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“The Lighter Bank of River Rhein” 
 

String Quintet in C major, Op.29 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 
 

 Beethoven was a notoriously crafty and shrewd businessman – and not always entirely 

ethical in his methods of promoting his music. In all fairness, he lived in a world where 

copyright laws did not yet exist, and he sometimes went to great lengths to protect his work. 

Nevertheless, there are some eyebrow-raising stories associated with the distribution and 

publication of his compositions. The String Quintet in C major is a prime example. 

 

 Count Moritz von Fries commissioned the quintet in 1800. A banker whose family had 

interests in textiles and extensive land holdings, the Count was one of the richest men in Austria. 

He was also a distinguished patron of the arts and a great music lover. He was almost certainly 

the commissioner of Beethoven’s Violin Sonatas in A minor, Op.23 and F major, Op.24 

(“Spring”). Beethoven dedicated both sonatas to him and would later dedicate the Seventh 

Symphony to von Fries as well.  

 

 As was customary in the case of a commission for private use, Beethoven presented a 

copy of the String Quintet to the Count upon its completion in 1802. Beethoven then sold the 

piece to the Leipzig firm of Breitkopf & Härtel for publication; it was the first of his works that 

the German house engraved. Beethoven’s brother Carl handled the negotiations and secured the 

impressive fee of 38 ducats. (To place this sum in perspective, both the Octet, Op.20 and the 

First Symphony, Op.21, had commanded 20 ducats each.)  

 Unbeknownst to Beethoven, Count von Fries had simultaneously passed on his copy of 

the score to Artaria & Co. in Vienna. Beethoven learned of this on 9 November and went into a 

tizzy. After three days of sparring with Artaria, he secured a pledge that they would not publish 

the String Quintet in Vienna until two weeks after the Breitkopf & Härtel edition appeared in 

Leipzig.  

 

 Both Beethoven and his student Ferdinand Ries corrected proofs of Artaria’s edition, and 

there is some evidence that Beethoven instructed Ries to mismark the Austrian proofs 

intentionally. Several weeks after the both editions appeared, Beethoven took out an ad in a 

Viennese newspaper accusing Artaria of piracy and criticizing its Quintet publication as “flawed, 

filled with errors, and useless to players.” In mid-February, Artaria filed a lawsuit, demanding a 

retraction. The Viennese court eventually ruled in Artaria’s favor, though Beethoven appears to 

have neither recanted his accusations nor apologized.  

 

 And what of the music?  

 

 The String Quintet followed on the heels of Beethoven’s first quartets, the set of six 



published as Opus 18 in 1800. It is a transitional work, bridging what we now regard as 

Beethoven’s early and middle periods. The first two movements seem entrenched in the high 

classicism of Mozart and Haydn, while the last two herald the Beethoven of the so-called ‘heroic 

decade.’  

 

 The most unusual aspect of the first movement is its gentle demeanor and smooth flow, 

so far removed from Beethoven in his feisty mode. Here we have a Mozartean balance and a 

Schubertian sweetness of mode. Also Schubertian is the surprising choice of A major for the 

second theme. In a C major work, one would expect a second theme in the dominant key of G 

major and a cadence in G at the end of the exposition. Instead, Beethoven seesaws between A 

major and A minor for the balance of the exposition. He would use this key relationship – the 

technical term is submediant – frequently in later works; Schubert adopted it frequently as well.  

 

 Mozart comes to mind again in the florid Adagio molto espressivo. A dignified pace, 

balanced phrases, occasional harmonic shadows and an elegant use of counterpoint all attest to 

Beethoven’s Austrian role model.  

 

 The scherzo is more forward-looking, with a brisk one-beat-to-the-bar pace that has 

clearly left behind the courtly minuet. Beethoven’s wit and sparkle are in abundant supply. The 

finale points even more decisively toward his middle period. It boasts drama and brilliant 

flourishes that keep the players on their toes. The form is unusual: a sonata structure whose 

syncopated, contrapuntal development introduces a new theme. (Beethoven would let this 

concept flower even more brilliantly in the Eroica Symphony.) Even more striking is an 

unexpected interruption: a minuet in A major. The return to Presto tempo is mysterious and 

magical – but Beethoven is not done. He navigates at dazzling speed through a half dozen key 

centers before a reappearance of the minuet, now back in the home key of C major, and a 

splendid coda. The string writing is cohesive, brilliant, and thoroughly polished.  

 

Langsamer Satz 

Anton von Webern 

Born 3 December 1883 in Vienna 

Died 15 September 1945 in Mittersill, near Salzburg 

 

Expansive early romanticism from the pen of a terse writer 
 Few of us know Webern’s music. Not to be confused with the German 19th-century 

romantic Carl Maria von Weber, the Viennese native Anton Webern was a disciple and star pupil 

of Arnold Schoenberg, inventor of the twelve-tone system. Webern became a master of 

compression and expressivity, writing twelve-tone pieces of utmost brevity. His complete 

published works fit on three compact discs – and that includes his orchestrations of music by 

Bach and Schubert.  

