
 
Beethoven Opus 18 No.5 in A Major 
Allegro 
Menuetto 
Andante Cantabile 
Allegro 
 
Beethoven left Bonn in November 1792 for Vienna, where he would spend the remainder of his 
life; here he aimed, “through unremitting diligence [to] receive the spirit of Mozart at the hands 
of Haydn” (Carl Czerny). Whilst his lessons with Haydn were not deemed a success, Beethoven 
ensured relative financial security in gaining patronage from Vienna’s aristocracy, where chamber 
music played a vital role in fuelling a composer’s output. Beethoven composed various chamber 
works (piano and string trios, violin sonatas, and piano sonatas) prior to engaging with the more 
‘serious’ medium of the string quartet in 1798, a commission for Prince Franz Joseph von 
Lobkowitz. We know that he had doubts over the two years spent writing the Op.18 quartets; as 
well as many revisions, the first quartet in this set had two complete versions of the entire 
composition. He also wrote letters questioning his talent to friends such as this to Karl Amenda 
– “Be sure not to hand on to anybody your quartet, in which I have made some drastic 
alterations. For only now have I learnt to write quartets”. This anxiety would have been partly 
due to the inevitable comparisons with Haydn and Mozart’s quartets; indeed, Op.18 No.1 in A 
major seems to take great inspiration from Mozart’s K.464 (‘Drum’) Quartet of the same key, an 
homage to the late composer who had died seven years prior to first sketches of Op.18. This 
work had certainly left an impression on Beethoven who reportedly said, “That’s a work! That’s 
where Mozart said to the world: Behold what I might have done for you if the time were right!”.  
 
The other similarities, after being in the same key, between the two works are obvious from first 
glance at their structures; each have the Minuet and Trio as the second movement rather than as 
the conventional third, and the slow movement (usually second, now third) being a Theme and 
Variations. We can clearly see influences of Haydn’s humour, too, but it is undeniable that 
Beethoven’s own original character is woven throughout these quartets from the start. The 1st 
movement opens with a firm statement of the A major key, setting everything in place for a 
wonderfully lilting 6/8 time signature. The numerous appearances of emphatic offbeat accents is 
a signature device used throughout the entire opus, displacing the beat slightly and emphasising 
the incorrect parts of bars; Beethoven, keeping his listener on their toes. The turns in the 
opening violin statement gain in energy towards a soaring melody. The amount of material 
provided in just these first 16 bars is rather Mozartean, but the swiftness with which we reach 
the dominant key, E major, is inherently Beethoven. The surprising piano E minor second theme 
changes the mood of the movement again and, just as we start to hear this as the norm, there is a  
hushed silence and Beethoven reverts to E major, gathering energy and closing the exposition in 
high spirits and firmly in E major. The development begins rather dramatically in F# minor, but 
quickly resumes the movement’s overall playfulness, with virtuosic semiquaver interjections from 
each instrument creating the conversational element so often attributed to the string quartet. The 
recapitulation is approached seamlessly, and we hear the original two themes played out with 
emphasis now on the home key. The movement ends with a witty coda, a joke on the three 
notes with which the movement began in a cheeky piano character, before a triumphant finish.  
The Minuet 2nd movement opens unusually with just the two violins playing a rather simple yet 
sweet melody with accompanying line. Further surprising writing is that, when the viola and cello 
enter, this entire opening section is repeated to give the viola the tune. The second part is 
interjected with dark C# minor in a tone reminiscent of the 4th quartet in Op.18 (C minor), 
setting up – though still-surprising – three fortissimo notes. The silence that follows gives way to 
the opening melody seemingly unaffected by this darker passage, but the change from G# to G♮ 



here implies that all is not forgotten. The short trio is rather rustic and unaffected, with a simple 
melody in various instrument pairs permeated by a drunken-sounding accompaniment where 
again Beethoven has placed the emphasis on the wrong beat of the bar.  
 
