
Bartók was one of a handful of spectacularly 
gifted musical geniuses of his day—a fact 
that, although recognized at the time, did 
little to make his life easy or secure. In early 
childhood he had suffered from severe 
bouts of eczema which kept him close 
to home. Later he would struggle with 
asthma. The early death of his father left 
the family in difficult financial straits but 
his widowed mother managed to see that 
his gifts were encouraged. He responded 
with hard work. He was shy, somber, 
brilliant, and uncompromising; through 
the struggle, he developed a moral code 
remarkable for its unshakable rectitude in 
pursuit of personal and artistic integrity. 
For all that, he had a ferocious sense of 
humor, examples of which one can read in 
the collected Essays by Benjamin Suchoff 
(University of Nebraska Press).

A determined patriot from his teens, 
he spent much of his life bringing to light 
and defending the unknown music of the 
villages of Greater Hungary (the areas prior 
to the loss of territory after World War I) 
and of the peasants of Eastern Europe and 
Turkey. His own music is best understood 
in light of these folk influences. He had 
hoped to return to Hungary after World 
War II; instead he died of leukemia in the 
United States in 1945 (through the efforts 
of his many influential friends he was 
among the very first civilians in America 
to receive the miracle drug penicillin in a 
last effort to save his life).

In 1939 Bartók was asked to write 
a work for string ensemble and string 
quartet. He went off to Switzerland to 
work on the commission, producing his 
wonderful Divertimento and most of the 
quartet on tonight’s program, all in a four-
week period. 

As Fascism spread across Europe 

in the Thirties, although not active in 
politics, Bartók had been one of the first 
in Hungary to confront the implications 
of Nazism, refusing after 1933 to set foot 
in Germany. Later, disdaining to answer 
a Nazi questionnaire to prove his “racial 
purity,” he had prohibited his works from 
being played over the air in Germany and 
Italy. Believing that to remain in Nazi 
Hungary was tantamount to support of 
Nazi policies, he had planned to take his 
family to America for the duration of the 
war, despite the agonizing professional and 
financial sacrifices such an exile would 
entail, staying in Europe only for his 
mother’s sake.

He was at work on the quartet when 
word arrived of her death. It was a major 
blow. At the same time, it freed him to leave 
for America. Thus, this quartet, originally 
intended for a Swiss performance, received 
instead its premiere in New York City in 
January, 1941, at the hands of the Kolisch 
Quartet, with Bartók in attendance. 

In this music, Bartók makes no 
attempt to hide his pessimism. The 
word “mesto”— sad, gloomy, dejected, 
mournful—is appended with a descriptive 
modifier to each movement, while for the 
last movement, written after his mother’s 
death, the word stands alone. Each of 
the four movements is introduced by the 
mournful and lyrical “mesto” theme. This is 
lengthened and increasingly more complex 
with every return. Initially heard as the 
viola solo with which the quartet opens, 
it appears in the cello with viola at the 
beginning of the second movement; with 
the addition of the violin at the beginning 
of the third movement; and played by all 
four strings at the beginning of the fourth 
movement where it continues into much 
of the remainder of that movement. Bartók 
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Surely among Haydn’s most virtuosic 
string writing, the Opus 74 quartets 
were composed in 1793, between 
Haydn’s two London sojourns, 
probably with the London impresario 
and violinist Salomon in mind. With 
less of his usual playful surprise 
and more of surprising gravity, the 
“Rider” quartet, as the third of the 
opus is known, begins starkly in the 
key of G minor. One is struck by the 
fact that this is the very key signature 
employed by the recently deceased 
Mozart for his most anguished works, 
and one can’t help but wonder if  
Haydn deliberately chose this key, 
and used it for so much of the quartet, 
to commemorate his esteemed and 
deeply mourned colleague. While 
lacking Mozart’s limpid lyricism, 
Haydn’s quartet contains passages 
expressive of profound sorrow and, 
at the same time, presents us with 
innovations of form and harmony that  
foreshadow Beethoven, already his 
student, and Schubert, not yet born.

In a structural oddity, the opening 
theme of the first movement, Allegro, 
doubles as both an introduction and 
as a contribution to the thematic 
content of the movement, but is 
not included in the recapitulation 
as a true first theme would be. You 
may also notice that the movement 
starts out in G minor but ends in G 
major. This modal ambiguity will 
characterize the entire quartet.

Haydn achieves a certain warmth 
of sound in the Largo assai that 
follows, by dropping the pitch a 
major third for a richly harmonized 
hymn. Key ambiguity continues 
when the mode slips from major to  
minor in the middle section of this  
three-part movement instead of the  
more usual change to a contrasting 
harmonic realm. The third movement,  
Menuetto: Allegretto, stays in the key 
of G now in its minor mode. One 
would have expected instead the 
related key of E minor. This holds a 
mirror to Mozart’s great Symphony 
No. 40 in G minor, and his String 
Quintet in G minor, K. 516; the 
shifting back and forth between 
major and minor would become an 
expressive hallmark of Schubert’s 
style a generation later.

The Finale starts in a darkly 
agitated mood still in G minor, but 
it soon brightens with dance music 
from the countryside in the related 
key of B major. Then for most of the 
remainder, sunshine prevails with 
only a brief reminder of the angst 
that opened both the first and last 
movements. The work ends with 
the key change to G major actually 
written into the key signature of 
the score, once more emphasizing 
the composer’s new exploration of 
ambiguity.
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