
The Red Bank
Chamber Music Society

presents
The Simón Bolívar String Quartet

Mendelssohn  •  Ginastera  •  Brahms

Sunday Afternoon
November 23, 2014 • 4:30 PM

Trinity Church Auditorium
Red Bank, NJ

PROGRAM NOTES

Alejandro Carreño, violin 

Boris Suárez, violin

Ismel Campos, viola

Aimon Mata, cello





PROGRAM

String Quartet No.2 in A Minor, Op.13
Felix Mendelssohn

I. Adagio – Allegro vivace
II. Adagio non lento
III. Intermezzo: Allegretto con moto
IV. Presto

String Quartet No.1, Op.20
Alberto Ginastera

I. Allegro violento ed agitato
II. Vivacissimo
III. Calmo e poetico
IV. Allegramente rustico

INTERMISSION

String Quartet No.1 in C Minor, Op.51, No.1
Johannes Brahms

I. Allegro
II. Romanze: Poco Adagio
III. Allegretto molto moderato e comodo. Un poco più animato
IV. Allegro



Notes on the Program

Felix Mendelssohn (1809 – 1847)
String Quartet No.2 in A Minor, Op.13 (1827)
(“Ist es wahr?”)

(~32 minutes)

When Felix Mendelssohn was born in 1809, Johann Sebastian Bach was all but forgotten, an old-
fashioned composer and organist dead for nearly 60 years and of no interest to musicians, audiences,
critics, or scholars.  Beethoven was still Vienna’s darling composer and pianist, with five piano
concertos and six symphonies in the repertoire.  But by the time Beethoven died in 1827 his music
was as unfashionable as Bach’s to the concert-going public, and Rossini and Weber were the star
composers of Europe.  Bach’s major choral works hadn’t been performed in public for 75 years, and
Beethoven was regarded as an irritable, deaf old man whose final string quartets were
incomprehensible if not unplayable.

But Mendelssohn, like Schubert, revered the music of Bach and Beethoven as two pinnacles of
genius.  He would shortly organize and conduct the first performance of Bach’s Saint Matthew
Passion since Bach’s death, thereby single-handedly reviving worldwide interest in Bach’s music. 

Beethoven was the ideal closest to Mendelssohn’s own time, and he assiduously studied the master’s
late string quartets.  Within six months of Beethoven’s death Mendelssohn completed work on the
string quartet we hear today, his first mature work in the genre.  It draws on many of the
compositional techniques of Beethoven’s late quartets, and it displays Mendelssohn’s desire to
interrelate all the movements of a work into a unified whole so that, in his own words, “from the
bare beginning throughout the entire existence of such a piece one already knows the mystery that
must be in music.”

The year 1827 was a sad one for the young Mendelssohn: besides the death of Beethoven in March,
he had his first public failure in the negative reviews of his opera The Wedding of Camacho in April,
whose run was canceled after just one performance.  The acerbic critical appraisal turned him
against opera and critics, and it remained his only opera performed during his lifetime.  It is not
surprising that an air of melancholy shades this string quartet, though the sadness is tempered by a
mood of hopeful optimism running through the work.

The first movement opens in A major with a slow (Adagio) introduction that directly quotes a song
he wrote earlier that year titled Frage (Question), the first line of which is “Is it true [Ist es wahr],
you wait there for me in the arbor by the vine-draped wall?”  That questioning motif will recur as
a unifying element of the entire work; as Mendelssohn wrote to a composer friend, “You will hear



its notes resound in the first and last movements, and sense its feeling in all four.”  Following the
brief introduction the key changes to A minor and the tempo bursts into a passionate Allegro vivace
(quick and lively) for the remainder of the movement.

The second movement Adagio non lento (slow but not dragging) is in three sections:  it opens and
closes with a sweetly serene chorale in F major, surrounding a long fugue section in D minor that
is more yearning, passionate, and occasionally agitated.

Instead of a typical Mendelssohnian scherzo, the third movement is titled “Intermezzo” and opens
fairly sedately in a tempo marked Allegretto con moto (not too quickly, but with forward impulse). 
Then comes a surprise middle section marked Allegro di molto (really quick), and it has all the
familiar sprightly sparks of his elfin scherzos.  The movement ends with a return to the sedate mood
of the opening, but Mendelssohn can’t resist a final touch of the scherzo to wrap it up with a smile.

