Josef Haydn (1732-1809) String Quartet Op. 20 No. 2 in C (1772)
Moderato
Capriccio: Adagio
Menuet: Allegretto
Fuga a quattro soggetti: Allegro
Writing in four parts had been recognised both in theory and practice as the bedrock of
string music long before the 1750s when Haydn started to compose string quartets. But
four-part string music then had a variety of forms, none of which we would recognise as a
'string quartet' and was predominantly based on a basso continuo cello with optional
keyboard, or was a light keyboardless divertimento. The 18-year-old Haydn got into
writing for a quartet of strings thanks to one Baron Fürnberg, who asked him to write
something to be played at his place at Weinzierl in the Wachau valley. The four musicians
were the local pastor, his estate manager, Haydn and the cellist brother of the Johann
Albrechtsberger who later taught Beethoven composition. The resulting Op 1 & 2 quartets
were still, both in name and form, divertimenti.
For the next 10 years Haydn wrote no quartets, his energies went into composing for and
conducting Prince Nicholas Esterházy's weekly orchestral concerts, and in composing
scores and scores of trios for the prince's baryton (a sort of viola da gamba) with viola and
cello. But then, in the five years running up to his 40th birthday, in an extraordinary burst of
creativity, Haydn invented the string quartet. His baryton trio experience had no doubt
given him facility in small ensemble part-writing. He could therefore express new musical
ideas in structures that gave equal contrapuntal weight to the four parts. In those five
years he wrote three sets of six quartets, Op 9, Op 17 and the crucial Op 20. Op 9 are still
in name divertimenti, but the form has changed, dropping the second Minuet to give just
four movements and expanding the previously lightweight finale with contrapuntal
substance. In Op 17 the movements become more thematically united, and the cello
enjoys increased freedom. Finally, in Op 20, the cello is fully liberated, and Haydn has
found the form for six distinctive masterpieces.
The newly liberated cello opens the C major quartet singing above both the viola's base
line and the second violin's close
harmony. At the start of the
development, the second violin and
viola drive a relentless
accompaniment while the first violin
and cello lead each other astray
into remote keys with a motif
derived from the opening bar.
Then even the viola gets to soar, cello-like with the opening theme. Four truly equal
partners.
The equality of the partners is also apparent in the opening of the darkly intense Adagio:
four bars of unison followed by the cello restating the theme to the accompaniment of the
upper strings. Although the first violin subsequently gets most of the decorative
passagework, it is frequently joined by the three others to give a rich texture. The viola is
given a complex triplet semiquaver accompaniment to the first violin's soaring cantabile
second theme, then the second violin takes the theme while the first takes over the triplet
accompaniment.

The Minuet contrasts the drone of a syncopated and then chromatically drooping bagpipe
with the call of a chirpy bird, while in the Trio the cello (again) sings out a theme derived
from the droop.
The last movement is a contrapuntal tour de force: a four-part fugue with four themes,
played sotto voce until a forte outburst shortly before the end.
Just over half-way through Haydn writes al rovescio as he
inverts the fugal subject. In the autograph edition at the forte
outburst, Haydn wrote "Laus. Omnip. Deo. Sic fugit amicus
amicum" (Praise the Lord. Thus one friend flees another friend).
Haydn has clearly established his contrapuntal credentials with
both this fugue and the last-movement fugues of two other of the Op 20 quartets. But he
only writes one more in all of his subsequent 40 or so quartets – his contrapuntal
technique is now firmly integrated into his quartet writing.

