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UUUPROGRAM 
 
String Quartet in D, Op. 18, No. 3 (1801) 

Ludwig van Beethoven 
I. Allegro 
II. Andante con moto 
III. Allegro 
IV. Presto  

 
Große Fuge, Op. 133 (1827)  

Ludwig van Beethoven 
Ouverture. Allegro – Meno mosso e moderato –  

Allegretto 
Fuga. [Allegro] – Meno mosso e moderato –  

Allegro molto e con brio – Allegro  
INTERMISSION 

String Quartet in B flat, Op. 130 (1827) 
Ludwig van Beethoven 

I. Adagio, ma non troppo – Allegro  
II. Presto  
III. Andante con moto, ma non troppo. Poco 

scherzoso  
IV. Alla danza tedesca. Allegro assai  
V. Cavatina. Adagio molto espressivo  
VI. Finale: Allegro 



 
Notes on the Program 

 
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 - 1827) 
String Quartet in D, Op. 18, No. 3 (1801)  

 (~25 minutes) 
 

The words “There’s a 
place for us” snap 
immediately to the song 
“Somewhere” from 
“West Side Story”. The 
interval is a minor 7th, 
and is a leap with a very 
specific purpose. The 
leap is a dissonant one 
and in the classical 
tradition, it requires 

fixing in the form of a resolution (Typically the 
minor 7th falls downwards, and the Major 7th is 
attracted upwards). It is a risky jump, and the 
outcome can either be pleasant or painful. The end 
result can be a Major 6th making us feel happy (like 
the word “place” in “There’s a place for us) or the 
darker minor 6th, which lends a more somber tone.  
 
The yearning quality of the minor 7th is the main idea 
of the first movement. Beethoven knew that the 
interval would make people want to know what 
would happen next upon hearing it. He gives us the 
feeling of hoping for the best knowing full well that 
sometimes it doesn’t work out in your favor. It is one 
of the most emotionally charged movements of all of 
the Beethoven quartets for that very reason. 
Although it comes third in the order of the Opus18 (a 



group of 6), it was the first string quartet he had 
attempted. There is something so telling about his 
journey with the string quartet medium that he starts 
his very first with a leap of faith. In the same way 
that he immortalized the gestural three-note pickup 
in his fifth symphony, he has bottled the feeling of 
intimate vulnerability.  
 
The second movement begins with a heartfelt 
statement in the 2nd violin line. Just as the melody 
reaches the midpoint, the first violin enters with a 
higher version that finishes the thought. A wandering 
conversation soon turns to what seems like tiny-
parade music. We came to the conclusion in 
rehearsal the other day that we think Beethoven just 
really openly liked parades (who doesn’t, right?). 
Even though the majority of this movement does not 
resemble a “typical slow movement” you are left at 
the end of the piece in total calm.  
 
The scherzo (labeled simply Allegro) is predictably 
witty and charming, but is unusual in the fact that it 
hardly is ever allowed to be louder than a modest 
piano. The middle section just barely begins before 
it is returned to the main theme, now augmented with 
new thoughts and registers.  
 
The rhythm in the beginning of the 4th movement 
can barely be rationalized upon first hearing. It’s 
skittering, fluttering lines rise higher and higher 
trying to lose you around each corner. They stop and 
start, scream and whisper, all while keeping a 
breakneck speed. It is a tremendously pleasing work 
to perform. If you are reading this while we 
play...Yes, we are having as good a time as we seem. 
 



Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 - 1827) 
Große Fuge, Op. 133 (1827)  

(~15 minutes) 
 
The Große 
Fuge was the 
original finale 
to the B-flat 
quartet, Op. 

130, 
following the 
Cavatina, one 
of the great 

slow 
movements of all time. After the first performance, 
many people (including the performers) begged 
Beethoven to replace the fugue with a more standard 
final movement to bring more balance to the work. 
The purchaser of the manuscript offered to buy the 
fugue as a separate work if Beethoven would 
compose a new finale. Beethoven agreed to those 
terms and replaced the final movement for the 
Breitkopf edition. The fugue is 15 minutes long and 
is one of the most ambitious and complicated fugues 
ever composed. The first review of a performance 
said the piece was “incomprehensible, like Chinese,” 
which I think is hilarious, ‘cause just learn Chinese, 
man.  
 
Beethoven was at the end of his life and one can't 
help comparing his obsession with fugues to Bach 
who wrote the “Art of the Fugue” on his deathbed. 
Beethoven uses a motive that is signature with his 
late quartets which is made up of two individual sets 
of half-steps. This shape is the backbone of his Op. 
132 quartet in the first and second movements; it 



begins the Op. 130 quartet; it exists in the opening 5 
notes of Op. 131; and if you count the final note of 
Op. 132 going into Op. 135, the viola bridges the two 
quartets with this motive. It is a compact way of 
having tension and release in a very short period of 
time, and so if it is used as a main theme, you are 
never quite at ease, which was his state at the time of 
compositions of the late quartets due to his severe 
stomach ailment.  
 
The Fugue begins with what he calls an “Overture” 
which hints that he thought of this movement as a 
large multi part work of its own. The theme is 
presented in octaves from everyone in the quartet. 
The theme is shown four ways in the introduction, 
just foreshadowing for the multiple ways this theme 
will be heard over the course of the piece. When the 
fugue starts the main motive is juxtaposed with a 
relentless, frantic, leaping motive. This new motive 
is extremely difficult and physically taxing, and I 
think that is the point. At any point this fugue might 
crumble and burn to the ground; It feels a little 
dangerous to play.  
 
