Torque and Velocity

Michael Berkeley

Torque and Velocity is Michael Berkeley's fifth composition for string quartet. It was commissioned by the Cheltenham Music Society (with financial assistance from South West Arts) for the Takic Quartet, which gave it its first performance at the Pittville Pump Room in Cheltenham on 15 October 1997. Berkeley says that it was the Quartet's special qualities of "exhilarating vigour coupled to innate musicianship, as exemplified in their playing of the Bartók quartets, which helped dictate the nature of the piece." 

Like Berkeley's previous string quartet, Magnetic Field of 1995, this work is in a single movement; and again it has a title derived from physics - torque being the rotary movement produced within an engine. The composer likens the opening gesture to the flicking of a switch which sets the piece in motion. It then accelerates through the gears, as it were, gradually building up increasing momentum with each change of tempo and texture. The energy thus generated throws off sparks in the form of vocal interjections; and at the climax precise pitches and rhythms are briefly abandoned in passages of freely co-ordinated "manic, sawing glissandi". However, the work's obsessive forward movement is interrupted from time to time by moments of stasis, with quiet, widely spaced chords and expressive fragments of melody. And one such quiet moment occurs at the end of the piece, before the final click of the switch. 

(c) Anthony Burton, 
Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press 

Torque and Velocity - alternative note

Torque and Velocity was commissioned by the Cheltenham Music Society for the Takacs Quartet with whom both Cheltenham and I have had a close relationship. Indeed it was very much the special qualities of the group - the exhilarating vigour coupled to an innate musicianship, as exemplified in their playing of the Bartok quartets - which helped dictate the nature of the piece. 

Another contributory factor was Magnetic Field, my most recent essay in the quartet medium until this commission. 

In that work physics and emotion were, so to speak, joined to propel the music forward; the presence and (just as important) absence of a magnetic force around which everything else revolved. 

In Torque and Velocity I have taken that process a stage further. At the outset the flick of a switch sparks off an idea on the cello which, through progressive gearing is soon converted into forward propulsion. As with the incessant drive of powerful machinery there is here an element of dynamic obsession that is at once both exhilarating and dangerous. 

This onward rush of sound is contrasted with a sparer, more widely spaced arrangement of the opening notes which are gradually exposed and become ever more simple and vulnerable. 

But, like some fiendish Rondo, the rhythmic figure returns developing and heightening the Magnetic images until they are transformed into something quite new. 

At the climax of the music there is a passage of frantic, almost uncontrollable swaying and oscillation which leads us back to the notes of the opening and a final click as the current is switched to off. 

(c) Michael Berkeley, September 1997, 
Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press 



Quintet in G, Op. 77, for two violins, viola, ’cello & contrabass (1875) Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904)

It would seem that the composers who have an exceptional gift for evoking the feeling of nationalism in their listeners are the most likely to be respected internationally. Wagner is such a composer for Germany, as was Vincent D'Indy for France. For the land that would become Czechoslovakia, Dvořák was one. Smetana too, brought patriotism to fullness with his Ma Vlast (“My Country”), written in 1874-1879. Both men represent a long line of artists who sought successfully to express their love for Bohemia. 

The nationalism striking everywhere in such a fever pitch surely had its model in Wagner, but it was the classicism of Brahms, and his willingness to serve as mentor to Dvořák, that inspired the form and content of the Quintet. Brahms introduced Dvořák to the publisher Simrock, so convinced was he of the man’s talent. The Quintet had been submitted anonymously by Dvořák in 1875 into a contest sponsored by the J. L. Zvonal Fund of the Art Circle. It won the unanimous approval of the judges. It is a significant work on several accounts – most especially because it attains the characteristics which we have come to know as the composer’s signature qualities: the rhythms, harmonies and memorable themes brought forth in perfect instrumental rendering. Dvořák became quickly successful in Bohemia. He was voted into the Umalecka Beseda, an association of artists whose leading figure was Smetana. Following this work, he quickly produced two works of definitive nationalist sentiment: Sounds from Moravia and the second set of Slavonic Dances. The Quintet was published only in 1888 and given a high opus number to lead potential buyers into thinking it was from a more mature period. The publisher, Simrock, also decided on his own to Germanize Dvořák’s name by dropping the “in” of Antonin for Anton.

