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ABSTRACT 

 

Beethoven’s command of texture is arguably one of the most expressive musical devices within 

his compositions.  The four voices found in the genre of the string quartet provide the composer 

with a wide palette of textural possibilities. Among these is a frequently overlooked texture: 

silence.  This texture, or lack thereof, is found throughout all sixteen of Beethoven’s quartets.  

The normative placement of silence occurs at boundaries, outlining the formal divisions of a 

piece.  Silence is marked when it occurs elsewhere within a work; in this case, the silence 

communicates expressive meaning.   

This paper examines Beethoven’s use of such normative and non-normative silences 

throughout the sonata form movements of his earliest set of six string quartets, Opus 18.  

Normative silences occur at many different levels, from creating divisions between subphrases to 

separating entire movements, or even entire quartets within the opus.  In contrast, non-normative 

silences communicate expressive meaning, such as failure of a topic, through their disruption of 

a melodic or harmonic statement.  Although this paper emphasizes the use of silence, it also 

discusses the use of another extreme texture, that of unison, at significant formal locations.  It 

concludes with a brief glimpse toward the Opus 59 quartets, revealing an evolution of 

Beethoven’s use of extreme textures, concurrent with his stylistic development into the middle- 

period quartets.  This motivates discussion of potential analytical techniques that could capture 

the element of texture within all of Beethoven’s works for quartet, or perhaps the entire string 

quartet literature. 
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Chapter 1  
 

Preliminaries 

With a sharp inhale and slight cue from the first violinist, a quartet begins Ludwig van 

Beethoven’s first String Quartet in F Major, Op. 18, no. 1.  As seen in Figure 1, the opening 

measure is a declarative statement in unison texture, all four instrumentalists sounding in perfect 

synchronicity.  A moment of silence follows, saturated with apprehension.  The unison passage 

is repeated, although this time ending a step higher.  After another moment of silence, the eight-

bar phrase is propelled to a half cadence through the harmonic encouragement of the lower three 

voices.  The next statement opens almost identically to the first, but now it is imperative with a 

sense of urgency, appearing this time in a forte dynamic.  The silences that follow have also 

transformed; they serve as stable punctuation, now expected by the conditioned listener. 

 

Figure 1: Beethoven, String Quartet in F Major, Op. 18, no. 1, 1st movement, mm. 1–18 
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The opening of this first quartet stands in stark contrast, yet eerie parallel to that of the 

composer’s late work, the Grosse Fuge, Op. 133.  Beethoven composed this double fugue nearly 

three decades after the Op. 18 quartets and a mere two years before his death.  Although the 

excerpt begins in similar fashion with unison texture alternating with silence, in Op. 133, as seen 

in Figure 2, Beethoven exaggerates the unsettling textural contrast by maintaining the unison 

texture — with interjections of ominous silences — for an entire sixteen measures.  This 

unsettling effect is further intensified by his forceful dynamics, chromaticism, and 

unconventional phrase structure.  These elements, combined with the use of fermatas over the 

notated silence, dissolve all sense of metric continuity. 

Figure 2: Beethoven, Grosse Fugue, Op. 133, mm. 1–19 
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The unnatural synchronicity and extended duration of this statement project a sense of 

disquiet, prompting inconsistent critiques, from “eminently problematic” (Kerman 1966: 276) to 

“the most astonishing piece in music literature” (Gould 1984: 458).
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Statement of Topic 

Beethoven’s command of texture is arguably one of the most expressive devices utilized in his 

string quartets.  In particular, textural extremes — entire passages played in unison and sudden 

gaps of silence — are marked features that are used within a wide range of musical contexts.  As 

seen in the previous two examples, the juxtaposition of these two extremes maximizes the 

dramatic effect.  Questions arise regarding how these musical elements are used: What is the 

relationship between silence/unison and formal structure?  How does the normative use of these 

textural extremes relate to the development of Beethoven’s compositional style?  Are these 

effects different for a live performance versus a recorded piece?  And ultimately, how does 

Beethoven create expressive meaning through such textural extremes? 
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Literature Review 

The published literature concerning texture in music is sparse.  The Grove Music Online entry on 

texture is a mere three paragraphs in length, lacking any musical examples.1  The unnamed 

author vaguely defines texture as “a term used when referring to the sound aspects of a musical 

structure.”  The entry continues with a brief discussion of broad classifications of textures, 

specifically noting the distinction between homophony, where “parts are rhythmically dependent 

on one another,” and polyphony, where “several parts move independently or in imitation of one 

another.”  The entry cites only three bibliographic sources: a book by Anthony Hopkins (1982) 

on orchestral textures, a rather philosophical article by Jonathan Dunsby (1989), and an article by 

Janet Levy (1982) that discusses the use of texture as a communicative sign.  All three citations 

were originally published prior to 1990.   

The most significant of these sources is Janet Levy’s seminal article “Texture as a Sign in 

Classic and Early Romantic Music” (1982).  For Levy, texture is one of the “most elusive” 

parameters of music, dependent upon almost all other variables (1982: 482).  It is “necessary but 

never sufficient for conveying meaning,” analogous to the use of inflection in ordinary speech 

(1982: 483).  

