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STUART GREENBAUM  1966- 
String Quartet No. 1 Time’s Arrow  (composed 1991) 
 
Flinders Quartet has had a relationship with Melbourne-
based composer, Stuart Greenbaum, since its inception 
in 2000. In fact, this concert replicates one of its very 
first public concerts, at the University of Melbourne. 
This program celebrates the lineage that connects 
Greenbaum and Britten, and also celebrates the journey 
that has brought Flinders Quartet from its genesis to 
where it is today. 
 
Greenbaum is currently Head of Composition at the 
University of Melbourne and his own compositions 
(which number in excess of 185) are being performed 
throughout Australia and overseas, with a number of 
recordings on the ABC Classics, Tall Poppies and Move 
record labels. 
 
Greenbaum was inspired to write his first string quartet 
upon listening to Britten’s second string quartet, and it 
is Britten’s musical language that fuses seamlessly with 
his own in his first foray into the mercurial world of the 
four string voices. 
 
Greenbaum writes: 
 
“String Quartet No. 1 Time's Arrow was commissioned 
by the A.N.A. Friendly Society and premiered in 
November of 1991. The subtitle, Time's Arrow, is taken 
from a novel of the same name by Martin Amis and was 
added after the work had been completed. The novel 
represents the story of a life told backwards (from death 
to birth), a similarity found in the structure of the 
quartet. 
 
The work is in four short movements and based around 
two themes. The first movement opens with a theme 
that represents experience or memory. The movement 
concludes with a second theme (in natural harmonics) 
which represents innocence. This second theme is 

coincidentally quite similar to the nursery rhyme, 
Twinkle Twinkle Little Star. 
 
The inner movements further develop the first theme 
and represent the external journey and then the floating 
timelessness of emotional involvement. The final 
movement returns to the idea of the journey but in a 
rapid, compressed state - like a life flashing before 
one's eyes - culminating in a reprise of the second 
theme.” 
 
 

BENJAMIN BRITTEN  1913-1976 
String Quartet No. 2 in C major, Op.36    
(composed 1945) 

 
I. Allegro calmo, senza rigore 
II. Vivace 
III. Chacony: sostenuto 
 
1945 saw the end of the Second World War as well as 
the 250th anniversary of the death of Henry Purcell. 
These two events form the backdrop for Benjamin 
Britten’s second string quartet. 
 
After the devastation of war had ravaged Germany (and 
Europe), the renowned pacifist Britten begged Yehudi 
Menuhin to allow him to take part in his tour in place of 
Gerald Moore. They performed together after only five 
minutes rehearsal, trusting each other’s innate 
musicality in venues such as the former concentration 
camp at Belsen. Britten never spoke about the way this 
tour had affected him until just before his death when 
he said that “the experience had coloured everything he 
had written subsequently.” 
 
Mary Behrend, his friend and arts patron, had been 
encouraging him to write a second string quartet for 
some time and once it was finally delivered, she was 
delighted. Britten wrote, “I am so glad you got pleasure 
from it because to my mind it is the greatest advance I 
have yet made, and altho’ it is far from perfect, it has 



 

given me encouragement to continue on new lines.” 
 
The work was premiered at Wigmore Hall by the Zorian 
String Quartet. John Amis, who was married to the 
Zorian Quartet’s first violinist, was there at the 
rehearsals at Britten’s flat and he made some pertinent 
observations: Amis would make an admiring remark 
such as, “Oh, I see, this new tune is the old one upside 
down…”, at which Ben would look hard at his score and 
say, “Oh, it is? Fancy that!” Sometimes he would wink 
as he said it.  
 
The Times reviewed the premiere of the quartet calling 
it, “Pungent without being aggressive, original without 
strain.” 
 
Britten wrote in the program booklet for the first 
performance: 
 
“Henry Purcell was the last important international 
figure of English music. Ironically the continent of 
Europe has been more aware of his greatness than the 
island which produced him. But that he should be to the 
English public little more than a name in history books is 
not altogether strange for he is the antithesis of the 
music which has been popular for so long in this 
country.” 
 
The first movement begins with a rising tenth figure as if 
posing an innocent question. The layering of canonic 

material and exploration of string texture is evidence of 
his “new lines” as described to Behrend. After a 
blistering rhythmic ride through the animated second 
movement, Britten pays his homage to Purcell in the 
third movement which comprises more than half the 
entire work. 
 
Purcell used the form of the Chacony to represent the 
passing of time, to have his listeners experience such 
passing temporally rather than merely have it described 
to them in words and Britten certainly achieves that 
through the twenty-one variations on the original theme. 
The end of the piece seems to mark a battle culminating 
in the victory of C major. The final chords bringing the 
work to a close in defiant righteousness. 
 
An interesting connection between Britten and Australia 
is his love of the paintings of Sidney Nolan. Nolan 
exhibited works that had been inspired by the works of 
Britten at the famed Aldeburgh Festival. In 1973, Faber 
Music Limited published a fine limited facsimile edition 
of the original score of Britten’s music for Berthold 
Brecht’s Children’s Crusade, illustrated by Sidney 
Nolan. 
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