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Sonata in E-flat major for Viola and Piano, Op.120, No.2 

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 

 

 In December 1890, at the age of 57, Johannes Brahms announced to his publisher Fritz 

Simrock that he was retiring from composition. Simrock had published the so-called Double 

Concerto, Op.102, two years before. That proved to be Brahms’s final orchestral work. On its 

heels, Brahms had published three unaccompanied choral Motets, Op. 110. His String Quintet 

No.2 in G was premiered in Vienna in November 1890; Simrock would publish it the following 

year as Op.111. With that Quintet, Brahms appeared to bid adieu to his beloved chamber music 

as well. 

 

 The following summer, he renewed his acquaintance with Richard Mühlfeld, principal 

clarinetist of the renowned Meiningen court orchestra. Inspired by Mühlfeld’s rich clarinet tone, 

expressive playing, and superb musicianship, Brahms took pen to composition paper and 

resumed writing. Before his inspiration flagged, he had completed a Trio for clarinet, cello, and 

piano, Op.114 (1891); a Quintet for clarinet and string quartet, Op. 115 (1891), and two sonatas 

for clarinet and piano, Op.120 (1894, published 1895). These four works were Brahms’s swan 

song in chamber music. Among them were his last movements in sonata form; his last 

intermezzo and scherzo; and his final variations set. Collectively, they represent one of the most 

bountiful late harvests in any composer’s output. Music historians refer to them as Brahms’s 

Indian summer, sharing a gentle nostalgia. The clarinet sonatas in particular demonstrate superb 

craftsmanship and a tight, disciplined structure. Mostly, they are beautiful and moving music. 

 

 At the behest of the violinist Joseph Joachim, who had begun to play a lot of viola, 

Brahms arranged the Opus 120 Sonatas for viola and piano. The process necessitated some 

adjustments in octave registers. Proponents of the viola version believe that the instrument’s 

dark-hued timbre and inherent expressivity are well-suited to Brahms’s autumnal score. 

Clarinetists and violists have hotly debated the respective merits of the two versions ever since. 

Both groups lay claim to the Opus 120 Sonatas as late romantic masterpieces of their 

instrument’s literature. 

 

 Overall, the E-flat Sonata is an amiable work. The lovely opening movement is largely 

absent of any Brahmsian turbulence. The occasional outburst subsides in short order. Brahms 

develops his material with characteristic skill, and the second theme in the opening movement 

features an engaging canon between viola and piano. Variation technique takes precedence over 

rigid sonata structure, and the movement closes tranquilly.   



 

 The mood shifts abruptly with a bold Allegro appassionato. While on one level this 

movement indebted to the Viennese waltzes of Johann Strauss II, the persistent cross-rhythms 

identify it unmistakably as Brahms. It functions as a scherzo – and one that is remarkably similar 

to Brahms’s “F-A-E” Scherzo for violin and piano: one of his earliest instrumental duets. 

(Composed in October 1853, that Scherzo predates the exquisite First Violin Sonata by 25 

years.) The Viola Sonata’s central trio section nods to Hungarian Gypsy style, adopting a 

chorale-like texture.  

 

 For the finale, Brahms composed his last set of variations. The theme is deceptive: classic 

in its simplicity, yet slightly awry in its asymmetrical phrase structure (fourteen bars). The first 

four variations are unusually transparent for Brahms, but the fifth switches to minor mode and a 

denser texture replete with pianistic cross rhythms. The coda will surprise you. Brahms leaves no 

doubt when he has had his final say.  

 

 

Sonata No.1 in E minor for Cello and Piano, Op.38 

Johannes Brahms  

 

 Brahms was visiting Vienna when the Hamburg Philharmonic passed him over for 

consideration as its music director in 1862. He consoled himself with the cordial reception of his 

music in the Austrian capital. Within months of his return to Hamburg, the Vienna Singakademie 

contacted him to ask if he would be interested in assuming its directorship. Still smarting from 

the slight by his native city, Brahms accepted the offer, moving to the Austrian capital in August 

1863.  (Five years later, after the Hamburg orchestra denied him its leadership a second time, he 

settled permanently in Vienna.) The individual primarily responsible for championing his 

Viennese appointment was Josef Gänsbacher (1829-1911), a music-loving attorney influential 

with the Singakademie. He was the eventual dedicatee of Brahms’s first cello sonata. 

