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“Masters of Form and Color” 
 
 
JOHANNES BRAHMS (1833-1897) 
Sonata No.2 in A Major for Piano and Violin, Op.100  
 During the summers, Brahms’s habit was to escape Vienna, his adopted home, in favor of the beautiful alpine 

countryside. He was particularly fond of secluded villages tucked into the mountains, and returned to those he found most 

pleasant for subsequent holidays. The Swiss town of Thun drew him for three consecutive summers, from 1885 through 

1887. During the second, he composed a stream of chamber music in a mere six weeks: his Second Cello Sonata (Op.99), 

the Piano Trio No.3 in C minor, Op.101, and the Second Violin Sonata that opens this program. 

 All three works reflect a preoccupation with sonata form and an increased concern with compressing ideas. But 

how different they are from one another! The A major Violin Sonata is the most tender and intimate of the three, calling to 

mind the lyrical side of Brahms's character so evident in his early Serenades and the two string sextets. It shares the 

spacious introspection of the middle-period Horn Trio, Op.40. Brahms scholar Edward T. Canby compares the two works: 

 

[They] share between them that heavenly relaxation and good feeling, the rich, prolific melody, the 

ingenious informal structure that always marked this aspect of the composer's complex personality. 

These are the "unbuttoned" pieces, in contrast to those thought of as his "great" pieces — according to 

the ideal of Beethoven, Mozart, and Haydn — because he worked so much harder towards taut 

concentration and rigorous logic. 

 

Brahms composed the lovely Op.100 with his old friend Joseph Joachim in mind. Upon Joachim's separation and 

subsequent divorce from his wife, he and Brahms had experienced a serious rift. This Sonata was something of a peace 

offering, which may have influenced its overall character. In any case, with it Brahms produced one of the most flawless 

scores of his mature years, at once varied in texture and unified in spirit. Although his integration of the two instruments is 

among the most successful in the entire literature, the piano has a slight edge in terms of the weight of its material in the 

first movement, while the violin maintains hegemony in the radiant finale. That stated, the slow movement — which is not 

really slow, and compresses slow movement and scherzo into one with its twice-recurring Vivace section — is an 

astonishing marriage of the two instruments: sublime in its relaxed A-section, dizzying in the fleet quasi-scherzo that 

interrupts. 

 Despite the overall amiable quality of the entire work, Brahms is expert at achieving a dramatic and convincing 

close to each of the three movements.  

 

JOHANNES BRAHMS (1833-1897) 
Sonata in F minor for Viola and Piano, Op.120, No.1 
 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. In the intervening 24 months, 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; 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. 

 The clarinet pieces also prompted Brahms to resume a more public role in music-making. He performed the trio 



and both sonatas with Mühlfeld, and actually delayed the sonatas’ publication so that Mühlfeld could introduce them to 

various cities on tour. The violinist Joseph Joachim participated in some of these performances, too. That likely prompted 

Brahms to transcribe the two clarinet sonatas for viola (Joachim had begun to play a lot of viola), a process that 

necessitated some adjustments in octave registers. 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. 

 Although the outer movements of the F minor sonata are more active and driven than the Andante and the 

Allegretto grazioso, the overall mood is a startling contrast to Brahms’s other F minor works: the early Piano Sonata, Op.5 

and the magnificent Piano Quintet, Op.34. Those pieces are turbulent and occasionally angry. In this case, Brahms’s 

opening movement is predominantly lyrical despite his directive Allegro appassionato. Ivor Keys calls it ‘smoldering 

rather than explosive.’ One has a sense of austerity and restraint, leaving textures transparent so that we can hear the subtle 

intertwining of musical material between the two players.  

 The same close motivic unity pervades the two inner movements, which provide release of tension and contrast. 

The Andante, in A-flat Major, is related to sonata form, but simplified to a song-like ternary structure. Serene and 

melancholy, it seems to ask questions from the opening phrase. The piano, in an uncharacteristically understated role, 

enhances the reverie. The ensuing movement, also in A-flat, substitutes a gentle Austrian Ländler for a scherzo, and 

exploits the lower register of the clarinet in the F minor middle section. Listeners who know the late Brahms Intermezzi 

for piano will recognize the style. 

 After these two introspective movements, the concluding sonata-rondo is downright extroverted, providing a 

complete mood shift. Three repeated half-notes in the piano set the tone, bell-like. They are a recurrent fanfare that help to 

unify the movement, which dispels any residual hint of melancholy with a happy F Major romp.  

 

ANTONÍN DVOŘÁK (1841-1904) 
Piano Quartet in E-flat, Op.87  
 For sheer joy and excitement wrapped up in music, it’s hard to beat Dvořák’s E-flat Major piano quartet. There’s 

a reason that this work nearly always anchors a second half: ablaze with gorgeous melodies, appealing sentiment, and 

dynamic Czech rhythms, it encompasses everything we love about this splendid composer. While it’s tough to pick a 

favorite piece among his chamber works, this quartet definitely has to be a contender.  

 Like Mozart, Dvořák wrote many chamber works for various ensembles throughout his career, but composed 

only two quartets for piano and strings. Also like Mozart, Dvořák played a number of instruments in addition to the piano, 

and favored the viola, particularly when he played chamber music. Dvořák's fourteen string quartets are one indication of 

his great love for the string family. His reputation among music lovers has traditionally rested on a small number of well 

known works. 

 Bohemia and Moravia were both part of the Habsburg Empire for Dvořák’s entire life. Because German was the 

official language, he was educated in the German tradition, but he remained very proud of his Czech birthright. He was 

extremely successful in synthesizing German musical heritage with the compelling melodic and rhythmic verve of his 

native Bohemian songs and dances.  

 He was blessed with unceasing melodic inventiveness. If his use of conventional musical form is sometimes less 

disciplined than that of his good friend Brahms, the results usually make for captivating listening. And along with Brahms, 

he was one of the great champions of absolute music, rarely employing extramusical associations. His chamber music 

sometimes begs for full orchestra, so rich are its textures. 

 This afternoon’s piano quartet evinces strong contrasts of mood in its opening movement. The unison string 

statement of the theme, followed by the pianist's response, tempts comparison to the Mozart G minor Quartet, K.478. 

Dvořák invests his theme with harmonic ambiguity that makes it all the more powerful. He hints at minor mode in that 

opening unison gesture, not letting us settle in too comfortably to the idea of E-flat Major. His development section is 

particularly dramatic, skillfully derived from the unison melody, and moving smoothly from aggressive gestures to 

surprisingly delicate ones. Balance between piano and strings is flawless. The composer curtails his recapitulation, 

choosing instead to extend the movement with a coda. The drama of the development recurs, with unusual piano 

modulations underscored by string tremolandi. 

 The slow movement, in the distant key of D-flat Major, belongs to the cello, whose serene, lyrical theme prevails 

over the ominous rumblings that contrast with it. The sedate third movement is more minuet than scherzo, a pensive waltz-

like interlude whose smooth seams blur the contrast of its trio. Gypsy inflections in its G minor middle theme add exotic 

flavor. At the end, the trilling piano decoration of the minuet melody emulates the cimbalom, a hammer dulcimer common 

in Gypsy music. 

 Dvořák's Bohemian roots take over in the finale, an exuberant outpouring of rhythmic vitality and melodic 

invention. Here again, the tonal ambiguity between major and minor mode is a dominant characteristic of the music. The 

pull of both song and dance are strong, but ultimately it is Dvořák the choreographer who provides the energy and impulse 

that drive this wonderful conclusion. 