The finale, marked Presto (very fast), opens with the first violin proclaiming a passionate free-tempo
statement over shimmering string accompaniment.  This opening phrase recalls the fugue theme of
the second movement, and the remainder of the movement contains multiple allusions to themes and
rhythmic motifs of earlier movements.  A final violin solo at the end of the movement leads to an
expanded treatment of the Ist es wahr? song that opened the first movement, bringing us full circle
back to the heart of this most heartfelt quartet.

Alberto Ginastera (1916 – 1983)
String Quartet No.1, Op.20 (1948) (~20 minutes)

Argentina is the homeland of four world-renowned twentieth-century composers.  Two of them are
the towering figures of tango, Carlos Gardel and Ástor Piazzolla. The other two are Osvaldo Golijov
and  Alberto Ginastera.

Born in Buenos Aires, Ginastera divided his career into three distinct periods, characterized by
increasing abstraction.  In his twenties (1934-48), a phase he called  “Objective Nationalism”, he
drew deeply on Argentine folk music, especially the music of the landless Argentine gauchos, the
cowboys of the Pampas, and his compositions are filled with direct quotations of his country’s native
music.  In his thirties (1948-58), following a two-year visit to the United States and study under
Aaron Copland at Tanglewood,  he moved from direct quotation of that gaucho folk music towards
a personal style inspired by its melodic  and rhythmic traditions, and he titled that phase “Subjective
Nationalism”.  From his forties to the end of his life (1958-83) he moved towards twelve-tone
serialism, a period he called “Neo-Expressionism”, and his music became more abstract and
challenging to audiences and critics alike, incorporating themes of sex, violence, and nightmare.



The work we hear today is one of the first compositions from his middle “subjective nationalism”
period, and it fully displays his expression of Argentine musical traditions in a thoroughly
modernistic context.  He began work on it just after his return from the United States, and it displays
influences of Copland, Bartok, and the international styles of post-war European composers.

The first movement Allegro violento ed agitato (a violent and agitated quick allegro) is imbued with
combative energy, with driving, repetitive rhythms suggestive of the Argentine gaucho dance known
as malambo, a mens-only competition in which skilled footwork (stamped as in flamenco) and
innovative movement, combined with not a little machismo, wins the day.

The second movement is a scherzo, marked Vivacissimo (very quick and lively).  In contrast to the
aggressive character of the first movement, the scherzo is propelled by a nervous energy built up
from speed, lightness, varied bowing effects, and rapid shifts in meter and accent.

The third movement is a kind of nocturne marked Calmo e poetico (calm and poetic), and it is by
far the longest of the four movements.  If you’ve ever played the guitar you’ll recognize the first six
notes as the instrument’s open strings – E-A-D-G-B-E. – sounded in sequence and held as a chord. 
This “symbolic chord” was first named in 1957 by musicologist Gilbert Chase,  

The natural chord of the guitar, archetypal instrument of Argentina criollo folk music, symbol
of the gaucho and the pampa, reappears in the music of Ginastera, in forms ranging from literal
statement to complete metamorphosis, and from incidental allusion to complex structural
integration.

That opening chord establishes the harmonic character of the movement. A brief middle section
becomes tense and agitated, but serenity returns to end the movement in the same mood as the
opening, and the guitar chord is the last phrase we hear.

The finale, marked Allegramente rustico (brightly, with a rustic quality), has all the energy of the
first movement but without the combative edge.  Its rustic high spirits clearly reflect the influence
of Aaron Copland with harmonic, melodic, and rhythmic motifs reminiscent of the American west
in such ballets as Rodeo and Billy the Kid.

Johannes Brahms (1833 – 1897)
String Quartet No.1 in C Minor, Op.51, No.1 (1873) (~30 minutes)

Brahms, well known for his large-scale symphonic works and concertos, published only three string
quartets:  two in 1873, at the age of forty, and one three years later.  Famously self-critical, and
doubting his own worth when measured against Beethoven, he had written and destroyed twenty
earlier attempts in as many years.



Symphonic music had evolved in several significant ways: orchestras were now performing entirely
for a paying public, rather than for a titled elite; the size of the orchestra had nearly doubled, and its
instrumentation had expanded to include a wider range of colors and timbres; part-time amateur and
court musicians were replaced by full-time professionals; and orchestral performances had moved
from salons, dance halls and coffee houses to full-fledged concert halls.   Yet the string quartet in
1873 still relied on the same sonic forces that had been available to Beethoven and Mendelssohn: 
just four stringed instruments that had probably been built in the early 1700s.  The challenge to
Brahms, as it would be for every composer of string quartets before and after, was how to make
these four instruments sound with his own unique voice.

