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Dmitri Sbostakovich (1906-1975) Quartet No. 7 in /-sharp minor, Op. 108 (1960) 
Allegretto 

ueta Bartok (1881-1945) 

Lento-
Allegro - Allegretto -

(played without pause) 

Quartet No. 5 (1934) 
Allegro · " 
Adagio mo/to 
Scherzo: Alia bulgarese 
Andante 
Finale: Allegro vivace 

INTERMISSION 

Ludwig van Beethoven ( 1770-1827) Quartet in A-minor, Op. 132 (1824-5) 
Assai sostenuto; Allegro 
Allegro ma non tanto 
Heiliger Dankgesang eines Genesenen an 

die gottheit, in der lydischen tonart: 
Mollo adagio; Neue Kraft fuhlend: Andanle 

Alia marcia, assai vivace 
Allegro appassionato 

The Emerson String Quartet appears by arrangement with IMG Artists 
and records exclusively for Deutsche Grammophon. 

Note Pads are compliments of Hoffman Lithography 
Photographing and sound recording are prohibited. 

We further request that audible paging devices not be used during performances. 
Paging arrangements may be made with ushers. 

If it is anticipated that tickets will not be used, subscribers are encouraged to turn them in for resale. 
This is a tax-deductible donation. Call 285-5400. 

KUHF88:7FM 
The radio voice of Houston Friends of Music 



PROGRAM NOTES 

DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH 
(1906-1975) 

Quartet No. 7 in /-sharp minor, Op. 108 (1960) 

It is a bouncy and playful phrase which opens 
Shostakovich 's Seventh Quartet. The elements of this 
phrase are of the most basic kind: a descending line, 
some repeated tones, and simple short-short-long 
rhythms. This is Shostakovich 's shortest quartet , and the 
musical language, for the most part, remains clear and 
simple throughout; but by the quartet's end, some twen
ty minutes later, we have traversed an emotional land
scape of enormous tension and pathos. It is the essence 
of Shostakovich 's art to invest his musical materials, no 
matter how simplistic, with a powerful human 
significance. A typical Shostakovich theme, rather than 
having a particular character, seems actually to be a 
character, as in a play, novel, or news story, and its 
developments and reappearances are charged with what 
feels like explicit dramatic meanings. When we take into 
account, as well, the dedications of Shostakovich 's 
works -- such as the Eighth Quartet's "In memory of the 
victims of fascism and war" (and, by extension, to those 
of Stalin's ugreat terror") -- we realize that we are not 
dealing here with "abstract" music, if such a thing may 
be said to exist at all. 

The Seventh Quartet is dedicated to the memory of 
Shostakovich's beloved wife, Nina Varzar. Varzar, a 
research physicist, married the composer in 1932. During 
their courtship, Shostakovich was at work on his opera 
Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District. He is quoted in 
Testimony (ed. S. Volkov; New York, Limelight Edi
tions, 1984): "I dedicated Lady Macbeth to my bride, 
my future wife, so naturally the opera is about love too, 
but not only love. It's also about how love could have 
been if the world weren't full of vile things. And the 
laws and proprieties and financial worries, and the police 
state. If conditions had been different, love would have 
been different too." But even through the terrible years 
of Stalinist purges and World War II, the bond between 
husband and wife remained solid. Varzar died in 1955, 
and although the Seventh Quartet, written five years 
later, may not display overt grief (the fugue does betray 
a great anger and resistance), the work is definitely a 
profound leave-taking. 

There is, in all of Shostakovich 's works, an extreme 
dynamic tension, a dialectic if you will, that helps 
explain his music's powerful impact and coherence. On a 
note-to-note level, for instance, Shostakovich will 

support a quite dissonant melody with a simple accom
paniment of basic functional harmony; or will use com
mon triads in complex or startling progressions; or will 
move passages of extreme harmonic dissonance in stately 
block patterns. Thus, the music is held together even as 
it threatens to fly apart. 

