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ENSEMBLE PROFILE

The Isidore String Quartet makes its San
Francisco Performances debut with tonight’s
performance.

Winners of a 2023 Avery Fisher Career
Grant, and the 14th Banff International
String Quartet Competition in 2022, the New
York City-based Isidore String Quartet was
formed in 2019 with a vision to revisit, redis-
cover, and reinvigorate the repertory. The
quartet is heavily influenced by the Juilliard
String Quartet and the idea of “approaching
the established as if it were brand new, and
the new asifit were firmly established.”

The quartet began as an ensemble at the
Juilliard School, and has coached with Joel
Krosnick, Joseph Lin, Astrid Schween, Laurie
Smukler, Joseph Kalichstein, Roger Tapping,
Misha Amory, and numerous others. They
are currently completing their final year as
Peak Fellowship Ensemble-in-Residence at
Southern Methodist University in Dallas.

In North America, the Isidore Quartet
has appeared on major series in Boston,
New York, Berkeley, Chicago, Ann Arbor,
Pittsburgh, Seattle, Durham, Washington
DC, Houston, Toronto, and Montreal, and
has collaborated with several eminent
performers including James Ehnes, Jeremy
Denk, Shai Wosner, and Jon Nakamatsu.
Their 2024-25 season includes perfor-
mances in Salt Lake City, Buffalo, Kansas
City, Portland (OR), Louisville, New Orle-
ans, Cincinnati, Memphis, Vancouver, San
Francisco, and many other cities across the
U.S. and Canada. In Europe they will ap-
pear at Amsterdam’s Concertgebouw, and
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in Bonn (Beethoven Haus), Stuttgart, Co-
logne, and Dresden, among many others.
Overthe pastseveral years, the quartet has
developed a strong connection to the works
of composer and pianist Billy Childs. His
String Quartet No. 2, “Awakenings” was among
the repertoire that delivered the Isidore their
Banff victory, and this season they will play
Childs’ String Quartet No. 3, “Unrequited.” In
the 2025-26 season, they will premiere a new
Childs quartet written expressly for them.
Both on stage and outside the concert
hall, the Isidore Quartet is deeply invested
in connecting with youth and elderly pop-
ulations, and with marginalized commu-
nities who otherwise have limited access
to high-quality live music performance.
They approach music as a “playground” and
attempt to break down barriers to encour-
age collaboration and creativity. The name
Isidore recognizes the ensemble’s musical
connection to the Juilliard Quartet: one of
that group’s early members was legendary
violinist Isidore Cohen. Additionally, it ac-
knowledges a shared affection for a certain
libation—legend hasita Greek monk named
Isidore concocted the first genuine vodka
recipe for the Grand Duchy of Moscow!

PROGRAM NOTES

String Quartet in C Major,
K. 465 (‘Dissonance’)

WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART
(1756-1791)

“The quartets are, indeed, the fruit of a
long and laborious endeavor,” Mozart ad-

mits to Haydn in a letter dated September 1,
1785, in which he encloses six new quartets.
And the many crossings-out, careful correc-
tions and fragments of quartet movements
fromthisperiod of Mozart'slifebearthisout.
Nowhere else did he labor so painstakingly
over his music. “Please, then, receive them
kindly and be to them as a father, a guide, a
friend,” Mozart (a generation younger than
Haydn) continues. “I entreat you to be indul-
gent to those faults that may have escaped a
father's partial eye, and, in spite of them, to
continue your generous friendship towards
one who so highly appreciates it.”

The magnificent and disturbing C Major
Quartetisthe crowningpointof Mozart's six
“Haydn” Quartets. The work is true evidence
of Mozart’s triumph in emulating Haydn in
his Op. 33 collection of quartets from 1782,
and achieving a balance of structure, musi-
cal style and emotion. Mozart began work
on the six quartets not long after moving
from Salzburg to Vienna. It was then that
he began to hear music by Bach and Han-
del on aregular basis at weekly gatherings
in the Vienna home of Baron van Swieten.
The power of contrapuntal writing began
to have a deep and increasing effect on
Mozart’s own part-writing at the time. The
effect is at its most acute in the unsettling
dissonances of the opening 22 measures
of the C Major Quartet. They give the work
a nickname (“Dissonance”) and arise from
a synthesis of free counterpoint and chro-
matic, “highly spiced” harmonies, to use a
term that was often thrown at the mature
Mozart. The dissonances are calculated to
shock—so much so that people at first ac-
cused Mozart of releasing the printed mu-
sic without having carefully proofed the
parts! Even half a century later, Belgian
music theorist Frangois-Joseph Fétis pro-
posed a “fix” to Mozart's strident harmo-
nies by moving the first violin entry one
beat earlier. Many applauded the idea; few
went along with it. Today were the opening
to be played with this crass insensitivity
to Mozart’s boldness, it's certain that the
stone statue of the Don Giovanni Commen-
datore would appear on stage to sort things
out. The suspense and tension created by
the dissonance is released in the ensuing
Allegro. The profound, aching Andante
cantabile is one of the most sublime move-
ments Mozart wrote. Throughout the chro-
matic minuet and serene finale, the musi-
cal invention and disciplined working-out
of short motifs are exemplary.

