
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791): String quartet in B-fat, op. 10 no 3, K.458, “The 
Hunt”

1. Allegro vivace assai
2. Menuetto moderato
3. Adagio
4. Allegro assai

Mozart landed in Vienna, the bustling capital of the Hapsburg empire, in 1781.  He soon 
met Haydn, and they became frm friends, often meeting to play quartets together.  
Haydn, known of course as the 'father' of the string quartet, had published his marvellous 
opus 33 set that very year, and these would surely have provided some of the musical 
meat during these chamber evenings.  Inspired by Haydn's example, Mozart began 
composing a set of six string quartets in 1782, committing the fnal note to paper in 1785: 
these were published as his opus 10, but are now much better-known as the six 'Haydn' 
quartets.  

When Haydn himself heard them at two private hearings chez Mozart, they provoked him
to utter his famous remark to Mozart's father, Leopold: “ich sage ihnen vor gott, als ein 
ehrlicher Mann, ihr Sohn ist der größte Componist, den ich von Person und den Nahmen nach 
kenne: er hat geschmack, und über das die größte Compositionswissenschaft” (“I say to you, 
before God and as an honest man, your son is the greatest composer known to me 
personally and by name: he has taste, and more than this the greatest knowledge of 
composition”).  

The publication of the quartets in 1785 elicited from the composer an equally warm and 
respectful dedication to Haydn, likening the quartets to children he was sending out into 
the world and exhorting Papa Haydn to be their “Vater, Beschützer und Freund” (Father, 
Protector and Friend).  

The six quartets bubble with gorgeousness, overfowing with rich melody and felicitous 
invention.  The present quartet, probably the best-known of the six, is a perfect example.  
The frst movement opens with the thoroughly good-natured theme which gave rise to the
rather silly if memorable nickname: its being in 6/8 and having a jolly outdoors horn-call 
sort-of-a feel to it.  The rustic nature is perhaps heightened further by rippling semi-
quavers and avian trills in the second subject.  It is pure unclouded delight from start to 
fnish: at the close of the exposition we're classically in the dominant F major for the 
development, before dipping into its minor for a spot of teasing uncertainty; but it is not 
long before the swagger is restored in affrmative B-fat.  A throaty dominant pedal in the 
cello announces the coda, a lovely cascading of the main theme, before the 'avian' trills 
bring the movement to a close.

A heart-warming Minuet ensues, with nice sforzando accents on the up-beats of the theme.  
The Trio again has rather an outdoorsy feel, with a perky whistleable tune over a ticking 
accompaniment in the middle voices.  

The Adagio is very reminiscent of Haydn's own Adagii: a  concentrated melodic kernel, 
which doesn't seem very melodic at all at frst, but from which grows the most sublime 
radiation of musical expression.  It is in the subdominant E-fat, Mozart's favourite key 
and one which can thus always be relied upon to bring out the heavenliest in him.  This 
gem of a movement is no exception: the very succinct opening theme (barely even a bars-
worth) is followed by a lovely rising arpeggio into an unsettling C minor chord.  The frst 
violin line becomes beautifully forid, over gently insistent accompanying fgures (again a 
very Haydnesque feature).  The most rapt part of the movement is ushered in by pulsing 
semiquavers, closely grouped, over which frst the violin then the cello sing a falling 
phrase, tinged with sweet melancholy.  The viola has a brief moment of glory in the coda, 



before the movement's exquisite fnal strokes (pp staccato).

And so to the delirious fnale: an ear-worm if ever there was one - not so much melodically
as rhythmically.  The frst subject scurries along impishly, negotiating all sorts of saucily 
chromatic twists and turns and rhythmic distortions.  The warm second subject gives us all
a bit of a breather, before we're off again.  The development takes us through a wonderful 
kaleidoscope of keys, but as in the frst movement, tonal uncertainty is short-lived, and 
soon we're back into B-fat at full pelt towards the ebullient end.



Sir Michael Tippett (1905-1998): String quartet 2 in F-sharp major (1942)
I. Allegro grazioso
II. Andante
III. Presto
IV. Allegro appassionato

Tippett’s second string quartet dates from the early 1940s, a period during which he and 
his contemporaries were developing a keen interest in the music of their 16th and 17th 
Century forbears.  Indeed, Tippett (like Britten) famously produced (together with Walter 
Bergmann, to whom the present work is dedicated) fully realised editions of Purcell’s 
songs, which are still cornerstones of the singer’s repertoire.   This passion for the 
polyphony of the Golden Age and the early Baroque clearly infuses Tippett’s music 
around this time, culminating in the extraordinary Fantasia Concertante on a theme of Corelli 
(1953) - a work which stretches contrapuntal complexity almost to breaking-point!

The second quartet, however, although contrapuntal, is in a mellower and more natural 
vein, using the individual counterpoint and the rhythmic accents it produces by collision 
to urge the music on.  In the score, Tippett adds his own “Notes for performance”, which 
are quoted below.

“The 1st movement is partly derived from Madrigal technique where each part may have 
its own rhythm and the music is propelled by the differing accents, which tend to thrust 
each other forward.”

The stated key is F-sharp major, but the tonality is as restless as the rhythm, never settling 
anywhere for long.  It begins softly, the principal theme (doubled in 1st violin and viola) 
and its counterpoint (doubled in 2nd violin and cello).  It certainly doesn’t feel very 
‘major’, having more of a modal favour.  The grazioso tempo marking emphasises the 
graceful bounce caused by the springy off-beats.  The mood is generally subdued: loud 
moments are few and far between, and tend rather to be as a result of the four parts 
working themselves up into a polyphonic frenzy than any real sense of climax.  The 
movement is in good terse ABA form: the A section, after reaching a fortissimo climax, 
winds down gently to a lovely unison F-sharp; this then ushers in the development, which
begins with a reminiscence of the opening, but with both parts subtly altered.  The quite 
condensed recapitulation winds down, as before, this time to the dominant C-sharp; then 
side-steps into a magical little coda of a mere 7 bars, ending in a rich F-sharp major chord. 

