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“The Unexpected Journey: Paris to Budapest” 
 

FRANZ JOSEPH HAYDN (1732-1809) 

Quartet in F Minor, Op.20, No.5, Hob.III:35 “With the Handel Theme” 

 

 Joseph Haydn began working for the Esterházy family in 1761. His responsibilities to Prince Paul Anton 

Esterházy were extensive, covering music for chapel services, secular celebrations, and evening entertainment. The 

prince's court orchestra included some excellent players, inspiring Haydn to write many of his instrumental concertos.  

 Between 1769 and 1772, Haydn found time to compose works beyond those specifically requested by the Prince. 

In string quartets, which he still called divertimenti à quattro [divertimenti in four parts] on his manuscripts, he could write 

in a concertante style for his first chair musicians. The seamless elegance and virtuosic difficulty of his string writing 

attests to the skill of the Esterházy musicians.  

 In Opus 20, Haydn made a decisive change in the quartet fabric by allotting significantly more importance to the 

cello part. Four of the six quartets have fugal finales in which, by definition, the players have more balanced distribution 

of material. Opus 20 is also significant in that two of the quartets are in minor mode. By the second half of the 18th 

century, it was customary to issue instrumental works in sets of six, each one in a different tonality. Generally five of the 

six pieces would be in major mode, with only one in a minor key.  

 Much of Haydn’s music from the early 1770s is characterized by flamboyance and agitation. Such works are 

often referred to as his Sturm und Drang [Storm and Stress] compositions. This quartet is representative, beginning with 

its tonality. For Haydn, F Minor was an intensely personal key, analogous to G Minor in Mozart’s music. Only the second 

movement Trio and the Adagio relieve the tension and tragedy of F Minor. 

 The opening Allegro moderato has remarkable contrast in the character of its two principal themes, despite their 

derivation from the same motive. Both themes are unusually long, heightening their pathos. Haydn stays focused on the 

contour of his principal idea throughout his development, which grows out of that initial gesture. His recapitulation and 

coda offer further variants on the same idea. The movement ends quietly.  

 Placement of the Menuetto second rather than third is unusual but not unprecedented. Here, it confounds our 

expectations by reiterating the F Minor tonality. Haydn underscores his dark mood with occasional unison passages for 

viola and cello. A gentle trio in F Major offers much needed respite, though its silences have an ominous quality: the 

shadows remain.  

 First violin has a monopoly on elaborate decorative figuration in the Adagio, a siciliana in F Major. In one 

particularly intricate passage, Haydn writes per figuram retardationis in the first violin part. The Latin phrase means that 

the violinist is to take his time, not keeping precise pace with the harmonic changes in the lower three parts. The effect is 

subtle rhythmic and harmonic disagreement, at the discretion of the first violin. 

 Haydn’s finale is one of Opus 20's contrapuntal glories: a double fugue whose first subject is adapted from the 

“And With His Stripes” chorus from Handel’s Messiah. A dramatic falling seventh, first stated by second violin, defines 

the theme; viola answers immediately with the second subject. Equally short, this second motive does double duty as a 

countersubject. The counterpoint is Baroque in inspiration, but Haydn’s treatment is classical in form and design. He uses 

pedal points very effectively to build rhetorical climaxes, all the while maintaining the integrity of his polyphonic fabric. 

The quartet ends on stark open fifths, underscoring the impact of F Minor.  

 

LEOS JANÁČEK (1854-1928)  

String Quartet No.2 ("Intimate Letters")  

  

 Janáček was a late bloomer as a composer, yet he experienced an astonishing creative efflorescence in old age. 

Two principal factors triggered that late harvest. The first was Czech independence at the end of World War I. Janáček's 

nationalistic pride found magnificent expression in his final decade.  

 The other reason was Kamila Stosslová, a young woman 38 years his junior with whom Janáček fell headlong in 

love. Married to a Moravian antique merchant who had helped Janáček obtain food during the war, Kamila met the 

composer in 1917. He was strongly attracted to her. She became his obsession, inspiring an almost unceasing stream of 

letters, a "Kamila diary" in the last year of his life, and, most important, an autumnal rainbow of major compositions.  

 Kamila and her husband were happily married. She enjoyed a friendship with Janáček until his death, providing 



spiritual support and artistic inspiration for him, and a companionable haven from his own unhappy marriage. The String 

Quartet No.2 is Janáček's declaration of his love for Kamila. He was 74 years old. 

 Originally the quartet was to have been entitled "Love Letters," but in February 1928 Janáček changed the title, 

writing to Kamila, "I don't deliver my feelings to the tender mercies of fools." He planned to use the viola d'amore, a 

member of the Baroque viol family that doubtless attracted him as much for its name as for its tuning and timbre. 

Eventually he abandoned that plan because the older instrument could not sustain its tone against three modern strings. But 

viola remains the dominant voice in "Intimate Letters." 

 Janáček told Kamila that the opening movement relayed his impression upon seeing her for the first time. A sort 

of free rondo, it begins with a dramatic fortissimo trill from the cello. The two violins respond in thirds and sixths. 

Thereafter viola has the most prominent role, its themes taking on an eerie quality by extensive playing sul ponticello [on 

the bridge]; Janáček sought to emulate the sound of the viola d'amore. Rapid shifts in mood and texture contribute to the 

emotional charge of this music. One can almost imagine the composer's heart racing. 

