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Program

Quartet in F minor, op. 80                             Felix Mendelssohn
                                  (1809-1847)
         Allegro vivace assai
 Allegro assai
 Adagio
 Finale: Allegro molto
 

 
Eight Colors for String Quartet              Tan Dun
                (b.1957)
 Peking Opera
 Shadows
 Pink Actress
 Black Dance
 Zen
 Drum and Gong
 Cloudiness
 Red Sona

Quartet no. 15 in E-flat minor, op. 144           Dmitri Shostakovich
                    (1906-1975)
 Elegy: Adagio 
 Serenade: Adagio 
 Intermezzo: Adagio 
 Nocturne: Adagio
 Funeral March: Adagio molto
 Epilogue: Adagio

Intermission

Program Notes
 Mendelssohn - Quartet in F minor, op. 80

This quartet, Mendelssohn’s last completed piece of chamber music, is a 
powerful, impassioned utterance, with more deep feeling than any of his 
other works.  If there is any criticism, it is that the emotions he tried to 
contain within the confines of a string quartet really require a symphony 
orchestra for their full expression. 

The circumstances attendant on its conception were tragic: On May 17, 
1847, Mendelssohn’s older sister, Fanny, to whom he was extremely de-
voted, died suddenly at the age of forty-one.  Mendelssohn collapsed on 
hearing the news and remained so distraught that he was unable to attend 
the funeral.  To help him recover, his wife Cécile convinced him to spend 
the summer months in Switzerland.  At Interlaken Mendelssohn went on 
solitary walks and made drawings and watercolors of the beautiful land-
scape, but found it difficult to compose.  On July 29, he wrote his younger 
sister, Rebecca, “I force myself to be industrious in the hope that later on I 
may feel like working and enjoy it.” 

By September he had managed to complete his F minor quartet, a sorrow-
ful, yet angry piece that expresses some of the grief and bitterness Men-
delssohn must have been feeling.  Sadly enough, this profound work, which 
may have portended the start of a new phase in the composer’s musical devel-
opment, preceded his own death on November 4 by less than two months.  
The only subsequent chamber music he composed was two movements for a 
string quartet, which were combined with two individual movements writ-
ten earlier and published as “Four Pieces for String Quartet,” Op. 81. 

The motoric passage that opens the first movement builds to an aggres-
sive motto that hurtles down through the quartet.  Once again the agitated 
opening phrase clamors up to the motto theme, but this time arrives as a 
warm, tender presentation of the same motto.  A thematic extension carries 
the music to the first part of the subsidiary theme, a calm, sedate descending 
line.  As the theme continues, all forward motion seems to cease as the in-
struments sustain long-held notes in highly chromatic, advanced harmonies.  

(cont.)



Program Notes
 Mendelssohn - Quartet in F minor, op. 80 (cont.)

The motifs of the main theme are the subject of the development, in which 
they steadily rise in pitch and grow in volume before giving way to the 
recapitulation.  Although the coda starts quietly, like the opening, it quickly 
reaches a high level of concentrated intensity, which it maintains to the end.
Instead of being light and effervescent like Mendelssohn’s other scherzos, the 
second movement is savage and sardonic.  The first part is a bizarre dance, 
with hammered syncopations and harsh dissonances.  The brief middle sec-
tion has the viola and cello playing an implacable ostinato line, to which the 
violins add a macabre waltz-like tune.  The opening section is then heard 
again. 

The most personal movement of the quartet is the elegiac Adagio.  Growing 
from the opening phrase, which is shared by the cello and first violin, the 
music expresses, with great power and conviction, Mendelssohn’s deep de-
spair and anguish.  The forceful climax is followed by a precipitous drop to 
the quiet level of the opening and a short final statement of the initial part.
The sonata-form last movement projects a restless anxiety that offers little in 
the way of solace or acceptance.  Despite some loud outburst in the exposi-
tion, the two themes, the first a continuing syncopated line, the second with 
a drooping cadence at the end of every short phrase, are held under tight 
control.  Mendelssohn’s wrath, however, emerges in the development, but 
is mostly muted in the much-shortened recapitulation, only to rise again in 
the coda. 
 
Notes from: Guide to Chamber Music by Melvin Berger, (© 1985)

Eight Colors for String Quartet was the first piece I wrote after coming 
to New York in 1986.  It shares the dark, ritualized singing, very dramatic 
form, and attention to tone color and dynamic with pieces written China, 
such as On Taoism (for orchestra, voice, bass clarinet and contrabassoon), 
but still is very different from them.  This string quartet (together with 
In Distance and Silk Road) marks the period of my first contact with the 
concentrated, lyrical language of western atonality.  From it, I learned how 
to handle repetition, but otherwise responded in my own way, out of my 
own culture, not following the Second Vienna School.  I drew on Chinese 
colors, on the techniques of Peking Opera – familiar to me since childhood.  
The work consists of eight very short sections, almost like a set of brush 
paintings, through which materials are shared and developed.  The subjects 
are described by the eight interrelated titles, and form a drama, a kind of 
ritual performance structure.  Not only timbre, but the actual string tech-
niques are developed from Peking Opera; the vocalization of Opera actresses 
and Buddhist chanting can be heard.  Although a shadow of atonal pitch 
organization remains in some sections of this piece, I began to find a way to 
mingle old materials from my culture with the new, to contribute some-
thing to the western idea of atonality, and to refresh it.  I found a danger 
in later atonal writing to be that it is too easy to leave yourself out of the 
music.  I wanted to find ways to remain open to my culture, and to open 
myself.