 

 Gänsbacher was a gifted and versatile man. His father, Johann Gänsbacher, was a 

prominent Austrian composer and conductor. The son clearly inherited some of his father’s 

talent, for he also dabbled in composition and played  both piano and cello. Until his late thirties 

he practiced law, but also maintained a private studio teaching both piano and voice. in 1868, he 

abandoned law in favor of teaching voice full time. 

 

 We probably have Gänsbacher to thank for the E-minor cello sonata, which might 

otherwise have languished incomplete or (worse yet) been destroyed. The two men had met and 

become friends during Brahms’s first visit to Vienna. Brahms had composed three movements 

for cello and piano in 1862 — a sonata/allegro, an adagio, and an old-fashioned minuet/trio —

but set the work aside. After renewing his friendship with Gänsbacher in Vienna, he discarded 

the Adagio and added a fugal finale. (The slow movement was eventually recycled, in a different 

key, for use in the F major cello sonata, Op.99, which followed this first sonata by some twenty 

years.) The e-minor work was complete by June 1865, and was published in 1866. It was 

Brahms’s first published duo sonata.  

 

 In two letters to his publisher Fritz Simrock, Brahms described this sonata as “not 



difficult for either instrument.” Easy for him to say! Gänsbacher must have been an excellent 

cellist to have navigated the treacherous finale (written for him), which is notorious for a dense 

piano part that can easily overpower the cello. All three movements present challenges in 

different ways. The opening Allegro non troppo is an expansive, large-scale sonata form, longer 

than the other two movements combined. Its sheer narrative mass is daunting for the performers. 

That stated, it presents wonderfully lyrical  moments for both players, emphasizing the rich 

lower register of the cello. It is a testament to the personal nature of Brahms’s music--everyone 

hears it differently—that the opening piano accompaniment has been described by one author as 

“gentle syncopated sighs” and by another as “inexorable offbeat chords.” What you will 

remember, what will touch your soul, is the melancholy, troubled cello theme, whose character 

suffuses the entire sonata.  

 

 All three movements of Op.38 are in minor mode, an unusual dwelling on the dark side, 

even for Brahms. Yet the second movement, more intermezzo than slow movement, has both 

irony and wry humor, despite its home tonality of a- minor. (The trio section is in f#-minor.) Just 

as its subtitle --Allegretto quasi Minuetto-- harks back to a century before, its phrygian hints 

suggest earlier an harmonic system. Yet, as Malcolm MacDonald has written, “although it 

appears to look backward, the movement strikingly anticipates the ambiguous flavours of some 

of Mahler’s scherzi in similar dance steps.” 

 

 Many critics have noted the resemblance of Brahms’s fugue subject to Contrapunctus 

XIII in Bach’s The Art of Fugue. Even those who don’t specifically associate the melody with 

Bach will notice the austere counterpoint of Brahms’s exposition and the motivic connection 

with the first movement. Once you start listening for them, there are thematic connections to 

other sections of The Art of Fugue in Brahms’s first movement as well. His remarkable finale 

merges sonata form with fugue, tossing in all manner of contrapuntal wizardry that attests to his 

mastery of Bach’s techniques: stretto, inversion, episodes all salute the Baroque master. The 

stormy, momentous coda, however, is superbly Brahmsian. 

