Frederic Rzewski

String Quartet
(1955)



Program notes for premiere performance:

Thanks to David Plylar, this fossil of my youth has come alive again, like some creature from Jurassic
Park. He has asked me to write something about it. To be quite sincere, it was so long ago (60 years!) that 1
can hardly remember what went through my mind as I wrote it. I have never heard it. I do not play a
stringed instrument. I have barely looked at it since it became clear that it would never be played. It is only
by pure chance that it has survived at all; many other pieces have been lost in the process of moving from
place to place, or have simply disappeared for one reason or another.

I do remember that at that time I fell immediately and desperately in love with every woman who crossed
my path. So I can only assume that this music must have something to do with love, especially the unhappy
sort. I also know that I listened constantly to recordings of various kinds— Beethoven, Ravel, Bartok,
Schonberg, etc.—and that this must have shown up somewhere in this piece, although as I look it over 1
can't immediately identify what is stolen from which composer. It looks like the work of a talented student,
with all of the strong and weak elements typical of such students. There is undoubtedly some originality in
the general conception; but at the same time there is clearly a lot of fakery as well. It is easy to spot places
where the composer is pretending, simply borrowing clichés he has seen in this or that score by this or that
composer, but doesn't really know anything about: all these ridiculous glissandi, for example, or the places
marked “sul ponticello,” etc., when it is obvious he knows nothing about string technique. If [ were his
teacher I would tell him to strike this stuff out immediately. But it is too late for that...

One thing I have learned from several decades of teaching is that, although it is possible to recognize talent
immediately, it is impossible to predict whether that talent will go anywhere. Almost all children, for
example, are great painters at age five. Great musicians, great poets, dancers, circus performers. Then, for
one reason or another (usually already in first grade), they gradually peel off to become bankers, soldiers,
garbage collectors, gangsters... Similarly with composition students. Some of them (not necessarily the
most interesting) go on to do something with themselves, with that dogged stubbornness that refuses to be
told what to do or what not to do, which seems to be the main thing one needs if one wants (God knows
why) to be a composer; others (who may in fact be the most talented, we will never know) simply decide
they are no good (which is what capitalist society tells everyone in general), give up, turn to drugs or
alcohol, or destroy themselves in one way or another. This is not a conscious choice, and it is quite
impossible to tell which way the student will go. In this particular case, the student in question seems to
have done a little of all of these things. How it will all end is still an open question. I may have a clearer
idea once I have finally heard this piece, after more than half a century...

~ Frederic Rzewski, 2016

Duration: I. Andante — Allegro circa 10:00
II. Allegretto ben marcato circa 5:15
III. Adagio molto circa 9:15
IV. Mazurka. Vivace circa 2:45
V. Recitativo. Lento circa 1:45
VI. Allegro molto circa 7:30

Total: circa 38:00

Premiere performance:
April 29, 2016, Del Sol String Quartet,
Coolidge Auditorium, The Library of Congress

Edition by Del Sol String Quartet.
* Suggestions that differ from manuscript are marked with asterisk.
* Dynamics in small font are suggestions by Rick Shinozaki (DSSQ)
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