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“Scintillating Fresh Looks” 

 

Langsamer Satz 

Anton von Webern (1883-1945) 

 

 Few of us know Webern’s music. Not to be confused with the German 19th-century 

romantic Carl Maria von Weber, the Viennese native Anton Webern was a disciple and star pupil 

of Arnold Schoenberg, inventor of the twelve-tone system. Webern became a master of 

compression and expressivity, writing twelve-tone pieces of utmost brevity. 

 

 After his death, however, a cache of unpublished manuscripts was discovered among his  

effects. Nearly all date from before he met Schoenberg in autumn 1904. These early 

compositions, including Langsamer Satz, show how firmly anchored Webern was in the 

Viennese tradition. Their post-romantic harmonic language reveals the influence of Wagner, 

Strauss, and Brahms. 

 

 Langsamer Satz means ‘slow movement.’ Webern wrote it on the heels of an idyllic 

holiday with his cousin Wilhelmine Mörtl. They had fallen in love in 1902 and would marry in 

1911. In spring 1905 during the Pentecost holiday, the pair took a trip Waldwinkel, a lovely area 

of countryside about 60 miles west of Vienna. Webern, who adored the outdoors almost as much 

as his cousin, was twenty-one and head over heels in love. His diaries are filled with extravagant 

descriptions, even on rainy days. 

 

My heart was jubilant. I spent wonderful hours during the afternoon. When night 

fell, the skies shed bitter tears, but I wandered with her along a road. A coat 

protected the two of us. Our love rose to infinite heights and filled the universe! 

Two souls were enraptured.  

 

Then, the next day:  

 

We wandered through forests. It was a fairyland! High tree trunks all around us, a 

green luminescence in between, and here and there floods of gold on the green 

moss. The forest symphony resounded.  

 

He composed Langsamer Satz in June. It is, quite simply, love music: love of nature, love 

of Wilhelmine. It is also the work of a 21-year-old composer still finding his way. Writer 

James Beale  calls it “disarmingly conventional . . . almost sugary.” Biographer Hans 

Moldenhauer is more generous: “The music is pervaded by a sweet poignancy; serene 

happiness rises to triumphant ecstasy in the coda.” Most striking are the textural ideas. 



Webern was a lifelong contrapuntalist and the independence of his voices adds to the 

interest of this movement.  

 

 

String Quartet No.3 in E-flat minor, Op.30 

Pyort Ilich Tchaikovsky (1841-1893) 

 

 The elegiac piano trio composed in memoriam was an important sub-genre that 

flourished in Central and Eastern Europe in the second half of the 19th century. Smetana 

wrote his G minor Trio, Op.15 (1855) after his favorite daughter fell victim to scarlet 

fever when she was only four. Tchaikovsky composed his monumental Piano Trio, Opus 

50 in memory of Nikolai Rubinstein in 1882. Dvořák composed his Piano Trio in F 

minor, Op.65 in 1883 on the heels of his mother’s death. Anton Arensky composed two 

trios, Op. 32 in D minor (1894) and Op. 73 in F minor (1905) that fall into this category, 

and there are some lesser-known works by the Czech composer Josef Förster (1859-

1951) that are consistent in character. The young Sergei Rachmaninoff composed his 

Trio elégiaque, Op.9 upon learning of Tchaikovsky’s death in 1893. All these works 

share minor mode, a direct response to death and grief, and an impassioned spirit that 

gives voice to emotions from the depths of the soul.  

 

 Fewer examples exist in the string quartet literature, but Tchaikovsky’s third and 

final quartet was conceived in the same vein. He composed it in response to the death of 

Ferdinand Laub (1832-1875), a Czech violinist who had been Tchaikovsky’s colleague 

and friend at the Moscow Conservatory for ten years. Laub had played the premieres of 

Tchaikovsky’s first two quartets, and the composer considered him to be “the best 

violinist of our time.” The Third Quartet was completed in February 1876 and was first 

performed at the Moscow Conservatory on 18 March, 1876. It foreshadows both 

Tchaikovsky’s own Trio elégiaque and the Sixth Symphony (Pathétique). 

 

 By any measure, this is a substantial work, clocking in at a generous 35 minutes. 

Though chamber music was not Tchaikovsky’s strong suit, his Third Quartet shows 

significant growth over the first two (despite the ubiquitous popularity of the First 

Quartet’s slow movement, aka 

Andante cantabile). The thematic material is richer, and Tchaikovsky demonstrates a 

more secure command of musical form. 

 

 A slow introduction marked Andante sostenuto precedes a spacious sonata form. 

The principal themes are tinged with sadness.  As writer Paul Griffiths has noted, the 

music seems more anchored in B-flat major than the stated tonality of E-flat major (a 

decidedly problematic key for string players). Nevertheless, the extended introduction 

sounds melancholy, and has the character of a funeral march. The switch to Allegro 

moderato ushers in a waltz that seems lifted from one of Tchaikovsky’s ballet scores. 

Recurrent triplet figures and a liberal use of hemiola  [rhythmic displacement that briefly 

superimposes duple meter in a triple meter passage] provide rich material for 

Tchaikovsky’s lengthy development. The Andante sostenuto music returns to close this 

lengthy movement.  



 

 By contrast, the witty Allegretto vivo e scherzando is tightly woven and 

compressed to its bare essence. Rapid sixteenth notes skitter about hither and yon, tossed 

between and among the four players (listen for an artful descending arpeggio).  