Again, like Mozart, Beethoven gives us a set of variations in D major for his 3rd movement. The 
theme, Andante cantabile, is quite courageous in its simplicity; symmetrically phrased with 4+4 
bars (repeated) with another 4+4 bars (again, repeated), and has an uncomplicated harmonic 
vocabulary. There are five variations and a coda (Mozart had six and a coda), with Variation 1 
presenting an uplifting yet polite version of the theme, embellished with demisemiquaver turns. 
Each ‘half’ of the variation opens with the cello and moves up through the quartet, and cadences 
playfully with yet more offbeat accents. In contrast, Variation 2 proceeds in pianissimo, the 1st 
violin moving in semiquaver triplets, character added through the passing of these to the viola 
and the cello in the second half. The 3rd Variation breaks down the beats further with a legato 
melody introduced in the viola accompanied by constant demisemiquavers in the 2nd violin, soon 
taken up by the 1st violin. An ethereal world is conjured up here, constantly moving yet at the 
same time remaining in a kind of stasis through how calm the melodic line is. Variation 4, the 
simplest and arguably the most beautiful and poignant, reverts to simple crotchets and quavers 
of the theme, with more highly coloured and emotionally-driven harmonies. Excepting a two-bar 
crescendo, this variation is pianissimo throughout. Variation 5 breaks down this melancholy feeling 
with an immediately exuberant, romping theme in the 2nd violin and viola accompanied by 
jubilant trills in the 1st violin and joyful, thumping bass from the cello’s staccato semiquavers and 
offbeat accents. A deceptive cadence from the cello line leads to a final, never-completed, 
variation. The fragments of the theme are heard musingly in the other instruments, building to a 
forte and closing, at a slightly slower tempo and much more subdued, with the opening theme in 
pianissimo.  
 
The finale, a fast-paced movement full of energy, is pervaded with the three-note quaver upbeat 
heard in the viola at the opening. The two subjects of the movement are directly contrasting: this 
three-note upbeat giving way to a frenzy of quavers to form the first; semibreves and minims to 
form the rhythmic interest in the second, the latter flooded with chromaticism and exploration 
of darker keys. The development explores minor keys, the viola’s entry marking the start of this 
section almost sounding like the opening of Beethoven’s 5th Symphony – perhaps where the idea 
even formed. His beloved sforzandi take the helm here, offsetting the beat and leaving listeners 
guessing what will be shouted next. Displaying great technical compositional dexterity, 
counterpoint is explored within these minor keys until we reach, with some relief, the 
recapitulation. The coda is long and full of humour, possibly setting up Beethoven’s biggest 
misdirection yet in closing the work in a satisfied piano. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



 
Haydn Opus 76 No.1 in G Major 
Allegro con spirito 
Andante sostenuto 
Menuet, Presto 
Finale - Allegro ma non troppo 
 
Franz Joseph Haydn is lovingly regarded by musicians and audiences alike as “the Father of the 
String Quartet”. This accolade, awarded through his substantial output of composition for this 
medium, in hand with the genius of invention and awe-inspiring mastery found within each and 
every one of the sixty-eight quartets, meant that any generation of composers following in his 
footsteps simply had to write a string quartet in order to prove they were worth their salt. It can 
be said that in 1796 Haydn was at a crossroads as he accepted the commission to compose a set 
of six quartets (of which this G Major quartet is the first) for Count Erdödy, a Hungarian 
nobleman who employed a string quartet at his court in Bratislava. Erdödy was a close friend of 
Haydn’s long-time employers, the wealthy Esterházy family and the intended use for this set of 
quartets at Erdödy’s court would have been very familiar to Haydn. In the 18th century, chamber 
music was a private enjoyment. Be it in an opulent palace drawing room or cosy front room - 
chamber music was an insular experience. Goethe described string quartet playing as “four 
rational people conversing” and this tone of frankness mixed with private entertainment in an 
intimate setting was very much the stage for Haydn’s work.  
 
However, in the 1790s Haydn’s aristocratic-centric world began to open up as he started to 
travel and tour internationally. He was invited to London twice between 1791 and 1795 to 
conduct his symphonies and perform. This international success and exposure for him not only 
aided him to become financially independent, but also influenced his compositional style to 
embrace the concert hall platform. Stage performances must have seemed so extrovert with a 
larger-than-life quality to them as well as demanding a more serious listening attention. On his 
return to Esterházy after his final London tour, he began composing his mass-scaled Oratorio 
The Creation - a work whose all-encompassing effect is a true herald for this crossroads in his 
compositional life.   
 