In the Seventh Quartet, we note how the descending 
line that begins the opening movement is balanc.ed by the 
ascending line that begins the third and last movement, 
and how the fugue, to which this line forms a prelude , 
seems frantically torn between upward and downward 
melodic directions. And we also see that the most violent 
and emotionally turbulent section of the quartet is con
tained with the highly formal lineaments of the fugue , 
which in its turn is succeeded by a melancholy waltz. 
Thus, the learned is balanced by the popular, the formal 
by the violent, and the personal by the universal. 

In the end, Shostakovich 's music is about death, 
love, joy, freedom -- in a word, life. And in this 
century, whose musical revolution has so often seemed 
obsessed with theory and technique, his music otfers us 
a powerful and lifegiving tonic. 

Program Notes by Paul Howard Epstein 

, . 
BELA BARTOK 

(1881-1945) 

Quartet No. 5 (1934) 

The Fifth Quartet was written in 1934, six years 
after the Fourth. In the works of the late 20s, as 
exemplified by the Third and Fourth Quartets, Bartok 
strayed the furthest from traditional tonality and pro
duced his most dissonant music. By 1934, he had relaxed 
his harmonic idiom considerably; it was based increas
ingly on Balkan or Asiatic modal scales, and in the slow 
movements there were breathtakingly beautiful 
references to triadic harmony. Bartok believed all his 
quartets to be in or on certain keys. The Fifth is far 
more noticeably on B-tlat than the Fourth is on C. 

Like its predecessor, the Fifth Quartet has five 
movements that form an arch. The outer, fast 
movements are again both in quasi-sonata form, with 
thematic interrelationships (most noticeably in the 
Finale's fugue, whose subject is a variant of the first 



theme of the opening movement). Unlike the Fourth, the 
Fifth Quartet has a scherzo instead of a slow movement 
as its centerpiece; the second and fourth movements here 
are slow, the latter a direct variation of the former. The 
unfolding of the music from phrase to phrase and sec
tion to section is much less terse than in the previous 
two Quartets . Motives are longer and are treated more 
expansively . 

Mirror techniques function within movements as 
well as between them. In the recapitulation of the first 
movement, all the themes are presented in reverse order , 
and they are all melodically inverted, too. The 
recapitulation does not simply restate the exposition with 
different key relationships; it is almost an exact mirror
image or photo-negative of the first part of the move
ment. 

The tritone, the most striking interval in the first 
theme, plays an important structural role throughout the 
piece. The first theme begins with B-flat and lands on E 
before going on; the ear begins to accept B-flat as tonic 
and E as a sort of dominant. The development begins on 
E, just as the classical development section usually began 
in the dominant key, and the first theme, when it is 
finally arrived at in the recapitulation, is again on B-flat. 
E and B-flat are also crucial notes in the wild, 
precipitous Finale, whose first theme is a free inversion 
of the opening theme of the Quartet. 

Both the second and fourth movements begin with 
wispy fragments - trills and pizzicato glissandos -
which gradually shape themselves into motives. The next 
section of the second movement is a chorale in triadic 
harmony played by the three lower instruments, above 
which the first violin plays wistful, wandering little lines. 
The chorale creates a religious atmosphere; the delicate 
balance between consonance and dissonance, coming 
after the clashing and often strident sonorities of the 
first movement, makes this passage seem like a poignant 
memory of a church one had visited long ago. The 
mirror-image of this chorale in the fourth movement is 
played ricochet (all the players throw their bows onto the 
strings, causing the bows to rebound seven times). This 
creates a much less haunting atmosphere and a much 
more objective memory than the original. The rattling 
sound of the bow-stroke is at odds with the bittersweet 
harmonies. After some night music, each movement 
builds toward a climax. In the second movement the 
climax is slow and anguished, while in the fourth it is 
turbulent, with swirling chromatic scales played by the 
cello and viola while the violins shriek above. After the 
climax in each movement, the music subsides a a remem
brance of the chorale-theme and slides away into the 
darkness. 

