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“The Iron Fist in a Velvet Glove” 

 

Sonata No. 9 in A for violin & piano, Op.47 ("Kreutzer") 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 

 

 Violinists and pianists come to the Beethoven duo-sonatas from very different places. To 

violinists, these ten sonatas are as fundamental to their literature as the Bach unaccompanied 

Sonatas and Partitas: essential repertoire of grandeur, technical challenge, and consummate 

workmanship. Those violinists who play in orchestras as students gain further familiarity with 

the language of Beethoven through performance of his symphonies, overtures, and other 

orchestral works.  

 

 Pianists have another context: Beethoven’s 32 piano sonatas, which are bread and butter 

to the keyboard literature. The difference is that pianists are very likely to have played a half 

dozen or more of the Beethoven solo sonatas before collaborating on one of the duo sonatas. 

That continuum, the perspective of his evolution as a composer for keyboard, informs every 

pianist’s approach to Beethoven’s 10 sonatas for violin and piano. They know he was likely 

writing for himself, and that this is no accompaniment part.  

 

 While all ten of the sonatas are important works, the “Kreutzer” Sonata is the ne plus 

ultra of the set, and something of a Mount Everest for violinists and pianists alike. Blazing with 

drama, it is a virtuoso tour de force as well as a splendid example of Beethoven’s heroic Middle 

Period style. Like several other major works by Beethoven, It takes its nickname from the 

dedicatee. 

 The French violinist and composer Rodolphe Kreutzer (1766-1831) was a professor at the 

Paris Conservatory and concertmaster of the Paris Opéra.  He met Beethoven in 1798, while in 

Vienna as part of the French ambassador's entourage.  Beethoven liked Kreutzer's playing, and 

eventually dedicated this A major violin sonata to him.  Ironically, Kreutzer did not perform the 

premiere of the piece, nor does it appear that he ever played it. 

 

 Beethoven began sketching the A major sonata in 1802.  He completed it in April 1803, 

apparently in great haste, for a performance with the celebrated English violinist George 

Bridgetower (c.1780-1860).  An apocryphal story claims that Beethoven quarreled with 

Bridgetower before the Englishman left Vienna, compelling the composer to change the 

dedication.  Thus Kreutzer earned a certain measure of immortality – underscored by the 

eponymous Tolstoy novella, The Kreutzer Sonata, inspired by Beethoven's piece – for a work he 

allegedly found unintelligible. 

 

 The original title page described this sonata as being in "a very concertante style, almost 

like a concerto."  With the “Kreutzer” sonata, Beethoven took the violin sonata out of the private 



salon and placed it decisively in the concert hall.  The writing is brilliant and exceedingly 

demanding for both players.   Pianist and violinist are equal partners in this sonata. 

 

 The violin, unaccompanied, declaims the dramatic slow introduction to the first 

movement with elaborate double and triple stops.  No other slow introduction occurs in the 

Beethoven violin sonatas.  Perhaps none other in the entire repertoire switches so abruptly to 

minor mode after an introduction in major. 

 

 An expansive, elegant set of variations constitutes the slow movement.  As in the 

virtuosic opening, the scale and inspiration of Beethoven's writing are symphonic.  The finale is 

a brilliant tarantella, marked Presto like the first movement; to have both outer movements 

marked presto is another indication of Beethoven’s bold, virtuosic approach to this sonata.  

Curiously, this finale was originally intended for the Sonata Op.30, No.1 (also in A major), but 

was deemed too brilliant. It is a fitting conclusion to the flashy “Kreutzer” sonata. 

 

Serenade in D, Op. 8 

Ludwig van Beethoven 

 

 Beethoven is a composer of endless fascination, both musically and personally.  As 

thoroughly as his life and works have been scrutinized, revelations about him continue to 

surface, and questions still remain.  The Serenade on this afternoon’s program is a good example.  

We do not know precisely when it was composed, although it can safely be narrowed down to 

late 1796 or early 1797, just a few years after Beethoven moved from Bonn to Vienna.  More to 

the point is that we do not know why Beethoven wrote this Serenade.  To be sure, there are 

obvious musical justifications: he had already composed a string trio and a string quintet, and 

was clearly interested in exploring the possibility of alternative string ensembles before he 

plunged into the venerable territory of the string quartet.  But we know of no commission or 

dedication that explains the genesis of Opus 8.  And why the multi-movement divertimento 

format rather than sonata form? 

