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String Trio in D Major, Op.9 No.2 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 

 

 Beethoven eased his way gradually into writing for strings.  The string trio, to some 

extent an outgrowth of the 18th-century divertimento or serenade, was an excellent proving 

ground.  Beethoven published an early string trio in E-flat as Op.3; that piece was probably 

written before 1794, but Beethoven was still proud enough of it to present it to the Viennese 

public.  He did the same with a Serenade in D for string trio, composed in 1796-1797 and 

published in 1797 as Op.8.  The crowning glory of these early efforts (all of which preceded the 

six Op.18 quartets) is his Opus 9: three string trios written in 1797 and 1798 and published in 

1798.  In his dedication to Count Johann Georg von Browne, Beethoven called them "the best of 

[my] works," and most critics agree that they were the finest he had written up to that time.   

  

 The D major trio has taken a back seat to its siblings, perhaps because it is not so overtly 

dramatic. Nevertheless, it shares with them a symphonic-style four-movement structure, rather 

than the multi-movement serenade style of the earlier string trios. Still, the D major is the most 

relaxed and endearing of the Opus 9 set. One has a clear sense that this music is as much for the 

pleasure of the performers as it is for the listeners.  

 

 The pianissimo opening for violin is unusual for Beethoven this early in his career. It is a 

ploy to which he would return in many later works, and allows for the sudden dynamic contrasts 

so characteristic of his style. The opening Allegretto punctuates its gestures with effective use of 

ff emphasis, syncopations, and occasional unison passages. Three distinct themes make the 

movement’s architecture easy to discern. At one point toward the end, Beethoven sends the cello 

to its uppermost register, playing above the violin (he does this elsewhere in the Opus 9 trios).  

 

 The Andante quasi allegretto has a gentle melancholy in keeping with the lighter 

character of this trio. Beethoven’s ingratiating Menuetto is clearly related to the analogous 

movement in the splendid Piano Sonata Op.10 No.3, on which he worked at the same time as the 

string trios.  

 

 Some role reversal opens the finale. The cello, once again in its upper register, announces 

the first theme, while violin anchors the bass line and viola provides syncopated commentary. As 

they exchange and discuss this initial idea, their interplay provides a graceful trajectory as 

Beethoven guides us through two new themes and a couple of surprising modulations. 

 

Richard Strauss and Chamber Music 
 The ‘received opinion’ of Strauss’s career is of radiant dawn, a glorious noonday, a 

sleepy afternoon, and a glowing sunset. 

 



 So writes Michael Kennedy in his biography of Richard Strauss. The two Strauss works 

we hear today are about the radiant dawn, an early period that includes music of ravishing 

romanticism and surprisingly classic structure. Early Strauss is infrequently performed. Our large 

concert halls are dominated by performances of the orchestral tone poems, Four Last Songs, and 

the horn and oboe concerti. Virtually all of them works from Kennedy’s ‘glorious noonday’ or 

‘glowing sunset.’ Our opera stages favor the glorious noonday and sleepy afternoon, 

chronologically ranging from Salome (1905) to Intermezzo (1924), with periodic revivals of later 

operas. But the early works? Curiosities that get revived only occasionally.  

 

 The loss is ours as chamber music lovers, for as a brash young man, Strauss produced 

composed almost exclusively for modest forces, enriching the Lieder and chamber literature.  

Each of these early works enriches the literature for a specific ensemble. In late middle age, 

when his operatic career was at its zenith, Strauss dismissed nearly all his chamber music, but he 

retained a fondness for the Violin Sonata and the Piano Quartet, and continued to play both 

works occasionally. CMSFW is proud to present them both this afternoon.  

 

Sonata in E-flat for Violin and Piano, Op. 18  

Richard Strauss (1864-1949) 

 

 This Violin Sonata was Strauss’s only large-scale work for violin and piano.  (Very late 

in life, in 1948, he wrote an Allegretto for the combination.)  The sonata falls on the cusp of 

Strauss’s early and middle periods, heralding the rich symphonic vocabulary of the tone poems. 

Its outer movements date from 1887. By the time Strauss completed the slow movement in 

autumn 1888, he was also at work on Don Juan, his first orchestral masterpiece. It is clear from 

the sonata’s extravagant textures and generous scale that he was already thinking in orchestral 

terms. Large orchestral canvases and the grander world of opera would dominate his career for 

the next fifty years.  