The Scherzo alia bulgarese contains some of 
Bartok's folksiest music. The Bulgarian rhythm groups 
the flowing eighth-notes into 4 + 2 + 3, and in the Trio 
section into 3 + 2 + 2 + 3. These rhythms are natural and 
joyous; one could go home from a concert whistling the 
two themes of the Scherzo. In the middle section, over a 
welter of chromatic notes in the muted violin, the viola 
and then the cello play a simple, pastoral tune consisting 
mostly of repeated thirds . It rocks gently between A and 
F, then F and D, etc. This Trio section, the center of the 
entire work, combines an almost simple-mindedly conso
nant melody with an extremely chromatic accompani
ment, setting off all sorts of dissonant sparks. Perhaps 
this weird combination of consonance and dissonance 
symbolizes Bartok's ambivalent attitude toward tonality; 
he often strayed from it, but never lost track of his 
keynotes and never composed truly atonal music. 

His ambivalence is again expressed, this time 
humorously, in the last movement's Allegrerto con indif
ferenza. In this odd interpolation into the excitement of 
the Finale, the second violin plays an insipid little tune 
in A major, while the viola grinds out an accompani
ment marked meccanico. The tune is a diatonic version 
of one of the movement's main motives. Soon the first 
violin joins an octave higher, only in B-flat major while 
the others continue stolidly in A, producing an exquisite
ly out-of-tune effect. After this comical depiction of the 
breakdown of tonality, the same motive returns in its 
original modal guise, and the piece hurtles to a climax. 

Program Notes by Eugene Drucker 

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN 
(1770-1827) 

Quartet in A minor, Op. 132 (1824-5) 

While working on his Op. 132 quartet during the 
winter of 1824-1825, Beethoven fell gravely ill with liver 
disease, bowel inflammation, and other painful and 
debilitating abdominal maladies. The condition left him 
seriously weakened, but he was still able to finish the 
work by July 1825. Although it has the highest opus 
number of the three quartets (Op. 127, 130, and 132) 
that he composed at the behest of Russian nobleman and 
amateur cellist, Prince Galitzin, it was actually second in 
order of composition. Study of his sketchbooks shows 
that he originally planned the quartet in the traditional 
four movements, but on recovering from his sickness 
decided to replace the two middle sections with three 
movements, including the central "Heiliger 
Danksgesang." 



The quartet starts with a short, slow introductory 

motif that bears a similarity to the ones heard at the 

opening of the quartet Op. 131 and the Grosse Fuge, 

Op. 133 . Some think Beethoven used this motif-- a slow 

rising half-step followed by a large leap -- as a way of 

unifying these three works; others believe that the motifs 

resemble each other because they were all composed 

around the same time, and the inadvertent repetition of 

certain favorite melodic turns is almost inevitable. 

Emerging from the introductory measures is a brilliant 

violin flourish that leads to the main theme, played high 

in its register by the cello. Following some expansion, a 

new idea, starting with three repeated notes, is heard and 

quickly passes through the quartet, leading to still 

another distinctive idea -- a flowing melody in the 

second violin over a nervous, agitated triplet accompani

ment. Although one can conceive these themes as the 

subjects of traditional sonata form, such analysis 

violates the free spirit in which Beethoven created this 

amazing movement. 

Wistful and nostalgic in tone, the second movement 

has two motifs that run throughout the entire opening 

section. The first is a pair of rising three-note figures; 

the other, and more important, is a long note that drops 

down with a little flurry of faster notes. After many 

repetitions of the two melodic cells, Beethoven moves on 

to the middle section, a sort of musette, with the first 

violin sustaining a bag-pipelike drone under its high

pitched melody. The movement ends with a literal repeat 

of the opening section. 

Over the third movement Beethoven inscribed the 

words, Heiliger Dankgesang eines Genesenen an die 

Gottheit, in der lydischen Tonart ("Holy Song of 

fhanksgiving to the Divinity by a Convalescent, in the 

Lydian mode"). The sublime hymn expresses his 

~ratitude for the return of good health; use of the 

Lydian mode, an ancient ecclesiastical scale (correspond

ing to the modern F scale, but without a B flat) gives the 

music a spiritual tone. The music consists of five lines of 

a slow, solemn chordal hymn, with each line preceded by 

a faster moving contrapuntal prelude. The vital and 

vigorous contrasting second section, Neue Kraft fuhlend 

(uFeeling of new strength"), evokes a sense of strength 

through alternating loud and soft measures that surge 

with a powerful, propulsive force. After varied returns 

of both sections, the movement ends with a free restate

ment of the Heiliger Dankgesang, marked on the score 

by Beethoven to be played Mit innigster Empfindung 
("with the most intimate emotions"). 