“The 2nd movement is a fugue and presents no diffculties”

One feels Tippett is being somewhat disingenuous here: for though the fugue is easy to 
follow, the subject is rather an austere one.  The densely chromatic theme begins in the 
second violin, followed by cello, viola and 1st violin.  It has a strongly Bartókian favour, 
ebbing and fowing with slightly menacing purpose.

“In the 3rd movement the bar lines correspond to the rhythmical accents of the music.  The 
quaver is equal throughout”

Here, we are in the fresh and vital world of the Concerto for double string orchestra of a few 
years before: this movement certainly presents no diffculties (at least for the listeners!).  
The opening is marked pp molto leggieramente e staccato - which seems rather fussy, but 
what a wonderful Puckish effect it gives!  Contrasted with this staccato passage is a jaunty 
theme frst heard on the viola (a nice double/triple time opposition), over a perky 2nd 
violin; the cello, then the 1st violin take up this theme in turn, before the staccato quavers 
return and hurry into a sudden fortissimo dead-end.  The opening then recurs, a minor 



third higher: in fact, the movement is essentially three repeats of this whole passage, a 
third higher each time (key-wise, G major, then B-fat, then D).  The ending is wonderfully 
abrupt.

“The 4th movement needs a decisively sprung rhythm on which virtually the whole 
movement is based”.

The fnale opens in savage C-sharp minor: ferce accented off-beat themes in the upper 
three strings over pounding crotchets in the cello.  This angst soon wears itself out and we 
are thrust into the mysterious and understated world of the viol consort: an eerily 
beautiful passage (cantabile, p dolce) with imitative entries across the four parts very like a 
Jacobean fantasia.  The rest of the movement sets these two very contrasting passages in 
opposition to each other, each vying for dominance.  And in the fnal page, the tense 
agitation that has dominated much of the movement gradually dissipates: we are taken 
back to the soft-spoken eloquence of the frst movement for a rapt coda, ending, as before, 
in a warm and satisfying, yet sweetly melancholic, F-sharp major.



Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827): Quartet in C Sharp Minor, Opus 131
1. Adagio ma non troppo e molto espressivo
2. Allegro molto vivace
3. Allegro moderato
4. Andante, ma non troppo e molto cantabile
5. Presto
6. Adagio, quasi un poco andante
7. Allegro

Late Beethoven takes us into a different world; matters of life and deaf had opened for the 
composer a door into a musical Narnia, a world populated by strange-yet-familiar 
creatures, where epic things happened and where visitors became deeper.  The music of 
his later period is in general characterised by spaciousness created by contrasting the very, 
very high with the very, very low, and by immense chromaticism and tonal exploration.  In
this quartet, the underlying tonality veers weirdly between tonic and fat supertonic (C 
sharp and D); and throughout, a remarkable number of keys are visited.  If Beethoven 
does unusual things with keys here, he also does unusual things with form – although it 
has seven movements, they all lead into one another making for a unifed whole:  this is an
epic whose chapters, although contrasting, do not break up the unity of the quartet.  This 
quartet was unprecedented and exemplifes Beethoven's exploration into the unknown 
and untried.

The quartet starts with a Bach-like fugue.  Beethoven already starts exploring the 
heights, not least by using plenty of tenor clef for the cello. The movement's end is in C 
sharp major, if we can call it an end, as it sounds so unfnished that we expect to carry onto
a next part; no one, however, would expect to be taken to that part up a semitone into D 
major. This movement is sunlight and warm conversation between the violin and viola.

The third movement is another homage to the Baroque, a recitativo passage which 
leads into a set of gorgeous variations on the simplest of themes. The frst variation 
comprises dotted semiquavers; the second is a dialogue between frst violin and cello with 
the inner parts marching onwards until they all join in a loud, legato, chromatic climax 
which suddenly comes down to a soft phrase-and-echo starting with the cello and 
working upwards, until this leads into another fugal passage with huge contrasts between 
loud and soft. This dynamic contrast is carried on into the next variation and is 
emphasised by the use of pizzicato; this variation also contrasts the high and low, and 
could not be more different from its follower, which has the effect of spread chords The 
penultimate variation is in an interesting 9/4 and starts off the beat, giving a slightly 
breathless feeling. The cello rumbles away at the bottom until the movement descends into
recitativo, then goes through F, A, and C majors before returning to C sharp, with trills in 
the violin and chordal sweeps in the cello. 

The cheeky Presto starts in E major but keeps, almost accidentally, ending up in G 
sharp major (its mediant). It stops and starts, as if the players cannot quite believe what 
they are playing, and they sometimes even tumble into each other (perhaps Haydn's sense 
of humour was imprinted in Beethoven). In the midst of this chaos a most lovely theme 
occasionally appears, but only briefy each time, and the movement closes as furiously as 
it began. This is quite a visual movement – apart from the sul ponticello, very often a 
phrase is opened by one instrument to be closed by another. If you close your eyes, you 
probably will not be able to hear this – it will sound like the same instrument.

The short Adagio is sad and chromatic and again slightly Baroque. It is frightened 
out of the way by the ferocious snarling of the fnale, which continues with a stormy 
theme. The second subject, by contrast, is radiant, and almost tames the fury of C sharp 
minor. Towards the end of the movement we are plunged into D major again, albeit 
briefy; the end is in the unresolved-sounding C sharp major of the frst movement, as if 
the journey has returned to its beginning.  It is extraordinary to think that Beethoven was  
asked to write this for a publisher – who actually published it.




