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“The Colors of Impressionism, Passion & Sensibility” 

 
FRANZ PETER SCHUBERT (1797-1828) 

Quartettsatz, D.703 (1820)  

 Schubert’s immortal B minor symphony, the “Unfinished,” is a cornerstone of the symphonic repertoire despite 

its truncated two-movement length. What many music lovers do not realize is that Schubert left dozens of compositions 

incomplete. This was particularly true during the late 1810s and early 1820s, a period during which he was more 

comfortable with the vocal medium and less comfortable with instrumental compositions. Conventional wisdom holds that 

Schubert was increasingly humbled by Beethoven’s music, consequently losing momentum on a number of his own 

chamber and orchestral works. 

 The String Quartet in C minor, called Quartettsatz [“Quartet movement”] by the Germans, falls into this 

category. Written in December 1820, it was apparently intended to be part of a larger work, for Schubert also sketched 

about 40 bars of a second movement, an Andante in A flat major. But that movement remained incomplete, and if he did 

further work on this quartet, it has not survived. Why he left it incomplete is as much of a mystery as the “Unfinished” 

Symphony, for this sole movement is masterly.  

 Schubert had written no quartets since 1817. His early efforts in the genre — about a dozen works between 1811 

and 1814 — were family affairs, literally. His brothers Ferdinand and Ignaz played violin, Franz played viola, and Papa 

Schubert (Franz Theodor Florian) played cello in the family quartet. The comparative ease of the cello part in these early 

works suggests that Schubert’s father was the weak link in the family quartet.  

 By contrast, the Quartettsatz has a sophisticated and technically demanding cello line. The stylistic change 

indicates that Schubert likely had a professional quartet in mind; however, no performance is documented during his 

lifetime. Unless it was played informally at a Schubertiade, the movement remained unperformed until 1868, four decades 

after the composer’s death. Johannes Brahms owned the autograph manuscript for a while, and Quartettsatz was published 

in 1870 in Leipzig.  

 Quartettsatz is stormy and turbulent, breaking from classic style in its adaptation of sonata form: true 

recapitulation of the tremolando opening does not recur until the very closing measures. Wild contrasts of mood ally the 

piece more with the Romantics than the classicists. To balance the brooding, unsettled power of the first idea is a second 

theme that has been variously compared to both Mozart and Irving Berlin (!). We will never know whether some personal 

crisis prompted this emotional outpouring. We can only regret that Schubert did not complete the quartet — and temper 

that regret with gratitude that the Quartettsatz survived.  

 

MAURICE RAVEL (1875-1937) 

Quartet in F (1902-03) 

 The names of Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel are often uttered in the same breath, twin stars of French 

musical impressionism. Ravel was, in fact, half a generation Debussy’s junior and survived the older composer by nearly 

two decades. He developed his own highly individual musical language, whose principal affinity with that of Debussy is 

that ineffable quality of being French. Nevertheless, the linking of their two names persists, perhaps nowhere more firmly 

than with their string quartets. 

 Each wrote but a single quartet, both early works: Debussy’s dates from 1893, when he was in his early 30s, and 

Ravel’s was composed in 1902 and 1903, when he was still in his late 20s. Both quartets employ cyclic devices to unify 

the musical material among movements. Further reinforcing the prevailing modern idea that Ravel and Debussy “go” 



together is the fact that so many commercial recordings pair Debussy’s G-minor Quartet with Ravel’s Quartet in F. In a 

curious twist of fate, this particular pairing is the most plausible of any possibility in their respective oeuvres, for 

Debussy’s work was a significant model to young Ravel, probably more so than in any other of Ravel’s compositions.  

 The String Quartet in F was Ravel’s first large scale composition, and helped to establish his reputation in French 

musical circles. Ironically, it was counted against him in one of his several failed attempts to win the coveted Prix de 

Rome. Even his teacher Gabriel Fauré (to whom the piece is dedicated) disliked the finale, criticizing its lack of balance. It 

was Debussy who came to Ravel’s defense, purportedly writing to the younger composer: “In the name of the gods of 

music and of my own, don’t touch a thing you have written in this quartet.”  

 No programme is associated with Ravel’s quartet. At this stage of his career, it was unusual for him not to 

employ an extramusical idea of some sort, but with the quartet he established a pattern of absolute music that remained 

constant in his chamber works. Counterpoint is a lesser priority than sheer beauty of sound. Norman Demuth has observed 

that “Ravel took the line that the four string instruments called for sweetness rather than vigour (although the scherzo has 

this element).” He emphasizes color, at the same time exploiting with great ingenuity the virtuosic potential of four string 

players. 

 The Quartet is marked by grace and charm throughout. Its characteristic sonority is the melody doubled at the 

octave or a wider interval, sometimes the tenth, sometimes the 13th or 15th. The second movement scherzo is particularly 

noteworthy for its contrasts of pizzicato and the lyrical theme. Modal sonorities recall the Javanese gamelan orchestra that 

had such a powerful impact on Debussy following the Parisian exposition of 1889. A rhapsodic slow movement re-

introduces melodies from the opening movement, and the finale is even more strongly dependent on the opening Allegro 

moderato for its material. Tremolo sections, arpeggios, wide chords, and metric switches between 5/8, 5/4, and 3/4 

combine with brilliant, flashy string writing to conclude this marvelous piece.  

 

SAMUEL BARBER (1910-1981) 

Molto adagio from String Quartet No.1, Op.11 

 Samuel Barber is among the most enduring of America’s post-romantic twentieth-century composers. Among 

classical music fans, he is second only to Copland in his warmth, emotional immediacy, and accessibility. While we may 

not think of him as a composer of chamber music, his best known work, the ubiquitous Adagio for Strings, actually has its 

origins in a quartet. It is a transcription of the Molto adagio portion of the quartet’s second movement. The Adagio, of 

course, has taken on a life of its own that has all but eclipsed the fine quartet from which it is drawn.  

