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Mozart’s String Quartet K590

Irregularity and resolution in Mozart’s music

Solomon (1995, p372) states that ‘Edward E Lowinsky uncovered a surprising feature of Mozart’s classicism, disclosing that much of his greater music is constructed from an array of studied irregularities and asymmetries … These irregularities give rise to intensifications, disequilibriums … [and there is] an inner force in Mozart’s mind that immediately restores the disturbed equilibrium.  For example, in the first movement of Mozart’s last string quartet [K590], the irregularity of the opening three-measure theme is magnified by the sudden forte at measure 2 and “by the curious breaking off on an unaccented beat after an impetuous run”.  Nevertheless, Lowinsky argues, the symmetrical answer in measures 4-5 restores the equilibrium almost before we have absorbed the sense of disruption.’  

Mozart’s life and financial troubles at the time

Mozart wrote to his Freemason friend Puchberg (12 July 1789) “I am writing … six quartets for the King [of Prussia] all of which I am having printed … at my own charges [expense]”.  He continued (April 1790) in a writing style which reflects Lowinski’s suggested style of Mozart’s serious music: “… my prospects are now better than ever.  I stand now on the threshold of my fortune – but the opportunity will be lost forever if I cannot this time make use of it. … Now, however, once more and for the last time, in this critical moment which will shape my whole future … if my application [for the commission from the king of Prussia] is successful, you will certainly lose nothing.  How joyfully I shall then discharge my debts to you!  How glad I shall be to thank you and, in addition, confess myself eternally your debtor!  What a pleasant sensation it is to reach one’s goal at last [Lowinski’s restored equilibrium] – and what a blessed sensation to have helped thereto!  Tears prevent me from completing the picture.  In a word – my future happiness is in your hands.”

In May 1790 Mozart wrote again to Puchberg “I share your idea about a few good pupils [to earn a little income] only I had thought of waiting till I was in my new quarters as I intend to give lessons at home.  …  I also propose to give subscription concerts at home in the three months June, July and August, so that it is only my present condition which presses upon me.  When I move I shall have to pay 275 florins [bond?] towards the new house – and I have to live, too, till I have arranged my concerts, and till the quartets upon which I am working are dispatched to the printers.  I should be able to write with a fairly easy mind if I had actually to my hand 600 florins as a minimum now. – And ah! how I need peace of mind for work!”

In June 1790, Mozart again wrote to Puchberg “I have just been obliged to part with my quartets (that difficult work!) for a mere song, so as to get ready money.”  Mozart had sold them to Artaria, who published them a few weeks after Mozart died without any dedication.  Solomon (1995, p442) writes that Royal commissions were not usually treated so cavalierly.  This and other evidence suggests that the Mozart had tried to negotiate commissions with the king of Prussia, and had talked up their likelihood with Puchberg in order to have security for borrowing money from him, but the commissions had never eventuated.  

Although 1790 saw Mozart in financial difficulties, he was still at the height of his powers; early in the year he had produced Così fan tutte.  

The last concertante quartet 

Holman (1991) states “In K590, the melodies are supported not just by harmony, but by accompanying motifs that have their own role to play in the musical argument; it is a civilised discourse between equals, rather than a monologue.  The result at times is rather like a sinfonia concertante without orchestra; or, more precisely, like the type of quatuor concertant that was popular in France at the time.  It may be that Mozart failed to complete the Prussian quartets not just because he was pressed for money, but because he found that the brilliant, concertante writing he gave to all four stringed instruments was more naturally deployed in the concerto.  We may feel that Mozart's instinct was correct, for in the subsequent history of the classical string quartet the quatuor concertant turned out to be a blind alley, avoided by the great composers.”  In the letter quoted above, Mozart said that he found style difficult.  That could explain why later great composers avoided it.  

The String Quartet K590 is a complex and sophisticated work, full of character and invention, and always interesting.  We have always enjoyed practising it immensely and hope you have a similar enjoyment listening to it.  

Thanks are due to Richard Willgoss for organising the playing day that got us started on this work, and to Kerry Martin for coaching us.  

Mersmann H (1972).  Letters of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.  Dover.  New York.  Pages 243-49.

Solomon M (1995).  Mozart – A Life.  Harper Collins.  New York.  Pages 372, 441-43.

Holman (1991) http://www.hyperion-records.co.uk/notes/55094.html  

GC:c:\data\data1\d09acms\perform\moz590.doc
040505 2344
19/05/04