The raucous Alia marcia provides the sudden 

change in mood, from heavenly to earthy, which 

Beethoven seems to need following moments of deeply 

emotional expression. After a brief aggressive march, the 

music completely changes character and takes on the 

style of a recitative, a rhythmically free section, in which 

the first violin plays an improvisatory speechlike melodic 

line over a minimal accompaniment in the other parts. 

The finale follows the recitative without pause. 

Structurally, it combines rondo and sonata form. The 

basic songful and lyrical character is modified by an 

underlying turbulent rocking motion that throws an 

uneasy cast over the proceedings. 

The first private performance of the A minor 

quartet was before an audience of fourteen persons at 

the Tavern Zum Wilden Mann in Vienna by the Schup

panzigh Quartet on September 9, 1825. The same players 

gave the public premiere two months later, on November 

6, 1825. 
Program Notes by Mervin Berger 

from Guide to Chamber Music, 
Published by Anchor/Doubleday 



EMERSON STRING QUARTET 

Eugene Drucker, Violin 
Philip Setzer, Violin 

Lawrence Dutton, Viola 
David Finckel, Cello 

Recognized worldwide for its musicianship and dynamic performance style, the Emerson 
String Quartet is firmly ensconced as one of the premiere chamber ensembles of our time. The 
Quartet boasts an impressive list of achievements: an exclusive Deutsche Grammophon recording 
contract, two Grammy Awards, for Best Classical Album and Best Chamber Music Performance, 
regular appearances with virtually every important series and festival world-wide, a schedule that 
includes over 100 concerts each season, and an international reputation as a quartet that ap
proaches both the classics and contemporary music with equal enthusiasm. 

Their extensive 1991-92 season includes a series of concerts at New York City's Metropolitan 
Museum of Art and performances as resident quartet of the Smithsonian Institution and the 
Hartt School of Music. North American engagements include concerts in Houston, Detroit, 
Cleveland, Seattle, Baltimore, San Francisco, Montreal, New Orleans, and Los Angeles. The 
Quartet will also be featured with the Omaha Symphony in multiple performances of the 
concertos for string quartet and orchestra by Piston and Spohr. They will tour Italy, Austria 
Germany, Holland, Switzerland and France and will perform at London's Royal Festival Hall in 
commemoration of the 200th anniversary of Mozart's Death. 

In 1987, the Emerson signed an exclusive contract with Deutsche Grammophon, which 
brought the release of their Grammy Award-winning recording of Bartok's complete String 
Quartets. The Emerson received the Grammy for Best Classical Album and Gramophone 
magazine's Record of the Year award. This was the first time in the history of each award that a 
chamber music ensemble has ever received the top prize. Forthcoming releases for DG included 
Prokofiev string quartets and the Prokofiev duo for violins, the six string quartets of Mozart 
dedicated to Haydn and the Schubert Cello Quintet with Mstislav Rostropovich. 

Dedicated to the performance of the clasical repertoire, the Emerson also has a strong com
mitment to the commissioning and performance of 20th century music. Important commissions 
and premieres include compositions by Richard Wernick (1991), Gunther Schuller (1986), and 
John Harbison (1987). A disc featuring these quartets will be released by Deutsche Grammophon 
in 1992. 

The Emerson String Quartet took its name from the great American philosopher Ralph 
Waldo Emerson in the Bicentennial year. Violinists Eugene Drucker and Philip Setzer were 
original qq.artet members and alternate in the first chair position, Lawrence Dutton joined the 
ensemble in 1977 and David Finckel became cellist of the quartet in 1979. All four members sup
port world peace through nuclear disarmament and have presented concerts to benefit the 
Juvenile Diabetes Foundation and the fight against world hunger. The quartet has been the topic 
of two award winning films and is featured on a laser disc released to Teledec. 


