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String Quartet No. 5 
Michael Tippett 
Born: January 2, 1905, Eastcote, UK 
Died: January 8, 1998, London, UK 
Composed: 1990-91 
Duration: 30 minutes 
 
Sir Michael Tippett wrote five string quartets. The first 
three all date from the earlier part of his career (the Third 
was given its premiere in 1946). For the next 30 years 
there were no quartets — Tippett concentrated on operas 
and orchestral works — but in 1977–1978 he wrote a 
Fourth Quartet, and the present work dates from 1990 to 
1991, when the composer was in his mid-80s. Apart from 
The Rose Lake (for orchestra, finished in 1993), it is his last 
major work. The score is headed with a quotation from an 
old French folk song: Chantes, rossignol, chantes, Toi qui 
as le coeur gai — “Sing, nightingale, sing, you who have a 
happy heart.” For Tippett, the song of the nightingale 
could also resemble something more melancholy — he 
once said it “can sound like someone sobbing from 
heartbreak.” The quotation is thus a clue to the emotional 
range of this work — one that is filled with the wisdom of 
old age but that also has many passages that suggest a 
distinctly youthful spirit. 

Purcell’s Chacony in G Minor [Arr. by Britten] 
String Quartet No. 2, Op. 36 
Benjamin Britten 
Born: November 22, 1913, in Lowestoft, UK 
Died: December 4, 1976, in Aldeburgh, UK 
Composed: 1945 
Duration: 7 minutes (Chacony) 
Duration: 30 minutes (Quartet No. 2) 
 
Britten particularly admired the clarity of Purcell's music 
and made arrangements and realizations of many Purcell 
works: he created and performed a realization of Dido 
and Aeneas and, in 1945, to commemorate the 250th 
anniversary of Purcell's death, used the Rondeau from his 
Abeldazer as the theme of a set of variations for an 
instructional film The Instruments of the Orchestra. 
Britten's contribution to this version of the Chacony for 
string quartet involved primarily adding dynamic 
markings. 
 
Though best known as a composer of vocal music—on 
both a large and small scale—he also composed a 
selection of chamber works, including three numbered 
string quartets and four solo cello pieces. The second 
quartet dates to immediately after World War II, which 
Britten spent in England as a conscientious objector. In 
July of 1945, Britten and violinist Yehudi Menuhin 
traveled together to Germany, now occupied by the Allies, 
giving at least two recitals a day. That fall, Britten was 
commissioned to write a string quartet commemorating 
the 250th anniversary of Henry Purcell’s death, so 
naturally the second quartet is dedicated to Purcell, the 
first British composer of note. It was premiered on 
November 21, 1945, the precise date of the anniversary 
(and a day before Britten’s own birthday). The last 
movement takes up a form that Purcell himself had 
mastered, the Chacony. 
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