Brahms, like Beethoven, thought in symphonic terms, even in his works for solo piano and for
chamber ensembles.  One hallmark of his style is the way he takes a few small-scale melodic and
harmonic kernels and expands them into much larger works of great coherence.  And, like
Mendelssohn, he thought in terms of the overall structure of a multi-movement musical form,
unifying it though harmonic, melodic, and rhythmic references and allusions among its various parts. 
This first quartet, pervaded by motivic elements found in the first movement, is emblematic of that
approach.

The first movement, marked Allegro (quick), opens with an ascending arpeggio figure in the first
violin, with the other strings providing rhythmically agitated accompaniment for ten measures.  A
second brief descending figure is then introduced by the first violin in a more lyrical mood.  These
two figures and their elements of melody, harmony, and rhythmic patterns form the basis for the
remainder of the movement, constantly evolving and recombining 

The second movement Romanze is marked Poco Adagio (a bit slow and settled).  It opens with a
theme closely related to the agitated rhythmic motif of the first movement, but now in a tranquil
major key.

The third movement scherzo begins Allegretto molto moderato e comodo (light and lively, but very
moderately and relaxed), and is in 4/8 (foxtrot) time instead of the more common 3/8
(waltz/mazurka) meter, using a theme derived from the first movement.  The Trio section that
follows is marked un poco più animato (just a bit more animated), imitating an Austrian ländler
peasant dance in 3/4 time. 

In the Finale, marked Allegro (quick), Brahms brings together all the motives and structural
elements of the quartet.  The rhythmic motif of the first movement’s opening theme recurs
throughout this movement and connects all the melodic and harmonic excursions, and its various
incarnations in the other movements is recapitulated as well, solidifying the symphonic unity of this
landmark quartet.

© Lawrence Bein



Additional Notes and Observations

Mendelssohn’s “Ist es wahr?” Op.9 Song and Op.13 Quartet

In June 1827, during a summer party at an estate near Potsdam, Mendelssohn composed an
“impromptu” song (Op.9 No.1) for a gathering of family and friends.  He titled it “Frage”
(question), and based it on a short poem that he attributed to [Johann Heinrich] Voss, although a
nephew of Mendelssohn later asserted that the words were in fact by Felix Mendelssohn himself. 
He would make that song the unifying motif of his Op.13 string quartet later that year.

Like Beethoven’s “Immortal Beloved”, the object of this love poem will never be known, though
it is widely believed that it was the young Betty Pistor with whom he had formed a one-sided
romantic attachment and to whom he later initially dedicated his String Quartet Op.12 before
discovering that she had become engaged to another.

The score of the original song is reproduced on the next page.  Here is the text in English translation:

Is it true
That you wait there for me
In the arbor by the vine-draped wall?
And ask the moonlight and the stars

about me too?

Is it true? Speak!
What I feel, can only be understood
By her who feels as I do,
And is forever true to me





ARTISTS

Created from within the Fundación Musical Simón Bolívar, the Simón Bolívar String Quartet is
made up of principal musicians of the Simón Bolívar Symphony Orchestra of Venezuela.  This
group arose from the need of its members to explore chamber music and the wealth of resources it
can offer, which benefit not only its musicians, but also the children and young people who make
up the Fundacíón, led by José Antonio Abreu.

The Simón Bolívar String Quartet has worked with such musical personalities as Gustavo Dudamel,
Claudio Abbado and Sir Simon Rattle.  They have participated in master classes with the Cuarteto
Latinoamericano, Berlin Philharmonic String Quartet, Chilingirian String Quartet, Donald
Weilerstein (Cleveland String Quartet), Andras Keller (Keller String Quartet) and Ulyses Ascanio,
founding violinist of the Youth and Children’s Orchestras of Venezuela.  One of the aims of the
Simón Bolívar String Quartet is the development of a network of string quartets in Venezuela and
South America, with the purpose of propagating chamber music among children and young people
in Latin America. 

The Simón Bolívar String Quartet has given concerts across Venezuela, throughout the Americas,
Europe and Asia, performing in concerts as well as taking part in education and community events. 
Venues at which they have performed include Walt Disney Concert Hall (Los Angeles), Southbank
Centre (London), Philharmonie Berlin, Musikverein Vienna and Palau de la Musica (Barcelona). 
They have also visited festivals such as the Edinburgh International Festival and Salzburg Festival. 
The 2014/15 season will take the Quartet to New York (Lincoln Center’s Walter Reade Theater),
Boston, Bogotá (Festival Internacional de Música), London (Wigmore Hall) and Madrid (Reina
Sofia Museum).


