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UUUPROGRAM 
   
String Quartet in E-flat major, Op. 76, No. 6 (1786/7) 

Joseph Haydn  
I. Allegretto - Allegro 
II. Fantasia. Adagio 
III. Menuetto. Presto 
IV. Finale. Allegro spiritoso 

 
String Quartet No. 6 in F minor, Op. 80 (1847) 

Felix Mendelssohn 
I. Allegro vivace assai 
II. Allegro assai 
III. Adagio 
IV. Finale: Allegro molto 

 
INTERMISSION 

 
String Quartet No. 14 in D minor, D810, “Death and the Maiden” 
(1824) 

Franz Schubert 
I. Allegro 
II. Andante con moto 
III. Scherzo: Allegro molto 
IV. Presto 

 
 



 
Notes on the Program 

 
Our program today features works from three composers who were all at 
the peak of their creative powers.  Sadly, Mendelssohn and Schubert were 
writing from the depths of despair and the quartets you hear today reflect 
that torment.   Haydn’s Quartet in E-flat, on the other hand, reflects only the 
composer’s contentment and confidence after many decades of musical 
creation and innovation.   

 
Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) 
String Quartet in E-flat major, Op. 76, No. 6 (1796-7) 

(~22 minutes) 
 

 By the time Haydn returned to Vienna in 1795 
from his second immensely successful visit to 
London, he was the most celebrated composer in 
all of Europe.  Still active in his 60’s, he had been 
both a mentor to and a devotee of Mozart, whose 
untimely passing five years earlier left Haydn 
standing alone atop the musical hierarchy.  He had 
reabsorbed the innovations Mozart brought to the 
string quartet medium while continuing to refine 
his own conception of the form. Significantly, 
Haydn was partially retired from his position with 

the Esterházy family for whom he had served for over 30 years as composer 
and director of all musical events from chamber to orchestra to opera. Free 
from the restrictions often imposed by writing for amateur musicians, 
Haydn was able to write works of great virtuosity intended for performance 
by ensembles of the highest caliber.  
 
The six quartets of Opus 76, commissioned by the Hungarian Count Joseph 
Georg von Erdődy, comprise some of the most ambitious chamber music 
Haydn ever wrote. No. 6 in E-flat found the composer challenging his own 
conventions from the very start.  Haydn is generally regarded as the father 



of the string quartet, inasmuch as he established the basic template which 
would characterize virtually all string quartets (Beethoven’s late quartets 
offering exceptions) for the next 150 years.  Specifically, this template 
consisted of an up-tempo (allegro or vivace) opening movement in sonata 
form, a slow (adagio, largo or occasionally andante) movement, a minuet 
and trio, and a finale.  For Op. 76 No. 6, Haydn took the unprecedented 
approach of using theme-and-variation for the first movement.  The four-
note statement which opens the work is passed to and fro with new 
countermelodies and harmonizations for each variation.   
 
The second movement, a Fantasia, incorporates a dizzying array of key 
changes; indeed, the composer did not even specify a key signature for the 
first half! Haydn underscored the harmonic liberties he was taking by 
marking the instrumental parts “cum licentia” (“with freedom”). After the 
innovations of the first two movements, Haydn seems to return to the 
conventional model with a minuet – but the master offers something new, 
replacing the customary trio section with an “alternativo” section built upon 
a series of ascending and descending scales. The finale is also built upon 
short, rapid scales but this time with added rhythmic irregularity that at 
times challenges the listener to find the downbeat among the deceptive 
accents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) 
String Quartet No. 6 in F minor, Op. 80 (1847)  

(~27 minutes) 
 

The music of Felix Mendelssohn was destined to 
exhibit the highest degree of intellect and 
refinement.  How could it have been otherwise 
for a composer whose genius was recognized but 
carefully and privately cultivated from the age of 
six, growing up in a home which served as the 
setting for salons attended by many of Berlin’s 
finest artists, musicians and scientists?  Added to 
this was the influence of Fanny, his beloved older 

sister – a world class musician in her own right who would remain Felix’s 
confidante throughout their lives. Mendelssohn’s musical genius was never 
in doubt, but for the most part he pursued a stylistically conservative path 
with his art. Extreme emotion and radical innovation were typically held in 
check, as Mendelssohn sought to refine the models set forth by Haydn, 
Beethoven and Schubert. 
 
The year 1847 saw Mendelssohn in poor health at age 38, beset by nervous 
exhaustion. In May, upon receiving news of Fanny’s death from a stroke, 
he shrieked and collapsed to the ground. Hoping to lift his spirits, friends 
brought him to Switzerland where he composed Op. 80 in F minor, which 
bore the title “Requiem for Fanny.”  This quartet was Mendelssohn’s last 
major musical statement. And in it, the composer’s personal circumstances 
imparted an emotional intensity rarely heard in Mendelssohn’s works. 
 
