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UUUPROGRAM 
 
String Quartet No. 4 (“Insects and Machines”) (2019) 
Commissioned by the Red Bank Chamber Music Society,  
World Premiere 

Vivian Fung 
 
Quartet in Eb Major, Op. 74  (“Harp”) (1809) 

Ludwig van Beethoven 
 

I. Poco adagio - Allegro 
II. Adagio ma non troppo 
III. Presto - Più presto quasi prestissimo 
IV. Allegretto con variazioni 

 
INTERMISSION 

 

String Quintet No. 2 in G major, Op. 111 (1890) 
Johannes Brahms 

I. Allegro non troppo, ma con brio 
II. Adagio 
III. Un poco allegretto 
IV. Vivace ma non troppo presto 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Notes on the Program 
 
Vivian Fung  (1975 -  ) 
String Quartet No. 4 (“Insects and Machines”) (2019) 
Commissioned by Red Bank Chamber Music Society 
World Premiere                                                                      (~12 minutes) 
 
Buzzing……whirring……glitching……ringing……thumping…….   
 

We are constantly saturated with noises that permeate our daily lives.  
On a recent trip to Cambodia, I was especially attuned to the 
persistent noises of buzzing insects that accompanied my walk 
through the thick jungle, and this cacophony gelled with my 
emotional reaction to the terrible genocide of the Khmer people.   
 
I give voice to this background babbling in this quartet, organizing 
the various moments as episodes that freely morph from one event 
into another.  One can hear buzzing at the beginning that turns into a 

waltz, 
which in 

turn transforms into a motoric adventure 
of machine-like chuggings-along.  Much 
like the sound of thumping bass in a 
neighboring car, the episodes come in as 
waves and then disappear into the 
distance to be replaced by other 
soundscapes.   
 
The end result is an unrelenting fast and 
virtuosic 12-minute tour-de-force 
quartet.  
 
 
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 - 1827) 
Quartet in Eb Major, Op. 74  (“Harp”) (1809)  

(~30 minutes) 
 

 Soon after coming to Vienna, Beethoven sought out Josef 
Haydn for composition lessons.  While not altogether taken 
with the younger man personally, Haydn accepted him as a 
pupil, assigned him some exercises, and set a date for his 
next lesson. Briefly stated, Beethoven returned not with 
Haydn’s assignments but with complete compositions, and 
Haydn threw him out. 
 



This may have been for the best - Beethoven could hardly have been the ideal pupil, but he 
continued learning at a distance, by studying and copying out entire works by Haydn and by 
Mozart, a painstaking but dependable method for developing craft. And his first six quartets show 
those influences at every turn. With the subsequent Op. 59 quartets Beethoven blazed new trails, 
shook the foundations - pick your favorite metaphor for startling innovation. 
    
Yet with the Quartet in Eb Major, Op. 74, we are reminded of how much Beethoven owed to 
Haydn. The slow introduction is unusual, but Haydn had employed it several times; motivic links 
with the following Allegro help unify the movement, but again we find Haydn’s footprints. 
 
It is the melodic use of pizzicato that sets this music apart - and which led to its popular nickname, 
“Harp". The exquisite slow movement is certainly a step beyond anything by Haydn (who wrote 
the word licenza above one of his most daring moments to say "I allow myself this freedom"). 
Beethoven takes harmony and expression where he will and seeks no license. 
 
The third movement is the most purely Beethovenian in its manic energy and mischief. Haydn 
certainly made fun of strict counterpoint from time to time, but never like this. Beethoven’s scherzo 
blazes by in three loops, the last of which mutters quietly before slipping without pause into the 
final movement. 
 
And he saved the greatest homage for last: put the score side by side with that of Haydn’s Op. 76 
no. 6  (first movement) and prepare to be amazed. Both are sets of variations alternately loud and 
soft, both are in Eb Major, the themes of each start and stop in just the same way, and the final 
variations of both elide to vivacious codas. 
 
Evidently there were no hard feelings. 
 
 
 
 
Johannes Brahms 1833 - 1897) 
String Quintet No. 2 in G major, Op. 111 (1890) 

(~35 minutes) 
 
Who would deny that Italy is inspiring? Johannes Brahms visited there in 
the spring of 1890, returning to Bad Ischl where he completed his Quintet 
in G Major, Op. 111 that summer. He expected it to be his last work - in 
fact, he commented that his next "composition" would be his will. The 
music is not a summing-up, nor does it betray any weakness. Instead, it 
shows Brahms as he intended: at the height of his powers. His own severest 
critic, he did not wish to preside over the waning of his empire. 
 
The first movement is a telling example of a composer's expectations of 
performers. Some imagine no problems at all in the works they write; at 
the other extreme are those who anticipate every challenge and fill the page 
with instructions for their avoidance; still others compose, admit 



interpretive hurdles and are content to let the performers make their way --- and Brahms was one 
of these. Like much of his music, the opening is so rich and so active in all parts that the melody 
(in the cello, as you will hear) can be swamped by the enthusiasm of the violins and violas. 
Brahms's second thought was to thin the accompanimental texture by alternating ripples from 
violins to violas, and though this is a good solution, he discarded it on third thought, cutting us all 
loose to project vigor and yet protect the cello's audibility. We like to think of it as an expression 
of trust. 
 
Brahms does everything to make the second movement gorgeous: he begins with a viola melody 
and ends with a viola cadenza. What could be better? As for the trio of the third movement, the 
composer's friend Kalbeck likened it to an image of Brahms strolling in Vienna's broad, scenic 
park, the Prater. "You've hit it!" admits Brahms, (a pause), "--all those pretty girls there, eh?" And 
a quote from one such (his life-long friend Elisabeth Herzogenberg) sums up the spirit of the finale: 
" (you) must have felt very lighthearted. One feels you must have been celebrating -- say, your 
thirtieth birthday!"  Brahms was fifty-seven. 
 
Program Notes Credits 
Fung String Quartet ©2019 Vivian Fun  
Beethoven Quartet and Brahms Quintet ©2019 Daniel Avshalomov 

 
 