Levy defines two types of textural signs: contextual and conventional.  While the former 

refers to the relationships between textures within a work, the latter refers to the expectation of 

the listener and the stylistic conventions of the composition.  She outlines three specific types of 

homophony and describes the connotations and expectations associated with each.   

1 "Texture." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press, accessed November 22, 2014, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/27758. 
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Levy devotes nearly half of her article to the function and expressive quality of unison 

passages.  In Levy’s view, such passages project an “aura of authoritative control,” capable of 

both describing “heraldic fanfares” and also capturing the authority found in “compulsions that 

inhabit the deepest reaches of the psyche…or in forces outside man’s nature” (1982: 507).  

Drawing on a comparison to society, Levy claims that unisons are “deeply rooted in primordial 

aspects of human experience,” yet are completely unnatural and “contrary to our sense of the 

individuality of human beings” (1982: 507).  

She attributes a sense of ambiguity to many unison passages due to their “power to deny 

full harmonic definition,” which is apparent in the chromaticism that opens Op. 133 (1982: 528).  

She provides examples demonstrating how unison texture functions in a variety of musical 

contexts: marking the beginnings of formal sections, commanding the authority of the listener, 

creating tonal instability, and marking global closure.  No matter the context, unison texture 

commands the full attention of the listener; this makes it effective for almost any compositional 

pursuit in which the composer wishes to mark the expressive or formal importance of a musical 

event.  At the close of her article Levy recognizes the need for further research on the topic of 

textural signs.  Nearly three decades since her article was published, Levy’s call has been left 

unheeded.  

In a more recent article, Elizabeth Hellmuth Margulis focuses a critical light on the lack 

of texture, that is, silence.  Her article emphasizes types of silence from an acoustical and 

perceptual perspective, rather than analytical.  For Margulis, “[s]ilence is unidimensional 

acoustically (defined only by its length) but multidimensional perceptually” (2007: 246).  

Following this definition she outlines various types and uses of silence.   
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Margulis differentiates between notated, acoustic, and perceived silences.  Listeners, she 

claims, do not always perceive silence corresponding to notated rests.  Furthermore, she states 

that true acoustical silence is quite rare within music, since the sound continues to reverberate 

within the instruments and performing space, even once the performer stops playing.  The 

normative function of silence, she claims, is as an ending, acting as a boundary to musical 

groups.  She neglects, however, to address whether such silences differ depending on the formal 

location of sections, such as at the end of a transition versus at the end of a development.  She 

also leaves unanswered the qualitative differences between silent articulations based on their 

hierarchal positions, such as between phrase segments, phrases, sections, or entire movements.   

Silence is especially powerful as a disruptive device between the boundaries of a musical 

group “because it interrupts not with new material, but with absence…permit[ing] a raw 

impression of interruption” (2007: 255).  Furthermore, silence can be used to bring a sense of 

self-awareness to the listener, an effect that Margulis terms “meta-listening.”  On a narrative 

level, silence acts as a communicative device both inviting the listener into the conversation, like 

gaps in spoken conversation, and creating a sense of intimacy.  Also serving a language-like 

function, silence can be used when there are no more words, or music, to express the intensity of 

the emotion.  Margulis describes such silences as “liminalizing” when it seems that the 

“threshold of expressability” has been reached (2007: 269).  

The work of Levy and Margulis demonstrates the expressive potential and variety of 

formal functions of silence and unison.  Since sound and homophony are normative elements 

within the genre of the string quartet, these textural extremes are similar in that they are both 

conceptually marked by their rarity.  In another regard, however, they are complete opposites— 
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 unison is the epitome of pure, intense sound, whereas silence is the lack of sound.  Each, 

though, requires all four voices to act in perfect synchronicity. 
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Methodology 

Since texture is not an independent parameter by itself, but rather, as noted by Levy, is 

dependent upon all other variables, I employ a variety of analytical approaches in my research.  

To interpret the formal placement and function of unison and silence textures, I rely on the work 

of Rothstein (1989), Caplin (1998), and Hepokoski and Darcy (2006).  I use Rothstein’s tonally 

based definition of a compete phrase and draw from Caplin for clarification of phrase-types and 

formal function.  The majority of my examples are drawn from movements organized in sonata 

form; I interpret these within the context of Hepokoski and Darcy’s sonata form theory.  My 

discussion of expressive meaning is informed by Hatten’s concepts of correlation and 

markedness (2004), as well as recent publications on topic theory by McKee (2014) and 

Margulis (2014). 
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Chapter 2  
 

The Opus 18 Quartets 

Normative Use of Silence/Unison as Signals of Formal Boundaries 

Although I consider several different types of silence, I define a “normative” silence as one that 

satisfies two constraints: first, it must occur within the conventional established formal 

boundaries of the movement, and second, it must not disrupt the overall hypermeter of the 

passage.  My definition of “unison” texture is a passage, typically at least a measure long, in 

which the same pitch occurs in all four voices, regardless of octave. 

One of the primary functions of silence within the Classical instrumental repertoire, and 

in particular the genre of the string quartet, is as an indicator of a grouping boundary.  Such 

normative silences are used to mark formal boundaries at all levels: within a phrase, between 

phrases, between sections, and between movements.  While silence may be thought of as a 

boundary marker, unison texture draws attention to the beginning or ending of a group.   