From the opening bars, the Allegro vivice assai draws the listener into a 
state of unease and concern.  Mendelssohn is not wasting time in pouring 
out his grief. Although there are flickering moments of at least contentment, 
if not joy, the first movement follows a stormy path. Mendelssohn chose to 
reverse the conventional order of the central movements in this quartet, and 
he did not consider the second movement to be called a “scherzo” although 
its 3/4 pulse might fit the mold for a very dark “joke” indeed.  Only in the 



Adagio is Mendelssohn able at last to express his love for his sister. Yet 
even here, the musical narrative includes episodes of profound sadness. The 
Finale (Allegro molto) jars the listener back to the tempest of a tormented 
soul. Underscored much of the time by sinister rumbling in the lower 
registers, the violins express a powerful three-note motif in a variety of 
permutations, all the while keeping the tension at a fever pitch. Frenzied 
triplets drive the quartet to a fortissimo conclusion. 
 
 
 
 
Franz Schubert (1797-1828) 
String Quartet No. 14 in D minor, D810, “Death and the Maiden” 
(1824)) 

 (~40 minutes) 
 “Think of a man whose health can never be 
restored, and who from sheer despair makes 
matters worse instead of better. Think, I say, 
of a man whose brightest hopes have come to 
nothing, to whom love and friendship are but 
torture, and whose enthusiasm for the 
beautiful is fast vanishing; and ask yourself if 
such a man is not truly unhappy.”  So wrote 
Franz Schubert to a friend on March 31, 1824. 

He had been sick for at least a year, he had no money, and he had endured 
the failure of yet another of his operas.  It was only through the support of 
his circle of friends that Schubert managed to get by for most of his life, 
almost never receiving any return on what little of his music he was able to 
get published. Miraculously, this unhappy man continued to compose one 
masterpiece after another. Some works, such as the Octet in F major, 
radiated joy and optimism; Death and the Maiden, begun in 1824 and 
completed two years later, is another matter entirely.  
 
The opening statement – all four instruments cry out in unison, then two 
hold fast while two tumble downward – must surely rank among the most 
recognizable moments in all of chamber music.  As the music turns to a 



pianissimo chorale, a recurring rhythmic pattern is established of a triplet 
followed by a single note; the triplet will be a dominant motif throughout 
the movement and in fact the entire work. The dark, powerful opening 
theme is answered by a soft lyrical contrast, suggesting a conversation 
between the title characters – the frightened maiden and the gentle, 
beckoning specter of death – which intensifies as this expansive movement 
unfolds. 
 
Seven years prior to beginning his famously named quartet, Schubert wrote 
the music for “Der Tod und das Mädchen.” In the song, the Maiden begs 
for Death to pass her by, while Death assures her that he is a friend whose 
arms offer “soft sleep.” Schubert adapted his piano accompaniment for use 
as the theme of the second movement of the string quartet that bears its 
name. The theme, a somber march in G minor, lasts for 24 measures and 
ends on a G major chord. Following this lengthy introduction are five 
variations, each of which seems to express different emotions. 
Back in D minor and fraught with dramatic leaps from fortissimo to 
pianissimo, the scherzo catches the listener off guard from the first note, 
which falls not on the downbeat but at the end of a triplet. This relatively 
brief movement has been described as the “dance of the demon fiddler.”  It 
is designed as a classical minuet featuring a trio section where the music 
finally turns to a major key, although the mood is more wistful than 
optimistic.  
 
As if the tension could not get any higher, the finale in the form of a 
tarantella threatens to send the music hurtling right off the rails. The 
tarantella is a breakneck Italian dance in 6/8 time which was, according to 
tradition, a treatment for madness and convulsions brought on by the bite of 
a tarantula spider. What better image for the hurtling triplets that drive the 
primary theme? Musicologist Walter Cobbett noted that the chorale-like 
secondary theme for this movement is derived from another song of 
Schubert's, “Der Erlkönig,“  in which a terrified child calls to his father to 
protect him from the deadly touch of the Elf-king. The father is unable to 
see the spirit, and ultimately finds his son is dead in his arms. The frenetic 
pace of the music continues to accelerate toward a prestissimo coda which 
begins in D major but suddenly and definitively returns to D minor for a 



fittingly tragic conclusion. 
Der Tod und das Mädchen 

(Death and the Maiden) 
 

Original German English Translation 
Das Mädchen: 
Vorüber! Ach, vorüber! 
Geh, wilder Knochenmann! 
Ich bin noch jung! Geh, lieber, 
Und rühre mich nicht an. 
Und rühre mich nicht an. 
 