The piece shifts into more peaceful and joyful 
sections as it goes, and these may be considered new 
movements within the piece, but it never loses its 
identity. The more time we spend with this piece, the 
less I see it as incomprehensible, and more like a true 
portrait of what it means to be human, you put out 
there what you believe yourself to be, and sometimes 
people understand you and sometimes they don’t, but 
we can’t concern ourselves with that, all we can do 
is keep going. It is a comforting thought in a time of 
mass misunderstanding. Maybe beauty and cohesion 
were never the point, but rather, Beethoven bringing 



us closer to true humanity than any other composer 
felt comfortable doing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The poet Mark Doty wrote of his feelings on 
listening to the Große Fuge: 
 

What does it mean, chaos 
gathered into a sudden bronze 
sweetness, 
an October flourish, and then that 
moment 
denied, turned acid, 
disassembling, 
questioned, rephrased? 
 

 
Mark Doty, from the poem "Grosse 

Fuge" (1995) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 - 1827) 
String Quartet in B flat, Op. 130 (1827)  

(~40 minutes) 
 

This is Beethoven’s 
first string quartet 
that contains more 
than four 
movements. It is a 
form that he would 
echo in op 131 and 
132. You can see it 
in two different 
ways - it is either 
forward looking and 
bold or it is a form 
that had been long 
forgotten by the time 

these quartets were being written. Haydn’s early 
string quartets all had 5 movements. Generally, they 
would be structured Allegro-Minuet-Slow 
movement- Minuet II- Quick last movement, 
bringing a pleasing balance to the piece. Opus 130 on 
the other hand seems not to be concerned at all with 
balance, but is told more like an ongoing story, with 
new characters popping in every once and a while.  
 
The first movement begins with a yearning and 
patient chromatic introduction that is interrupted by 
a skittering Allegro. The movement will oscillate 
back and forth between the two a number of times, 
making it very difficult to put a finger on the 
character of the first movement. Many quartets begin 
with a slow introduction that makes way to a 
standard Allegro, but this movement hangs on to the 
shadowy undercurrent almost to the very end.  



 
The second movement is one of Beethoven’s shortest 
compositions for the string quartet. It bubbles over 
with joy and virtuosity. The humor he brings to this 
movement is reminiscent of Haydn. The third 
movement is marked Andante con moto ma non 
troppo, poco scherzoso which translates roughly to 
“a moderate tempo that moves, but not too much and 
also light and playful” is packed full of joy and 
nostalgia.  
 
The fourth is marked “Alla danza tedesca” which 
means in the style of a German Waltz. The original 
waltz would have been slow, but he marks the 
movement “Allegro Assai” or “Very quickly” in a 
similar way he marked his op. 79 Piano Sonata 
“Presto Alla Tedesca” which is more of a long-form 
fast movement. The Tedesca in this quartet is more 
of a dance, and almost a parody of the Tedesca dance. 
He composes in leaps and stops and lunges into the 
melody to try and halt the flow, but the music churns 
on.  
 
The musical heart of op 130 is the Cavatina. A 
Cavatina is generally a short and simple song, and 
the vocal part is played by the violins in sotto voce. 
Midway through the movement is a section marked 
Beklempt, which is the a different spelling of 
Verklempt, basically meaning too emotional to 
speak. The lower three voices lay down a canvas of 
notes in groups of three, and the first violin plays a 
searching and sorrowful melody almost never 
meeting up with any of the notes of the other players. 
It has been suspected that it is Beethoven voicing his 
own isolation in the world apart from all of his 
friends and colleagues. It can be summed up from 



this excerpt from a letter he wrote entitled the 
Heiligenstadt Testament: 
 

…born with an ardent and lively 
temperament, even susceptible to 
the diversions of society, I was 
compelled early to isolate myself, 
to live in loneliness, when I at 
times tried to forget all this, O 
how harshly was I repulsed by the 
doubly sad experience of my bad 
hearing, and yet it was impossible 
for me to say to men speak louder, 
shout, for I am deaf. Ah how 
could I possibly admit such an 
infirmity in the one sense which 
should have been more perfect in 
me than in others, a sense which I 
once possessed in highest 
perfection, a perfection such as 
few surely in my profession enjoy 
or have enjoyed… 

 
 
 
The original ending to the piece was the Große 
Fuge, heard earlier in the program.   After the first 
performance the movement was so controversial that 
his publisher begged him to compose a new finale. 
Beethoven uncharacteristically agreed to alter his 
composition and repurposed his fugue as a separate 
piece op. 133. The finale we will be playing tonight 
is the last thing that Beethoven ever wrote. It is based 
around a jumping octave motor and has a generally 
optimistic outlook opposed to the Große Fuge. The 



beauty of playing the alternate finale as opposed to 
the fugue is that it really places the focus of the 
quartet on the Cavatina. I love playing the quartet 
with the Fugue because it gives a sense of universal 
scope to the quartet, but the Cavatina is slightly left 
in the dust once the Fugue gets going. A professor of 
mine once said about the alternate finale “Beethoven 
couldn’t help himself…he had to write a 
masterpiece. ” 
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