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S T R I N G Q U A R T E T N O . 1 , O P . 4 ( 19 5 7 ) ( 16 : 0 2 )
1 I. Largo (6:54)
2 II. Andante con moto (4:37)
3 III. Presto con fuoco (4:23)
S T R I N G Q U A R T E T N O . 2 , O P . 6 ( 19 5 9 ) ( 18 : 5 0 )
4 I. Moderato (6:50)
5 II. Prestissimo (2:57)
6 III. Molto lento (8:55)
S T R I N G Q U A R T E T N O . 3 , O P . 4 2 ( 19 9 8 ) ( 2 7 : 5 4 )
7 I. Allegro moderato (7:42)
8 II. Vivace (4:27)
9 III. Adagio sostenuto (9:12)
bk IV. Allegro deciso (6:21)
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String Quartets by Easley Blackwood
notes by Easley Blackwood
My First and Second string quartets are in a rather
similar idiom, having been written rather close
together — the first in 1957, and the second in
1959. They are largely atonal, although not violently dissonant, and reveal the influence of Bartok, Berg, and Hindemith. At that time, I was very
much taken with intricate contrapuntal devices,
e.g., the fugal expositions of the first and second
themes in the first movement of Hindemith’s
Quartet Op. 32 — later combined into a double
fugue; presentation of the second theme in the
first movement of Bartok’s Fifth Quartet in contrary motion at the recapitulation; or the lengthy
palindrome found in the third movement of
Berg’s Lyric Suite. Many similar examples could be
cited from other works by these composers.

played by the first violin over an elaborate accompaniment. The movement ends with a brief coda
that recalls elements of the first theme.

My First Quartet was commissioned by the
Fromm Foundation and premiered at the Berkshire Music Center in 1957 by the Kroll Quartet.
The piece begins with an expansive line played by
the cello alone; this leads directly to the main portion of the first theme, which contains two quick
elements that are arranged into a double fugato.
A subsidiary section now follows, featuring three
different ostinatos. The second theme begins with
a dramatic viola solo, that soon becomes a duo
between the viola and cello. Toward the close of
the exposition, the cello’s original line is recalled
by the first violin in a high register over a nearly
static accompaniment; this is passed on to the
cello, which closes the exposition alone. There
is no development; the recapitulation follows
directly. At the subsidiary section, the first ostinato
is heard in contrary motion, while the second
is combined with elements of the first theme,
played by the two violins in canon. Toward the
end of the movement, the cello’s opening solo is

The third movement is a rondo in which the refrain
appears four times, with three intervening couplets. The couplets are all considerably longer than
the refrains; the close of each refrain is marked by
the same eight-note harmony. The first couplet
may be divided into three parts, the first made of
new material, the second an imitative variation on
the first, and the third comprising yet more new
material. The second refrain is an exact repeat of
the first. The second couplet introduces more new
material, along with references to elements found
in the first couplet. The third refrain is a variation
on the original, and occurs over a repeating figure
in the cello, giving it something of the character of
a passacaglia. The third couplet is made entirely
of elements found in the first two, some in contrary motion, and some in combinations. The final
refrain is virtually a repeat of the first two, and is
followed by a coda that stresses more and more
the final eight-note harmony.

The second movement is cast into an A-B-A
form. In the first statement, the first violin plays
a cantilena line, accompanied by a rhythmically
irregular pizzicato in the cello, while the second
violin and viola are in a strict canon at the perfect
fourth. The central section is introduced by a
three-note falling figure (F, E-flat, C) in the cello,
which is played numerous times, first by the cello,
then by the viola. At the reprise, the canonic
accompaniment is transposed into the violin parts
and played pizzicato, while the cantilena line is
played by the cello. Toward the end, the fallingfourth figure recurs briefly in the viola.

My Second Quartet was commissioned by the
Koussevitsky Music Foundation and premiered at
the Library of Congress in 1960 by the Juilliard
Quartet. The quartet’s first movement is formally
a sonata without development. The first theme
consists largely of accompanied flowing melodic
lines and duos. The arrival of the second theme
is marked by the sudden occurrence of much
faster notes. Just before the recapitulation, elements of both themes are briefly combined. The
two themes are then heard in the same order as
before, but as variations on the original versions.
The movement closes with a quiet coda in which
fragments of both themes are combined.
The second movement is a very fast scherzo with
a central trio. The first scherzo section is an A-B-A
form in which the B portion features a variety
of ostinato figures. The trio is made largely of a
syncopated line over the cello’s pizzicato accompaniment. Along with this is an ostinato figure
in quintuple meter, in combination with a minor
third (F-sharp and A) sustained by the viola in a
tremolo. In the scherzo’s reprise, the A sections
are repeated exactly, while the B section is heard
in a variation. The movement closes unexpectedly
with a very brief coda.
The form of the last movement is much like a
rondo (A-B-A-B’-A), although its character is quite
different from what is usually associated with a
rondo. The A sections are slow and meditative,
while the B sections are very fast with elements
of tension, and even violence. The accompanied
tune in the first violin in the B sections is actually
a palindrome, which plays an important role in
the organization of the movement: the second B
section is actually the first B section played exactly
backwards. Thus the recall of the palindromic tune
is exactly the same as the original. The movement
ends very quietly.