In this section, I examine how Beethoven uses silence and unison texture to articulate and 

reinforce the formal organization of his Op. 18 quartets.  In particular, I consider the sonata form 

movements of these quartets.  I begin with a discussion of normative silences in the first 

movement of the Quartet in F Major, Op. 18, no. 1.  Then I examine the placement of all notated 

silences within the Opus 18 quartets, examining how these silences act as boundaries within the 

sonata form structure.  
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Silence as a Grouping Boundary in Opus 18, no. 1 

At the smallest formal level, silence can support the segmentation of groups within a phrase.  As 

described earlier, this occurs in the opening bars of Op. 18, no. 1.  Within the fanfare-style 

opening, silence articulates the space between each declaratory motivic statement (much like the 

beginning of Mozart’s Symphony No. 35 in D Major, K. 385, “Haffner” and Beethoven’s 

Symphony No. 5 in C Minor, Op. 67). 

Figure 3: Beethoven, Op. 18, no. 1, 1st movement, mm. 1–18 

 These silences are normative in that (1) they appear between conventional phrase 

subdivisions and (2) they are typical features of fanfare openings.  In terms of Caplin’s 

definitions, this phrase is a sentence, with a 2+2+4 grouping organization (1998: 9–12).  As 

exemplified in Figure 3, the sentence is organized in three parts: the presentation of a basic idea 

(mm. 1–2), the repetition of the basic idea (mm. 3–4), and a continuation to the cadence (mm. 5–

8).  The lengths of these three parts form a 1:1:2 ratio, typical to sentence structure.  Beethoven 
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places rests between each of these sections, clearly defining the grouping organization while not 

disrupting the two-bar hypermeter of the phrase.  Thus these rests satisfy our definition of 

normative silence.  As Margulis notes, however, this type of silence is merely “perceived” 

silence, since the rests are acoustically filled with the resonance of the instruments and hall 

(2007: 246–47).   

Beethoven also utilizes unison texture within the opening two phrases of Op. 18, no. 1, 

which in combination with articulative silences is typical of the fanfare style.  The first two 

statements of the motif appear in unison at the beginnings of both the antecedent phrase and the 

consequent phrase.  These unison textures are presentational, intended to draw attention to an 

important motive, one which is repeated numerous times during the course of the movement.  

Indeed, unisons are typically presentational in function, rather than developmental or cadential. 

In fact, the opening unison passage not only begins a phrase; it also serves as the presentational 

gesture that opens the entire movement, quartet, and even opus set.   

Returning to the use of silence, the normative placement at the next higher level occurs 

between phrases.  In the opening of Op. 18, no. 1, this type of silence appears to be lacking— 

there are no notated rests after the half cadence in m. 8.  However, the junction between the 

antecedent and consequent phrases (mm. 8–9) naturally invites a bow lift or slight release, which 

results in what Margulis defines as a “perceived silence” due to standard performance practice 

(2007: 248).2 

2 For an example, listen to the Tokyo String Quartet (2007). 
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Figure 4: Beethoven, Op. 18, no. 1, 1st movement, mm. 28–35 

Since this movement is organized in sonata form, one would expect some type of textural 

definition between the action spaces of the movement, particularly at the medial caesura.3  While 

silence or unison textures are not employed between the end of the primary theme (P) and 

beginning of the transition (TR), the introduction of constant eighth notes in the inner voices 

marks a significant textural change (see Figure 4, m. 29).  It is the first phrase boundary without 

some sort of silence.  Thus the absence of silence marks the beginning of a transition space 

characterized by a higher degree of energy and continuity.  

As shown in Figure 5, a loud unison scalar passage provides emphatic closure of the 

transition zone, marking the arrival of the medial caesura (MC).  Rather than articulating this 

juncture with silence, Beethoven contrasts the intensity of the four-voice unison texture with a 

solitary first-violin line.  This solo texture, a type of silence, introduces the second theme zone 

(S). Levy describes, “a solo in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries almost always either 

is, leads to, or implies a beginning.” She likens the solo to the “first violinist in an eighteenth-

3 I use Hepokoski and Darcy’s terminology (2006). 
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century orchestra” who “step[s] forward, so to speak…to conduct the action 

at…conventionalized formal junctures” (1982: 499).  

Figure 5: Beethoven, Op. 18, no. 1, 1st movement, mm. 52–58 

 The longest unison section of this movement, shown in Figure 6, occurs in the 

recapitulation at the end of the closing section.  Similar to Op. 133 (previously shown in Figure 

2), the unison texture is strengthened by the persistent fortissimo dynamic, strong sforzando 

outbursts, chromaticism, and meter-obscuring fermatas.  Together this creates a musical crisis, 

warning the listener to pay close attention to the brief coda that follows, which provides closure 

to the entire movement.   

Figure 6: Beethoven, Op. 18, no. 1, 1st movement, mm. 270–88 
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In the last four bars of the movement, Beethoven again uses unison texture (see Figure 7).  

While this passage also contains sforzandos, this time they act more like stable punctuation, in 

agreement with the solo staccato eighths that immediately proceed.  The purpose of this unison 

is once more to define a structural juncture in the work’s form, the final cadence of the 

movement.  The notated rest after the final chord marks the largest formal division of the piece, 

between movements.   