 

 

Sonatensatz [Sonata movement]: Scherzo in C minor from the “F -A- E” Sonata 

Johannes Brahms  

 

 A very young Johannes Brahms left Hamburg in April 1853 on tour with the Hungarian 

violinist  Eduard Reményi. In Hanover, he met the distinguished violinist Joseph Joachim; in 

Weimar he met Franz Liszt. Throughout the summer he continued to acquaint himself with other 

German cities and their prominent musicians. His travels brought him to Düsseldorf at the end of 

September. On 1 October, he called on the city’s musical power couple, Robert and Clara 

Schumann. Robert immediately asked Brahms to play some of his own compositions. Brahms 

obliged, and both Schumanns immediately grasped the young man’s extraordinary gifts. That 

night in his journal, Schumann wrote, “Visit from Brahms, a genius.” Brahms spent time with 

the Schumanns nearly every day for a month.  

 

 Joachim was scheduled to play a violin recital in Düsseldrof in late October. Schumann 

proposed a new work for the occasion a collaborative sonata with each movement by a different 

composer. The three contributors were Schumann, Brahms, and Albert Dietrich, one of 



Schumann’s finer composition students and a rising young conductor. Dietrich wrote a spacious 

opening movement, Schumann offered an Intermezzo and Finale (later reworked into his own 

Third Violin Sonata) and Brahms produced a driving Scherzo in C minor.  

 

 The initials ‘F.A.E.’ stand for frei aber einsam [‘free but lonely’] a phrase that Joachim 

had adopted as his personal motto. It embodies the romantic life of a great performing artist who 

is often on the road for extended periods. For the purposes of this ‘sonata by committee,’ his 

colleagues adopted the slogan as their own.  

 Alone among the three composers’ movements, Brahms’s scherzo has remained in the 

repertoire, anchored by Beethovenian urgency and a splendid piano part that occasionally 

overwhelms the violin. The rhythmic motto that opens the movement recalls Beethoven’s Fifth 

Symphony; Brahms hammers it home with stubborn insistence. His contrasting trio section is a 

more personal tribute, in the warm and lyrical style of Schumann.  

 

 The Scherzo remained unpublished until 1906, nine years after Brahms’s death.  

 

 

Navarra, Op.33, for 2 violins and piano   

Pablo de Sarasate (1844-1908)   

 

 Boris Schwarz, in his entertaining and landmark study Great Masters of the Violin, calls 

Pablo de Sarasate [pronounced Sah-rah-SAH-tay] “the last of the great nineteenth-century 

virtuosos: suave, elegant, brilliant in a very personal way, idolized by the public in both 

hemispheres.” Because Sarasate lived into the early years of the 20th century, some of his 

recordings have been preserved, and a number of contemporary descriptions of his playing also 

survive. He was a technically precise player with an elegant style and a piercing, sweet tone. A 

child prodigy, Sarasate earned a scholarship at the age of eight to study at the Madrid 

Conservatory. When he was ten, the Spanish Queen Isabella gave him a Stradivarius violin. Two 

years later he was sent to Paris to study with Alard at the Paris Conservatoire. Within a year he 

had won first prize there, and completed his formal study at age fifteen. 

 

 Perhaps because of his Spanish temperament, Sarasate had little sympathy for the large-

scale  Germanic works. His interpretations of the concerti by Brahms and Beethoven lacked 

conviction and a sense of architecture. For flashier, virtuosic pieces, however, he had no peer, 

and an astonishing number of romantic works were written for and dedicated to him. These 

include Bruch’s Second Concerto and Scottish Fantasy, Saint-Saëns’s First and Third Concerti 

plus the ever popular Introduction and Rondo Capriccioso, Lalo’s First Concerto and Symphonie 

espagnole, and Wieniawski’s Second Concerto.  

 Like many virtuoso performers of his day, Sarasate also composed a considerable amount 

of music for his instrument. His best known works are the Carmen Fantasy and the popular 

Zigeunerweisen. Navarra is a salute to his native province (Sarasate was born in Pamplona, the 

provincial capital of Navarre), employing characteristic Spanish dances like the jota. The work is 

in three sections, but you probably won’t pay much attention to them because the excitement in 

Navarra is the pyrotechnics and razor-precise ensemble required of the three players,  

particularly the two violinists. Sarasate demands dazzling fiddle technique, including left-hand 

pizzicato, false harmonics, and a Pandora’s box of other difficulties. In the grand scheme, 



Sarasate may not have had great depth, but he made up for it in panache and sheer fun. There are 

times when glitz is an asset. Navarro will make you want to return to Spain, which means that 

Sarasate succeeded in what he set out to do.  