—Program note © 2024 Keith Horner
Comments welcomed: khnotes@sympatico.ca
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String Quartet No. 3
“Unrequited”

BILLY CHILDS
(B.1957)

Unrequited, String Quartet #3, was con-
ceived as a commentary on the story of
Intimate Letters: String Quartet #2, by Leos
Janécek. The first thing—the only thing,
really—that popped into my mind was
the tragedy of unrequited love (hence
the name, Unrequited). When I first heard
Janacek’s Intimate Letters performed live,
the emotion of the piece jumped out at me:
the wild shifts of tempo, the beautiful and
plaintive melodies, the stark dynamic con-
trasts. I wanted to illustrate my perspec-
tive on this strange relationship between
Janacek and Kamila Stosslovd, by telling
the story of a man who goes through dif-
ferent phases of emotion, before finally
coming to terms with the fact that his
love for her is one-sided—it will never be
returned the way he would like. I sought
to compose Unrequited so that it moves,
like the five stages of grief, through a va-
riety emotions—from romantic, pure love,
through paranoid, obsessive, neurotic pos-
sessiveness, arriving finally at despondent
acceptance.

This piece was commissioned by Made-
lyn, Jerald, and Lee Jackrel and is dedicated
to and premiered by the Lyris Quartet.

—Program note by Billy Childs

String Quartetin
E-flat major, Opus 127

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN
(1770-1827)

Ludwig van Beethoven was a decade into
what critics call his late period when he
composed his String Quartet No. 12 in E-flat
Major, Opus 127 (1825). It had been 15 years
since he wrote his Quartet No. 11, a work
he deemed so radical that he didn't want it
performed. Money from a commission con-
vinced him to revisit the genre, setting off
a late-life sequence of quartets even more
iconoclastic. This quartet is perhaps the
most lyrical of the set and, coming off the
composition of his great celebration of joy
in the 9th Symphony, the most exuberant.

The beginning maestoso chorale appears
simple, but it isincredibly ambitious, offer-
ingthelistener the most basic form of four-
partwriting that every studentlearns, as if
tosay, thisquartetwill contain everything.

Itis also an affirmation, as is what follows.
Beethoven, though often considered the
Classical to Romantic bridge, wanted to re-
claim his classically inclined aesthetic in
this period. An oversimplified tenet for the
Romantics is that content dictates form.
For Beethoven, form was a primary driver
in the creation of his best writing. Com-
mentary often focuses on the radicalism
of the late quartets, and of course they are
radical, but the paradox is that their origi-
nality emerges from Beethoven's impulse
toward conservatism, a retreat from cer-
tain contemporary trends to expand and
loosen formal constraints. In this quartet,
the retreatis toward Bach, Handel, and the
baroque, with an emphasis on contrapun-
tal writing and heightened clarity of form.

The quartet promptly gets on with the
business of restless counterpoint. In the
context of the maestoso, each new theme
sounds as if it has been gathered from a
disassembled chorale and scattered across
the Haydn-esque sonata allegro form. Typ-
ical of Beethoven's late quartets, shifts are
abrupt and transitions are unceremoni-
ous, creating moments of comprehensive
disintegration and unease in preparation
for resolution.

The second movement is a theme and
variations, a form Beethoven was some-
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what obsessed with in his late period. The
six variations, unlike some of Beethoven's
related works from this period, do not
reach for higher and higher levels of virtu-
osity, but simply and steadily unearth the
inherent depth of one of the most beautiful
melodies the composer ever wrote.

The buzzing scherzo contains the most
intricate contrapuntal writing of the piece.
It is a masterclass in anticipation and de-
ception—just when a phrase feels that it is
settling in, it will stop abruptly, or aunison
shout will compel it to a new section.

The final movement does not reconvene
themes from the previous movements as
is often the case but introduces two fresh
themes: a flowing melody whose shape is
reminiscent of the first theme of the piece,
and a joyous march that propels with its
decisive articulation and wide open har-
monic accompaniment. The great plea-
sure of this movement is its ending, a con-
trasting coda in a shifted key and meter
announced suddenly by a violin trill, the
same technique that brought the quartet
out of the maestoso at the start. It is Bee-
thoven's classicism shining through: clari-
ty and unity, from beginning to end.

—Program note by Connor Buckley
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