
NINETEENTH SEASON 
SIXTH CONCERT 

Iflpuston Friends of 
IJiusic, Inc. 

and 

lhepherd lchool of IJiusic 

Hamman Hall 

PRESENT THE 

Shmuel Ashkenasi, violin 

Jerry Horner, viola 

Pierre Menard, violin 

Marc Johnson, cello 
'· 

Wednesday, March 21, 1979 
8:00P.M. 

Rice University 



SSM 
·79.3. 21 
VER 

PROGRAM 

Quartet in D Major, K.575 ........... . .. . ...... . .. . Mozart 
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Andante 

Menuetto: Allegretto 
Allegretto 
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IV Mesto 
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Adagio 
Presto 
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The Vermeer String Quartet 

The Vermeer Quartet, founded in 1970 in Marlboro, Vermont, 
has won wide acclaim during its first tours of the United States 
and Europe, including the Festival of Two Worlds in Spoleto. 
Its two annual Chicago area series, one at the University of 
Chicago and one at the National College of Education in 
Evanston, have become eagerly awaited events each season. 
The Quartet has played in New York at Carnegie Hall, at 
Hunter College, and at Lincoln Center's Mostly Mozart 
Festival. In the summer of 1978 they made their dubut at the 
Car a moor Festival. The members oft he ensemble bring broad 
solo and chamber music experience to their performances. All 
are Artists-in-Residence at Northern Illinois University, De 
Kalb. 

PROGRAM NOTES 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791), Quartet in D Major, K.575 (1789). 
The last three years of Mozart's life were beset by an almost unending chain of 
mental, physical, financial and social frustrations and oppressions, that put an 
end to a decade of phenomenal productivity. Yet, although the number of com
positions diminished appreciably, their quality remained in a realm of unques
tioned masterworks; and, although the melancholy circumstances of his life im
printed themselves on many of his works, his joyful nature broke through the 
sadness again and again in some of his most sunny compositions of the period. 

On a trip to Berlin in the spring of 1789 Mozart was presented to and per
formed for King Frederick William II of Prussia who- an excellent amateur 'cellist 
himself - asked Mozart to write six string quartets for him and bequested him with 
100 Friedrichs d'or. While the money lasted barely past the trip, at least three of 
the quartets were completed and became known as the Prussian quartets -
Mozart's last, (K.575- 1789; K-589 and K-590- 1790). Keeping a dedication to 
the royal 'cellist in mind - a dedication that really never materialized -the three 
quartets abound in a rich interplay between the instruments but display an 
unusual preference of the 'cello as a dialogue instrument with the first violin, 
much to the displeasure of some musicologists and to the delight of most 

'cellists. These quartets have to rank among the most "perfect", radiant pieces of 
chamber music ever written, and this from the pen of a wretchedly depressed 
and ailing genius. 

The dominant spirit of the D Major Quarter K.575 is one of the contented, 
but somewhat subdued bliss giving way to outright jubilation only in alternate 
themes or in repeated versions of main themes. It is noteworthy that all "fast" 
movements are marked only "Allegretto" and that much of the thematic material 
is introduced in "piano " or "sotto voce". This becomes evident at the outset of 
the first movement (Allegretto) where the softly ascending and sinking line of the 
opening theme does not give way to a forte outburst until the transition to these
cond theme, which again marks a return to a "dolce". The slow movement (An
dante) is a tender and slightly mournful song, the main theme of which returns 
on different instruments with increasing embellishments and variations so typical 
of Mozart's mature writing. In the Trio of the cheerful and elegant minuet hom
mage is paid to the "royal 'cellist" who converses with the other instruments. A 
happy rondo with ever increasing richness in instrumental counterpoint and or
namentation closes this immensely satisfying composition on a joyful note. 

