
 

PROGRAM NOTES 

 
Franz Josef Haydn (1732-1809: String Quartet in G Major, Op. 76, No. 1 (1799) 

Aristocrat or bumpkin? Haydn seems to be both at once, which is a large part of his appeal. His music 

effortlessly straddles the class divide and can range from the serious to the comic. Although Haydn’s Opus 76 

quartets lean heavily towards the aristocratic, the G Major is characteristically diverse, embracing everything 

from a rapt hymn-like slow movement to a helter-skelter, rustic finale. The six quartets of Op. 76 are frequently 

and justly described as Haydn's greatest works in the genre; they reflect over 40 years of experience with quartet 

writing. 

Written in 1796 or 1797 and published in 1799, the Opus 76, No. 1 string quartet was commissioned by 

and dedicated to the music and quartet-loving Hungarian aristocrat, Count Joseph Erdödy. In a remarkable 

anticipation of Beethoven's Eroica Symphony, it begins with three sharp chords, a loud call to attention and a 

reminder that string quartets were increasingly performed in the public sphere, especially in London. It’s the slow, 

second movement, however, that many have called the focal point of the quartet. Whereas Mozart’s greatest slow 

movements are operatically inspired, Haydn’s typically exude a hymn-like gravity that aligns them with his late 

Masses and oratorios. It begins as a lovely, touching hymn in perfect chorale homophony. The texture then shifts 

into more intimate territory with a poignant, melancholy duet for cello and first violin. The third movement, 

although labelled “Menuetto,” is Haydn’s first presto scherzo, with playful staccatos and explosive fortissimo 

outbursts.  

Early players and listeners would surely have been taken aback by the opening of the finale, in a tough, 

troubled G minor. The tense second theme takes fragments of the main theme through a mysterious sequence of 

modulations. But then Haydn springs a final surprise in the coda, turning the once strenuous theme upside down 

and transmuting it into a rustic polka, complete with pizzicato accompaniment. 

                           -Steve Siegel 
          

John Harbison (1938-     ): Songs America Loves to Sing (2004) 

  Don’t let the title of this piece fool you – this is not clichéd, trite, sentimental material. John Harbison’s 

songs are widely praised for their intellectual depth and skillful blend of modernism with traditional elements. 

Harbison’s catalog of almost 300 works is distinguished by its exceptional range, from classical to jazz to gospel. 

He has written for every conceivable type of concert performance, and is the recipient of numerous awards and 

honors, among them a Pulitzer Prize, a Guggenheim Fellowship, and the Harvard Arts Medal.  

“Songs America Loves to Sing” is a unique setting of familiar American songs for flute, clarinet, violin, 

cello and piano. It consists of clever arrangements in both solo and canon form. For example, Harbison’s take on 

“Amazing Grace” takes the form of a solo. In the composer’s own words, “In 1972 I made a virtuoso set of 

variations for solo oboe on this tune. This simpler version is an exploration of the overtones of the primary chord. 

The accompanying strings offer a foretaste of the canonic principle, framing the soloist with slower versions of 

‘Amazing Grace.’” In contrast, “St. Louis Blues” is in canon form. “This is the most elaborate of the canons, 

actually a double inversion canon over a free bass, with certain elements treated as ‘thickened lines’ (a fine 

descriptive jazz theory term),” Harbison tells us. 

How does one describe this music? Perhaps Harbison says it best: “It is a distant, quaint vision: the family 

around the piano singing familiar songs, a Currier and Ives print, an album of sepia photographs. But I remember 

it well (or did I imagine it?).” 
                   -Steve Siegel 

 

Edward Elgar (1857-1934): Quintet for Piano and Strings, Op. 84 (1919) 
Sir Edward Elgar, knighted in recognition of his achievements in music, was the first important English 

composer since the death of Purcell in 1695. Is there anyone who does not recognize his Pomp and Circumstance 

March, No.1? To be graduated from high school without it would seem almost illegal. His most frequently played 

large-scale work is his Enigma Variations. 

The Piano Quintet received its first public performance on May 21, 1919. The Musical Times of London 

observed that it strikes a new note for Elgar. This new note was the use of a programmatic base. Among those 

who are concerned with the aesthetics of music is the question of how much is music an entity all to itself, and to 



what extent is it influenced by phenomena outside itself. As far as we know Bach’s F Major Toccata has nooutside 

reference. Then, there is Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony with its original dedication to Napoleon. Did he have any 

influence on its creation? Then there are works like Stravinsky’s Petrouchka in which every nuance in the music 

is tied to the action on the stage. 

In May 1917, the Elgars rented Brinkwells, a house surrounded by large trees. Elgar’s landlord was much 

interested in lore about trees, and one tale that he told Elgar was in the composer’s mind when he wrote this 

quintet. This story first appeared in Basil Maine’s Elgar: His Life and Works. “The withered trees near Elgar’s 

cottage have inspired a legend in these parts. Upon the plateau, it is said, was once a settlement of Spanish monks 

who, while carrying out some impious rites, were struck dead and the trees are their dead forms.” Of course, the 

idea of a settlement of Spanish monks in the middle of Sussex is absurd. But Elgar’s love of the woodland, his 

delight in mystery and his interest in the occult were enough to put in motion this kind of composing. Having said 

this, one should not expect the literalness of Petrouchka. There are, however, some items to be noted. The first 

four notes of the opening theme, played by the piano, are the first four notes of the Gregorian chant, Salve Regina, 

which was used as thematic material by sixteenth century Spanish organ composers. About seventy-five measures 

into the first movement at a slowing of the tempo, there is a new theme that has a Spanish flavor, but which is in 

no way liturgical. That Elgar embraced some mystical feelings about the quintet is expressed in a letter: “It is 

strange music—I think that I like it, but it is ghostly stuff.” 

George Bernard Shaw, who, among his other accomplishments, was a highly respected music critic, says 

this about the second movement: “A fine slow movement is a matter of course with you; nobody else has really 

done it since Beethoven; at least the others have never been able to take me in. Intermezzos and romances at best, 

never a genuine adagio.” It begins with an expansive eight-bar statement on the viola, which is extended and 

amplified over a large area. The movement ends with a final echo over pizzicato chords. 

The main body of the finale is allegro, con dignità, cantabile. There are allusions to material from the 

previous movements, notably the Gregorian chant. 

A thematic motto occurs in all movements. In the first movement, after the piano plays the chant, it first 

occurs in the cello. It is an arpeggio figure that goes up the notes of a major seventh chord followed by a turning 

back down of a half-step. It does not recur literally in the second movement, but passages of the same shape are 

easily recognizable when played by the cello and the piano at the start of the last movement. This use of the same 

material in all movements makes it a cyclical work. 

           -Hoyle Carpenter  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We thank and appreciate our wonderful volunteers and contributors who help to make these concerts possible! And we give 

special thanks to Upper Tinicum Lutheran Church and Delaware Valley University for hosting these concerts. We also give 

credit to the Bucks County Tourism Grant Program for outreach support and to the Lehigh Valley Community Foundation 

and Arthur Judson Foundation for musician support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