 Strauss undertook the sonata at the behest of Alexander Ritter, a violinist and passionate 

proponent of Wagner who played in the Meiningen orchestra. While Strauss was certainly 

acquainted with Wagner’s music and shared Ritter’s enthusiasm for the composer of the Ring, 

other composers wielded a more powerful influence on him in his instrumental compositions 

from the 1880s. Schumann comes to mind in the Violin Sonata, probably because of the total 

abandon with which Strauss tosses off his musical gestures. Other Schumannesque touches are 

the insistence of the opening motive — a chordal dotted rhythm followed by a triplet — and the 

demanding piano figuration.  

 

 Dense textures seem to strain the medium of violin and piano. In size and sheer physical 

volume, the piano has the potential to overpower the violin. Strauss solves this risk of imbalance 

by writing a brilliant and virtuosic violin part. In the third movement especially, he places 

demands on the violinist greater than those in many a concerto finale. 

 

 Strauss’s slow movement, subtitled Improvisation, bears the tempo marking Andante 

cantabile, singing in the manner of a Mendelssohn Song without Words. Cast in placid A-flat 

major, the melody and texture take a bow to Beethoven’s Pathétique Sonata slow movement (the 

Karl Haas ‘theme’). A turbulent middle section, rumbling with repeated triplets, clearly borrows 



from the piano part to Schubert’s Erlkönig. And the sharp-eared will detect a quotation from 

Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde in the finale.  

 

 Despite these tributes to his predecessors and older contemporaries, Strauss had come to 

believe that traditional forms such as symphony and sonata had exhausted their possibilities for 

new music, effectively rendering themselves obsolete. In this sonata, his last piece of 

conventional chamber music, we feel him chafing within the confines of a Procrustean bed. 

Because he already hints at the orchestral sweep of Till Eulenspiegel and Also Sprach 

Zarathustra, one senses that the ecstatic musical climaxes of his operas cannot be far off.  

 

Piano Quartet in C minor, Op. 13  

Richard Strauss 

 

 In Strauss’s youth, the most successful instrumental composer in the German-speaking 

countries was Johannes Brahms.  Although Strauss’s father, the virtuoso French hornist Franz 

Strauss, did not care for Brahms’s music, young Richard was inevitably influenced by him.  

Nowhere did the Brahmsian imprint manifest itself more than in this Piano Quartet, completed in 

Berlin.  If you were to close your eyes and just listen, you might well think this passionate, 

romantic music was Brahms’s own.  It lacks the hemiolas (two against three) that are so 

characteristic of the older master, but the parallel sixths, the technically demanding piano role, 

and certain themes all call Brahms to mind.   

 

 Strauss’s quartet is vigorous, confident, expansive and long.  At 35 minutes, it takes its 

place among the more ambitious works in the genre, along with Brahms’s two piano quartets and 

those by Schumann, Dvořák and Fauré.  The unison string theme that opens the quartet 

resurfaces in various guises throughout the first movement, but Strauss demonstrates a rich 

melodic gift, introducing numerous additional themes.  He also proves in this quartet that, at the 

age of 19, he already had a solid grasp of form and developmental concepts.  The brilliant coda 

that closes the Allegro is excellent writing as well as exciting listening. 

 

 The Scherzo is quite ingenious, with three-measure phrases introducing the  

movement and recurring later sandwiched between more conventional four-measure units. From 

this fleet E-flat major opening, Strauss modulates to distant B major for a Viennese waltz that 

serves as the trio section (this is one of the more Brahmsian themes).  Featuring the strings at a 

more relaxed pace, Strauss treads a fine line between chamber and salon music.  His reiteration 

of the sprightly scherzo saves him from lapsing to the sentimental, but he cannot resist a brief 

allusion to the Trio music near the movement’s close. 

 

 The Andante is another example of a Mendelssohnian Song without Words whose 

musical language has been transplanted to the heavy chromaticism of the late romantic era. Each 

of the four players has his opportunity to be vocal soloist.  Strauss concludes with a muscular 

Vivace that relies on irregular accents and distinctive rhythmic motives for its individuality.  

More than in the earlier movements, he uses imitative entrances to layer and develop the melodic 

ideas, sometimes laboring his rhetoric with sequences. It is a forgivable lapse in an otherwise 

admirably constructed quartet.  Not surprisingly, the work concludes with panache and fanfare, a 

virtuosic race for all four players to the closing chords.  



 In October, 1884, the Berlin Tonkünstlerverein announced a competition for a newly-

composed piano quartet.  The judges were then-prominent musicians and composers: Heinrich 

Dorn, Joseph Rheinberger, and Franz Wüllner, each representing a different German musical 

center.  Eighteen months later, Strauss dedicated the quartet to the Grand Duke of Meiningen 

after learning that it had won first prize in the competition.  


