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“From Vienna to Brotherhood” 

 
Duo in G major for Violin and Viola, K.423 

Wolfgang Amadè Mozart (1756-1791) 

 

 Mozart married Constanze Weber in August 1782.  His father disapproved of the match, 

and never warmed up to his daughter-in-law.  Mozart was determined to win over his father, 

however, and hoped that by bringing his bride from their home in Vienna to visit his father in 

Salzburg, he could affect cordial relations among his family.  The young couple arrived in 

Salzburg in late July, 1783.  Mozart was quick to make the social rounds in his former home 

town, eager to show off Constanze and to renew friendships.   

 

 Among those he sought out was his old friend Michael Haydn (younger brother of Franz 

Joseph), who was court musician, Konzertmeister and, since Mozart's summary dismissal from 

the post two years prior, Kapellmeister to Salzburg's Archbishop Colloredo.  Mozart was 

dismayed to find Haydn taken so ill that he was temporarily unable to fulfill his responsibilities 

to the Archbishop.  Haydn seemed unduly distressed by his temporary incapacity.  Upon 

inquiring further, Mozart learned that the Archbishop was withholding the Kapellmeister's salary 

until Haydn could satisfy an incomplete commission for six duets for violin and viola.  Haydn 

had completed four of the pieces when illness rendered him unable to continue. 

 

 Mozart took prompt advantage of the opportunity to help his friend. Two days later, he 

returned with two freshly composed duos in fair copy.  The manuscripts lacked only Michael 

Haydn's signature before they could be delivered with the other four to the impatient Archbishop. 

 

 Though parts of this delightful story may be apocryphal, there is no doubt as to the 

authenticity of K. 423 and 424.  Twice in December 1783, following his return to Vienna, 

Wolfgang wrote to his father asking him to forward the manuscripts of the duos.  By then he had 

turned his attention again to his own six string quartets, the set eventually dedicated to Michael 

Haydn’s older brother, Joseph Haydn. Composing these pieces for violin and viola gave Mozart 

a timely opportunity to experiment with the thinner texture and stretch the musical possibilities 

of just two instruments.   

 

 The only prior instance of Mozart's pairing violin and viola together is the magnificent 

Sinfonia Concertante, K.364 (1779).  Clearly he had plenty of additional ideas for the 

combination. The violin-viola pieces overflow with imaginative ideas that must have helped him 

in his consideration of inner voicing and texture for the larger string quartet ensemble. 



 

 Another fascinating aspect of these two works is their subtle assimilation of Michael 

Haydn's style.  Haydn's employer, Archbishop Colloredo, was knowledgeable about music and 

continued to have Mozart's works performed even after Wolfgang was no longer in his employ.  

Mozart took care to adjust his style so that his duos would merge smoothly and plausibly with 

the four works that Haydn had already completed – and deceive the Archbishop.  In 18th-century 

collections of such works, it was customary to write in six different tonalities.  Haydn's four duos 

were in C, D, E, and F major.  Mozart rounded out the set by continuing up the scale, to G and 

(skipping A) B-flat major. 

 

 Musicologist H.C. Robbins Landon has singled out the popular tunes in the last 

movement of K.423 as an example of Mozart emulating Michael Haydn. Another camouflage is 

the slow movement Adagio, a tempo Haydn often used, whereas Mozart favored Andantes. But 

Mozart's own command of both string instruments and his known preference for the viola when 

playing chamber music certainly inform the graceful writing in this duo.  

  

Drei Phantasiestücke, Op. 73 for Cello and Piano 

Robert Schumann (1810-1856) 

  

 Between 1848 and 1851, Robert Schumann composed more than three dozen smaller 

works that fall into the broad category of Hausmusik: pieces for study and performance in the 

flourishing market of the nineteenth-century middle class.  By the late 1840s, his timbral 

perception had expanded through extensive work with orchestras. Now, the combined sonority of 

a single instrument with piano fascinated him, along with the potential for coloristic variety 

within that self-imposed limitation. Schumann explored this concept with a zeal and focus he had 

not had since the early 1840s. These Phantasiestücke are among the results.  

 

 The term Phantasie occurs regularly in Schumann’s compositions, most famously in the 

solo piano Fantasie, Op. 17. Three additional Phantasiestücke enrich Schumann’s list of works: 

a set of solo piano pieces, Op. 12, the three Phantasiestücke, Op. 73 Mr. Diaz and Ms. Kakouberi 

perform this afternoon, and four Phantasiestücke for piano trio, Op. 88. The concept of a fantasy, 

with all the freedom of thought, form, and emotion that it implies, was attractive to Schumann. 

These three pieces are fine examples showing how he benefitted from that flexibility.  

 

 Op.73 was originally composed for clarinet and piano. With its wide range and sultry 

tone color, clarinet must have appealed to Schumann. Similarly, the cello, with its warmth, 

songful potential and even wider range, was a natural vehicle for these pieces. Today, they are 

performed as frequently on cello as clarinet. The seductive appeal of the Phantasiestücke has 

prompted additional arrangements for bassoon, oboe, oboe d’amore, viola, and even saxophone.  

