
Review String Quartet No. 3 
A forgotten masterpiece of inner resonance and structural clarity 

Composed in 1990 but never performed, Joop van Liere’s String Quartet No. 3 is a 
profound work that deserves recognition. Cast in five distinct movements, it invites the 
listener on a journey that is both architecturally sound and poetically charged. The quartet 
unfolds like a spiral — each movement reflecting and deepening what came before. 

Movement I – Sonata with a Personal Voice 
The first movement adheres to classical sonata form — exposition, development, 
recapitulation — yet infuses this structure with lyrical freshness and rhythmic drive. 

●​ Exposition: A soaring primary theme emerges in the first violin, with subtle harmonic 
grounding from the viola and cello. A contrasting second theme, initiated by the cello, 
brings a more rhythmically active and grounded character.​
 

●​ Development: Here, Van Liere applies modulation and counterpoint to expand 
and fragment the thematic material. The textures become increasingly complex, 
pushing the harmonic language outward.​
 

●​ Recapitulation and Coda: The original themes return, transformed by the journey, 
and conclude in a coda that weaves both themes together — a gesture of 
reconciliation.​
 

Harmonic Language: Rooted in G major, the movement traverses E minor and D major, 
moving fluidly between tonal clarity and chromatic deviation, creating emotional breadth. 

Stylistic Elements: 

●​ Expressive melodic lines, shaped by dynamic contour and phrasing​
 

●​ Contrapuntal weaving reminiscent of Baroque fugue​
 

●​ Innovative rhythm, including syncopation and asymmetrical meters​
 

This movement establishes Van Liere’s voice as one that honors tradition while 
reimagining its expressive possibilities. 

 

 



Movement II – Adagio in Threefold Form 
A lyrical slow movement in ternary form (A–B–A), this movement evokes stillness and 
introspection, colored by harmonic subtlety and textural shifts. 

●​ A section: A serene, song-like melody in the first violin, supported by warm 
harmonic foundations.​
 

●​ B section: Tension rises — the viola and cello assume a more prominent role, and 
the harmony becomes chromatically dense, even ambiguous.​
 

●​ Return of A: The theme returns gently, altered by its detour — not a repetition, but a 
memory.​
 

Harmony: A minor tonality dominates, with chromatic sidesteps and unexpected 
modulations enhancing the emotional arc. 

Highlights: 

●​ Motivic transformation through instrumental dialogue​
 

●​ Subtle dissonance used as emotional tension​
 

●​ A sense of introspective narrative, reminiscent of Shostakovich's slower quartet 
movements​
 

Movement III – The Turning Point 
Movement III offers philosophical stillness. Neither fast nor slow, it oscillates between 
silence and gesture, breath and thought. This is the emotional pivot of the quartet, where 
sound seems to search inward rather than project outward. 

Here, Van Liere employs sparse textures, often leaving space between voices. Short, 
repeated motifs suggest ritualistic contemplation, and the movement as a whole feels like 
a clearing in the forest — a moment of suspension. 

This is the piece’s inner sanctum, its quiet heartbeat. 

 

 

 



Movement IV – Sway and Return 
This movement brings motion back to the foreground — not as force, but as latent energy. 
The form feels cyclical, with fragments reappearing in new light. 

●​ Motivic playfulness: Short ideas are tossed between instruments, sometimes 
echoed verbatim, sometimes altered.​
 

●​ The rhythmic landscape is unstable, creating the sensation of dancing on shifting 
ground.​
 

●​ There is an almost whimsical dissonance, a refusal to settle, yet also no desire to 
disrupt.​
 

The movement combines lightness and disquiet, a paradox that deepens the overall arc of 
the work. 

 

Movement V – Octave Obsession and the Epiphanic 
Chorale 
A culmination in every sense. This movement draws upon Beethovenian techniques — 
most notably the direct octave repetition, used obsessively. But unlike Beethoven’s stormy 
insistence, Van Liere transforms the repetition into a psychological mantra, a rhythmic 
incantation. 

●​ Repetition as force: Themes are stated, then immediately echoed an octave higher 
or lower, creating a sensation of escalating urgency.​
 

●​ Ritualistic structure: The movement gains weight not through harmonic 
development, but through the accumulation of gesture.​
 

Then — silence. A sudden registral ascent (a ‘heavenly ascent’) gives way to a chorale: 

●​ Lush, consonant, transparent — this chorale is not a resolution, but a moment of 
spiritual clarity.​
 

●​ Harmonically restrained, the chorale evokes timelessness, recalling Renaissance 
polyphony or even Feldman’s sacred hush.​
 

This is the emotional and formal zenith of the quartet — the echo of a revelation. 



Overall Form and Poetic Narrative 
Rather than a traditional four-movement layout, this five-part structure traces a spiral: 

●​ Movement I lays a foundation of clarity.​
 

●​ II and III move inward — emotionally, harmonically, conceptually.​
 

●​ IV regathers energy, and​
 

●​ V transcends form altogether in an act of musical surrender.​
 

The quartet as a whole feels like: 

●​ A cathedral of thought, built not from grand gestures but from intensely personal 
architecture.​
 

●​ A ritual journey from fragmentation to transcendence, from motion to stillness.​
 

●​ A poetic statement about memory, identity, and the limits of musical language.​
 

Conclusion: A Silent Masterwork Awaiting Voice 
Joop van Liere’s String Quartet No. 3 is a remarkable, introspective epic — one that 
communicates not through overt virtuosity but through inner necessity. Its lack of 
performance since its completion in 1990 is not a reflection of quality, but of the 
often-invisible pathways by which art reaches the world. 

In this music lies a rare poetic force — the kind that refuses spectacle in favor of honest 
presence. In the right hands, and with the right ears, it has the potential to become a quiet 
monument in the landscape of modern string quartets. 
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