Tchaikovsky’s concise trio section barely casts a shadow on the merriment.  

 

 The Andante funebre e doloroso is the quartet’s emotional center. Muted strings 

further darken this funeral march, which focuses closely on the mournful key center of E-

flat minor. An impassioned climax does not mitigate the lament. A tender interlude in E-

major lifts the mood, but the relief is short-lived. Tchaikovsky’s letters report that this 

movement elicited tears at its first performance. Seventeen years later, it was played at 

memorial concerts in his memory in St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Kharkov. 

 As if determined to eradicate the atmosphere of mourning, the finale is downright 

rambunctious. The form is a rondo, now in the cheerful key of B-flat major. 

Tchaikovsky’s dance-like themes seem lifted straight out of a collection of Ukrainian folk 

tunes. He develops them with unflagging energy. Only a brief reminiscence toward the 

end recalls the elegy, then a brief coda races to the final chords.  

 

String Quartet No. 16 in G major, D.887  

Franz Schubert (1797-1828) 

 

 Schubert's sixteenth and final quartet is a monster in the sense that it is very large; 

performance requires slightly more than three-quarters of an hour.  That statistic, in and 

of itself, is hardly unique.  Both piano trios, the String Quintet in C, and the d-minor 

quartet ("Death and the Maiden") are similarly lengthy among the mature chamber works.  

What differentiates the G-major quartet from the others is its symphonic cast.  From the 

outset, Schubert's ideas seem so huge that they are only imperfectly contained within the 

confines of a quartet.  His four players seem to be grappling with monumental struggle, 

straining at the limits of their instruments to produce the big sound for which the music 

begs. 

 

 The identity crisis inherent in this music is encapsulated in Schubert's opening 

harmonic gesture.  A swelling major triad switches mid-phrase to minor -- or does it?  

The second phrase echoes the ambiguity.  Schubert thus sets his stage for deliberate 

indecision, whereby nothing is certain except the uncertainty between major and minor.  

As British musicologist Jack Westrup has written: 

 

Nowhere is Schubert's equation of major and minor more striking than in 

the opening of the first movement -- . . . it is like an extravagant character 

in a play thrusting his head through the curtains before the action begins.   

 

Ambitious, global, ever orchestral in concept, this quartet is swollen with the sheer 

number of its own ideas.  Listeners who do not know it will be startled to the point of 

marvelling that it is even Schubert.  For in this work he does not provide an unceasing 

stream of singable melodies, nor does he unify his four colossal movements with any of 



the consistency so evident in the "Death and the Maiden" quartet.  His conception is 

essentially harmonic, rather than contrapuntal, one key factor that differentiates his music 

from that of Beethoven (whose late quartets are contemporary with Schubert's).   

 

 Schubert composed this quartet over a ten day period in late June, 1826, about 2½ 

years before his death.  Beyond that, we know very little about it.  His letters at the time 

indicate that he had been feeling depressed about a lack of momentum in his creativity.  

This quartet clearly helped him to break through that temporary barrier.  Sadly, he no 

longer enjoyed the instant gratification of hearing such works performed by his family 

quartet, as had been the case with his teenage chamber music for strings.  There is a 

possibility that the first movement of this quartet was played on 26 March, 1828, the date 

of the only public all-Schubert concert the composer presented during his brief life.  (The 

quartet mentioned in the announcement for that performance could as easily have been 

"Death and the Maiden.")  In any case, the work on this afternoon’s  program, like so 

many late Schubert masterpieces, lay in oblivion for more than two decades after 

Schubert died.  The first documented performance took place in November 1850 by the 

Hellmesberger Quartet; the house of A. Diabelli & Company published it as Op. Post. 

161 in 1851.   

 A big cello melody in E minor opens the slow movement, seeming to ask an 

unanswerable question.  Schubert attempts rhetorical responses in two passionate 

episodes that shatter the elegiac mood with sudden outbursts and melodramatic 

tremolandi.  A schizophrenic see-sawing between tragic resignation and rage forms the 

basic premise of this movement.  In a sophisticated, macrocosmic way, the dichotomy of 

spirit may be seen as an analogue to the major/minor ambiguity of the first movement.  

On a more microcosmic level, Schubert's alternation of moods imposes a quasi-rondo 

structure. 

 The quartet continues with an original and innovative scherzo that sounds proto-

Mendelssohnian, using a figure of rapidly repeated notes to generate electricity and 

tension.  Here again, Schubert emphasizes vertical writing over horizontal -- the 

combined sonority of chords -- rather than the linear intertwining of imitative 

counterpoint.  His Trio is an Austrian Ländler, sweet sounding and almost too 

disingenuous after the fleet pace and feather touch of the scherzo.  The contrast jars. 

When the scherzo repeats, its effect is even spookier.   

 Schubert's finale is a rondo with more than cursory ties to light opera.  By now the 

unstable veering between major and minor is familiar, and the harmonic detours are more 

recognizable as Schubert than in the other three movements.  In places he seems to 

borrow shamelessly from the lighthearted buffa pieces of his Italian contemporaries; 

elsewhere the music sounds as if he had consulted a crystal ball a half-century into the 

future.  As Schubert's biographer George Marek has written, D.887 is "the least 

ingratiating -- the least `pretty' -- of the quartets and one of his most astonishing works." 