 

 Such unresolved queries do not compromise the sheer pleasure one experiences in 

listening to this music.  Light and melodious, the music of the Serenade reveals Beethoven at his 

most benign.  Perhaps, as one scholar has suggested, he wrote this music for itinerant musicians 

in the coffeehouses of Vienna.  The dance movements (march, minuet, polonaise) relate it both 

to the Baroque suite and to late 18th-century entertainment music.  The terms divertimento, 

cassation, notturno, partita and serenade were used virtually interchangeably in the second half 

of the 18th century.  (All Haydn’s string quartets through Op. 20 (1772), for example, are marked 

“Divertimento” on the manuscript.)   

 

 Beethoven’s Serenade, Op. 8, is unusual in two respects.  One is the repetition of the 

opening March at the conclusion of the piece; the other is the use of a polonaise. Only two other 

polonaises occur in all Beethoven.  The most famous, of course, is the finale to the Triple 

Concerto.  Perhaps less distinctive, but of considerable musical substance, is the Polonaise in C 

major for piano, Op.89. The Serenade’s Allegretto alla polacca is a sprightly, unpretentious 

confection, full of charm.  

 



 Beethoven’s penultimate movement is a fine set of variations, a favorite form that 

interested him throughout his career right up until the last quartets.  A reprise of the opening 

Marcia brings the work to a close. The entire Serenade is a model of three-part writing, and 

should not be construed as a a warmup exercise for as-yet unwritten string quartets.  This work 

was reissued as a Notturno for viola and piano and published in 1803 as Beethoven’s Opus 42, 

further indication that he held it in high regard.   

 

Piano Quintet in F minor, Op. 34 

César Franck (1822-1890) 
 

 In the world of chamber music, a small group of piano quintets dominate the literature.  

About 10% of the literature receives 90% of the performances.  The most famous of them, and 

the grandfather of them all, is Schumann's beloved Piano Quintet in E-flat major, Op. 44.  Close 

on its heels is the wonderful Brahms F minor Quintet, Op. 34, which we heard last month at this 

season's inaugural concert.  Rounding out the elite group are the quintets of Dvořák and Franck.  

The lone 20th-century representative that has approached the status of these romantic works is 

Shostakovich's Quintet in G minor, Op. 57, which we heard on this season’s opening concert last 

September.  No one denies the musical worth of piano quintets by Bax or Borodin, Elgar or 

Fauré.  They simply haven't achieved the stature of the others.   

 

 That stated, we hear the Franck Quintet less than any of the other "biggies."  Everyone 

acknowledges it as a splendid work, and Franck scholars declare it to be his first entirely mature, 

unequivocal masterpiece.  Perhaps because Franck was not prolific, he has garnered less 

attention as a chamber composer.  Certainly the Quintet is altogether overshadowed by the 

Violin Sonata (1886), which is played almost as frequently on cello as it is on violin, thereby 

nearly doubling its performances.  In the orchestra hall, we hear the D minor symphony (1886-

88), Franck's sole essay in the genre, and occasionally a performance of the splendid Variations 

symphoniques (1885) for piano and orchestra.  Is Franck a one-work composer per genre?  If so, 

this Quintet is definitely the one to choose in the realm of chamber music.   

 

 Franck completed his Quintet in 1879; the premiere took place on 17 January, 1880, with 

Camille Saint-Saëns at the piano.  Franck had not tried his hand at chamber music in some 36 

years, since writing two trios as a student.  Clearly he had accumulated a wealth of ideas, for his 

return effort was mammoth, weighing in at well over half an hour.  The work's cyclic structure is 

one hallmark of Franck's later style, reflecting the formal influence of Franz Liszt.  All three 

movements (there is no scherzo) are in sonata form, but his treatment does not have the 

disciplined and classic restraint of a Brahms.  Franck treats form flexibly.  We have a sense of 

connected episodes rather than tightly knit sonata structures.  The result is a work as romantic 

and full-blown as one could want; Franck's contemporaries were disturbed by its purported 

eroticism.   

 

 The score's rich harmonies are indebted to Wagner, but Franck's unusual harmonic style 

is chromatic and modulatory to the point that his music is almost always instantly recognizable 

as his own.  While the string writing is lush, Franck's piano part is an extraordinary virtuoso 

vehicle, surging with passionate arpeggios and magisterial chords, exploring the extremes of the 

keyboard in symphonic fashion.   


