
Béla Bartók (1881 - 1945)
String Quartet No. 1, Op. 7, Sz. 40 (1909)
Lento -
Allegretto - Introduzione: Allegro -
Allegro vivace

Even if one only reads the movement names given for Bartók’s first string quartet, it is 
evident that there is an interesting formal scheme at work. The quartet begins Lento 
(very slow) and makes its way over its three movements to Allegro vivace (fast and 
lively), instead of following the ‘standard’ format of fast-slow-scherzo-fast used in many 
classical and romantic quartets. The somber atmosphere of the quartet’s first movement 
stems from Bartók’s unrequited love affair with the young violinist Stefi Geyer (to whom 
he dedicated his First Violin Concerto). Bartók himself cryptically referred to this 
movement as a “funeral dirge”. Bartók’s colleague and friend Zoltán Kodály suggested 
that the first quartet was a “return to life” for Bartók from the ashes of this failed 
relationship. Thus, the opening, slow fugue - which is also an homage to Beethoven’s 
Op. 131 quartet’s first movement - which proceeds without pause into the somewhat 
faster second movement. The second movement to my ears looks forward to the kind of 
waltz that Ravel depicted in his La Valse - ominous and uneasy. This fades and is rudely 
interrupted by the fanfare motifs of the transitional Introduzione to the finale. Here we 
are treated to a lively dance of life reaffirmed. We also see in a most explicit fashion the 
introduction of the folk and folk-like materials that would become the foundation of the 
rest of Bartók’s output. The movement gradually gets faster and faster as it unfolds, 
leading to a thrilling and satisfying musical climax.

Russell Platt.  (1965 -)
Quintet for Bassoon and Strings, Opus 14 (1997) 
Slow Movement -
Song -
Still Slow - Fast

My Quintet for Bassoon and Strings was composed in 1996 and 1997 for  the Chamber 
Music Society of Minnesota, who commissioned it. It was  premiered on April 6, 1997 at 
the Minnesota History Center in Saint  Paul with Charles Ullery playing the solo part, 
backed up by Young-Nam  Kim and Leslie Shank, violins, Sally Chisholm, viola, and 
Susannah Chapman, cello. The production of this work was funded in part by the  
Margaret Fairbank Jory Copying Assistance Program of the American Music  Center, 
made possible through grants from the National Endowment for  the Arts, Mary Flagler 
Cary Charitable Trust, Helen F. Whitaker Fund and Chase Manhattan Bank.The work is 
in three movements, with the bassoon sometimes featured in a soloistic role, a role its 
unusual timbre makes unavoidable. (There  is a brief cadenza for it in the last 
movement.) If the first movement  spends much of its time up in the clouds, then the 
finale sets its feet  firmly on the ground, anchored with dance rhythms and harmonic 
pedals.  The intervening "Song" is exactly what it describes: a song without words, 
originally for voice and piano, with the vocal part taken up by the bassoon. Its text was a 
poem by the great Belfast poet Paul Muldoon, about a young man dreaming of his 



childhood on a farm in Ireland. In 2008 I transcribed the work into a Concerto for 
Bassoon and Strings, premiered by Peter Kolkay. - Russell Platt

Franz Schubert (1797-1828)
String Quartet No. 14 in D minor, D. 810 “Death and the Maiden” (1826)
Allegro
Andante con moto
Scherzo. Allegro molto
Presto

There isn’t much that one can say about this miraculous quartet that hasn’t already been 
said. It takes its nickname from its exquisite set of variations on the tune and harmonies 
of his song Death and the Maiden, written nearly 10 years earlier. All things considered, 
this is a nearly perfect composition for the string quartet as an ensemble. The four parts 
are all in impeccable balance. All of the instruments - even the viola! - get their chance 
to shine. The writing is the perfect balance of expansiveness and concision. The opening 
of the Allegro first movement grabs us by the throat right from the start and never lets 
go. There are a few restful moments for the second theme, but the terse and stormy vein 
of expression returns and flings us out of the end of the movement and slams the door 
behind us. This sets up the miracle of the second movement’s theme and variations 
wonderfully. The twenty-four bar theme is presented very much as in the song upon 
which it is based. The subsequent five variations plumb the depths of virtually every 
possible emotion before returning to the quiet emotional center of the opening. The 
third movement is a rustic Scherzo with a relaxed and joyful Trio. The Presto finale is a 
breakneck tarantella in Rondo-Sonata form. It closes out in an even faster and more 
breathless prestissimo coda that brings this fantastic quartet to a brilliant and virtuosic 
conclusion.
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