 

 After his death, however, a cache of unpublished manuscripts was discovered among his 

effects. He composed them between 1899 and 1908; nearly all date from before he met 

Schoenberg in autumn 1904. These early compositions, including Langsamer Satz, show how 

firmly anchored Webern was in the Viennese tradition. Their post-romantic harmonic language 

reveals the influence of Wagner, Strauss, and Brahms. 



 

Souvenir of a special springtime holiday 
 Langsamer Satz means ‘slow movement.’ Webern’s original is a single movement for 

string quartet. He wrote it on the heels of an idyllic holiday with his cousin Wilhelmine Mörtl. 

They had fallen in love in 1902 and would marry in 1911. In spring 1905 during the Pentecost 

holiday, the pair took a trip Waldwinkel, a lovely area of countryside about 60 miles west of 

Vienna. Webern, who adored the outdoors almost as much as his cousin, was twenty-one and 

head over heels in love. His diaries are filled with extravagant descriptions, even on rainy days. 

My heart was jubilant. I spent wonderful hours during the afternoon. When night 

fell, the skies shed bitter tears, but I wandered with her along a road. A coat 

protected the two of us. Our love rose to infinite heights and filled the universe! 

Two souls were enraptured.  

 

Then, the next day:  

 

We wandered through forests. It was a fairyland! High tree trunks all around us, a 

green luminescence in between, and here and there floods of gold on the green 

moss. The forest symphony resounded.  

 

Love music 
He composed Langsamer Satz in June. It is, quite simply, love music: love of nature, love of 

Wilhelmine. It is also the work of a 21-year-old composer still finding his way. Writer James 

Beale calls it “disarmingly conventional . . . almost sugary.” Biographer Hans Moldenhauer is 

more generous: “The music is pervaded by a sweet poignancy; serene happiness rises to 

triumphant ecstasy in the coda.” Most striking are the textural ideas. Webern was a lifelong 

contrapuntalist and the independence of his voices adds to the interest of this movement. 

 

String Quintet No.2 in B-flat major, Op.87 

Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) 

 During the 1844-45 season, 36-year-old Felix Mendelssohn was in London at the 

invitation of the Philharmonic Society. He returned to Frankfurt in July 1845, eager to spend the 

summer with his wife Cécile and their children. September meant journeying to Berlin - a city he 

disliked - to resume his duties as the Prussian King’s Generalmusikdirektor, so the two months 

with his family were precious. 

 He had been working on the E-minor Violin Concerto for nearly six years. It pulled 

together in 1845, releasing a torrent of other new pieces: incidental music for Athalie, choruses 

for a production of Oedipus at Colonus, and two substantial chamber works: the Piano Trio No.2 

in C minor and this second String Quintet (the first, Opus 18, he completed in 1832). The Quintet 

is rarely performed, which is a mystery, for it shares the youthful genius of Mendelssohn’s 

miraculous early masterpieces along with his mature compositional skill. 

 

 The Quintet and the Violin Concerto have a particularly strong connection. Ferdinand 

David, for whom Mendelssohn wrote both works, had been concertmaster of the Leipzig 

Gewandhaus Orchestra since 1836, and the two men had become close friends. David wrote to 

Mendelssohn in January 1844 asking for a new string quintet. This B-flat major work was 

Mendelssohn’s response to that request.  



 

 Anyone who knows Mendelssohn’s early Octet will immediately sense its kinship to the 

Quintet’s exuberant opening. Grandeur and impetuous momentum characterize this first 

movement, along with clever and unexpected modulations. The concertato style in the first 

violin part is doubtless a salute to Ferdinand David’s virtuosity. A recurrent subsidiary idea in 

triplets serves as a secondary theme, but the brilliant violin arpeggios are what you will 

remember. 

 

 Mendelssohn’s inner two movements are particularly strong. The second, an Andante 

scherzando in G minor, is not a madcap scherzo, but a more measured, intimate one. The form is 

a mini-rondo with two contrasting sections [A-B-A-C-A]. Misplaced accents and syncopations 

contribute to its rhythmic interest. Mendelssohn distributes his material beautifully among the 

five players in outstanding part writing, delivered with elegance, humor, and an impressive 

command of counterpoint. Mendelssohn pays careful attention to articulation – the specifics of 

musical ‘pronunciation’ – and to bowed vs. pizzicato passages. 

 

 His Adagio e lento approaches Beethoven’s realm of the sublime. It opens with an elegiac 

theme that provides material for an extended meditation, essentially unfolding as free variations. 

Listeners familiar with the “Italian” Symphony may recognize a kinship to its processional 

pilgrims movement. Here again, first violin assumes an elaborate role. Dramatic chords, sudden 

dynamic changes, and tremolandi passages strengthen the connection to Beethoven’s great slow 

movements.  

 

 The slow movement moves attacca [without pause] to the finale, a sonata-rondo replete 

with sixteenth note figures that give it a feeling of perpetual motion. Essentially the movement is 

monothematic, with three statements of the rondo theme. As in many of Mendelssohn’s later 

works, one hears less motivic conversation, and more focus in dynamics and modulation. 

According to the composer Ignaz Moscheles, Mendelssohn was dissatisfied with his second 

theme (he excised it from his recapitulation). His reservations about the finale are probably the 

reason he withheld publication; the quintet was issued posthumously in 1851. For lovers of 

Mendelssohn’s chamber music, this work is a marvelous discovery.  