Figure 7: Beethoven, Op. 18, no. 1, 1st movement, mm. 310–13 

 

Boundary Silences in the Opus 18 Quartets 

The normative use of silence as a boundary is common throughout many repertoires.  In her 

article, Margulis cites a corpus analysis by David Huron, which analyzes the notated rests in 

Helmuth Schaffrath’s Essen Folksong Collection (2007: 252).4  He found that within the 687 

pieces in the collection, 95 percent of the rests occurred between phrases, while the remaining 5 

percent fall within phrases.  Margulis further relates this result to language, referencing studies 

4 According to the online Themefinder database at www.themefinder.org (a joint project between Ohio State 
University and Stanford Uniersity), Helmut Schaffrath's Essen Folksong Collection contains over 7,000 European 
folk melodies that were encoded between 1982 and 1994. 
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that reveal that silences in speech also typically occur at boundaries (2007: 252–53).  She claims 

that such spoken silences allow for the listener to process ideas at a variety of hierarchical 

levels— silences between phrases in music also allow for processing of new, presentational 

ideas.   

A similar study can be completed with the sonata form first movements of the Opus 18 

quartets.  Within the first movements of this opus set, there are 158 notated silences.5  Of these, 

70 appear within the exposition, 36 within the recapitulation, and only 18 within the 

development each of the respective quartet.  There are at least 18 silences that divide major 

formal sections above the level of phrases, including those within the exposition (eg: P-T, T-S), 

between the major sections (exposition, development, recapitulation, and coda), and between 

movements (see Appendix).  All except Op. 18, no. 4 contain notated rests in the final measure, 

signifying intentional breaks of silence between movements.  There are significantly more 

silences in the exposition than other sections; this occurrence is expected due to the 

presentational nature of the exposition.  Like the earlier discussion of the opening phrase of Op. 

18, no. 1, Beethoven uses the opening section (the exposition) of each quartet to present the 

relevant idea, frequently bordered by silence, to ensure the listener has understood. 

While only three of the quartets contain silence at the medial caesura, all six contain a 

significant textural change at this location.  In a recent article, Mark Richards examines the 

evolution of Beethoven’s style in terms of the “obscured” medial caesura (2013).  He identifies 

three stages of a “complete medial caesura:” the harmonic preparation, textual gap, and harmonic 

acceptance by the secondary theme group (S) (2013: 168).  The normative medial caesura clearly 

5 This count does not include obviously articulative silences, such as the dotted sixteenth rest appearing in m. 3 of 
Op. 18, no. 2. 
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contains each of these three stages, while an obscured medial caesura will have obscured textural 

or harmonic elements.6  In his study, which considered of all of the fast, Type 3 sonatas within 

Beethoven’s published orchestral, piano, and chamber works, Richards shows that the default 

level of MC obscurity evolved throughout the composer’s career.  He claims that Beethoven’s 

default for works prior to Opus 31, including the Opus 18 quartets, was the un-obscured medial 

caesura.  In fact, all six of these quartets contain a significant textural change during the “textural 

gap” of the MC, and three of these quartets employ silence at this stage (2013: 190).  

 The data set of silences also reveals that none of the quartets contain silence between the 

development and the recapitulation.  One would expect this observation based on the overall 

structural trajectory from P in the exposition to the ESC in the recapitulation (Hepokoski & 

Darcy 2006: 17).  If a silence were to occur before the recapitulation, it would disrupt the 

momentum built during the development.  

 

Communicative Uses of Silence in Beethoven’s Formulaic Fanfare Openings 

Margulis writes that silence in speech serves as an “emblem of intimacy,” and in music, silence 

may serve a similar communicative role (2007: 269).  She discusses this function in the context 

of Debussy’s openings by referencing Hepokoski’s claim that “the primary purpose” of 

Debussy’s “formulaic openings…is to move from silence to a world of musical motion” (1989: 

44).  In an article, he claims that these openings “strive to condition the listener to a newer and 

truer world within” (1989: 45).  Margulis describes that “in the hushed, languid context of the 

Debussy opening [referring to the beginning of Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun], the silence 

6 Richards does not consider the possibility of metric obscurities of the medial caesura 
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mimics the hesitations of highly personal speech and helps construct an atmosphere of 

communicative intimacy” (2007: 269).   

The “formulaic opening” of Beethoven is a fanfare.  Unlike Debussy, his silences do not 

invite the listener into an interior reflective space.  Instead their blatantly extroverted character 

borders the phrase in such a manner that shuts out the listener.  Such openings isolate each part 

of the phrase and challenge the listener to penetrate their authoritative command.  
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Non-Normative Uses of Silence 

In the spirit of precise definitions, a “non-normative” silence is a silence that does not satisfy the 

requirements of a “normative” silence; that is, it does not occur within the conventional 

established formal boundaries and/or it disrupts the overall hypermeter of the passage.   

 This section will examine the role of non-normative silences in the final movement of 

Quartet in Bb, Op. 18, no. 6.  It provides a categorization between silences that disrupt the 

melodic versus harmonic structure of a passage and examines the effect of the performer on such 

silences.   

 

Silence and the Failure of the Deutscher in Op. 18, no. 6 

After an ominous, melancholic opening, filled with wandering chromaticism and metric 

ambiguity, the final movement of Op. 18, no. 6 suddenly leaps into a lively 3/8 dance.  

