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“Trio of Perspectives: Caviar and Bordeaux” 

 
 

GABRIEL FAURÉ (1845-1924) 
Sonata No.1 in A major for Violin and Piano, Op.13 
 Sometimes an artist bursts forth with an early work that is fully formed — like Botticelli’s The Birth of 

Venus — masterful in its execution, and thoroughly imprinted with all the traits that distinguish that artist’s work. 

Examples in 19th-century music are Mendelssohn’s Octet and Overture to A Midsummer Night’s Dream and almost 

any of Chopin’s first mazurkas or nocturnes.  

 For Gabriel Fauré, the A major Violin Sonata is such a work. Not only was it his first essay in chamber 

music, but the sonata is also widely regarded his first masterpiece in any genre. Particularly in France, the center of 

the operatic universe in the 19th century and hardly a hotbed of innovative instrumental music, this work was an 

astonishing leap forward.  

 For many listeners, Fauré is a footnote to romantic music. A good composer, but not a great one; we might 

think. We hear little of his music in the symphony hall. None of his three completed operas has found a place in the 

repertoire, and of his many scores of incidental music, only Pelléas et Mélisande (after the same Maeterlinck play as 

Debussy’s opera and Schoenberg’s tone poem) warrants regular performance. Singers love the Fauré Requiem, a 

modest but charming work, and the solo singers adore his chansons, solo songs for piano and voice.  

 In fact, melody was one of Fauré’s strong suits, a gift that served him very well in chamber music. 

Ultimately he made his greatest contribution to the musical literature in large abstract works: two violin sonatas, two 

cello sonatas, a piano trio, two splendid piano quartets, and two piano quintets. Collectively they are an impressive 

legacy. They show Fauré to have been a formal classicist with a excellent control of large-scale structures. At the 

same time he wrote with a brilliant and adventuresome harmonic vocabulary, one that is almost instantly 

recognizable and — like Chopin’s and Mendelssohn’s styles before him — remained remarkably consistent 

throughout his long career.  

 Fauré composed the A major Violin Sonata in 1875 and 1876, while he was substituting for his friend 

Camille Saint-Saëns as choirmaster at the church of La Madeleine in Paris. The piece is one of three instrumental 

works he composed at the time of his love affair with Marianne Viardot, daughter of the great contralto Pauline 

Viardot-Garcia, to whom he was briefly engaged. (She broke off the engagement in 1877.)  

 At the time, Fauré was considered to be something of a radical, and French publishers steered clear of him. 

He succeeded in securing a publishing contract with the Leipzig firm of Breitkopf and Härtel, whose catalogue also 

included the works of Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven. Fauré and the violinist Paul Viardot (Marianne’s brother) 

played the first perfomance at the Trocadéro during the 1878 Paris Exposition.  

 The sonata has a classical layout, with four large movements arranged sonata/allegro, slow movement, 

scherzo, and finale. Certain characteristics are easy to identify and recognize: repeated rhythmic patterns, 

particularly in the keyboard part; a sense of forward flow and grace that is purposeful but rarely insistent or urgent; 

delicacy of texture; warmth and lyricism of melodies; and effective builds to climactic outbursts.  

 Although all four movements overflow with delicious themes that attest to Fauré’s gift for song, the 

scherzo is an absolute joy. Flirting with repeated notes and lightning pizzicato, dancing lightly through whole tone 

scales interspersed with gamine quips in traditional tonal ways, this Allegro vivo is a delight from beginning to end. 

It is a tribute to Fauré’s genius that every listener will disagree as to which of this sonata’s four movements is the 

most wonderful.  

 

SERGEI RACHMANINOFF (1873-1943) 
Sonata for Cello and Piano in G minor, Op.19 
 Rachmaninoff and Chopin were composer-pianists whose contribution to the solo keyboard literature 

towers above their chamber music. The sole exception is their respective cello sonatas. The cello’s inherent warmth 

and songfulness elicited magnificent melodies from both of them. At the same time, each sonata shamelessly 



celebrates its composer’s remarkable affinity for the keyboard. That stated, cellists agree that the Rachmaninoff is 

more idiomatic for their instrument than the Chopin.  

 Apart from some early salon pieces and two incomplete string quartets, Rachmaninoff’s only chamber 

music of significance is the Trio élégiaque, Op.6 (1893; rev. 1907 and 1917) and the Cello Sonata. He composed the 

Sonata in 1901, on the heels of his beloved Second Piano Concerto. The harmonic language, sumptuous themes, and 

virtuosic piano figuration of the Sonata all recall the sweeping late romantic phrases of the concerto. The success of 

the Second Concerto helped Rachmaninoff recover from depression after the 1897 failure of his First Symphony. It 

makes sense that he would favor similar gestures and atmosphere. There is little in this sonata to herald the new 

century. Rather, it is a loving salute to the brilliant and passionate era to which it is rightly assigned.  

