, generally with links to the literature that so inspired him in song. The 
Italian Serenade merges this predilection with a bow to his immediate world: the Viennese 
milieu of Johann Strauss II and Franz von Suppé. The lilt of Viennese popular café music 
dominates the Serenade, elevating the mundane and popular to the realm of art.  
 
 A single movement of barely seven minutes’ duration, the Italian Serenade falls into the 
same category as Dvořák’s Cypresses (1887) –  twelve short movements arranged from love 
songs – and Puccini’s Crisantemi (1890), both also for string quartet. These works abandon the 
traditional multi-movement string quartet in favor of something lighter, fanciful, and with 
extramusical association.  
 
 Wolf casts his Serenade as a free rondo, opening with strumming. We can imagine the 
suitor, guitar in hand, outside the lady’s window.  The cello is the would-be lover, preparing to 
woo with trills and syncopated half-starts, clearing his throat, as it were. Presently he makes his 
declaration of love in successive, recitative-like statements. The other players offer 
commentary – or derision. Wolf incorporates unusual harmonic twists and interrupts the 
regularity of his phrase structure, suggesting that the serenader is, perhaps, slightly tipsy. The 
Serenade closes with the return of the guitar sonorities.  
 
 Biographer Frank Walker writes of the Serenade’s “ironic detachment.” The critic and 
writer Paul Griffiths praises its “delicate playful irony and brittle speed.” The challenge for the 



players is to balance satire with sentiment.  
 
 Wolf composed his Italian Serenade in a white heat between 2 and 4 May, 1887.  Five 
years later, he arranged  it for small orchestra. He intended to append additional movements, 
but never completed them. The work was published posthumously in the orchestral version, 
edited by Max Reger, which led to confusion as to chronology. It was long thought that Wolf 
had composed the orchestral version first, then reduced it for string quartet. What we hear is 
the original and, in its delicious and intimate glorification of the commonplace, the superior 
version of this delightful movement.  
 

String Quartet in A minor, Op. 41 No.1  

Robert Schumann (1810-1856) 

 

 Robert Schumann and Clara Wieck were married on September 12, 1840, the day before 

Clara's 21st birthday.  Despite fierce opposition from Clara's father Friedrich Wieck, the young 

couple were deliriously happy, and the several ensuing years were to be the happiest of Robert's 

life.  Their first separation after the wedding occurred in spring of 1842, when Clara embarked 

upon her first concert tour as Frau Clara Schumann.  She returned in April from a series of 

successful performances in Hamburg and Copenhagen.  Robert was as elated by their reunion as 

he had been despondent during his wife's absence.  He composed furiously, and by the end of 

July he had completed the three string quartets of Opus 41. 

 

 It is characteristic of Schumann that, never having tried his hand at a string quartet, he 

should burst forth with three at once, and never return to the genre.  These quartets were his only 

chamber music without piano.  Those who criticize the Schumann quartets often cite evidence of 

piano music transferred to the idiom of string playing, and it is true that some of the writing lies 

awkwardly for the strings, particularly the violins.  Schumann also faced a challenge in the 

formal discipline demanded by large scale, multi-movement works.  He had only composed his 

first symphony the previous year, having written exclusively miniatures for the piano earlier in 

his published career. 

 

 Schumann's achievement in Op. 41 is the more remarkable for this background.  He 

began the year 1842 by immersing himself in study of Bach's Well Tempered Klavier and the 

major quartets by the Viennese masters.  The first quartet is the fruit of that study.  Tightly 

structured, with well-developed thematic material, it shows a discipline and contrapuntal skill not 

generally associated with Schumann. 

 

 The first movement appears to be in the wrong key.  After a fugato-like Andante 

espressivo that opens in A minor, what initially sounds like a second theme in the relative major 

turns out to be the first theme:  the A minor section is a slow introduction!  The movement never 

returns to A minor, concluding firmly in F major, the submediant.  Tonal ambiguity is 

established, prompting one to listen more carefully to the keys of each remaining movement. 

 

 The three Op. 41 quartets were dedicated to Felix Mendelssohn, and the scherzo 

movement of this first quartet is Schumann's homage to his friend.  Indeed, the fleet, elfin quality 

of the music might be mistaken for Mendelssohn's own writing.  In a straightforward ternary 



form with a contrasting Intermezzo, this is one of the most successful scherzos in the string 

quartet literature. 

 

 Schumann's slow movement is a Lied for string quartet: lyrical and vocal, it is 

distinguished by elegant long lines and a feeling of nobility.  More than one listener has detected 

a resemblance of its main theme to the broad, expansive slow movement theme in the Beethoven 

Ninth Symphony.  This movement is in F major, compounding the ambivalence of the quartet's 

tonal center. 

