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“Poetry and Industry” 
 

Quartet No.9 in E-flat major, Op.117 

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) 

 

 Shostakovich came to the string quartet relatively late. By the time he composed his First 

Quartet in 1938, he had completed five symphonies and published nearly fifty other works. Quartet 

writing became increasingly important to him, however. After the Piano Quintet (1940) and Piano 

Trio (1944), his chamber music 1944 to 1974 consisted exclusively of string quartets. Only his late 

Viola Sonata, premiered eight weeks after his death in August 1975, explored another chamber 

sonority. 

 The premiere of his Ninth Quartet took place in Moscow in November 1964, on the same 

program as his even newer Tenth Quartet, Op.118. Shostakovich had also recently completed The 

Execution of Stepan Razin for bass, chorus, and orchestra, as well as the score to Grigori 

Kozintsev’s film Hamlet.  Clearly it had been a prolific year – one that Shostakovich wryly referred 

to as a period of “creative diarrhea” – but the productivity was hard won, particularly for the Ninth 

Quartet. Its origins extended back to 1961. In a letter to Isaac Glikman dated 18 November 1961, 

Shostakovich reported that he had burnt the score “in an attack of healthy self-criticism. . . . This 

is the second such case in my creative practice. I once did a similar trick of burning my 

manuscripts, in 1926.” Not for three years would he replace the incinerated quartet with one that 

satisfied him. 

 The prospect of the Beethoven Quartet’s 40th anniversary in 1964 helped him to realize 

that goal. The ensemble had premiered all of Shostakovich’s quartets except for the first (and they 

would continue to play first performances of all his subsequent quartets, save for the fifteenth). 

The composer told Dmitri Tsyganov, the quartet’s first violinist, that the destroyed work had been 

based on ‘themes from childhood’ (did he mean children’s tunes? Or juvenilia he deemed not 

worth keeping?) and that the new quartet was all new and completely different. Nevertheless it is 

unmistakably Shostakovich.  

 Its five movements unfold without pause. Shostakovich arranged them in a modified arch 

form, with two Adagios flanking a brilliant central movement, all enclosed within faster opening 

and concluding segments. The arch is asymmetrical, however: the final Allegro is twice the length 

of any of the preceding movements.  

 The quartet’s most distinctive feature is a remarkable music unity. Despite changes in tonal 

center, tempo, and character, the five sections proceed seamlessly. The quartet opens with a pedal 

point supporting a melody in the first violin – but if you listen to the second violin, you’ll have 

one of the keys to the entire work: an oscillating two notes, here a major second apart. (Elsewhere 

in the quartet, Shostakovich moves between adjacent minor seconds.) A small thing, this 



oscillation, yet its recurrence in various guises is part of the glue that binds this music. In the first 

movement, textures soon shift. Each of the four players eventually takes a turn at the violin’s 

opening theme, which dominates the movement.  

 A sustained viola note leads directly to the first Adagio, a largely chorale-like statement in 

F# minor. Melodic wandering in the first violin leads to some surprising harmonic turns. In muted 

staccato, first violin ushers in the Allegretto, a driven, insistent perpetual motion that seems a direct 

descendant of the 19th-century galop. At first muted lower strings accompany. When the second 

violin takes over the melody unmuted, it has the force of a firecracker. The relentless pace gives 

way in a central section to sustained trills that prolong the tension, despite attempts to reestablish 

the insouciance and abandon of the opening. We teeter between dance and incantation. This music 

feels diabolical.  

 Oscillating minor seconds provide the transition to the second Adagio. That seesawing 

semitone is a mournful refrain. Twice, Shostakovich interrupts with dramatic pizzicato chords, 

from second violin, then later from viola. A declamatory outburst closes this mysterious, dramatic 

movement, ultimately resolving to the recurrent minor seconds.  

 The giant finale - nearly ten minutes of music – alternates between triple and duple meter, 

incorporating a rustic Eastern European dance and an aggressive fugue punctuated with glissando 

flourishes. The agitation culminates in an anguished cello cadenza, declaimed against a tremolo 

pedal point in the upper strings. Shostakovich alludes to the earlier movements in his coda, with 

ample reference to the omnipresent minor seconds. Alternately sardonic, spooky, and savage, the 

Ninth Quartet still surprises with consistency of musical content.  

 Shostakovich dedicated this Quartet to his third wife, Irina Antonovka Supinskaya, whom 

he married in 1962. 

 

String Quartet No. 1, Métamorphoses nocturnes 

György Ligeti (1923-2006) 

 

 If you are of a certain age and you have heard of Ligeti, it might be because of his Lux 

Aeterna,, which Stanley Kubrick used for the soundtrack of the iconic 1968 film 2001: A Space 

Odyssey. New music aficionados may recall the big media splash five years ago when the New 

York Philharmonic programmed Ligeti’s satirical “anti-anti-opera” Le grand macabre in concert. 

Most audience members have probably not heard any of Ligeti’s chamber music.  

 Arguably the most distinguished Hungarian composer since Bartók, Ligeti was best known 

for his textural shifts and masses of sound. In his later works, he often merged radical techniques 

with traditional approaches to form. Always, he sought unusual sonorities. From 1959 on, his 

compositions featured exotic, sometimes bizarre, sonic effects and unusual approaches to 

organization of time. He withdrew most of his youthful compositions. This first string quartet, 

which dates from 1953-54, is one of the few early works he did not repudiate.  

