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JEAN SIBELIUS  1865-1957   
 
Molto moderato – Scherzo in E major, JS 134  
(composed 1885) 
 
Adagio in D minor, JS 12  
(composed 1890) 
 
Fuga för Martin Wegelius (Fugue for Martin 
Wegelius), JS 85 
(composed 1889) 
 
Four Themes 
(composed 1887)  
 

I G major   
II E flat major   
III A minor   
IV E minor 
 
String Quartet No. 2 in A minor, JS 183  
(composed 1889) 
 

I Andante - Allegro   
II Adagio ma non tanto   
III Vivace   
IV Allegro 
 
Most of the composers who have really shown an 
affinity for writing for string quartet have been 
string players themselves: Mozart, Haydn, 
Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms, and so it happens, 
Sibelius. In fact, like Schubert, many family 
evenings were spent playing music, with his 
brother on cello, his sister on piano, and Jean 
himself on violin. Their mother even joined in on 
harmonium or piano herself. Most of his chamber 
music was written early, and with his family in 
mind.  
 
Sibelius is thought of as one of Finland’s most 
nationalistic composers, yet he grew up in a 
Swedish-speaking household and didn’t speak a 
word of Finnish until he was twelve. Cecil Gray 
described him as a “substratum of Finnish granite 

as it were underlying the polished and elegant 
Swedish surface, which is exactly what we should 
expect from his music.” 
 
His most famous composition, Finlandia, was 
considered by its creator as a rather insignificant 
work - a fact that many would find surprising 
today. While Sibelius is better known for his 
orchestral works, his total string quartet output 
comprises a relatively healthy output of four string 
quartets and quite number of smaller works. The 
four string quartets give a reliable outline for his 
compositional development and like many great 
composers, he used this as his most personal 
voice. 
 
These works are all from his student years and 
show the development of his signature sounds. 
Once he had decided that studying law wasn’t for 
him, he swapped to music and joined a student 
quartet where they were playing some quartets by 
Haydn. The Molto moderato - Scherzo; the Four 
Themes and the Fugue for Martin Wegelius were 
all composed more or less as exercises. That said, 
the fugue carries more sentiment than a mere 
exercise in contrapuntal writing with a Bachian 
muse. There are a number of climaxes where the 
four lines join together with immense satisfaction 
culminating in an ending that seems to have been 
the inspiration behind the end of the A minor string 
quartet. 
 
The Adagio in D minor is the most significant 
“smaller” piece that Sibelius has written for string 
quartet. There are some indications that it was 
meant as the slow movement of his B flat string 
quartet (1890). This piece deals with the same 
repeated material throughout and is almost a 
theme and variations, with the interest largely held 
in the accompanying parts. Sometimes, Sibelius 



 

dispenses with the tune altogether, focusing 
instead on the texture and harmonic layering 
offered to him by the quartet. 
 
You may be wondering why some of these gems 
are not more widely known. Sibelius was incredibly 
self-critical and while he didn’t go so far as to 
destroy his manuscripts like Brahms, he did keep 
them closely guarded. In 1982, the family donated 
the manuscripts to the Helsinki University where 
they were eventually sorted and their immense 
significance recognised. 
 
As his most mature student work, the A minor 
string quartet follows its own path and indeed, 
Sibelius does seem to be allowing the themes to 
dictate their own path rather than force them into a 
pre-determined form. 
 
At its first performance in 1889, Karl Flodin wrote, 
“At a single stroke he has joined the vanguard of 
those who have been entrusted with the future of 
the art of music in Finland”. We can clearly hear 
the influences of Beethoven, Grieg and 

Mendelssohn, but the true Sibelius sound is 
beginning to emerge. 
 
The first movement is incredibly expansive, 
turbulent and full of youthful angst. The second 
gives way to some beautiful lilting melodies with 
more dance-like middle section. The third 
movement is reminiscent of some of Beethoven’s 
scherzi, while the last gives an exemplary example 
of a fugue. Far more than just a student exercise, 
this fugue has furore, harmonic intrigue and great 
rhythmic complexity - a great recipe for an exciting 
finale. 
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