Der Tod: 
Gib deine Hand, du schön und zart 
Gebild! 
Bin Freund, und komme nicht, zu 
strafen. 
Sei gutes Muts! ich bin nicht wild, 
Sollst sanft in meinen Armen 
schlafen! 

The Maiden: 
Pass me by! Oh, pass me by! 
Go, fierce man of bones! 
I am still young! Go, rather, 
And do not touch me. 
And do not touch me. 
 
Death: 
Give me your hand, you beautiful 
and tender form! 
I am a friend, and come not to 
punish. 
Be of good cheer! I am not fierce, 
Softly shall you sleep in my arms! 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Artists 
 

The Escher String Quartet has received acclaim for its profound musical 
insight and rare tonal beauty. A former BBC New Generation Artist, the 
quartet has performed at the BBC Proms at Cadogan Hall and is a regular 
guest at Wigmore Hall. In its home town of New York, the ensemble serves 
as Season Artists of The Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center, where 
last season it not only presented the complete Zemlinsky Quartets Cycle in 
a concert streamed live from the Rose Studio, but was also one of five 
quartets chosen to collaborate in a complete presentation of Beethoven’s 
string quartets. In the current season, the quartet is invited to tour with CMS 
to China.  
 
Within months of its inception in 2005, the ensemble came to the attention 
of key musical figures worldwide. Championed by the Emerson Quartet, 
the Escher Quartet was invited by both Pinchas Zukerman and Itzhak 
Perlman to be Quartet in Residence at each artist's summer festival: the 
Young Artists Programme at Canada’s National Arts Centre; and the 
Perlman Chamber Music Programme on Shelter Island, NY. The quartet has 
since collaborated with artists including David Finckel, Leon Fleischer, Wu 
Han, Lynn Harrell, Cho Liang Lin, Joshua Bell, Paul Watkins, and David 
Shifrin.  In 2013, the quartet became one of the very few chamber ensembles 
to be awarded the prestigious Avery Fisher Career Grant. 
 
Known for their wide stylistic interests, the Escher Quartet has collaborated 
with jazz saxophonist Joshua Redman, vocalist Kurt Elling, legendary Latin 
artist Paquito D'Rivera, and tours regularly with Grammy award winning 
guitarist Jason Vieaux. 
 
The Escher Quartet has made a distinctive impression throughout Europe, 
with recent debuts including the Amsterdam Concertgebouw, Berlin 
Konzerthaus, London’s Kings Place, Slovenian Philharmonic Hall and 
Auditorium du Louvre. With a strong collaborative approach, the group has 
appeared at festivals such as Heidelberg Spring Festival, Dublin’s Great 



Music in Irish Houses, Risør Chamber Music Festival in Norway, Hong 
Kong International Chamber Music Festival and Perth International Arts 
Festival in Australia. 
 
The current season sees a return to the Tel Aviv Museum of Art and 
subsequent tour of Israel, a return to Les Grands Interprètes series in Geneva 
and three UK tours, including Wigmore Hall. 
 
Alongside its growing European profile, the Escher Quartet continues to 
flourish in its home country, performing at Alice Tully Hall in New York, 
Kennedy Center in Washington DC and the Ravinia and Caramoor festivals. 
In 2014, the quartet gave a highly-praised debut at Chamber Music San 
Francisco and in 2015 presented a Schubert quartets focus at Music@Menlo 
in California, where it returns in the current season. 
 
Currently String Quartet in Residence at Southern Methodist University in 
Dallas, Texas, the quartet fervently supports the education of young 
musicians and has given masterclasses at institutions such as the Royal 
Academy of Music in London and Campos do Jordão Music Festival in 
Brazil. 
 
Volumes I and II of the complete Mendelssohn Quartets, released on the 
BIS label in 2015, were received with the highest critical acclaim, with 
comments such as “…eloquent, full-blooded playing... The four players 
offer a beautiful blend of individuality and accord” (BBC Music Magazine). 
The Mendelssohn series is concluded this season with the release of Volume 
III. The quartet has also recorded the complete Zemlinsky String Quartets 
in two volumes, released on the Naxos label in 2013 and 2014 respectively, 
to accolades including five stars in the Guardian with “Classical CD of the 
Year”, a Recommendation in The Strad, “Recording of the Month” on 
MusicWeb International and a nomination for a BBC Music Magazine 
Award. 
 
The Escher Quartet takes its name from Dutch graphic artist M.C. Escher, 
inspired by Escher’s method of interplay between individual components 
working together to form a whole. 