 

 

 

Quintet for Piano and Strings in F minor, Op.34 (1865) 

Johannes Brahms  

 

 One of the darkest musical canvasses of Brahms's entire career, the Piano Quintet 

underwent several metamorphoses before it crystallized in its current form.  The music dates 

from 1862, although it was not published until 1865. Originally Brahms intended it for string 

quintet.  His friend and chamber music collaborator Joseph Joachim persuaded him that the 

string ensemble, even enlarged by the second cello, was insufficient to do justice to the work's 

musical climaxes and symphonic conception.   

 Switching to the keyboard, whose sound could achieve a more orchestral breadth, 

Brahms chose to rewrite the work as a sonata for two pianos; in this version it was performed in 

Vienna in April 1864, more than two years before the Quintet’s première. (The two piano 

version was published in 1871 as Op.34a.) With two pianos at his disposal, Brahms achieved the 

power and clarity he sought, but he remained dissatisfied with the forfeiture of string color and 

timbre.  He finally arrived at a synthesis of piano and strings. The result – in the version we hear 

– is a chamber music masterpiece that has been called the climax of his first maturity. 

 

 The overall impression this quintet creates is one of grandeur and monumental tragedy.  

Perhaps because it underwent such extensive reworking, it is filled with a profusion of melodic 

ideas.  If the grand scale and impassioned mood of the quintet as a whole are Beethovenian, its 

melodic abundance, particularly in second themes and in the slow movement, is more 

Schubertian. 

 

 Brahms's opening movement is initially restrained and tragic. Piano, first violin and cello 

state the theme in stark unison before the full ensemble lashes forth with a series of angry, 

defiant musical utterances. These two contrasting ideas furnish much of the material that Brahms 

develops in the expansive Allegro non troppo. Along with a related motive that is introduced by 

a falling, sighing half-step, these musical ideas will recur in subtly altered form throughout the 

entire quintet.  

 

 The slow movement, in tripartite [ABA] form, shares the dreamy, lyrical quality of the 

analogous movement in the early Piano Sonata in F minor, Op.5.  Piano introduces Brahms’s 

material in parallel thirds and sixths, with syncopated octave commentary from the strings. Hints 

of minor mode inflect the harmonies with an Eastern European flavor. Brahms is at his most 

Schubertian in this lovely movement.  

 

 The scherzo is expansive and massive, with thunderous passages that call to mind the 

scherzo of the Beethoven Fifth Symphony.  Brahms sets up a splendid contrast between the 

pizzicato pedal of the cello and the sinuous, syncopated meanderings of first violin and viola in 

unison. Their quiet opening statement switches meter briefly to introduce a rat-a-tat-tat reference, 



still pianissimo, to the first movement. Then the full ensemble explodes into the Beethoven 

allusion. The gentler side of Brahms’s musical personality manifests itself in the Trio, whose 

melody draws on the heritage of folk music. Still, there are grandeur and majesty in these 

gestures.  

 

 A mysterious slow introduction – the only one in Brahms’s chamber music –  opens the 

finale. Marked Poco sostenuto [A bit sustained], that introduction is one of the sections for 

which strings were essential to deliver the desolate quality that Brahms desired. The balance of 

the finale is an abbreviated sonata/rondo. Brahms gathers momentum slowly, deceiving the 

listener with apparent switches of temperament, for there is much humor in this music to mitigate 

its darkness. Very likely the entire movement served as a structural model for the finale to the 

First Symphony (1862-1876). 

 

 The quintet culminates in a magnificent, oversize coda that shifts into overdrive. Brahms 

recasts the main theme first in 6/8 time, then by syncopation, driving it toward its dramatic 

conclusion.  Symphonic in its conception, the quintet is a masterpiece of the chamber music 

literature, providing a profound and memorable listening experience.  


