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Mendelssohn: Quartet in A Minor 

“elegance and imaginativeness” 

A 
Grieg: Quartet in G Minor 

a “northern” monument of the literature 

Pablo Casals, in commenting on the music 
of Mendelssohn, has described the com¬ 
poser as “...a romantic who felt at ease 
within the mold of classicism and who was 
able to solve, with an elegance and imagi¬ 
nativeness peculiar to himself, the most 
difficult problems of form.” 

This tribute by the modern master to a 
predecessor whose posthumous fortunes 
have varied widely over the years is perti¬ 
nent to the present work, which is charac¬ 
terized both by a high degree of classical 
doctrine (which is never pedantic but 
rises, rather, in splendid flights of origi¬ 
nality and daring chromaticism) and by 
its relationship to a romantic little song 
which Mendelssohn had composed a few 
months before writing the Quartet as a 
setting to a highly sentimental poem, 1st 
es wahr? (Is It True?), written by a fam¬ 
ily friend. The tune of the song is used as 
a framework for the whole Quartet, being 
heard in the opening of the first movement 
and again at the close of the finale. 

I. Adagio—Allegro vivace. The allusion 
to 1st es wahr? is the briefest of quotations, 
reminiscent, incidentally, of the opening 
of Beethoven’s “Les Adieux” Sonata. How¬ 
ever brief, it does succeed in imposing its 
rhythmic kernel on the rest of the move¬ 
ment. A quavering trill in the viola leads 
into a rapid transitional passage which 
quickly engages all four voices. The main 
theme follows, announced by the viola, its 
impetus dictated by the long-short-long 
rhythmic kernel. A second subject is given 
out by the cello. A tempestuous develop¬ 
ment section leads to a new treatment of 
the basic thematic material, characterized 
by a free, intense exploitation of contra¬ 
puntal techniques worthy of Casals’ trib¬ 
ute of “elegance and imaginativeness.” The 
vigorous coda, marked by new uses of 
thematic material from the exposition, ends 
in a forceful orchestration of all four 
instruments. 

II. Adagio non lento. The slow move¬ 
ment opens with an extended cantabile 
theme in F, quite obviously influenced by 
the late chamber works of Beethoven. An¬ 
other theme is introduced by the viola and 
then passed on in turn to the second violin, 

the first violin and the cello in an extended, 
skillfully constructed fugal treatment of 
increasing complexity and chromaticism. 
There is a brief episode in A minor modu¬ 
lating into an extended section in D minor, 
in which many new motifs are introduced 
as accompaniment, culminating in a brief 
cadenza for the first violin which leads into 
a fresh statement of the original theme. A 
quiet coda brings the movement to a close. 

III. Intermezzo: Allegretto con moto. 
Instead of the customary scherzo, Men¬ 
delssohn has written an intermezzo with 
an opening theme of great melodic and 
rhythmic charm, as guileless as a folk 
dance, played by the first violin over a 
fetching pizzicato accompaniment plucked 
out by the other three players. And instead 
of the conventional trio which one expects 
after this beginning, Mendelssohn has pro¬ 
vided a fast, shimmering trio (Allegro di 
mol to) of incredibly deft movement and 
lightness—a brief glimpse into the world 
of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The clos¬ 
ing section is also a surprise because, in¬ 
stead of being merely a reprise of the 
intermezzo, it includes a brilliant coda in 
which the intermezzo is combined with de¬ 
vices from the trio. 

IY. Presto. The last movement is a tour 
de force of tremendous vigor. It opens with 
a harsh recitativo slashed out by the first 
violin over a violently throbbing tremolo 
accompaniment in the other three instru¬ 
ments, double-stopped. A seemingly in¬ 
exhaustible abundance of fresh thematic 
material is distributed to the various 
voices, together with complex and varied 
rhythmic devices, interesting distributions 
of parts among the four players and remi¬ 
niscences of thematic material from the 
second movement. All of this is presented 
in a powerful impetus which seems to de¬ 
mand the intrusion of recitative on two 
occasions —to restore order, as it were. 
Following the second of these recitatives, 
a sudden calm is established with the re¬ 
turn of the 1st es wahr? question, quoted 
now in a more extended form, and its re¬ 
turn is like the final closing of a door 
which has been opened briefly on a world 
of beauty. 

Edvard Grieg finished his only completed 
string quartet in 1878. The work was 
written in the charming little cottage studio 
which the composer and his neighbors had 
built on the shores of the fjord at Lofthus. 
The G Minor Quartet is full of interesting 
innovations and unusual effects to be found 
nowhere else in quartet literature. Well off 
the beaten path of chamber music as writ¬ 
ten by the epigones of the classical tradi¬ 
tion, it stands up today as a iorthright, 
vigorous, “northern” monument of the lit¬ 
erature, rhythmically exciting, melodi- 
cally delightful and, because of 'Grieg’s 
technique of rich chordal writing for the 
strings, uniquely “orchestral” in charac¬ 
ter. 

I. TJn poco andante—Allegro molto ed 
agitato. The opening motto theme, which 
will be sporadically recalled throughout 
the work, is an adaptation of the song 
Spillemaend (Minstrels). The greater part 
of the movement is a richly orchestrated 
fast section, achieving its power through 
intense dynamics, brusque marcato punc¬ 
tuation and sforzandos rather than through 
traditional thematic development. 
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II. Romanze: Andantino—Allegro agi¬ 
tato. The slow movement, perhaps the 
most deeply felt of the four, is in ABABA 
form. The opening Andantino, a gentle, 
lyric section in B-flat, is followed by an 
excitingly contrasting Allegro agitato, 
heard first in the tonic minor and then, 
between varied repetitions of the lyric 
theme, in E-flat minor. 

III. Intermezzo: Allegro molto marcato. 
Here we have an unmistakably Norwegian 
episode, a vigorous G minor theme in % 
time. The succeeding trio, a rollicking in¬ 
terlude in the relative major, is in % time, 
marked piit vivo e scherzanao. 

TV .Lento—Presto al saltarello. The finale 
opens with a slow version of the motto 
theme from the first movement, simply 
stated by the four strings in cascading 
imitation. With violent contrast a furi¬ 
ously paced saltarello ensues, relieved for 
but a moment toward the end of the Quar¬ 
tet by a restatement, fortissimo, of the 
motto theme. The movement closes with a 
prestissimo scurrying of the first violin 
over a double-stopped accompaniment in 
the other three voices. 

Notes by Dale McAdoo 
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