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An Examination of Viertonige Struktur
Moment Running Through Beethoven’s Late Quartets
@
KAWAI Manabu

There are clear organic relationships between some of Beethoven’s late string quartets,
especially, in order of their composition, Op. 132, 130, and 131. This suggests they are really
a cycle, ein Zyklus. One of the main common elements in these three works is a four-note
moment which was named viertonige Struktur, literally a “four-tone structure”, by Carl
Darlhaus, a German musicologist.

The various appearances of the moment, which is introduced in the first movement of Op.

132, are seen as a sequence of explicit variants which are elaborated on in Op. 130 and 131.

But a closer examination of the five quartets beginning with Op. 127 and followed, in order
of composition, by Op. 132, 130, 131, and 135, reveal this same distinctive figure in either its

original form or structurally related variants in all five quartets.

Through the analysis of this viertonige Struktur, chiefly in the development of the subjects
and motifs of these quartets, this paper attempts to demonstrate an expanded concept of the
idea of theme, showing how the shared material moves from one work to the others, how the
motif is manipulated in the variants in all five quartets, and to show both how the material is

shared and how it is developed uniquely in each quartet.
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