
Barber Adagio for Strings  
 

Samuel Barber (1910-1981) formed part of the circle of early American composers, such as 
Harris, Hanson, Schuman and others. Their style is often described as “neo-romantic”, and 
clearly follows principles of 19th century European trends. As a result, typical works would 
be symphonies, opera and chamber music. While residing in Austria, the composer was 
approached by conductor Arturo Toscanini to rework the slow movement of Barber’s first 
string quartet, op. 11 (1936) for string orchestra, in which format it was performed by 
Toscanini in 1938. Although slow single-movement works for strings had been around, such 
as Richard Strauss’ Metamorphosen (to which may be added the popular Adagietto from 
Mahler’s 5th symphony), Barber’s adaptation clearly started a trend for the Adagio for 
Strings as a genre on its own. The work’s popularity led to its becoming the most performed 
American composition ever. Generations of music lovers have been touched by the poetic 
sadness of the work, and it became customary as a solemn musical expression at the 
funerals of luminaries such as presidents and the physicist Albert Einstein.  

  Its grandeur lies in its 
maintaining a single mood 

throughout, made possible by a single rustic theme (in two related sections; see first section 
in example) in the first eight bars. The theme appears ten times in the course of the work’s 
brief duration of approximately 9 minutes. One is reminded of the same free-flowing, 
“timeless” (vocal) texture of many a 16th century mass movement, such as those by 
Palestrina, though naturally without Barber’s “romantic” expressivity: Note the dramatic 
climax in the highest register, before the pianissimo closing bars. Since at the time the 
composer was living in Europe, the work has been seen as a prophetic expression of the 
looming tragedy of war. The “vocal” quality led to its adaptation by the composer (1967) to a 
choral work, on the text of the Agnus Dei (Lamb of God, who carries the sins of the world...), 
from the liturgical Mass. Whilst apparently in the key of B-flat minor, the work ends in F major, 
functionally the dominant chord of the key. This might also be explained as in some 
association with the medieval “Phrygian” mode (here on F), which, in our time, has often been 
associated with death itself... 

 