 Ligeti was born in a Hungarian-speaking part of Transylvania to Jewish parents.  His father 

and brother died in Nazi camps, and he barely survived the war himself, working with high 

explosives near the front line as a Nazi slave laborer. Postwar life in Communist Romania was not 

much better, but poor health kept Ligeti out of mandatory military service and he managed to 

graduate from the Budapest Academy of Music in 1949. He served on its faculty until he fled 



Hungary for Vienna after the unsuccessful Hungarian uprising in 1956. Vienna was thus the locale 

of the first performance of Métamorphoses nocturnes by the Ramor Quartet on 8 May 1958. Ligeti 

did not publish this work until 1972.   

 Métamorphoses nocturnes is a central artifact of Ligeti’s first maturity. During the early 

1950s, most of Eastern Europe consisted of Soviet puppet states. In both Hungary and Romania, 

public performance of Bartók’s music was officially banned; however, scores circulated among 

musicians. Ligeti was engrossed by Bartók’s compositions. He was drawn to the vigorous rhythms, 

skilled counterpoint, string sound effects, virtuoso ensemble writing, and the unapologetic blazes 

of dissonance flanked by fleeting snatches of tonal and modal anchors.  

 Bartók was the obvious model for this work, which makes liberal use of string techniques 

that Bartók made de rigueur in his quartets. These include sul ponticello [bowing near the bridge], 

glissandi; multiple stops, sul tasto [bowing near the fingerboard, producing a flute-like sound]; 

harmonics, sliding pitches, and percussive pizzicati.   

 Ligeti’s subtitle, Métamorphoses nocturnes, presumably alludes to the mysterious ‘night 

music’ passages in various Bartók compositions, as well as to the metamorphosis of form. The 

quartet consists of a single movement approximately 21 minutes long. It subdivides into numerous 

sections, delineated sometimes by an abrupt stop, other times by a significant change in tempo. 

Near constant changes in mood, texture, and above all articulation characterize this quartet. Ligeti 

sprinkles ‘bent’ pitches and glissandi throughout the score, evoking everything from humor to 

mystery to suspense.  

 

String Quartet No.1 in G minor, Op. 27 

Edvard Grieg (1843-1907) 

 

  Norway’s most distinguished musical figure, Edvard Grieg, was not a prolific writer of 

chamber music. The reason has to do with form, rather than genre.  He was more comfortable with 

miniatures than with large musical structures, and most comfortable when working with literary 

stimuli, whether poetry or Norse legend.  A rigorous, abstract form like the string quartet was not 

a logical vessel for Grieg’s lyrical talent. 

 The Quartet in G minor, Op. 27, was one of Grieg’s last essays in traditional classical form 

before he abandoned such pursuits in favor of a specifically Norwegian style derived from folk 

music.  He worked closely on the quartet with the Robert Heckmann, first violinist of a prominent 

German string quartet in Cologne.  Letters document Heckmann’s suggestions pertaining to 

balance, distribution of parts, and string technique.  The piece gave Grieg a considerable amount 

of trouble, yet he was stimulated by the challenges it presented.  In a letter dated 10 September, 

1878, he wrote to a friend: 

 

It is in G minor, and is not intended to deal in trivialities.  It aims at breadth, movement, and above 

all at bringing out the sound of the instruments for which it was written.  I needed to write this as 

a study.  Now I want to tackle another chamber music work.  I believe that in this way I shall find 

myself again. 

 

It is our loss that he did not fulfill that desire to compose more chamber music.  An early quartet 



from 1861 is lost.  Late in life, he completed two movements of a quartet in F that were published 

posthumously. 

 At the time of its Cologne premiere in October, 1878, Grieg’s quartet was lambasted by 

German critics for being excessively thick.  They cited his simultaneous use of double-stopping in 

all four instruments and lengthy passages of homophonic texture.  Grieg apparently wanted this 

quasi-orchestral effect, but more to the point is that the critics overlooked the sophisticated cyclic 

structure within the piece.   

 Its unifying “motto” is a melody borrowed from “Spillemœnd” [Fiddlers], a setting of an 

Ibsen text published as Opus 25, No.1.  Grieg is faithful to the cyclic concept, even adapting his 

motto for the second theme.  It recurs in the subsequent movements with a thoroughness and 

ingenuity far ahead of Grieg’s time, particularly for a chamber work.  Claude Debussy, who would 

write his own Quartet in G minor fifteen years later, clearly studied Grieg’s quartet carefully, and 

more than one critic has noted the French composer’s indebtedness to his older Norwegian 

contemporary.   

 Grieg’s slow movement, a Romanze in A-B-A-B-A form, demonstrates more imagination 

in the distribution of material, and exploits the composer’s rich gift for melody.  A brisk, nervous 

minore section adds contrast and mystery.  Ultimately, the gentler mood prevails.  The Intermezzo, 

which functions as a scherzo, is the most distinctly Norwegian movement, with a strong rhythmic 

profile that seems startlingly aggressive on the heels of the slow movement.  The finale consists 

of a slow introduction based on the motto theme, followed by a furiously-paced saltarello (the 

same dance that concludes Mendelssohn’s Italian Symphony).  Youthful energy and exuberance 

drive the music, tempered by one last reference to the cyclic theme before the closing flourish. 