For the past twenty years, I have not written any
compositions in a style similar to that of my first
two quartets. I now find composing in a conventional tonal idiom to be far more satisfying,
for writing atonally creates more limitations than
freedom as was first supposed. I can express so
much more when I avail myself of the benefits of
traditional harmony and tonality (one reason my
third quartet is longer than the first two). Even so,
I am not moved to renounce earlier works that
conform to a more “modern” style, and enjoy
very much hearing my best earlier efforts, including my first two quartets and First Symphony.
My Third Quartet, written for the Pacifica Quartet
in 1998, is in a style reminiscent of the quartets
of Franck, Ravel, and Verdi. The harmonic idiom
is essentially tonal in the conventional sense,
although there are passages in all four movements
where keys are either expressed ambiguously, or
cannot be determined. The piece was premiered
in September 1998 by the Pacifica Quartet at
Chicago’s Music in the Loft chamber series.
The first movement is a sonata form in which
the keys of the two themes are in a conventional
relationship: E minor/G major, and later E minor/E
major, although the movement closes in E minor.
The second movement, although in duple meter,
is a scherzo, again in E minor. The more pensive central section is in C-sharp minor. The third
movement is very slow and much freer in form,
occasionally verging on the improvisatory. The
slightly faster portions are highly imitative. In the
overview, the movement is in C major, but there
are frequent modulations, with some connecting
keys that are remotely related. The final movement is a sonata form whose development begins
with a brief recall of the beginning in the same key
(E minor), giving it something of the character of
a rondo. This movement has the most elaborate
and chromatic key structure of the four.

About Easley Blackwood
Easley Blackwood’s career as a composer has been consistent only in its seeming contradictions and strong individuality. Blackwood received his musical training from such
legendary figures as Olivier Messiaen, Paul Hindemith (at Yale, where Blackwood earned
his Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in 1953 and 1954), and Nadia Boulanger. He is currently Professor Emeritus at the University of Chicago, where he has taught since 1958.
The quartets on this disc represent two distinct periods in Blackwood’s output: his early
atonal period in the 1950’s (after which his works became more radically dissonant
in the 1960’s and 70’s), and his reactionary turn to tonal composition and traditional
harmony, which began in 1980. This abrupt change in compositional idiom, which has
even produced some works set in considerably older musical styles, stems from Blackwood’s ground-breaking research into the tonal properties of microtonal tunings, which
he began in the late 1970’s, and his decades-long study of traditional harmony.

About the Pacifica Quartet
Founded in 1994, the Pacifica Quartet quickly gained recognition at several major competitions for its brilliant ensemble work and exuberant and impassioned interpretations.
The quartet was awarded the Naumburg Chamber Music Award at the 1998 competition
in New York. The Pacifica subsequently made its New York debut in Alice Tully hall, sponsored by the Naumburg Foundation, in March of 1999. Of that performance The New York
Times wrote, “Its sound, individually and as a group, is pure, lyrical and educated. Balance
is good and clear, and the musicians’ consistency in matters of tempo is remarkable. They
all move on the same strong, supple band of time.”
In the fall of 1995, the Pacifica Quartet relocated from Los Angeles to Chicago, and since
1996 has served as the Resident Quartet of the Music Institute of Chicago (formerly
known as the Music Center of the North Shore). Alongside performing and teaching,
the residency includes an innovative educational outreach program to Chicago inner-city
elementary schools. In 1998, the Pacifica became the first-ever Quartet-in-Residence at
the University of Chicago, which includes acting as resident ensemble for the University’s
renowned Contemporary Chamber Players. The Pacifica Quartet is on the world wide web
at “www.pacificaquartet.com”.

Photo: Erik S. Lieber

Easley Blackwood

Also by Easley Blackwood on Cedille Records
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Blackwood & Bridge: Cello Sonatas
“Blackwood . . . has interested himself in the re-creation, in some stylistic purity, of older musical
language . . . as an example of mid-Romantic chamber music, [his Cello Sonata] fits right into its
invented chronology. That is one hell of an impressive achievement.”
— Fanfare

CDR 90000 016
Easley Blackwood: Symphonies Nos. 1 & 5
“[Blackwood’s First] is an inspired masterpiece, with a claim to being one of the greatest American
symphonies. The listener is immediately gripped by the urgent passion and originality of its voice.”
— American Record Guide
“In its strongly tonal harmonies . . . [Blackwood’s Fifth] reaches out to the kinds of listeners who
make up the majority of our classical-music audiences . . . Highly recommended.”
— Fanfare
CDR 90000 018
Easley Blackwood: MICROTONAL
“Tonally, [Blackwood’s Microtonal Etudes] are the most fascinating music I have ever heard . . . This
music is attractive, even addictive . . . If you are interested in what happens to melody and harmony
when certain fundamental musical assumptions are altered, sometimes radically, then you must hear
this disc . . . no theory required to be amazed by this CD.”
— Fanfare
CDR 90000 022
Clarinet Sonatas by Blackwood and Reger
“Blackwood writes beautifully for the clarinet; the music is melodic, even singable . . . [Yeh’s] technique
is impeccable. Cedille’s recorded sound is splendid . . . Give this a try.”
— American Record Guide
“[This disc] deserves to join those of clarinet chamber music by Mozart, Weber, and Brahms in your
collection.”
— Fanfare
CDR 90000 038
Blackwood Plays Blackwood
“Both formally and emotionally, the logic of all the music in this collection, composed between 1984
and 1996, is uniformly clear; and for all their modulations and harmonic quirks these pieces remain . .
. steadfastly tonal (or modal) in a way that, in spirit if not in specific idiom, often brings the nuance of
Fauré and Medtner to mind . . . The music is often whimsical, often beautiful, and always interesting.
The performances, of course, are first-rate, as [is] the engineering. Warmly recommended.” — Fanfare
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