
As an adult, Montgomery joined two different string quartets, and became involved with the 
Sphinx Organization, supporting the efforts of young African-American and Latino string 
players. Her many recent accomplishments include collaborating with Yo-Yo Ma’s Silkroad 
Ensemble and composing ballet music for the Dance Theater of Harlem and Virginia Arts 
Festival.

Strum was originally written for cello quintet in 2006, was revised into a string quartet in 2008, 
and in 2012 the final version appeared with changed introduction and ending. The final version 
was written for the Catalyst Quartet and performed in celebration of the 15th annual Sphinx 
Competition.

According to the composer, “Within Strum I utilized texture motives, layers of rhythmic or 
harmonic ostinato [a repeated musical phrase] that string together to form a bed of sound for 
melodies to weave in and out. The strumming pizzicato serves as a texture motive and the 
driving rhythmic underpinning of the piece.” The work utilizes the spirit of dance and movement 
and American folk idioms, starting with a nostalgic atmosphere and ending with an ecstatic 
celebration. (Taken from notes by Robert Mielke)

Clarinet Quintet in Bb Major, Op. 34 Carl Maria von Weber (1786-1826)

As was the case with the beloved clarinet quintets of Mozart and Brahms, Weber drew 
inspiration for his Grand Clarinet Quintet from a friendship with a contemporary clarinet 
virtuoso. In Weber’s case, the clarinetist was Heinrich Baerman, and their relationship was 
one of the most important and productive relationships in the history of the clarinet, resulting 
in some of the greatest works ever written for the instrument.

Baerman may have helped Weber navigate the musical and technical possibilities of the 
clarinet, but Weber took his knack for creating beautiful vocal and instrumental melodies and 
created something of an operatic concerto for clarinet with a string quartet accompaniment. 
This is a very different style than the similarly orchestrated pieces by Mozart and Brahms, 
which distribute important melodies among all the instruments, but it allows the clarinetist to 
show off from start to finish, playing virtuosic technical passages and coloratura vocal-like 
passages throughout the four movements of the piece.

The quintet is in a typical four-movement combination of a fast movement, a slow movement, 
a minuet and trio, and a rollicking final movement, which in particular allows the clarinetist to 
really bring the house down!
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PROGRAM NOTES

Adagio and Fugue in C Minor, K. 546 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791)

During Mozart’s lifetime, it was practically considered a requirement to learn how to write fugues 
in the style of Johann Sebastian Bach, who considered to this day to be the original master of 
the fugue. A major component of Bach’s fugues is his use of counterpoint, in which a melody 
and one or more countermelodies can be heard at the same time, causing just the slightest bit 
of discord but actually holding the piece together, both musically and harmonically. It was this 
homage to Bach that led Mozart to write an early fugue for keyboard duet, which he eventually 
used as the Fugue part of this later, two-part work for strings. It is perhaps no coincidence that 
this fugue was revisited in the same year in which Mozart wrote one of the finest examples of 
contrapuntal fugue material in the finale of his “Jupiter” Symphony.

A brief Adagio serves as a somber and ominous introduction to the dramatic force of nature that 
is the Fugue, which makes up the main body of this piece.

Langsamer Satz (1905) Anton Webern (1883-1945)

Webern is mostly known for his shorter atonal works written using serial techniques developed 
in the early 20th century by what came to be known as the “Second Viennese School”, of 
which he was part—the “First” School being that of Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert 
a century earlier.

If one were to listen to his later, more cerebral music followed by his younger, more romantic 
works such as the Langsamer Satz (Slow Movement) for string quartet, it would be hard to 
believe both were written by the same composer. Clocking in at around 10 minutes, this his 
longest work, and is a portrayal of young, passionate love: it was written in 1905, when the then 
21-year-old composer went on a five-day hiking tour of the picturesque Austrian countryside 
with his cousin and future wife, over whom he was quite smitten. As such, it is an extremely lush 
piece, full of soaring melodies, declarative statements and dramatic pauses.

Perhaps because it was a student work—Webern had just begun studies with Arnold Schoenberg 
the year before—it was not performed publicly until 1962, many years after his death.

Strum (2012) Jessie Montgomery (b. 1981)

Violinist, composer and music educator Jessie Montgomery grew up in Manhattan’s Lower East 
Side in the 1980’s, a time when that neighborhood was a center of vital cultural activity, of which 
her musician father and actor mother were heavily involved. Thus she was brought up attending 
rallies, performances and parties in the community.


