
Internationale Joseph Haydn Privatstiftung Eisenstadt 

Eisenstädter Haydn-Berichte 
www.haydnstiftung.at

David Young 

Haydn's Opus 33 Number 4: A Neglected Masterpiece? 

In: Internationales musikwissenschaftliches Symposium 

„Haydn & Das Streichquartett". Im Rahmen des „Haydn 

Streichquartett Weekend" Eisenstadt, 1.-5. Mai 2002. 
Referate und Diskussionen. Hrsg. von Georg Feder und 

Walter Reicher. Eisenstädter Haydn-Berichte. 

Veröffentlichungen der Internationalen Joseph Haydn 
Privatstiftung Eisenstadt, Band 2. Tutzing, Hans 
Schneider 2003, S. 123 — 138. 

Dieses Werk darf nur für den persönlichen, nicht-kommerziellen Gebrauch 
verwendet werden. Für jede weitere Verwendung kontaktieren Sie bitte 

office@haydnstiftung.at.
Die 1993 gegründete Internationale Joseph Haydn Privatstiftung 
Eisenstadt ist eine gemeinnützige Organisation. 

This work may only be used for personal, non-commercial purposes. 
Please contact office@haydnstiftuna.at for any further use. 
The International Joseph Haydn Foundation Eisenstadt, founded in 
1993, is a non-profit organization. 



David Young 

Haydn's Opus 33 Number 4: A Neglected Masterpiece? 

INTRODUCTION 

Although Haydn's Opus 33 is one of the most famous sets of 
string quartets in the repertoire, perhaps only numbers two (`The 
Joke') and three (`The Bird') are especially well known to per-
formers or music lovers generally. The rest of the set are heard 
relatively infrequently in concert. Indeed, it probably takes a fes-
tival such as the present one for all six quartets to receive live 
performances. Similar neglect is apparent in the literature, which, 
since the time of Adolf Sandberger in 1899, has concerned itself 
more with debate about the significance of Haydn's famous de-
scription of his Opus 33, in letters to various potential clients, as 
composed 'in a new and special way', than about the merits of 
the individual quartets which make up the opus.1 About the 
string quartet Op. 33 no. 4 in B flat major in particular, the pres-
ent writer knows of only Donald Francis Tovey, H. C. Robbins 
Landon, Charles Rosen, and Reginald Barrett-Ayres amongst the 
authors of major studies of the classical era who have a kind, if 
very brief, word to say.2 Other studies either ignore no. 4 alto-
gether or, in the case of Hans Keller, apply the `coup de grace' 
by declaring the work unworthy of a place in a serious study of 
Haydn's great quartets.3

Grateful thanks are due to Roger Bigley, of the Royal Northern College of Music, 
and David Wyn Jones, of Cardiff University, for reading a draft of this paper 
and making helpful suggestions. 

A description of the origins of the debate and its continuation in the litera-
ture up to 1976 is provided by H. C. Robbins Landon, Haydn: Chronicle and 
Works, vol. 2: Haydn at Eszterhäza 1766-1790, London 1978, p. 578. See also 
John Irving, Reading Haydn's Quartets, in: Haydn the Innovator: A New Ap-
proach to the String Quartets, ed. by David Young, Todmorden, Lancs., 2000, 
pp. 11-31. 

Donald Francis Tovey, Haydn, in: Cobbett's Cyclopedic Survey of Chamber 
Music, vol. 1, London 1980; Landon, op. cit., p. 581; Charles Rosen, The Clas-
sical Style, London 1971; Reginald Barren Ayres, Joseph Haydn and the String 
Quartet, London 1974. See also Ludwig Finscher, Studien zur Geschichte des 
Streichquartetts, vol. 1: Die Entstehung des klassischen Streichquartetts. Von 
den Vorformen zur Grundlegung durch Joseph Haydn, Kassel 1974, pp. 252 ff. 
3 Hans Keller, The Great Haydn Quartets: Their Interpretation, London and 
Melbourne 1986, p. 7. 
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THE FIRST MOVEMENT 

If there is a problem with number 4, and clearly there was in the 
judgement of Keller, it lies especially with the first movement, 
which is quite unlike any other movement by Haydn in its high-
ly eccentric features. The most curious of these may be listed as 
follows: 

1. The movement, in 4/4 metre, opens on the half bar. No 
other Haydn quartet begins in such a way. (See appendix to 
this essay, example.) 

2. The opening passage features seemingly inappropriate har-
monic and cadential rhythms, in that quick-fire, cadential, 
dominant-tonic chords appear the wrong way round, in strong-
weak rhythmic progressions instead of the more orthodox 
weak-strong (bars 1-2, 3-4 etc). Moreover, the opening har-
mony of dominant seventh chord in third inversion gives the 
impression of a piece beginning after it has begun. 

3. The primary material seemingly ends unconvincingly and 
inconclusively (bars 7-13), as if Haydn is still searching for 
that elusive, firmly articulated perfect cadence. 

4. Stylistic inconsistencies may be perceived in the way in 
which, in contradistinction to the opening period, the transi-
tional and secondary sections proceed with orthodox har-
monic and cadential rhythms—notice, for the first time, the 
firmly articulated cadence between bars 16 and 17 and the 
strong perfect cadence between bars 25 and 26. 

5. However, at the start of the development section there is a 
return to the type of seemingly inappropriate harmonic and 
cadential rhythms witnessed in the opening period (bars 31-
33) • 

6. Again in contradistinction to what has gone before, the 
rest of the development section is taken up with regular mod-
ulatory sequences in which harmonic, surface, and cadential 
rhythms behave in orthodox manner (bars 34-48). 

7. The recapitulation enters in apparently awkward fashion, 
after a false start in E flat, and in mid phrase (bars 48-53 ff.). 

8. As a consequence of the apparently awkward phrase struc-
tures which have been a characteristic of much of the move-
ment so far, the recapitulated secondary material changes its 
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