
NOTES ON THE PROGRAM 
 

Sonatensatz, Scherzo in C Minor from the F-A-E Sonata for Violin and Piano        Johannes Brahms 
                                                                                                                                                      (1833-1897) 

Imagine John Adams, Philip Glass, and Steve Reich collaborating to write a 
violin sonata for Itzhak Perlman. That is similar to what happened when 
Robert Schumann initiated the idea that he, Brahms, and the lesser-known 
Albert Dietrich should do just that as a surprise gift for Joseph Joachim, the 
preeminent violinist of their day and a close friend to all three. From this 
notion was born the F-A-E Sonata, so named after Joachim’s musical motto 
frei aber einsam (free but lonely) which is a variation on Brahms’ own motto 
frei aber froh (free but glad). Both mottos reflect the relative attitudes of 

Joachim and Brahms concerning romantic love. Apparently, at the first reading given by 
Joachim and Clara Schumann, Joachim had just emerged from a failed love affair with Gisela 
von Arnin and was indeed free but not happy. Gisela herself was present. At the reading, 
Joachim was challenged to identify the composers, and he did so without hesitation. Dietrich 
wrote the first movement, Schumann the Intermezzo and the final movement, and Brahms the 
brilliant Scherzo which remains the only movement played regularly today. Transcriptions of the 
Scherzo have been done for both violists and cellists eager to share the movement’s wonderful 
effectiveness.  
 The riveting opening by the violin (or cello or viola) is quickly picked up by the piano, and 
we have powerful repetition and the development of a motto, a technique for which Brahms is 
famous. This continues with equal drama for both instruments. As also typical of Brahms, the 
scherzo-like quality of the movement is interrupted by an intense lyricism. The usual “joke” of a 
scherzo is absent from Brahms’ treatment of the form. There is, however, power and drama as 
exemplified by the Sonatensatz. The lyrical section concludes, and the movement ends as it 
began. 
 The F.A.E. Sonata was completed in October of 1853, and the first reading given on 
October 28 of the same year. Only the Scherzo was published in 1906 and the full sonata not 
until 1935.  
 

Sonata No. 1 in A Major for Violin and Piano, Op. 13               Gabriel Fauré 
                                                                                                                 (1845-1924) 
In light of the contrasting musical styles that flourished within his 
lifetime—Berlioz to Stravinsky—Fauré remained an ostensible conservative 
but at the same time created a bridge between Romanticism and the new 
music of the first quarter of the 20th century. He escapes any real 
categorization, however, because of a certain elusiveness that pervades his 

music. Yet it has its own form of sophistication and elegance that elicited the highest praise 
from the severest critics. In a 1924 article in Musical Quarterly, Marcel Proust called it “a 
mixture of lechery and litanies” and, in an 1897 letter to Fauré said: “I not only admire, adore 
and venerate your music, I have been and still am in love with it.” Debussy compared it to “the 
gestures of a beautiful woman,” and Albert Roussel said in a 1924 article in the French journal 
Comodia, “Without noise or fuss of meaningless gestures, he pointed the way toward 
marvelous musical horizons overflowing with freshness and light.” With their graceful beauty, 
wealth of musical ideas, generous Romanticism, and new sense of harmony, Fauré’s 
compositions justify all of these comments. 
 Unlike his French colleagues, Fauré had a dislike of strong colors and dramatic effects 
which, according to musicologist Jean-Michel Nectoux in his Gabriel Fauré: A Musical Life 



