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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING POWER OF BARBER’S
ADAGIO FOR STRINGS

Few  pieces  of  classical  music  have  achieved  the  emotional
resonance and cultural ubiquity of Samuel Barber’s Adagio for
Strings. Composed in 1936 as the slow movement of his String
Quartet, Op. 11, Barber later arranged it for string orchestra at
the suggestion of conductor Arturo Toscanini. The result was a
work that transcends its origins, becoming a universal symbol of
mourning,  reflection,  and  sublime  beauty.  For  musicians,
conductors,  and students,  obtaining and studying the Barber
Adagio  for  Strings  score  is  essential  to  understanding  its
emotional  architecture  and  technical  demands.  This  article
provides a comprehensive exploration of the score, its history, its
structure, and how to acquire and interpret it.

THE GENESIS OF A MASTERPIECE: FROM QUARTET TO
ORCHESTRA

Composition and Early
Reception
Samuel  Barber  wrote  the  String  Quartet  in  B  minor,  Op.  11,
during a summer stay in Europe in 1936. The second movement,
marked Molto adagio, became the foundation for the Adagio for
Strings. Barber was only 26 years old at the time. The quartet
premiered in Rome in 1936, but it was Toscanini’s decision to
perform the orchestral version with the NBC Symphony Orchestra
in  1938  that  catapulted  the  piece  to  fame.  Toscanini  had  a
reputation for rejecting most contemporary American works; his
embrace of Barber’s score marked a turning point in American
classical music.

Why an Orchestral
Arrangement?
Barber’s decision to re-score the movement for string orchestra
was  practical  yet  inspired.  The  Barber  Adagio  for  Strings
score  calls  for  a  standard  string  orchestra  (first  violins,  second
violins,  violas,  cellos,  double  basses).  The  texture,  originally
intimate in the quartet, expands into a rich, soaring tapestry. The
arrangement  allows  sustained  lines  to  breathe  over  a  larger
ensemble, heightening the piece’s cumulative emotional power.
Modern  publishers,  such  as  G.  Schirmer,  offer  both  the  original
quartet and the orchestral version, with the latter being far more
frequently performed and studied.

ANATOMY OF THE SCORE: STRUCTURE, KEY, AND
DYNAMICS

Key and Tonality
The  Adagio  for  Strings score  is  written  in  B-flat  minor,  a  key
that Barber uses to create a sense of profound melancholy. The
piece begins softly in the lower strings, introducing the famous

arching  melody.  The  key  signature  includes  five  flats,  but  the
harmonic language stretches into chromaticism. Understanding
the key is crucial for conductors and players to shape the long
phrases without losing tonal center. Many analysis texts note that
the  piece  is  a  slow,  continuous  crescendo  that  builds  to  a
shattering climax before receding.

Phrasing and Dynamic
Markings
The score is remarkably sparse in its markings. Barber indicates
molto adagio  (very slow) at the start, and the tempo remains
steady throughout.  The dynamic range is  extreme:  from ppp
(very, very soft) at the beginning and end to a powerful fff (very,
very loud) at the climax. The Barber Adagio for Strings score
also  includes  carefully  placed  crescendo  and  diminuendo
markings that guide the ensemble toward the peak. One of the
most challenging aspects for string players is executing the long,
seamless  bow  strokes  required  to  sustain  the  lines  without
breaks.

Notable Sections and
Climax
The piece follows an arch form: the opening statement in the
violas  and cellos;  a  higher,  more  intense variation;  a  second
buildup;  and finally  the  peak on a  high  B-flat  in  the  first  violins.
The score indicates a fermata (pause) at the climax before the
music collapses back into the lower register. The last few bars
fade into silence, often leaving audiences breathless. Conductors
must carefully balance the voices to ensure the melody never
overpowers  the  harmonic  support.  The  Barber  Adagio  for
Strings score is a model of economy—every note matters.

PERFORMANCE CONSIDERATIONS: INTERPRETING THE
SCORE

Tempo Choices
The suggested tempo is about 48–52 beats per minute for the
quarter  note,  but  many performances  vary.  For  instance,  the
famous recording by the New York Philharmonic under Leonard
Bernstein is notably slower, drawing out the pain. Others, like
Arturo  Toscanini’s  premiere  recording,  are  more  flowing.  When
studying  the  Barber  Adagio  for  Strings  score,  musicians
should  consider  that  Barber’s  manuscript  does  not  include  a
metronome  marking—only  molto  adagio.  Thus,  interpretation
becomes a matter of taste and ensemble capacity.

Bowings and Fingerings
String players often annotate their individual parts from the full
score. The Adagio for Strings score does not specify bowings,
leaving  that  to  principal  players  and  conductors.  A  common
approach is to use long, connected bow strokes (legato) and to
change bows discreetly at phrase breaks. The chromatic shifts,
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such as the leap of a minor seventh in the melody, require careful
intonation.  Many  editions  of  the  score  include  suggested
fingerings,  especially  for  the  upper  positions  in  violins.

