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Salon Concert 

String Quartet in F Major, K.590, “Prussian” Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 
 Allegro  moderato (Austrian, 1756–1791) 
 Andante 
 Menuetto: Allegretto – Trio 

Allegro 

String Quartet in E-flat Major Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel 
 Adagio ma non troppo (German, 1805–1847) 
 Allegretto 

Romanze 
Allegro molto vivace 
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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 
Born January 27, 1756, in Salzburg 
Died December 5, 1791, in Vienna 

Quartet No. 23 in F Major, K.590, “Prussian” 
Composed in 1790; 25 minutes 

Though he spent barely a decade there, the city of Vienna 
has come to consider Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart one of 
its own native sons. His music is performed somewhere 
in the city virtually every day, and his face adorns every-
thing from grandiose monuments to kitschy souvenirs to 
chocolate-and-marzipan candies. But while the city em-
braces him wholeheartedly today, this was not necessarily 
the case when Mozart actually lived there. 

Mozart certainly started off well in Vienna. In 1781, when, 
at age 25, he dramatically broke his commitments in Salz-
burg to move to the imperial capital, he was welcomed as 
a celebrity. Mozart’s concert appearances at the keyboard 
were legendary, and his early operas Idomeneo and The 
Abduction from the Seraglio met with great success. Over 
the course of the decade, however, this began to change. 
His triumphs soon gave way to failures, the most public of 
which were his operas The Marriage of Figaro and Don 
Giovanni. By the late 1780s, Mozart’s concert appear-
ances had all but dried up, and Austria’s war with Turkey 
made commissions much harder to come by. No longer 
the toast of the town, Mozart was now struggling just to 
survive. 

It should hardly be surprising, under these circum-
stances, that Mozart would have entertained the idea of 
improving his fortunes elsewhere. He had already experi-
enced some success in Prague when he brought Figaro 
there in 1786, which led him to premiere both Don Gio-
vanni and La Clemenza di Tito in the city to great ac-
claim. It may have been with these successes in mind 
that, in 1789, Mozart traveled to Berlin with the goal of 
meeting the Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm II and ask-
ing him for a job. The heir to Frederick the Great, Frie-
drich Wilhelm was known to be a skilled amateur cellist 
and musical patron, so Mozart’s hopes were not entirely 
unfounded. Unfortunately, Mozart never received his au-
dience, let alone the job offer that might well have saved 
his life. Instead, Mozart returned to Vienna largely 
empty-handed, save for a vague promise of a commission 
for a set of six new string quartets, plus six piano sonatas 
for the king’s daughter, Princess Friederike. 

Mozart started work on the string quartets enthusiasti-
cally, finishing the first one in just a few months, but his 
family’s increasingly desperate situation and his own de-
clining health soon became too great a distraction. Ulti-
mately, he was able to complete three of the six quartets 
(and only one of the piano sonatas), which Mozart quietly 
published in Vienna for some quick cash. Nevertheless, 
these three so-called “Prussian” quartets are remarkably 
different from Mozart’s previous works in the genre. Alt-
hough the violin remains the most prominent voice, the 

cello also takes on an expanded role in these works. While 
Mozart may have intended this merely to flatter King 
Friedrich Wilhelm, it meant that the four instruments 
were now sharing the musical workload in an even more 
egalitarian way, making these deceptively simple quartets 
revolutionary for their time.  

As Mozart’s final string quartet, it is tempting to read his 
third “Prussian” quartet through the lens of mortality. 
Mozart himself did little to encourage such a reading, 
however, as this generally cheerful and upbeat quartet 
completely masks the tragic circumstances of its com-
poser. Set in the key of F major (the same key Beethoven 
would later use for his own final quartet), the allegro 
moderato first movement opens with a unison statement 
of the movement’s primary theme. This melody is contin-
ued by the violin, but the cello soon contributes a second 
theme, and the interplay of the two instruments goes on 
to characterize the remainder of the movement. The an-
dante second movement strikes a more serious tone as a 
stately nocturne, propelled forward by interjections from 
the violin and cello. This is followed closely by a jaunty al-
legretto minuet and trio, with asymmetrical phrases that 
contribute to the movement’s unbalanced feel. The alle-
gro finale features a bouncing, Haydnesque rondo theme 
intercut with energetic outbursts. And if the movement’s 
occasional misdirections and false endings are any indica-
tion, it seems that Mozart’s sense of humor remained in-
tact in spite of his troubles.  

Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel 
Born November 14, 1805, in Hamburg 
Died May 14, 1847, in Berlin 

String Quartet in E-flat Major 
Composed in 1834; 20 minutes 

By the early nineteenth century, it was not uncommon in 
Europe for young women of a certain social class to re-
ceive musical training that was just as comprehensive as 
what boys would receive. This even included instruction 
in composition, in spite of the fact that women were still 
actively discouraged from becoming professional com-
posers themselves. Usually, these talented women would 
have to abandon their musical pursuits after marriage, 
but a few were fortunate enough to be able to continue 
composing as amateurs, leaving behind a trove of compo-
sitions we are only now beginning to properly assess. One 
of the most famous of these early nineteenth century am-
ateur composers, during her own lifetime and beyond, 
was Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel.  

