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 The Fantasie in F Minor for Piano Four-Hands is one of the creations of 

Schubert’s miraculous final year of life, which saw a nearly unbroken rush of 

masterpieces.   Schubert wrote most of the Fantasie in January 1828 but ran into 

problems and set the work aside for several months, returning to complete it in April.  He 

and his friend Eduard von Bauernfeld gave the first performance on May 9 of that year, 

six months before the composer’s death at age 31. 

 Music for piano four-hands is a very particular genre, now unfortunately much 

out of fashion.  In early nineteenth-century Vienna, however, there was a growing market 

for music that could be played in the home, where there might be only one piano but 

several pianists, usually amateur musicians.  Such music often had an intentionally 

“social” appeal–it was not especially difficult, and it tended to be pleasing rather than 

profound.  Much of Schubert’s four-hand piano music was intended for just such “home” 

performers (he often wrote music for his students to play together), but the Fantasie in F 

Minor is altogether different: this work demands first-class performers and contains some 

of the most wrenching and focused music Schubert ever wrote.  Schubert scholar John 

Reed has gone so far as it call it “a work which in its structural organisation, economy of 

form, and emotional depth represents his art at its peak.” 

 The title “fantasia” suggests a certain looseness of form, but the Fantasie in F 

Minor is extraordinary for its conciseness.  Lasting barely a quarter of an hour, it is in one 

continuous flow of music that breaks into four clear movements.  The very beginning–

Allegretto molto moderato–is haunting.  Over murmuring accompaniment, the higher 

voice lays out the wistful first theme, whose halting rhythms and chirping grace notes 

have caused many to believe that this theme had its origins in Hungarian folk music.  

Schubert repeats this theme continually–the effect is almost hypnotic–and suddenly the 

music has slipped effortlessly from F minor into F major.  The second subject, based on 

firm dotted rhythms, is treated at length before the music drives directly into the powerful 

Largo, which is given an almost baroque luxuriance by its trills and double (and triple) 

dotting.  This in turn moves directly into the Allegro vivace, a sparkling scherzo that feels 



like a very fast waltz; its trio section (marked con delicatezza) ripples along happily in D 

major.  The writing for the first pianist here goes so high that much of this section is in 

the bell-like upper register of the piano–the music rings and shimmers as it races across 

the keyboard.  The final section (Schubert marks it simply Tempo I) brings back music 

from the very beginning, but quickly the wistful opening melody is jostled aside by a 

vigorous fugue derived from the second subject of the opening section.  On tremendous 

chords and contrapuntal complexity the Fantasie drives to its climax, only to fall away to 

the quiet close. 

 Schubert dedicated this music to the Countess Caroline Esterhazy, who ten years 

before–as a girl of 15–had been one of his piano students.  Evidence suggests that 

Schubert was–from a distance–always thereafter in love with her: to a friend he described 

her as “a certain attractive star.”  Given the intensity of this music, it is easy to believe 

that his feelings for her remained undiminished in the final year of his life. 
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 Dvořák was compulsive about dating his compositions.  As he began work, he 

would note the date at the top of the blank page, and as he finished he wrote the date at 

the end of the manuscript.  And so we know that he began the Piano Quartet in E-flat 

Major on July 10, 1889, and completed it six weeks later on August 19.  This was a very 

rich time in Dvořák’s life: surrounded by a large and happy family, he was composing 

steadily and was conducting and being honored throughout Europe.  Earlier in 1889 he 

had seen his opera The Jacobin premièred in Prague, and a week after completing the 

Piano Quartet he would begin composing one of his finest works, the Eighth Symphony.  

The composition of the Piano Quartet went well, and on August 10 Dvořák wrote 

enthusiastically to his publisher: “I’ve now already finished three movements of a new 

piano quartet and the Finale will be ready in a few days.  As I expected it came easily and 

the melodies just surged upon me.  Thank God!” 

 The second of Dvořák’s two piano quartets, the Quartet in E-flat Major has been 

much admired for its variety of moods, the deft fusion of piano and string instruments, 



and Dvořák’s easy modulation between surprising keys.  Other critics have been less 

generous, and some have criticized this music for its quasi-orchestral writing and huge 

effects, one of them even going so far as to call this quartet “disagreeably melodramatic.”  

But one person’s disagreeable melodrama is another’s beauty, and for every critic who 

has complained about this music’s grand sweep, countless audiences have loved the 

quartet just for that excitement. 

 The opening Allegro con fuoco is aptly named, for there is plenty of fire here: at 

the very beginning the strings make a fierce declaration, only to be answered by the 

piano’s almost whimsical reply.  Both these ideas will figure importantly in the 

development, and the yoking together of such dissimilar ideas is typical of the quartet.  

The viola, Dvořák’s own instrument, has the haunting second theme, and the movement 

fluctuates between the quietly lyrical and the dramatic. 

 In a similar way, the Lento is mercurial in its mood shifts.  Sectional in structure 

and unusually long, it is based on five different themes: the cello’s wistful opening 

quickly gives way to a heated episode introduced by the piano, which in turn is followed 

by sequences of varied tonality and mood.  The third movement is in ABA form, but this 

is no minuet.  The outer sections are based on a waltz rhythm, and some have heard 

Eastern influences here: the piano’s waltz tune sings languorously, and Dvořák soon has 

it tinkling in high registers in imitation of the Hungarian cimbalon.  The trio dashes along 

agreeably on its omnipresent dotted rhythm. 

 The Finale is the movement most often criticized for sounding orchestral.  A 

dramatic unison passage launches the movement on its vigorous way, and once again a 

lovely viola melody lessens tensions–in fact, some of the most attractive music in the 

quartet comes in this movement’s quiet passages.  The coda begins quietly but soon 

gathers force, and the quartet rushes to a knock-out conclusion. 
 