Emotional Delivery
Beyond  technical  precision,  the  Barber  Adagio  for  Strings
score demands emotional maturity. Performers must understand
the context: the piece was used at the funerals of Franklin D.
Roosevelt  and  Princess  Diana,  and  it  was  played  after  the
September 11 attacks. The score becomes a vessel for collective
grief. To interpret it authentically, musicians should focus on the
ascending lines that seem to reach for hope, and the descending
lines that signify resignation.

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL IMPACT OF THE SCORE

From Concert Hall to Pop
Culture
The  Barber  Adagio  for  Strings  score  has  appeared  in
countless films, television shows, and video games. Most notably,
Oliver Stone used it in Platoon (1986) to underscore the horror of
the Vietnam War. That sequence introduced the piece to millions
who might never attend a symphony concert.  The score also
appears in The Elephant Man, Amélie (a brief reference), and the
video game Homeworld. Each usage leverages the score’s ability
to convey deep sorrow without words.

The Score as a Symbol of
Mourning
Because of its association with tragedy, the Barber Adagio for
Strings  score  is  often  requested  for  memorial  services.  Its
power lies in its universality. The melody is simple enough to be
remembered,  but the harmonic tension is  complex enough to
reflect  genuine  pain.  Musicologists  have  noted  that  the  piece
contains  no  specific  program  or  narrative—it  is  pure  emotion.
Conductors who lead performances of the Adagio for Strings
often speak about the responsibility of handling the climax, which
can feel overwhelming.

Awards and Recognition
Barber’s score has been recorded hundreds of times. It won a
Pulitzer  Prize (though for  the broader category of  music,  and
controversially,  since  it  was  already  popular).  The  original
manuscript of the Barber Adagio for Strings score is held by
the Library of Congress and is considered one of the treasures of
American music.

OBTAINING THE BARBER ADAGIO FOR STRINGS
SCORE

Published Editions
The standard edition of the Barber Adagio for Strings score is
published by G. Schirmer, Inc. It is available for purchase as a full
conductor’s score, as individual parts (set of parts), or as a study
score (miniature score). The study score is ideal for analysis and
classroom use. The G. Schirmer edition includes the orchestral
version for  string orchestra  (with  optional  divisi  in  violas  and

cellos). The price varies, but the score typically costs between
$20 and $50 depending on the format.

Digital Scores and Rental
Options
For those who need the Barber Adagio for Strings score for
performance, many orchestras rent the parts from the publisher.
Digital editions are available through IMSLP (International Music
Score Library Project) for the original string quartet version, but
the  orchestral  arrangement  remains  under  copyright  in  most
countries  until  2035  or  later.  However,  some  libraries  offer
digitized copies for educational reference. Always ensure you are
using a legal copy if performing in public.

How to Read the Full Score
The  Barber  Adagio  for  Strings  full  score  shows  all
instrumental  parts  stacked  vertically.  The  first  page  usually
includes the instrumentation list: 1st Violins, 2nd Violins, Violas,
Cellos,  Double  Basses.  The  tempo  marking  (molto  adagio)
appears  at  the  top  left,  and  the  key  signature  (B-flat  minor)  is
written  with  five  flats.  The  score  uses  transposed  notation  (all
parts are written in concert pitch except the double bass, which
sounds  an  octave  lower).  Conductors  use  this  score  to  cue
entrances and shape the ensemble.

EDUCATIONAL VALUE: WHY STUDENTS SHOULD
STUDY THIS SCORE

Teaching Form and
Counterpoint
The Barber Adagio for Strings score  is  a  staple  in  music
theory and analysis courses. It exemplifies a simple ternary form
(A-B-A’ with coda) and features chromatic voice leading that is
both rigorous and expressive.  Students can trace how Barber
builds  tension  through  rising  sequences  and  unresolved
suspensions. The score also demonstrates how less can be more:
there are no virtuosic passages, only sustained emotional arcs.

Conducting and Ensemble
Skills
Conductors-in-training often cut their teeth on the Adagio for
Strings  score  because  it  requires  precise  control  of  long
phrases, breath (bow strokes), and dynamic shape. The challenge
is  maintaining  intensity  over  an  eight-minute  span  without
rushing. Ensemble players learn to listen across sections, as the
melody passes from violas to violins to the upper cello line. The
piece is also an excellent exercise in intonation due to chromatic
intervals.

CONCLUSION: THE SCORE AS A TIMELESS BLESSING

The  Barber  Adagio  for  Strings  score  is  far  more  than  a
collection  of  notes  on  a  page.  It  is  a  cultural  artifact  that
encapsulates human grief, tenderness, and resilience. Whether
you  are  a  performer  seeking  to  honor  Barber’s  meticulous
markings, a student analyzing its harmonic structure, or a listener
wanting to understand why this piece moves millions, the score
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rewards deep study. From its humble beginnings as a quartet
movement to its status as one of the most performed orchestral
works of the 20th century, the Adagio for Strings continues to
speak  directly  to  the  heart.  Obtaining  a  copy  of  the
score—whether a miniature study score for your shelf or a full

rental set for your orchestra—opens the door to one of classical
music’s  most  profound experiences.  In  the hands of  sensitive
musicians, the black dots and lines of the Barber Adagio for
Strings score become pure, shared emotion.