Bela Bartok (1881-1945), String Quartet No.6 (1939). Few composers have 
- by design or not - made the writing of string quartets an autobiographical ve
hicle to record, throughout their career, the evolution and de•:elopment of their 
craft, their style and taste, and to disclose glimpses of their innermost soul. In
variably the struggles of these men with this most subtle of musical instruments 
resulted not only in individual masterpieces and fascinating accounts of their 
progress but also in a quantum leap forward in the art of quartet writing that left 
their contemporaries and their successors with an awesome burden of com
parison and emulation. Such were the quartet series of Haydn, Mozart, 
Beethoven, Schubert :md indeed Bartok. Although Bartok wrote only six 
quartets from 1908 until 1939 they do represent truly a life cycle and prepared 
the ground for much of the quartet writing of this century. True, there always 
were composers who contributed to the progress with only one or few quartets 
such as Brahms, Debussy or Berg, but theirs was not a lifetime involvement, be it 
a love affair or an obsessive struggle, with the string quartet. 

The last of Bartok's quartets was written just prior to his departure from his 
native Hungary before World War II and evidently bears the mark of the impen
ding chaos that was to beset him and all mankind. The quartet is representative 
of his late "cl"lssical" period when he returned gradually to a simpler and more 
transparent form and texture, to a more open and broad melodic line and a 
general relaxation of harmonic harshness. Borrowing from the romantics he 
employs in this quartet a method of linking the contrasting movements with a 
motto-theme (or "Leitmotif"), the returning Mesto (sad, mournful) at the begin
ning of each of the first three movements. Ultimately, in the last movement. the 
motto-theme becomes the main element. 

The somber and melancholv Mesto-theme is introduced by the solo viola, 



PROGRAM NOTES (continued) 

followed by broad fanfare-like chords which lead to the Vivace, a ceaselessly 
driving and generally joyfully flowing movement in sonata form. At the outset of 
the second movement the motto is carried by the 'cello to the muted accompani
ment of the higher voices. This introduces the dotted rhythms of the somber, 
jagged and abrasive Marcia movement. This martial mood is interrupted by an 
animated, more conciliatory, interlude during which a lofty recitativo by the 
'cello is accompanied by unsettling tremolos, trills and guitar-like pizzicatos. The 
third movement brings back to Mesto-theme this time carried by all instruments 
in soft counterpoint. The following Bur/etta (burlesque) is a sarcastically 
humorous scherzo in hard stomping rhythms with intermittent glissandos and 
other, more devilish outcries and intentional off-key playing with the aid of 
quarter tones. Again, the mood is broken by a charmingly lyrical trio section that 
is based on an inversion of the main theme of the first vivace movement. Finally, 
in the last movement the linking motto is developed into a main theme of over
powering sadness and despair. 

Robert Schumann (1810-1856), String Quartet in A Minor, Op. 41, No. 1 
(1842). When, after years of frustrating struggle, Robert Schumann was finally 
able to marry the eminently gifted pianist and composer Clara Wieck, the piano, 
which had occupied his composing almost exclusively heretofore, became too 
narrow for his liberated spirit. He first burst forth in 1841 with a cornucopia of 
songs and his first symphony and then in 1842 with a bloom of chamber music. 
His three string quartets Op. 41 were a product of this creative explosion and 
were put on paper within a few weeks in the spring of that year. The first of these 
is a fine example of Schumann's best romantic work with a mixture of unsatiable 
longing, of spring-like exuberance, of deep poetic feeling and of youthful 
robustness and cheer. 

Unresolved longing and anticipation mark the mood of the introduction 
leading to the Allegro in sonata form that is characterized by a gently swaying 
main theme and a dance like second theme. The spritely mendelssohnian 
Scherzo passes like a fleeting thought briefly halting during the tender and lyrical 
Intermezzo. The introspective Adagio with its long drawn-out melody seems to 
be a natural link between Beethoven and Brahms. The treatment of the melody 
and its accompaniment brings memories of Schumann's earlier piano music. 
The final Presto is a boisterous, driving, march-like piece so typical of the com
poser's exultant style. In the key of A minor the exultation becomes somewhat 
suppressed by a mood of tempestuous obstinacy. The latter is however resolved 
near the end with a change to A major and a brief bagpipe-like interlude that in
troduces the final climax. 

Program Notes by J. K. Arbenz 
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