 The Sonata is dedicated to the Russian cellist Anatoly Brandukov, with whom Rachmaninoff played in 

Moscow in 1901. Brandukov evidently gave Rachmaninoff some insight into the cello's expressive capabilities, for 

the piece emphasizes the cello's human and vocal qualities over its technical ones.  

 This sonata filled a gap in the literature. No important Russian compositions for cello and piano preceded 

it. Anton Rubinstein (1829-1894) had written two cello sonatas (Op.18 in D, 1852, and Op.39 in G, 1857), and 

Rachmaninoff’s early salon pieces include two short works with cello. None of those works has entered the standard 

repertoire, and only the Shostakovich Cello Sonata (1934) has superseded Rachmaninoff's Op.19 in stature. Most of 

his chamber music is of lesser quality. This piece is the exception, showing off the qualities in Rachmaninoff's 

music that make his piano concerti and orchestral music so popular.  

 At the same time, its comparative unfamiliarity, and the novelty of hearing a string instrument speaking in 

the musical language we so strongly associate with the keyboard, make for an invigorating listening experience. It is 

as if we were meeting for the first time another sibling in a family of friends we know quite well. The physical 

resemblance among family members is strong, the timbre of the voice recognizable, even some quirky mannerisms 

and figures of speech resonate with familiarity. Yet the "new" person is an entirely independent individual with his 

own personality, goals, and set of experiences.  

 The Sonata consists of four movements on a grand scale. Because of its length, the repeat of the exposition 

in the first movement is not customarily observed. In spite of frequent challenges to the cellist's hegemony — such 

as the piano cadenza in the first movement — the piece shows a surprising gift on Rachmaninoff's part for 

collaboration between his two players.  

 While it is always clear that a virtuoso pianist composed this work, the elaborate keyboard figuration adapts 

to a supporting role when the cello proclaims its big themes. When Nadia Reisenberg and Joseph Schuster played it 

on a WQXR radio broadcast in December 1942, the composer called Reisenberg afterward to offer congratulations 

and express appreciation for her performance. According to his early biographers Sergei Bertensson and Jay Leyda, 

however, he also cautioned her that the sonata “[was] not for cello with piano accompaniment, but for two 

instruments in equal balance.” Rachmaninoff strikes the best balance between the two in the virtuosic scherzo, but 

throughout this thrilling sonata, we are willing spectators observing the tennis match of musical ideas.  

 

MAURICE RAVEL (1874-1937) 

Piano Trio (1914)   

 Ravel was fascinated by the challenge of composing for piano and strings, instruments he believed to be 

inherently incompatible. He also wished to write a work incorporating the music of his native Basque country. Both 

goals were satisfied by this graceful and brilliant Trio, which is widely considered to be his finest essay in chamber 

music, surpassing even the early string quartet. An early, abandoned piano concerto was to have been based on 

Basque themes. Some of its material may have found its way into the Trio. Ravel described the first movement’s 

opening theme as "Basque in color." The graceful rhythmic pattern established in the opening measures permeates 

the movement, which is a modified sonata form. 

 Pantoum, the unique title of the second movement, derives from the Malayan verse form panttun, in which 

the second and fourth lines of one quatrain are repeated in the next quatrain as the first and third lines. (The poets 

Baudelaire and Verlaine favored the form.) Possibly it reflects a characteristic French fascination with far eastern 

culture — in this case, rhythms — traceable to the International Parisian Exposition of 1889. An exact musical 

parallel to the poetic technique is unlikely; however, Ravel certainly exchanged musical material ingeniously 

between the strings and the piano. The movement, which fulfills the scherzo function, goes at a whirlwind pace and 

is extremely difficult.  

 In the Passacaille, Ravel pays tribute to baroque form, much as he would in Le tombeau de Couperin. 

Though this is a brief slow movement, its spaciousness and hymn-like calm lend it a dignified air. The flashy 

conclusion soon dispels this impression. 5/4 and 7/4 time — both characteristic of Basque music — alternate in the 

Final. Trills, rapid arpeggios, double-stops and other technical fireworks abound in the string parts. The keyboard 



reclaims its first movement prominence to compete for center stage once again in the Final. Ravel’s music is 

exciting and complex, driving to an exultant conclusion in A-major. 

 Though the Trio’s virtuosic demands are exceptional, they are not solely for show. Ravel succeeded in 

composing a work with considerable musical substance. he also endowed it with a philosophical, noble quality that 

emanates from the work. The Piano Trio has earned its prominent place in the piano trio literature. 