(Cambridge University Press), he considered “too commonly a form of self-indulgence and a 
disguise for the absence of ideas.” Fauré, however, seemed to have invented his own sense of 
powerful color and drama as indicated in his wonderful body of chamber music works. Notably, 
he was a student of Saint-Saëns and a teacher of Ravel.  
 Fauré was not without his inner torments despite his success as a composer, as organist at 
the Madeleine, and as Director of the Paris Conservatoire. By the time he wrote his Sonata No. 
2 for violin and piano in 1916, he was completely deaf and had suffered severe depression. 
Although his marriage to Marie Femeit remained intact, he had various relationships including 
the singer Emma Bardac, the composer Adela Maddison, and finally with the pianist Marguerite 
Hasselmans who remained his companion from 1900 until his death in 1924. One cannot help 
thinking that these situations affected his music, subtly masked though they may have been.  
 Fauré wrote four sonatas, two for piano and violin and two for piano and cello. Three of 
them came after the age of seventy. Only the Sonata No. 1 in A Major, Op. 13 came earlier, in 
1875-76 when Fauré was thirty. It immediately established his highly original conceptions and 
became his most popular work, second only to the famous Elegy for Piano and Cello of 1880. 
The work was dedicated to Paul Viardot, brother of Marianne Viardot whom Fauré hoped to 
marry until she broke their engagement. It was first performed at the Société nationale de 
musique in Paris on January 27, 1877.  
 As clearly evidenced in both the Elegy and the A Major Sonata, the piano is essential to 
Fauré’s chamber music. Most pianists will tell you that it is wise to practice hands separately in 
Fauré’s piano parts because of their equal importance. Interestingly, Fauré himself was 
ambidextrous and also possessed the organist’s talent for finger substitution, i.e., the changing 
of fingers on one key to facilitate a rapid pace to the next key. All this does not imply that the 
violin is in any way neglected in the A Major Sonata. In fact, the two instruments often mirror 
each other in almost canon-like fashion.  
 We are quickly swept into the first movement Allegro molto by the piano but soon joined 
by the violin as the two instruments create a breathtaking exploration of Fauré’s thematic 
material. The opening solemnity of the second movement Andante builds to ecstasy as both 
instruments sing as they move back and forth between the contrasting moods. The third 
movement Scherzo offers both a liveliness we might not expect in Fauré and virtuosic demands 
we associate with Brahms before the movement comes to a surprisingly simple conclusion. The 
final Allegro quasi presto reveals Fauré at his most intense and powerful. Piano and violin 
exchange the persistent motif of the movement and bring a great variation in color to it. 
 
Les Berceaux, Op. 23, No. 1                                                                                        Gabriel Fauré 
                                                                                                                                                      (1845-1924) 
 Fauré’s lovely Berceaux was composed in 1879 as the first in a set of three songs. Surely it 
was its loveliness that encouraged its fame and numerous arrangements—notably for flute and 
harp, one for violin and orchestra, and this one for violin and piano. As its title indicates, the 
work suggests a cradle song. In a brief three-and-a-half minutes, Fauré exquisitely captures that 
sense in the gentle expressiveness for both instruments as they sing together.  
 
Sonata for Violin and Piano in D Minor, Op. 108                                                     Johannes Brahms 
                                                                                                                                                      (1833-1897) 

The last of Brahms’ three sonatas for violin and piano is exquisitely representative of his 
two faces, i.e., his Romantic spirit and his Classical form. In the D Minor Sonata, the two are in 
perfect balance, with the Classical form in no way constraining the Romantic spirit. The Sonata 
was completed in 1888 and springs from a particularly productive and pleasant period in 



Brahms’ life from 1877 to 1889 when he spent time at Lake Thun, Switzerland. Despite this 
relatively happy time, the D Minor Sonata has a dark and melancholy cast. 

The intensely lyrical opening offered by the violin is soon interrupted by a heroic piano 
statement. The two instruments pass the melody back and forth until they come together in a 
strong chordal unison. The piano leads while the violin accompanies in typical Brahmsian sighs. 

The second movement brings a tender Adagio. The sighs continue for both instruments, 
but the violin inserts dramatic double stops. There is a return to the opening melody before the 
movement ends quietly after violin trills. 

Rather than a scherzo, the brief third movement, as the tempo indicates, is a “Presto with 
feeling.”  Here the piano displays itself in elaborate arpeggios while the violin accompanies. 
Once again, the piano and violin meet in a chorale-like passage, underscoring the perfect 
balance of instruments so predominant in the whole sonata.  

The bravura opening of the last movement leads to a moving and sedate chorale. Much 
heroic virtuosity is displayed by both instruments before the chorale is restated and the 
movement ends triumphantly in a wonderful reinvention of Classical form and Romantic spirit.  

The Sonata No. 3 was dedicated to Hans von Bülow and premiered by Brahms and violinist 
Jenö Hubay in Budapest on December 22, 1888. 
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