Eighteenth-century audiences would have instantly recognized this fast, triple-meter tune 

(illustrated in Figure 8) as the Deutscher, a cosmopolitan dance that was a precursor to the 

nineteenth-century Viennese waltz (McKee 2014: 174–80).  Unlike historical dances such as the 

Allemande or Courante, the Deutscher was a current dance of the time, quite popular among 

youth, and listeners would have been familiar with its choreography of continuous, vertigo-

inducing spins; in fact, the music likely would have prompted a kinesthetic response in the mind 

and body of the listener.   
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Figure 8: Beethoven, Op. 18, no. 6, 4th movement, mm. 1–8 

 The dance is structured in a sonata form without a development, as diagramed in Figure 9 

(Kerman 1966: 81).  The opening theme is carefree and lively, presented as an antecedent-

consequent phrase pair in Bb major.  The lower-neighbor ornamentation captures the continuous 

spiral motion of the dancer: this figuration mimics a departure and return to the same location, or 

in this case pitch, creating an almost dizzying effect.  A melodic fragment in the cello launches a 

transition (upbeat into m. 117), comprised of further motivic fragmentation.  One would expect 

an articulative silence at the end of the medial caesura (MC), however, the continuity 

characteristic of the choreography of the Deutscher prevails.7  A scalar line draws the listeners—

or dancers—seamlessly into the lyrical second theme in F major (m. 33).  While the added slurs 

create a slightly smoother melody, this second theme provides little contrast with the primary 

theme.  As a result, the joint between formal divisions does not interrupt the dance.  This 

continuity is even supported harmonically: Beethoven begins this theme on the dominant of  

7 The Deutscher was the only dance of its time requiring continuous motion (McKee 2014: 176) 
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Figure 9: Diagram of the Form of Op. 18, no. 6, 4th movement 
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F major, seamlessly connecting the end of the transition (TR) to the beginning of the secondary 

theme (S) with an “auxiliary cadence” (mm. 33–34).8  An authentic cadence occurs in m. 59–60  

followed by a retransition, which transforms the F-major chord from one of tonic function to a 

dominant function.  

 Introduced by a solo violin playing against the meter, the first theme returns in m. 72 and, 

after the fragmented transition, the second theme begins (m. 106).  This time it occurs in the 

primary key, confirming that this is a recapitulation.  The second theme is extended slightly, but 

comes to a strong authentic cadence in Bb major in mm. 136–37 (ESC).    

 After this cadence, the material from the retransition returns, reharmonized with 

subdominant tonicizations, providing a sense of imminent global closure, or perhaps, the 

appearance of a coda.  In dramatic and climactic fashion, however, the passage concludes with 

two consecutive fully-diminished seventh chords capped with a fermata that effectively brings 

the dance to a halt (see Figure 10).  These consecutive diminished seventh chords, related by the 

operation T1, are reminiscent of the progression of diminished chords in the Malinconia (mm. 

12–16). The listener is left with a sense of foreboding of what it to follow. 

8 My concept of “auxiliary cadence” is based on McKee (1996) and Burnstein (2005). 
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Figure 10: Beethoven, Op. 18, no. 6, 4th movement, mm. 133–50 

 Of textural significance is the articulation in the cello.  The staccato marking on the low 

E-natural indicates that this note should be detached from the Tempo I that follows in the next 

measure.  In a typical performance, the release of this cello note is coordinated with a cut-off in 

the upper three voices as well, creating a moment of silence (Silence # 1 in Figure 9) before the 

next section.9  Although the diminished-seventh creates a strange “ending,” this silence is 

normative in that it indicates a formal junction.  What follows, however, is not expected: rather 

than a coda—as would be typical to the genre of the Deutscher (to warn dancers of impending 

closure)—the music of the opening Malinconia returns.  The intense melancholy taints the gaiety 

of the ballroom, dissolving all expectation of what will follow. 

 

9 For this analysis, I rely on the recordings of the Alban Berg Quartet (2012), the Emerson String Quartet (2010), the 
Guarneri Quartet (1990), and the Tokyo String Quartet (2007). 
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Figure 11: Beethoven, Op. 18, no. 6, 4th movement, mm. 161–68 

 The dance attempts to begin again (Figure 11, m. 161), but the restoration lasts for only 

four bars—not even an entire phrase—before melody and accompaniment cease.  All parts drop 

into complete silence for more than an entire measure of notated rests: a crisis has occurred 

(Silence  # 2 in Figure 9).  The fragmentation continues with a brief two-measure return to the 

Malinconia.  The dance finally finds the courage to restart, first in G major, and then gaining 

enough momentum to return to the original key of Bb major. All expectation has been lost in 

trepidation, but the dance manages to persist to the end of the movement.  The Deutscher 

concludes with a tinge of apprehension, leaving dancers to reflect on this tempestuous ordeal.  

