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Gretchen A. Wheelock 

The "Rhetorical Pause" and Metaphors of 
Conversation in Haydn's Quartets 

Most writers have taken conversation as a more or less self-evi-
dent metaphor for Haydn's string quartets, applying this trope 
both to the players and to the music they create—or recreate. 
The medium becomes synonymous with the discourse in such 
a characterization, which stresses the intimacy of equals at ease, 
spontaneous yet respectful of the particular interests of the oth-
ers. In this private circle, in which the players and listeners are 
by turns one and the same, each is equally responsible to the 
whole, listening and deferring to the current and changeable 
leading voice, curbing soloistic display, cultivating a spirit of co-
operation in working for the common good—in short a self-
governing if privileged democracy. 

Eighteenth-century writers paid the string quartet a great compli-
ment in comparing it to an activity that was central to the lives 
of the leisured classes. As an instrument of both intimacy and 
delight, the art of conversation provided opportunities for the 
display of wit, sympathy, and good breeding; it also promoted 
shared interests and learning, and consolidated communities of 
artists and intellectuals—all qualities that contributed to the en-
joyment of playing string quartets in Haydn's day. But if this is 
to be a useful trope for musical discourse that engages listeners 
beyond that inner circle of players, we need to allow the audi-
ence a more active role than one of eavesdropping from the pe-
riphery. Elsewhere I have argued that Haydn's strategies in the 
Op. 33 string quartets, especially in their opening and closing 
movements, offer a way to extend the metaphor's application 
to key aspects of the composer's style and manner of address to 
the listener.' Haydn's often provocative wit in these quartets in-
vites and, indeed, challenges listeners to become actively en-
gaged in the music's unfolding. I think it is something like this 
that we hope for in our musical experience generally, and we 

Gretchen Wheelock, Haydn's Ingenious Jesting with Art, New York 1992. - 
On the Opus 33 Quartets, see chapters 1 and 4. See also Wheelock, Engaging 
Strategies in Haydn's Opus 33 String Quartets, in: Eighteenth-Century Studies 
25/1 (Fall 1991), pp. 1-30; translated as: Strategie di coinvolgimento ne! Quar-
tett! Op. 33, in: Haydn, ed. by Andrea Lanza, Bologna 1999, pp. 31-66. 
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represent our ideal of an inclusive and intimate encounter in the 
metaphor of conversation. 

I wonder, though, if the metaphor hasn't become a bit too com-
fortable, too routine. At the risk of seeming to take metaphors 
too literally—they are figures of speech, after all, meant to be 
suggestive of similarities rather than accountable for differences 
—I do nevertheless want to probe those differences a bit and ex-
plore what it is that we elide in speaking of the quartet as con-
versation. I also hope to persuade you that the rhetorical pause 
offers a model for filling in the gaps, so to speak, between the 
metaphor of conversation and a more inclusive account of the 
interaction between players and listeners. 

Let me turn first to some areas that I find problematic in our use 
of the conversation metaphor. First, its application in musical 
analysis is highly selective. Regarding the quartet cycle as a 
whole, conversation seems a better analogy for the motivic work 
of sonata-style movements than for the aria-like monologues 
and fantasias that unfold in many of Haydn's slow movements, 
or the kinaesthetic upsets in many of his Minuet movements 
and dance-like Finales. In general, these less conversational as-
pects of the medium are elided in analysis that favors the tex-
tures of motivic exchange in opening movements, most especial-
ly their developmental episodes. 

From a historical perspective, we have also been rather selective. 
The model often assumed in investigations of chamber music's 
conversations is that of the eighteenth-century French salon, 
where sparkling and amusing exchanges among mixed company 
were presided over by brilliant and fashionable hostesses.2 lt 
seems reasonable, though, to question the stability of this model, 
both in Haydn's day and in relation to our understanding of its 
implications for his string quartets. Given the range of venues, 
performers, and listeners in which quartets were played and 
heard, should we not consider a comparable variety of contexts, 

2 See, for example, Barbara R. Hanning, Conversation and Musical Style in the 
Late Eighteenth-Century Salon, in: Eighteenth-Century Studies, 22/4 (1989), 
pp. 512-28; and Elisabeth LeGuin, Rehearsing Rhetoric in Joseph Haydn's 
Trios for Keyboard and Strings, unpublished paper presented at the annual 
meeting of the American Musicological Society, Atlanta, Georgia, November 
17, 2001. - Anne-Louise Germaine de Stael, who recorded in 1808 her im-
pressions of German literature, philosophy and social customs, offers interest-
ing comments on the differences in French and German conversation in: De 
l'Allemagne (1811), part I, chapter 11: De l'esprit de conversation. 
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