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Martyn Harry 
String Quartet No. 3 (“Borderline”) 
 
I have always been fascinated both by the string quartet mediumʼs apparently 
abstract nature – whereby composers try to communicate in a purely ʻmusicalʼ way –
and the way in which certain quite famous pieces in the repertoire seem to 
undermine this. For instance, the slow movement of Haydnʼs Emperor Quartet is a 
set of variations based on the German national anthem. As a result it could 
potentially now mean something quite different to what Haydn originally intended, 
and this is something I responded to my first quartet, the Empress Quartet. 
 

Now in my third quartet fifteen years later, I am responding to a little-remarked aspect 
of Beethovenʼs Serioso Quartet, Op. 95 in F minor. The Serioso is possibly 
Beethovenʼs most radical string quartet, so radical indeed that the composer 
apparently declared that it was not intended for public performance. Yet in its final 
bars, where the music shifts suddenly from F minor to a puzzingly lightweight F 
major, it seems to evoke the Siegesymphonie (the German for Victory Symphony) 
from the composerʼs own incidental music to Egmont. Because Egmont is an 
intensely political play, the presence of this music might suggest some kind of 
political commentary; yet the sudden shift to the major key is so unexpected and the 
end over so quickly that its meaning is not entirely clear. 
 

When the Villiers Quartet approached me about composing a piece for tonightʼs 
programme at the beginning of last year, its first violinist, James Dickenson, said he 
would be interested in playing a political piece. I think James was thinking when he 
made this request of two of my pieces, Restraint for Handcuffed Pianist and George 
Meets Arnie for Tennis, that had political subtexts. Yet early in 2018 I struggled at 
first to find the right tone for my piece because of our troubled times here in the UK. 
By March the idea had come to me of setting the shape of the Irish border to music. 
Just as in UK politics this border seemed to resist any easy solution, so would the 
presence of the “borderline” in my piece (see below) sound enigmatic and uncanny, 
resisting assimilation into the rest of the quartet.  
 

 



I completed the piece quickly after that, not realizing how prescient setting the map of 
Ireland would now seem as a political statement for our times. The middle section of 
my piece transcribes the “borderline” – upside down, as if seen from the UK side – as 
a series of expressive string solos that sound almost like a distant air-raid sirens. 
This passage is only its most obvious manifestation, for the workʼs various scalic and 
harmonic patterns are saturated with references to the “borderline” shape.  
 
Yet my string quartet is a homage to Beethovenʼs Serioso Quartet, too, with 
Borderline taking on something of Op. 95ʼs brusque tone and density of incident from 
the beginning. The final minute of the piece starts with an impassioned cello 
monologue in double stops, over torch-like open E-string harmonics for the violins. I 
wrote Victory Symphony in German at this point in the score as a whim in March 
2018. At the time I was thinking of Beethovenʼs string quartet as well as Egmontʼs 
message of freedom and hope, but now its Siegesymphonie surely carries 
associations of “siege” as well as “victory”. 
 
Martyn Harry 
February 2019 
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[End of Allarg.]
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Poco Meno Mosso [h. = 72]
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 ... [ h = 126, h. = 84 ] ...         accel
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Tutte forza
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