 In this final movement of Op. 18, no. 6, Beethoven uses the Deutscher topic, 

characteristic for its rapid continuity, to engage the physical imagination of the listener and then 

play with those expectations of continuous motion.  Recent research suggests that the resulting 

“musical surprise” of the silence may have even “felt” differently for an eighteenth-century 

concertgoer than it would to a modern audience, due to their direct relationship with this dance 

topic  (Margulis 2014: 638).   
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Melodic versus Harmonic Silences 

Deeper classification of non-normative silences can differentiate whether the silence disrupts the 

harmonic or melodic expectation of a passage.  Some non-normative silences allow the harmonic 

structure and expectation of the phrase to remain intact, merely creating an unexpected pause 

within the melodic line.  Others, however, completely interrupt the harmonic progression, 

fragmenting the harmonic trajectory of the entire passage. 

 The development of the first movement of Op. 18, no. 6 begins with fragmentation of the 

primary theme.  After a moment of normative silence signaling the start of the development, a 

motive, inspired by the primary theme, is presented in a stark unison statement.  The turn figure 

(upbeat to m. 92), which until now has primarily served as a pickup to the staccato arpeggiation, 

becomes an obsession.  It is passed around by the upper three voices for a few bars (mm. 96–99) 

before the arpeggiation itself becomes the new focus.  The eighth notes in the bass line, deriving 

from the inner voices of the exposition, become constant, further propelling the ascending 

arpeggiations forward.  After a pedal on a diminished seventh chord (Figure 12, mm. 106–109), 

the harmony shifts to g minor (vi in B-flat) and the bass line ceases.  In this measure (m. 110), 

first violin imitates the bass, transforming the alternating eighths into a melodic figure.  The 

conversation continues on the dominant of G minor (m. 111), as the cello and then first violin 

pass the eighths once more.  This time, however, there is no response from the cello.  The violin 

melody ceases—leaving a gap of silence just shy of two measures.  Finally, the silence is broken 

in the pickup to m. 114, not by the expected alternating leaping eighths, but by a stream of scalar 

eighths.  The melodic line has been interrupted by the silence—and the listener is left suspended 

upwards by the dominant.  Despite this melodic fracture, however, the harmonic progression 

remains sound, completing resolution from dominant to tonic in G minor.  Even the textural 
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expectation is preserved, since the solo cello breaks the silence, continuing the conversation 

between violin 1 and cello.  At this point, the scalar motive becomes the obsession, continuing 

constantly until a unison statement (mm. 137–39) and definitive cadence. 

Figure 12: Beethoven Op. 18, no. 6, 1st movement, mm. 104–115 

 In retrospect, this silence signifies not an interruption, but actually a sectional boundary 

between motivic ideas of the development.  In the first listening, the rest may be perceived as a 

gap, but upon the repeat of the development and exposition, this break may be recognized as the 

beginning of a new idea.  Curiously, this quartet is one of only two of the Opus 18 quartets with 

an indicated repeat of the development and exposition.10  

10 The other being Op. 18, no. 5 
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Figure 13: Beethoven Op. 18, no. 1, 1st movement, mm. 83–105 

 Non-normative silences can also disrupt the harmonic expectation of a passage; an 

example of this occurs in Op. 18, no. 1 (Figure 13).  Shortly after the Essential Expositional 

Closure (EEC, the cadence ending S in the exposition), two instances of silence appear.  These 

silences differ from those discussed in Op. 18, no. 6 in that they interrupt not only the melodic 

statement, but also the harmonic expectation.   The first (m. 88) occurs after four bars of material 

from S.  The upper three voices lift off of a diminished triad and then, after a measure of silence, 

they land on a tonic (C major) triad and complete the phrase with melodic material from P.  The 

statement repeats, with the first violin an octave higher on the S theme.  The listener expects the 

silence to be broken once more in a similar manner.  Instead, the second silence (m. 96) is 

broken by a chordal, chorale-like phrase—this time on a C minor chord.  Here the soprano line is 

static, completely contrasting with the melodic passage heard before.  These contrasting 
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examples illustrate the difference between silences that fragment the harmonic versus melodic 

material of each section.  

 

Performance Practice of Silences 

Regardless of the placement of silence within the formal structure, the meaning communicated 

by silences frequently lies in the responsibility of the performer.  The communicative effects of 

non-normative silences, as compared to normative boundary silences, depend even more heavily 

on the performer due to their unexpected nature.  Despite the notation of silences, performers can 

also use the duration of the silence to create dramatic effect. Margulis writes: “The performer 

determines the extent to which a silence sounds liminalizing.  Many performers rush across 

silences, shortening their notated duration in a reluctance, perhaps, to embrace the 

communicative intimacy implied by the score” (2007: 271).  In particular, the issue of 

performance practice of silences can be divided into three sections: the preparation of the silence, 

the duration of the silence itself, and the re-entry to sound.  I will use the musical examples from 

the previous section (pertaining to melodic/harmonic interruptions) to illustrate the 

communicative role of the performer in interpreting non-normative silences.   