In the same way, this large-scale ‘symphonic’ mindset trickles down into his string quartet 
writing. The 1st movement, labelled Allegro con spirito begins with an arresting three chords from 
all four players, jubilantly proclaiming G Major. The spirit is symphonic here even though the 
voice used is scaled down to a string quartet. Almost as if to grab the listener’s attention with 
these chords, Haydn is announcing that this is music for a new age of listening. From here he 
proceeds to break the mould of what a listener would expect - namely a 1st violin tune with 
accompaniment. Instead he reveals a quasi nod to a fugue, passed around in a series of solos and 
duets. This individual time to shine as a performer was rather revolutionary in the texture of a 
18th century string quartet and it shows Haydn pushing the boundaries of the medium and 
equalising the importance of each musical voice. Eventually, the individual voices culminate in 
four-part harmony to create a joyous exposition. With the inherent sunshine of G Major, two 
elements that proceed to develop over the course of the movement and further over the arc of 
the entire quartet are the prevalence of minor modes and unison repetition. As the exposition of 
the 1st movement approaches its end one can notice both these elements entwine and bring the 
four players into an almost obsessive tonal and rhythmic loop through a continuous run of 
arpeggiated quavers. True to Haydn’s prevailing wit he manages to detangle the mania and turn it 
into charming lyricism. The development section of this Sonata Form movement is ushered in 
by another unexpected voice - the viola. Accompanied by scalic quavers in the 2nd violin, the 
opening fugue-like motif is reiterated and passed to the 2nd violin who in turn gives it over to the 



1st violin. The scalic quavers soon recover their arpeggiated habit and it is with this feature that 
the 1st violin eventually finds itself on a pensive journey through several alternating major and 
minor keys, a driving force throughout created by crotchets in the accompanying voices, the 
dissonant harmonies and the varying textures; a world away from the elegant charisma of the 
melodic content found in the exposition. Just before the recapitulation there is a bridge passage 
that at once may trick the listener into thinking that the recap has begun. Of all the tricks up 
Haydn’s sleeve, the false recap was perhaps one of his favourites to incorporate. Even so, it 
never fails to bring a smile, no matter what quartet scenario one comes across it in. When the 
recap finally does come around, Haydn beautifully maneuvers it with a triumphant viola segue. 
The luscious melodic material from the exposition is there to greet the listener.  
 
The 2nd movement, Adagio sostenuto, is a moment of prayer after the earthly joviality of the 
previous movement. The key of C Major provides an intensely resonant tonal home in which 
Haydn navigates long languid lines and rich harmonisations. Perhaps his thoughts were resting 
with The Creation as he composed this movement for one cannot help but notice the hymn-like 
texture would lend itself to a chorale. Always returning to this unifying hallowed texture, Haydn 
intersperses twice with a 1st violin and cello duet that weave sinewy chromatic lines over cradled 
pulsing semiquavers. The 1st violin solo cadenzas equally suggest a vocal theme - reminiscent of 
soprano operatic coloratura. From the dream-like resting of the final chord arises the cheeky and 
spritely 3rd movement. The menuet is marked Presto which unlike other Haydn menuets, gives it 
an air of a scherzo (a 3rd movement style that was to become more popular through composers 
such as Beethoven). The subito dynamics cannot help but shake the listener out of the lull of the 
2nd movement and announce the quartet’s move from the sublime to the rustic. The trio section 
is like a vignette oozing with character. It encompasses a 1st violin solo based on the Austrian 
Ländler and is accompanied by pizzicato in 2nd violin, viola and cello. The rustic charm of it is 
engaging and as a performer is essentially a chance for the 1st violin to show-off this characterful 
dance and play around with timing and musical personality.   
 
From the frolics of the 3rd movement, the Finale - Allegro non troppo paints an altogether opposite 
picture. Once again, the minor and unison cohesion is the taskmaster here and all four voices 
hurtle into a virtuosic movement with a darker ambiance. Triplet quavers provide urgency and 
soaring legato phrasing enhance the melodic side. In this movement, the added impact of strong 
accented sforzandos allude to a more Beethovenian style. Drama and emotions run high in this 
movement and pausing for breath is not something Haydn allows his performers. Ultimately and 
ever the showman, he turns the tables completely on the minor mood and provides the most 
charming G Major ending featuring pizzicato and a nursery-rhyme tune which cannot help but 
bring a final smile to one’s face. Charles Burney wrote to Haydn upon hearing the complete 
Op.76 quartets that “they are full of invention, fire, good taste, and new effects, and seem the 
production, not of a sublime genius who has written so much and so well already, but of one of 
highly-cultivated talents, who had expended none of his fire before”. Along with this praise, the 
ingenuity of this quartet’s symphonic scale in miniature reveals Haydn’s superlative mastery of 
the medium and true deserving of the affection as Father of the String Quartet.  
	