 A vigorous Presto in a-minor closes the quartet.  Schumann clings fiercely to the one 

motivic idea of a rising fifth throughout.  This finale bears the least imprint of keyboard style, 

and has helped to make the A minor quartet the most frequently performed of the three.  

Schumann's liberal use of exercise figuration – the type that would be familiar to any moderately 

advanced string player – help to propel the finale almost like a perpetuum mobile.  Towards the 

end of the movement, the composer breaks from the impetuous headlong rush of the Presto for 

32 measures of complete change:  first some bagpipe music, then some quiet chorale-like chords, 

mysterious and unexplained, except perhaps to introduce A major, in which the work will 

resolve.  The respite is temporary, and we barely have time to catch our breath before the 

breakneck coda hurls us to the triumphant final bars. 

 

Quartet in A, Op. 13, "Ist es wahr?"  

Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) 

 

 The genius stories about young Felix Mendelssohn are well known to most music lovers.  

He had penned the splendid Octet, Op. 20, at age 16, and within a year had written his magical 

Overture to A Midsummer Night's Dream, Op. 21.  These two masterpieces on their own would 

have earned him a place in music history, even had he not gone on to compose the "Hebrides" 

Overture, the "Italian" Symphony, Elijah, the Violin Concerto, and dozens of other magnificent 

works.  Most of us also know that Mendelssohn played a key role in the "rediscovery" of Johann 

Sebastian Bach's music in the 19th century.  During his late 'teens, he also became engrossed in 

the music of Beethoven, an absorption that bore fruit in the 1827 string quartet we hear this 

afternoon. 

 Beethoven may seem an unlikely model for the refined and elegant Mendelssohn.  

Generally speaking, Mendelssohn is regarded as the most classic of the German romantics, 

taking Mozart as his model.  Beethoven was indisputably the most influential figure of the first 

half of the 19th century, however, and it makes perfectly good sense that Mendelssohn would 

make it his business to acquaint himself thoroughly with Beethoven's music.  The late quartets 

held a particular fascination for young Felix, especially the a-minor Quartet, Opus 132.  

Although that quartet was not published until the end of 1827, Mendelssohn had certainly heard 

it performed.  A comparison of Opus 132 with Mendelssohn's A-major quartet, Op. 13, makes it 

clear that Beethoven's work served as a model for the 18-year-old composer.   

 

 For those who do not know Opus 132 well, the Beethovenian spirit of Mendelssohn's 

music should still be apparent.  Surprisingly, this quartet borrows more from the stormy, 

passionate character of middle-period Beethoven than it does the transcendent beauty of the late 

works.  This is particularly evident in Mendelssohn's liberal use of recitative style, most 

prominently in the finale. 



 

 The subtitle of Mendelssohn's quartet is that of his song, "Ist es wahr?" ("Is it true?", Op. 

9, No. 1, also known as "Frage" [Question]).  Mendelssohn wrote it in 1827, the same year as 

the quartet, while on holiday at Sakrow, near Potsdam.  He had gone there for a rest and a change 

of scenery, to visit some family friends.  Apparently he became enamoured of a young lady 

there.  The attachment was short-lived, and the girl's identity is unknown.  "Ist es wahr?" is 

thought to be an expression of his romantic devotion.  It is brief:  a mere 24 bars in A-major on 

one page of music.  The declamatory text is by Johann Gustav Droysen, known as Voss, an 

historian and Felix's good friend.   

 

Ist es wahr? ist es wahr? dass du stets dort in dem Laubgang,  

 an der Weinwand meiner harrst und den Mondschein und die Sternlein auch    nach 

mir befragst?   

 Ist es wahr?  Sprich!  Was ich fühle, das begreift nur,  

 die es mitfühlt, und die treu mir ewig bleibt.   

 

Essentially the speaker asks his beloved if it is true that she always waits for him in the arbored 

walk.  The song appears in full in the quartet score.  In 19th-century salon performances, the 

song would precede the quartet.  Mendelssohn incorporates its opening motive as a motto in the 

quartet's slow introduction, and brings it back  in the finale.  Listeners will note a striking 

resemblance to the Absence motif from Beethoven's piano sonata, "Les Adieux."   

 

 The least Beethovenian movement is the Intermezzo, which encloses a decidedly 

Mendelssohnian scherzo section within a capricious folk tale.  The dramatic recitative-cum-

tremolando that opens the stormy finale reëstablishes the hegemony of Beethoven's influence in 

this startling work.   

 