Franz Schubert (1797-1828) Octet in F D.803 (1824)
Adagio – Allegro – Più allegro
Adagio (or Andante un poco mosso)
Scherzo: Allegro vivace
Andante - Un poco più mosso – Più lento
Menuetto: Allegretto
Andante molto – Allegro – Andante molto – Allegro molto
Schubert wrote his Octet in 1824, the same year as the A-minor “Rosamunde” and Dminor “Death and the Maiden” quartets. They were followed in 1826 by the G-major
quartet; in 1827 by his two piano trios; and in his last year,1828, by the incomparable Cmajor two-cello quintet. This creativity in writing instrumental music was born of
frustration: '...I have composed two operas to no purpose whatever. I have done very little
new in the way of songs; but to make amends, I have made several attempts in
instrumental things, for I have composed two Quartets, beside an Octet...'. Writing the
Octet absorbed him; one of his friends wrote to another in March 1824 'He has now long
been at work on an Octet with the greatest zeal. If you go to see him during the day, he
says, “Hello, how are you? –-- Good!” and goes on writing, whereupon you depart.'
The Octet was written at the request of Count Ferdinand von Troyer, an officer in Archduke
Rudolf's household. Troyer played the clarinet and asked for a work modelled on
Beethoven's popular Septet of 1800. Schubert perhaps felt that such a piece might bring
him the popular acclaim that he felt he lacked. The structure and key relationships of the
Octet are closely modelled on Beethoven's Septet, which in turn is similar in structure to
Mozart's renowned String Trio K.563. Schubert adds an extra violin to the septet to give a
full string quartet plus bass, clarinet, horn and bassoon.

That the work has an opening Adagio is unique in
Schubert's chamber music. Its second bar contains two
rhythmic motifs which not only dominate the
introduction but pervade the whole work. The
second motif is evident in the main theme of the
following Allegro (illustrated) as well as the second
theme introduced by the clarinet. In fact, there is
scarcely a bar in the whole movement that does not
have the dotted quaver rhythm somewhere in it. Well
into the development the clarinet introduces a new idea
(illustrated) that is modelled on both motifs 1 and 2.
The slow movement, which is either Adagio or Andante un poco mosso depending on your
edition and its interpretation, opens with a serene 12-bar melody first on the clarinet, then
lovingly paired with the violin. Towards the end of the movement the serenity is broken by
a solitary plucked sforzando bottom F on cello and bass and the movement ends without
regaining its previous optimism. The shattering of serenity recurs in Schubert's late
chamber music, often terrifyingly, as in the later G major quartet. His mood was often low
and the symptoms of syphilis were apparent. Shortly after finishing the Octet he wrote to a
close friend “every night when I go to sleep I hope never again to awake, and every
morning renews afresh the wounds of yesterday”.
There is no hint of melancholy though in the vigorous third movement; it is based on two
peasant dances, the vigorous dotted rhythm steps of the G'stampfter and the gentler
Ländler of the trio section. The fourth movement is a set of variations based on the theme
of a duet in the Singspiel “The Friends from Salamanca” that Schubert wrote nine years
before the Octet. Whether Schubert consciously re-used it is debatable since he had a
habit of not recognising his own work: 'Very nice – who wrote it?' The octet version of the
theme has more dotted rhythms than the sung original, integrating it more with the
previous movements. The dots get exaggerated by the wind in the spiky second variation
and then smoothed back to single dots by the horn in the third while the first violin dashes
off arpeggios up to great heights. In the faster seventh variation the violin provides demisemiquaver pyrotechnics while the clarinet chugs out the tune; the demis gradually lose
energy as the tempo slows, with the horn laying them to rest after a tricky two-octave
downward plunge.
The fifth movement is a classically-structured Minuet and Trio with both sections starting
with a version of the dotted motif 2, a movement of relative simplicity after the complex
variations, preparing us for the further complexities of the last movement. The Andante
molto introduction to the last movement is grief-stricken and again features the dotted
rhythm motif. But, as in the last movement of Mozart's G-minor string quintet, the
composer thumbs his nose at fate, and cavorts off in what sounds like it will be boisterous
finale. After a while though, tensions appear. The first violin squeals in anguish in one of
the most awkward passages in all chamber music, not once but twice. The music drives
on into remote keys, calms, drives on again, and abruptly halts: with a growling tremolo we
are back to the despair of the movement's introduction, sweetened now by increasingly
conciliatory violin arpeggios. With a switch to Allegro molto the original energy returns to
triumphant violin arpeggios and a thankfully happy ending.