 The string quartet dates from a halcyon period in Barber’s life, before the spectre of war overshadowed 

everything else. Following his graduation from Philadelphia’s Curtis Institute of Music, he was awarded a Pulitzer 

traveling scholarship, the Rome Prize, then a Fulbright Foundation fellowship. This succession of honors enabled Barber 

to spend several years overseas in the mid-1930s. Upon learning that the Curtis Quartet was planning a European tour in 

1936, he set to work composing a new quartet for them.  

 Diversions were numerous, however, and he found it difficult to concentrate on composition. Although he was 

theoretically based at the American Academy in Rome, he traveled extensively in France and Italy, essentially playing 

hooky. He finally completed the first version of his quartet in 1936 while on holiday with his long-time companion Gian-

Carlo Menotti in St. Wolfgang, near Salzburg. The new work was premiered in Rome that December by the Pro Arte 

Quartet at the American Academy’s Villa Aurelia.  

 Barber struggled with the quartet, finding the finale especially problematic. After the premiere, he discarded both 

the original finale and an alternate finale. Extensive correspondence with his uncle, the composer Sidney Homer, reflects 

the encouragement and advice he received from the older man while he wrestled with revisions. “You make the four 

instruments sound gigantic,” Homer wrote to his nephew in February 1937. “I also want from you the greatest intimacy in 

spirit. If Mozart could trust and love his listener, so can you.”  

 CMSFW Artistic Director Gary Levinson recalls that the distinguished American violist Lillian Fuchs (1901-

1995) played a central role in the orchestration of the Adagio for strings. “I studied chamber music with Miss Fuchs at 

Juilliard,” he says. “She often told the story of how, when she first heard this Quartet performed, she immediately 

suggested to Sam Barber that he arrange the slow movement for strings. He was initially reluctant to do so, but eventually 

he saw the wisdom of her advice.” The rest, as they say, is history. 



 The emotional impact of Barber’s Molto adagio remains strong, even with the spare texture of four instruments 

rather than the more familiar full string complement.  

 

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (1770-1827) 

Quartet No. 8 in E minor, Op.59, No.2 

 Beethoven turned to the medium of the string quartet in 1804 after a hiatus of almost six years. The commission 

came from Count Andreas Kirillovich Rasumovsky, who had been Russian ambassador to the Austrian court since 1792. 

Immensely wealthy and cultured, Rasumovsky built a splendid residence in Vienna which he filled with a superb library 

and art collection. Rasumovsky was married to a sister-in-law of Prince Karl Lichnowsky, another important patron of 

Beethoven. A violinist himself, the Russian count maintained a household filled with music. From 1808 to 1816, he 

employed an in-house string orchestra that included many of Vienna’s finest players, including the violinist Ignaz 

Schuppanzigh.  

 We know relatively little about Rasumovsky’s commission, except that he apparently requested that Beethoven 

incorporate some Russian folk tunes into the quartets. The three works Beethoven composed for him show astonishing 

growth from their predecessors, the six quartets of Opus 18. Conceived on a vastly larger scale, their themes are broader 

and more extended, and a sense of spaciousness permeates each one.  

 A curious fact about all of Beethoven’s compositions in the key of E, whether major or minor, is that he placed 

all movements in either the parallel major or minor, not choosing to travel to a more distantly related key for his inner 

movements. Clearly the tonality of E/e was riveting for him, demanding a measure of tonal unity not so binding in other 

keys. Within the broad confines of tonal centering, he sought variety of mood, texture, and rhythm. Paradoxically, he 

stretched the boundaries of tonal convention beyond anything that preceded this quartet.  

 The opening Allegro of Op.59, No.2 is an anomaly. No sooner does Beethoven establish E minor in the first few 

measures than he echoes the opening phrase – in F! The sonata form journey to G major at the end of the exposition is at 

once conventional and iconoclastic. A pulsing undercurrent drives this movement, the most nervous and edgy of the Op.59 

set.  

 Beethoven marks the second movement, a Molto adagio in E major, with the instruction, “Si tratta questo pezzo 

con molto di sentimento” [This piece is to be played with great sentiment]. Adagios are unusual in Beethoven, and two of 

them occur in Op.59. This one has a romantic story to accompany it. As relayed by Beethoven’s contemporaries Carl 

Czerny and Karl Holz (a member of the Schuppanzigh String Quartet), the inspiration for this movement came while 

Beethoven gazed at a night sky brilliant with stars; he was struck by the notion of “music for the spheres.” Whether 

apocryphal or not, the tale lends a delightful, uncharacteristic programmatic aside to Beethoven’s slow movement. 

 Count Rasumovsky’s thème russe is incorporated into the third movement of this quartet, marked Allegretto but 

a scherzo for practical purposes. The theme, “Slava Bogu no Nebe, Slava!” is familiar from the coronation scene in 

Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov and a number of works by Rimsky-Korsakov, but Beethoven’s adaptation preceded theirs by 

more than half a century. Double repetition of both the minor and trio sections, specified by the composer in the score, 

distinguishes the movement. 

 Ambiguous tonality introduces the finale. The key signature and tradition tell us it will be in E minor. Beethoven 

goes to some lengths to establish C major in our ears, much in the same way that Schumann flirts with G minor (instead of 

E flat, the home tonality) at the beginning of his finale in the Piano Quintet. Nervousness and uncertainty, recalled from 

the first movement, resurface here, underscoring the high-strung character of the entire quartet. Compact and somewhat 

abrupt in its comparative brevity, this second Opus 59 quartet leaves one practically gasping for breath. 
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