Born in Hamburg as the oldest of four children (four 
years older than her soon-to-be-famous brother, Felix), 
Fanny Mendelssohn received her earliest musical training 
from her mother, Lea Salomon Mendelssohn, who taught 
her to play the keyboard works of Johann Sebastian Bach. 
Her father, Abraham Mendelssohn, was by that time a 
prosperous banker. Although he was the son of the noted 
Enlightenment Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, 



Abraham seems to have been religiously agnostic himself, 
but he eventually converted the family to Reformed 
Christianity when Fanny was ten years old. When Napo-
leon threatened Hanover in 1811, the Mendelssohns 
moved to Berlin, where they began hosting renowned mu-
sical soirees that attracted some of the leading lights of 
the day. It was also in Berlin that young Fanny and Felix 
were able to further their musical training, taking compo-
sition lessons with the noted pedagogue Carl Friedrich 
Zelter. 

Initially, Fanny was just as impressive as her child-prod-
igy brother; Zelter summed up her skills at the piano by 
simply noting that she “plays like a man.” She composed 
relentlessly, and Felix even arranged for six of her songs 
to be published under his own name by her 24th birth-
day. But it was quickly becoming obvious that her family, 
including Felix, had no interest in seeing her defy tradi-
tion and become a professional musician. That same year, 
Fanny married the artist Wilhelm Hensel, and she gave 
birth to the couple’s only child, Sebastian Ludwig Felix 
Hensel, in 1830. 

For many nineteenth-century women, this would have 
marked the end of their musical endeavors. This was es-
pecially true for the wives of artists, who were all too of-
ten burdened with their husbands’ professional jealousy. 
But the Hensels had a unique relationship for their time: 
Wilhelm actively encouraged Fanny to continue compos-
ing, and even helped her to get eleven of her works pub-

lished during her lifetime. But this represents just a frac-
tion of the more than 450 pieces Fanny composed before 
her sudden death, of a stroke, at age 41. Her output 
largely consisted of pieces appropriate for the salon con-
certs she would go on to host at her parents’ former home 
– namely, piano pieces and songs, but also a few more 
ambitious works, including cantatas and chamber music. 

In total, Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel wrote two string 
quartets: a youthful work composed when she was only 
16, and a much more mature quartet dating from five 
years after her marriage. Like her brother, Fanny revered 
the Viennese classical style, and her 1834 quartet shows 
the influence of Mozart and even at times a young Bee-
thoven. Set in E-flat major, with extended excursions into 
the closely related keys of C minor and G minor, the quar-
tet begins, rather extraordinarily, with a free-flowing slow 
movement, marked adagio ma non troppo, that func-
tions as a kind of extended prelude, establishing a serious 
tone for the piece at the outset. The mood shifts for the 
allegretto second movement, a fleet-footed scherzo with a 
bouncing main theme set off by an imitative central epi-
sode. Perhaps in homage to Mozart, the third movement 
is marked simply as a romanze, and it begins as a melan-
choly song without words, but gradually intensifies to op-
eratic heights before subsiding. The allegro molto vivace 
finale opens effusively, with a spinning theme that gets 
juxtaposed against more lyrical music – including a soar-
ing violin motif that seems to pay homage to her brother 
– as the movement gallops to its virtuosic conclusion. 

 
Harlem Quartet 

New York-based Harlem Quartet has been praised for its 
“panache” by The New York Times and hailed in the Cin-
cinnati Enquirer for “bringing a new attitude to classical 
music, one that is fresh, bracing and intelligent.” Since its 
public debut at Carnegie Hall in 2006, the ensemble has 
thrilled audiences and students in 47 states as well as in 
the U.K., France, Belgium, Brazil, Panama, Canada, Vene-
zuela, Japan, and South Africa.  

Harlem Quartet has three distinctive characteristics: di-
verse programming that combines music from the stand-
ard string quartet canon with jazz, Latin, and contempo-
rary works; a commitment to broadening the ensemble’s 
repertoire and audience reach through collaborations 
with other musicians from the classical and jazz worlds; 
and a dedication to residency activity and other forms of 
educational outreach.  

Harlem Quartet has performed with such distinguished 
artists as classical pianists Michael Brown, Awadagin 
Pratt, Misha Dichter, and Fei-Fei; jazz pianists Chick 
Corea and Aldo López-Gavilán; violist Ida Kavafian; cel-

list Carter Brey; clarinetists Paquito D’Rivera, Eddie Dan-
iels, Anthony McGill, and David Shifrin; saxophonist Tim 
Garland; jazz legends Ted Nash, Gary Burton, Stanley 
Clarke, and John Patitucci; the Shanghai Quartet; and 
Imani Winds. Highlights of Harlem Quartet’s 2019-20 
season include a weeklong Quad City Arts Residency 
(Rock Island, IL) as well as appearances at Carnegie Hall 
Citywide; Dizzy’s Club at Lincoln Center; Duke Perfor-
mances; Hopkins Center for the Arts at Dartmouth Col-
lege; the Dallas, Detroit, Martha’s Vineyard, and Wil-
liamsburg chamber music societies; Stanford Live; Cham-
ber Music Raleigh and Chamber Music Tulsa; the Ashe-
ville Chamber Music Series; Calgary Pro Musica; and The 
Phillips Collection in Washington, DC.  

Harlem Quartet was founded in 2006 by the Sphinx Or-
ganization, a national nonprofit dedicated to building di-
versity in classical music and providing access to music 
education in underserved communities. The quartet is 
represented worldwide by Sciolino Artist Management. 
For more information on the group and their activities, 
visit their website, harlemquartet.com.

The Friday Gallery Series is underwritten in part by Soohyun and Marvin Jin 
with additional assistance from Vicki and Tom Warburton. 
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