 The harmonic fracture in m. 88 of Op. 18, no. 1 (Figure 13) is introduced by lyrical 

material from S.  The interpretation of the two eighths and quarter in m. 87 largely determines 

the effect of the ensuing silence.  For example, the Guarneri Quartet’s performance slightly 

accents the quarter note prior to the rest and then ritardandos into the measure of rests.  This 

interpretation creates a sense of closure, which reduces the surprise of the silence.  In contrast, 

the Emerson String Quartet and Alban Berg Quartet each stress the metric downbeat then slightly 

diminuendo (in m. 83), allowing the phrase to trail abruptly into silence.  Interpretation of the 
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unexpected minor chord – which breaks the silence in m. 96—also varies by performance.  The 

Emerson String Quartet and Tokyo Quartet play the chordal passage in m. 97 with a sforzando as 

indicated, but return immediately to the piano dynamic, creating a mysterious, eerie effect.  The 

Alban Berg Quartet, similarly plays these chords with a large sforzando, however, they maintain 

a loud fortissimo dynamic for the duration of the sustained minor chord. 

 The decisions of the performer also determine the effectiveness of melodic break in m. 

112 of Op. 18, no. 6 (Figure 12).  Again, the preparation of the silence relies on the treatment of 

the material prior to the rests, in this example, the last four eighth notes in m. 111.  The violinist 

of the Alban Berg Quartet treats these eighths as a closing gesture, slightly elongating them and 

even vibrating on the final C.  On the other hand, the Guarneri Quartet and Emerson String 

Quartet provide no hint of the impending silence: they maintain a constant tempo until the rest, 

shortening the articulation of the final note and leaving the listener suspended until the cellist 

enters.   

 In both of these examples, the length of the silences could also be examined.  With proper 

software (the capability of measuring sub-divisions of each second), one could compare the 

precise lengths of these silences, or even the ratio of the number of beats of silence to the 

preceding tempo marking.  Furthermore, if live performance or video recordings are available, 

one could analyze the meaning communicated by body language and physical motion of the 

performers during these non-normative silences. 

 While the performance practice aspect of silences seems most relevant to the unexpected 

non-normative silences, an analysis of performance practice could also extend to normative 

silences.  In particular, one could examine the variation in the duration of normative silences at 

different hierarchical levels of formal boundaries.  One could also examine whether performers 
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tend to vary the duration non-normative silences based on their type, such as melodic or 

harmonic.  Such performance practice decisions would largely affect the meaning communicated 

by the silence.   
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Chapter 3  

 
The Opus 59 Quartets 

This chapter begins to examine the way in which extreme textures—in particular, silence—

developed alongside Beethoven’s compositional style.  A change in the sheer number of silences 

in the Opus 18 versus the Opus 59 quartets explicitly illustrates this stylistic evolution.  Chapter 

4 provides further discussion regarding the extension of this study into the remaining middle- 

period and late-period string quartets as well as other repertoires. 

 

Boundary Silences in the Opus 59 Quartets 

Compared to the 158 notated silences present in the Opus 18 quartets, there are only 28 notated 

silences in the first movements of the three Opus 59 quartets.11  This suggests that Beethoven’s 

stylistic evolution to the middle period involved a change in his use of silence within the string 

quartet genre.  One possible cause for this change is the intended audience of each opus. 

Written during Beethoven’s earliest period, the Opus 18 quartets are often described as 

“conversational” in character.  Kerman writes that during this period of his quartet writing, 

Beethoven’s intended audience was “collegial,” that is, they were written for the “players 

themselves” (1994: 9–10).  In contrast, the middle period Opus 59 quartets were intended for 

public performance by the violinist Ignaz Schuppanzigh and his famous quartet.  Kerman 

describes the stylistic differences between the two opus sets: 

To compare Beethoven’s Op. 59 with his Op. 18 is to see in the music a leap in 
style and concept that bypasses the sociological move adumbrated by 
Schuppanzigh’s public concerts.  Think of the beginning of the first 
“Razumovsky” and the end of the last one; there’s not much conversation in 
evidence on either page.  A better term might be determined ensemble shouting.  

11 See Chapter 2 for more discussion of this data and its breakdown into normative and non-normative silences 
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At one time happy to converse, the string quartet now has acquired a new 
ambition: to project. (1994: 15) 
 

It seems that, while silence has a place within the intimacies of spoken conversation, there is 

much less of a need for this texture when the focus has been shifted to “shouting.”   

 The idea that the silences are related to the intended audience is supported by Kerman’s 

discussion of the final movement of the Quartet in Bb, Op. 18, no. 6.  As previously mentioned, 

the non-normative silences in this movement hint toward the style of the later quartets.  This 

observation concurs with Kerman’s description:  

Beethoven’s late music also enlarges upon the quality of self-absorption that he 
had first tapped so remarkably in La Malinconina…At one moment in the late 
quartets listeners are addressed, wooed, and confronted.  At the next moment they 
are forgotten left standing by as the artist wrestles along with musical issues of his 
own imagining. (1994: 18) 
 

While further investigation into the role of silence in the late quartets could confirm this 

proposition, one would suppose that Beethoven’s use of silence continued to develop as his 

compositional style evolved and the quartets became a “private vision” where he himself served 

as the audience (Kerman 1994: 25).  It is curious, however, that one of the most introspective 

pieces, the Grosse Fuge, which had to be replaced with a “more ‘public’ finale,” contains some 

of the most notable passages of silence and unison of Beethoven’s entire string quartet literature 

(Kerman 1994: 21).   
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Chapter 4  

 
Conclusions 

When considering silence as a texture, many issues arise regarding the classification of textures.  