-Note by Tan Dun, courtesy of G. Schirmer, Inc. © 1992 by Crossings

Program Notes
 Tan Dun -  Eight Colors for String Quartet (1986-88)



“Every piece of music is a form of personal expression for its creator...If a 
work doesn’t express the composer’s own personal point of view, his own 
ideas, then it doesn’t, in my opinion, even deserve to be born.”  
- Dmitri Shostakovich, 1973 

The Fifteenth Quartet was Shostakovich’s last quartet, and, like the rest of 
his late quartets, a reflection on mortality. The words “late quartets” evoke 
those works of Beethoven, which share many qualities with the Shostak-
ovich Quartets: refinement of the composer’s musical language and process 
as well as experimentation in musical form, whether toward complexity 
or simplicity, the result being an intensely personal idiom, recondite and 
eloquent for those who will listen. Many believe that Shostakovich, despite 
his self-effacing demeanor, aspired to nothing less than the level of the late 
Beethoven quartets, as he also inhabited the realm of J.S. Bach’s “Well-Tem-
pered Clavier” in his own 24 Preludes and Fugues Op. 87. 

The E-flat minor quartet is comprised of six movements, all of them marked 
“Adagio.” Perhaps the most overtly occupied with death of all Shostakovich’s 
quartets, the movement markings leave no doubt as to the focus of the 
work. Accordingly, the piece is melancholy and dolorous, while also being 
among the most intimate and personal of Shostakovich’s works. 

The premiere of the work by the Taneyev Quartet took place in Leningrad 
on November 15, 1974.

- Program note provided by Melvin Kaplan, Inc., adapted partially from a 
note by Joseph Way

Program Notes Biography
 Shostakovich - String Quartet no. 15 in E-flat minor, op. 144

Since its founding two decades ago, the Leipzig String Quartet has garnered 
the attention of international critics and audiences with its distinctive dark 
timbre and meticulously sculpted interpretations of a widely varied reper-
toire.  Formed originally by the string principals of the renowned Leipzig 
Gewandhaus Orchestra, the Quartet continues to uphold the principles 
of sound and integrity ascribed to this great orchestra.  Called “one of the 
towering and most versatile quartets of our time” by the Neue Zuercher 
Zeitung and lauded by The New York Times for presenting “rich, mellow, 
unadulterated beauty” and a true “Leipzig sound,” —the Quartet is beyond 
doubt one of the world’s great chamber ensembles.

Today, the Quartet concertizes widely throughout Europe performing at 
major halls and festivals regularly.  Since 1991, the Quartet has had its own 
“Pro Quatuor” series at the Gewandhaus where it has offered a multi-year 
cycle of the major quartets of the First and Second Viennese School in addi-
tion to premièeres and performances of new works by Alfred Schnittke and 
Wolfgang Rihm.

In addition, the Leipzig String Quartet tours annually throughout North 
America.  Recent appearances include performances at Carnegie Hall, 
Lincoln Center, the Frick Collection, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
Wolf Trap, the Library of Congress, and chamber music series in Baltimore, 
Boston, Cleveland, Chicago, Los Angeles, Ottawa, and Toronto. 
 
Having released over sixty recordings of repertoire spanning from Mozart 
to Cage, the Quartet has received numerous recognitions for these projects.  
Strings mMagazine proclaimed that the Quartet’s recordings of the complete 
string quartet works of Franz Schubert, are to be “of the highest order, the 
interpretations bracing and intense, and the recordings themselves ideal in 
clarity, richness of sound, and naturalness of acoustics.”  Fittingly,Repeatedly 
the Quartet has won prizes from the German Record Reviewers and both 
the ECHO and Diapason d’Or awards.  

* * * * * * * * * * * * *  
The LEIPZIG STRING QUARTET  

is represented by Melvin Kaplan, Inc.
115 College Street, Burlington, Vermont 05401

www.melkap.com
http://www.leipzigquartet.com/index.shtml
Recordings: Quartz, Telarc, Elektra, EMI



Upcoming Simpson University  
Music Events

 
Ash Wednesday Sacred Song Concert

February 17, 2010 ~ 7:00 p.m.
Simpson University Heritage Life Center
Admission is free and Open to the Public

 
 Simpson Sinfonia Spring Concert

Saturday, March 20, 2010 ~ 7:30 p.m.
Sequoia Middle School McLaughlin Auditorium

1805 Sequoia Street, Redding, CA
General admission $8  students/seniors $6

  
Jazz Combo, Chamber Winds  

and Handbell Concert
April 14, 2010~ 7:00 p.m.

Simpson University Heritage Life Center
Admission free and Open to the Public

  
Simpson Chorale/Trinity Repertory  

Singers Spring Concert
April 16, 2010~ 7:30

Simpson University Heritage Life Center
Admission free and Open to the Public

 
For more information on upcoming events,  

contact the Simpson University Music Department  
at (530) 226-4507

or  visit www.simpsonu.edu/music