 The second movement is marked Adagio, but its structure is as free as the preceding movement, with tempo 

markings changing rapidly. This time, it is more variations than rondo. Once again the viola is awarded an ardent melody, 

though the second violin has a brief cadenza. 

 Poignant and graceful in 9/8 meter, the third movement has a Russian flavor, with accompaniment in octaves and 

thirds. This is the love music, the emotional heart of the work. When Janáček finished it, he wrote to Kamila: "Today I 

have written down my sweetest longings... a piece in which the earth begins to tremble... Here, I can find a place for my 

most beautiful melodies." 

 "Intimate Letters" concludes with an earthy peasant dance. Presently a four-note pattern interrupts, becoming 

more dominant. Emphasizing the conflict between the two ideas, the cellist plays notes alternating between pizzicato vs. 

arco [bowed], changing on every beat. Near the end, all four players are sul ponticello. Janáček told Kamila that this 

movement reflected the anguish he felt about her. Throughout the Second Quartet, Janácek's musical language is diatonic, 

with an emphasis on chords built on fourths. Its significance lies as much in its meaning to the composer as its intrinsic 

musical value.   

 

ERNEST CHAUSSON (1855-1899) 

Concerto in D for Violin, Piano, and String Quartet, Op.21 

 

 Ernest Chausson was a Renaissance man: keenly interested in the visual arts and literature as well as music. He 

studied law to placate his father, but frequented Parisian salons, developing friendships with such important figures as the 

painters Odilon Redon and Henri Fantin-Latour. Countermanding his father’s wishes, Chausson sought out Jules Massenet 

for composition lessons at the Paris Conservatoire in 1879. He soon determined to devote himself to music.  

 Eventually he became host to a brilliant salon in Paris, assuming an important role in the city’s intellectual and 

cultural life. Many poets, artists and musicians gathered at his residence. Claude Debussy, Isaac Albéniz, the symbolist 

poet Stéphane Mallarmé and the Belgian violinist Eugène Ysaÿe were all regular visitors.  

 Ysaÿe (pronounced Ee-ZYE-ee) is particularly important with respect to the work we hear this afternoon. 

Chausson dedicated the Concerto in D to him, and Ysaÿe played the première in Brussels in March 1892. His advocacy of 

this work was a big plus. 

 So why is this work called ‘concerto’ when it appears to be a chamber music sextet? Chausson’s title is Concert 

en Ré majeur. “Ré” is the French orthography for ‘D’ (think do-re-mi). The French word concert (pronounced cone-

SARE) is generally translated as ‘concerto,’ but actually means harmony, agreement, or concord. Chausson was thinking in 

terms of a Baroque concerto grosso: smaller forces collaborating harmoniously as an ensemble, with cameo roles for more 

than one soloist. 

 Piano and violin dominate the texture. They tend to function as a pair, with the string quartet as a separate, 

complementary ensemble. Sometimes the two blocks of sound are in opposition; more often, they complement one 

another. 

 Chausson’s harmony and melodic language are late romantic. His style derives from his principal teachers at the 

Paris Conservatoire, Jules Massenet and César Franck. Like many late 19th-century French composers, Chausson was also 

influenced by the rich sonorities and chromatic progressions of Wagner’s operas. Franck left the strongest imprint on this 

work, which adopts a cyclic structure [using similar or identical thematic material in more than one movement].  

 At fifteen minutes, the first movement is the longest by far. It opens with a slow introduction, an imposing 

statement in octaves of the principal motive, echoed in unison by viola and cello. Initially Chausson develops this 

important motive with broad, arpeggiated piano figures. That leads to the violin solo, declaiming a long lyrical expansion 

on the same theme. Momentarily, the string quartet has dropped out and the piano/violin duet takes center stage. 

Occasional piano solo passages usually serve as a bridge for a modulation to another key. 

 The Sicilienne opens with full ensemble. Chausson unfolds a ternary movement as concise as the opening 

movement was expansive. Despite its brevity – four minutes – it deploys the full sextet resources most evenly. Even so, 

the close is an 8-measure coda for violin and piano, joined only in the final chord by the quartet. The spirit of Gabriel 



Fauré is more perceptible in this movement than any other.  

 Chausson’s tragic Grave opens with another duet for violin and piano, now in the dark tonality of F minor. This 

is a splendid late romantic slow movement that builds twice to an agitated climax. In each case, the piano texture grows 

more demanding. Although we hear duets with violin and piano again, the string quartet gets its share of the lyrical and 

dramatic moments. Chausson manages his ensemble effectively, subduing the full sextet at the close to a level even quieter 

than the beginning. 

 Piano makes the initial statement in the dance-like Finale. The strings, dominated by solo violin, soon take up its 

material. In a series of variation-like episodes, Chausson moves us through multiple key changes, ultimately settling on a 

chromatically-induced D major. This Finale is the most homogeneous movement for all six players in terms of the balance 

of material. It also links the entire Concerto by quoting and varying themes introduced in earlier movements 

 Chausson was not present when the first performance was in preparation. His colleague Vincent d’Indy oversaw 

rehearsals and intervened when the pianist balked, declaring that the keyboard part was too difficult. A substitute, Auguste 

Pierret, was called in from Paris, and the Brussels première took place as scheduled on 4 March, 1892 with Pierret and 

Ysaÿe as soloists, collaborating with the Crickboom Quartet. 

 Chausson’s career was cut short by a bicycling accident in early summer 1899. Who knows what he might have 

accomplished had he been granted a few more years. 
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