The structure of the Quintet makes use of the classic four-movement form: a Sonata-allegro, a Scherzo and Trio; a Poco andante and finally an Allegro. Between the first two movements Dvořák inserted a movement that he entitled Andante religioso. He subsequently transcribed it for orchestra, dedicating it to his friend Alois Goefel. In all the literature of chamber music this is the only string quartet to which a contrabass has been added. It gives the work an almost orchestral dimension, while retaining its scale of intimacy throughout.

Quartet in D Major, Op. 50, No.6, “The Frog”




Joseph Haydn (1732 -  1809)


We have arrived at an anniversary — the 200th of Joseph Haydn’s death at the age of 77. One can note it easily enough by the provision we always make in our programs of composers’ birth and death dates in parentheses following their names. Presenters would like to take advantage of such anniversaries to claim special insight, special relationships. For New York Philomusica there is nothing at all special about this anniversary. Since our founding we have been programming music of this great composer. We have conducted surveys of genre, we have covered the broad spectrum of genre and we have immersed ourselves, on behalf of our listeners, in the special relationship the composer knew with his collaborators  — the musicians, the patrons and his public, which, at the time of his death, turned out in their thousands to mourn his passing.


The musicians take first place among those holding the master in highest esteem, due to a simple truth about him always in evidence. He could bring out their best, their most challenging qualities as performers. He knew how to weave them into perfect relationships, how to set them apart by choice moments of exposure, and how to complement them with quotes of their own woven into his music. The quartet you hear tonight probably owes the thematic fillip in the last movement that gives the work its subtitle to a violinist clowning around during his warm-up. Imagine the genial genius awash in tweets, twiddles and fiddles. The Finale requires a kind of see-saw bowing that metamorphoses the fiddle into a moon struck amphibian.


The Opus 50 quartets – there are six of them – were dedicated to Frederick Wilhelm, King of Prussia, and are consequently known as the “Prussian” Quartets.  They are the first quartets written after Haydn had for the first time heard any of Mozart’s quartets, which were the K. 387 series.  Haydn had been so impressed by Mozart’s operas and piano concertos that he stopped writing in those forms, we note with regret, having performed his wonderful 1779 opera, L’isola disabitata (The Uninhabited Island) to open this season. He was confident enough of his abilities however to compose 86 quartets, 18 masses, 30 piano trios, 51 piano sonatas, 108 symphonies, 126 trios for bass, viola and baryton (a five-stringed higher -pitched cello favored by one of his patrons) and 398 arrangements of Scottish folk songs!  That’s what can happen if a person gets out of bed every day and go right to work and is paid to do so! At his death Haydn was a rich man. In relative currency, only Paul McCartney and Andrew Lloyd Webber have earned more. Perhaps that says more about changing tastes than musicality. It is the way of the world. Enjoy “The Frog” while you can.


As Mozart has been credited by many as someone with influence on Haydn, and of course visa-versa, here is a little insight into how the classical style developed and took root.  They met in 1784, when Haydn was 52 and Mozart was 28.  The following year Mozart dedicated six quartets to Haydn with the inscription, “Your approval above all encourages me to offer them to you and leads me to hope that you will not consider them wholly unworthy of your favor”.  In February of that year at a quartet performance in the Mozart home, Haydn spoke to Leopold, Wolfgang’s father, saying “Before God and as an honest man I tell you that your son is the greatest composer known to me either in person or by name.” Each  fully appreciated the other, celebrating both his difference and his mutual debt. There are few truly great competitors in music about whom that may be said. We can only wish Haydn’s patrons had been more encouraging of him for his ability to write operas! Mozart’s genius was of such an order however, that consideration of any debt to Haydn was moot. The older man was well aware of what his younger rival’s place would in the world of opera — eternally commanding. He had known as much in 1784.