 

 The three Phantasiestücke are closely linked in several ways. All are essentially ternary 

forms. The overall key scheme — a minor, A major, and A major — binds them together, as do 

the contrasting middle sections that gravitate to the related keys of F major and d minor. 



Schumann uses triplet figuration for accompaniment in all three movements, then makes the 

triplets the melody for the B-section in the second piece, Lebhaft, leicht. These pieces 

demonstrate a beautiful integration of the two instruments, and each movement seems to grow 

logically out of its predecessor. Schumann’s opening movement has the melting appeal of his 

most intimate Lieder.  Keyboard assumes a more prominent role in the second. The third piece is 

the most dramatic, with a recurrent ‘Mannheim rocket’ that reminds us that Schumann knew a 

thing or two about virtuosi and creating musical excitement. The finale also alludes subtly to 

musical material from both prior movements. Yet, as John Daverio has so eloquently observed: 

 

. . . the various reminiscences do not overtly call attention to themselves; 

Schumann’s technique of attenuated recall rather makes for a delicate tracery of 

fleeting allusions and half-remembered ideas. 

 

Piano Quartet No.3 in C minor, Op. 60  

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 

 

Imagine a man for whom nothing is left and who wishes to put an end to himself.   

 

Brahms penned these gloomy words to Hermann Deiters in 1868, describing the first movement 

of his C minor piano quartet.  At that point he had already wrestled with the piece — then a 

single-movement work-in-progress — for well over a decade.  Six years later he was still 

struggling with the same recalcitrant, lugubrious movement.  A letter to his friend Dr. Theodor 

Billroth dated 23 October, 1874 refers to it as “. . . a curiosity -- an illustration for the last chapter 

in the life of the man in the blue coat and yellow vest.”  

 

 The allusion is to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), 

the seminal work of the Sturm und Drang literary movement. The story concerns a sensitive, 

artistic young man torn by poetic fantasies and hopeless passions. In the final scene, dressed in a 

blue coat, a yellow vest, yellow hose, and top boots, Werther shoots himself with a pistol. 

Werther was particularly influential in the early romantic era, even precipitating a wave of 

suicides. (It also spawned a men’s fashion trend that stretched to Paris and London as well as the 

German-speaking countries.) The novel remained popular throughout the 19th century. 

 

 In his piano quartet’s first movement, Brahms clearly identified with Werther’s depressed 

and despairing emotional state. Werther was still on his mind nearly a year later, when he wrote 

to his publisher Fritz Simrock, who was readying the Opus 60 quartet for publication. The letter, 

which is filled with Brahms’s dark, self-deprecating humor, reports a good rehearsal of the 

quartet, then adds: 

 

Whether you consider me enfeebled by age or narrow-minded, or hold the opposite opinion, I am 

only now finally learning a few things--this quartet is half old, half new--the whole creature is 

therefore good for nothing! Furthermore, you might display a picture on the title page. Namely a 

head--with a pistol pointing at it. Now you can form an idea of the music! I will send you my 



photograph for this purpose! You could also give it a blue frockcoat, yellow trousers, and riding 

boots, since you appear to like color prints. . . . I mustn’t send the quartet to you in Bönigen--it 

turns the most beautiful blue sky foggy.  

 

 Despite its relatively high opus number and publication date of 1875, when Brahms was 

42, the C minor Piano Quartet shares many characteristics with the works of Brahms's youth.  As 

the letter quoted above implies (“half old, half new”), the quartet's origins are from the mid-

1850s, a dreadful time when Robert Schumann was in the final stages of the illness that claimed 

his life in 1856.  Brahms, then in his early 20s, was spending considerable time with Schumann's 

wife Clara, attempting to balance his sense of responsibility to the Schumann family, loyalty to 

his ailing mentor and friend Schumann, and his growing love for Clara.  These conflicting 

emotions found expression in a torrent of anguished and troubled music, including parts of the 

First Symphony (also in C minor) and the First Piano Concerto. The first movement of this piano 

quartet is a representative example. 

 

 Brahms was an exacting critic of his own work.  After setting the unsatisfactory quartet 

movement aside for a number of years, he subjected it to extensive revisions.  All told, he 

worked on Op. 60 for twenty years, from 1855 to 1875.  The remaining three movements were 

added during the 1860s, accounting for subtle differences in texture.  Whereas the first 

movement is athletically dominated by the keyboard, for example, the strings assume a more 

equitable balance in the latter three movements.  Brahms’s final two movements are terse and 

compressed, making them more consistent with his mature instrumental style.   

 

 Among the quartet's unusual features is the lyrical second subject in the opening Allegro 

non troppo, where Brahms incorporates variation elements into a sonata-form.   The scherzo 

smoothly interjects several meter switches between 6/8 and 9/8, and the slow movement is a 

glorious melodic foray for the cello in its higher register.  Musicologist Ivor Keys has written of 

the closing Allegro comodo: 

 

The finale is chiefly notable for the nearly perpetual motion of its pattering 

accompaniment. . . .The five-bar chorale-like phrases for the strings are almost the 

only occasions when the accompaniment stops.  Towards the end these recur in C 

major, but the last pages, though marked tranquillo, still have a heavy admixture 

of the minor.  The man with the blue jacket and yellow vest [another reference to 

Goethe’s Werther] has the last word. 

 

 

 

 