Throughout the analyses in this paper, I have defined “silence” within the string quartet genre to 

be a passage where all four voices have non-articulative, notated rests.  Early on in my study, 

however, it became apparent that this definition posed some issues: while this seems like an 

obvious definition of silence, other textures can generate similar musical effects.  For example, 

after a texturally-dense passage involving all four voices, a single solo line can invoke an 

emptiness sharing many of the same characteristics as absolute silence.  Thus, a mere catalogue 

of types of silence ignores information crucial to analyze Beethoven’s use of texture.   

 This motivates the need for an analytical method with the capability of capturing and 

classifying textural nuances within a specific genre, such as that of the string quartet.  This 

particular genre lends itself to such analysis because the number of parts is adequate for a fully 

defined harmonic texture, yet sparse enough to provide a simple case as compared to the 

numerous textural possibilities of a full orchestra. 

 The first question involved in developing such a system is: what parameters define the 

“texture” of a quartet?  One apparent feature is the number of voices present.  Within a string 

quartet this could be labeled a ratio, the first number denoting the number of active voices and 

the second always a 4 to represent the four instruments.  This provides five total possibilities:  

1:4, 2:4, 3:4, 4:4, and finally, absolute silence, 0:4.  However, this is inadequate in that it does 

not capture the differences between four voices playing a single line in unison, a melody and 

accompaniment texture, or four voices in a contrapuntal texture.  Another parameter is needed to 

capture this textural element.   
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 One possibility is to account for the number of rhythmically independent lines.12  For 

example, if only two voices are present, then the two parts are either rhythmically independent 

from each other (2 voices, 2 rhythmically independent parts) or not (2 voices, 1 rhythmically 

independent part).  Since range and timbre affect texture, one should also consider the 

distribution of these parts within the string quartet.  Continuing with the example of two voices 

present, a different texture is formed by the presence of the two violins as compared to the 

texture of the viola and cello.  There are six possible “duos” formed by the four instruments of a 

string quartet.  Each “duo” can play either 1 or 2 rhythmically independent parts, so the total 

number of textures formed by two voices within the quartet is 12.   

 The classification becomes more complex when there are three voices present.  There are 

four possible “trios” formed by the players in the quartet.  Furthermore, three choices exist for 

rhythmic independence: (1) all parts are homorhythmic or unison (3 voices, 1 rhythmically 

independent part), (2) the three parts are divided into a “solo” and a “duo” (3 voices, 2 

rhythmically independent parts), and (3) each part is independent from the others (3 voices, 3 

rhythmically independent parts).  A simple combinatorial computation reveals that there are 20 

different possibilities for textures when three voices are present.13 

12 A rigorous definition of  “rhythmically independent” lines needs to be developed to make this analytic approach 
plausible. 
 
13 This calculation is computed as follows: the four possible “trios” selected from four players is � 43 �= 4.  Thus 
there are 4 arrangements for each of (1) and (3) above, where all three players are playing homorhythmically or 
contrapuntally.  The number of arrangements for choice (2) is 12.  This is calculated by counting the number of 
ways of selecting the “duo,” � 42 � =6, and then multiplying this by the two ways of picking one “soloist” from the 
remaining two players.  Thus the total number of possible textures when three voices are present is 4+4+12 = 20. 
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 Finally, if all four voices are active, then there are 24 possible textures.  If only one voice 

is present, then there are 4 possibilities, one for each solo instrument.  Combining these tallies 

shows that this system defines 60 possible textures within the string quartet.    

 As suggested in chapter 3, further investigation could apply this analytical method to all 

of Beethoven’s quartets to examine the textural element of his stylistic evolution throughout his 

early, middle, and late compositional periods.  Additional studies could apply this method to the 

classical quartet literature of Mozart and Haydn to examine how these earlier composers 

influenced Beethoven’s use of texture.  Similarly, an analysis of the late Beethoven quartets 

could be extended into studying the Romantic-era string quartet literature.  Since this system 

relies only on two non-harmonic parameters—the number of voices present and the number of 

rhythmically independent parts—it could even be used in a study of atonal twentieth-century 

works, or perhaps to compare the textural component of both tonal and atonal works in the string 

quartet literature.   

 This paper barely begins to reveal the potential for textural studies of Beethoven’s 

quartets and that of the greater string quartet literature.  It is appropriate, however, to begin these 

studies with a discussion of silence, as this extreme serves as the “blank canvas” upon which 

performers paint other musical textures.14   

 
 

14 Borrowing the metaphor from Margulis (2007: 246) 
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Appendix  

 
Formal Distribution of Notated Silences in the Opus 18 Quartets 

The table below displays the distribution of notated silences in the sonata form first movements 

of the Opus 18 quartets.  The second row displays the number of silences within the largest formal 

sections: the exposition, development, recapitulation, and possible coda.  For example, out of the five 

Opus 18 quartets containing a coda, two of them have notated silence at this formal juncture.  The next 

row further divides the exposition and recapitulation into the primary theme group (P), transition (T), 

secondary theme group (S) and closing theme group (C).  For example, three of the six first movements 

contain silence at the expositional medial caesura (MC).  Note that no count was included between P and 

T in the recapitulation because this formal boundary is not clearly defined in all of these quartets.  

Figure 14: Distribution of Notated Silences within the Opus 18 Quartets 
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