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“French Romantics Plus” 

 
WOLFGANG AMADÈ MOZART (1756-1791) 
Piano Quartet in E-flat Major, K.493 
 
 Considering Mozart’s prolific output of chamber music, it seems odd that he only composed two piano quartets. 

He wrote many violin sonatas, string quartets, the incomparable late viola quintets, divertimenti, piano trios, and dozens 

more works for other instrumental combinations. The better known Piano Quartet in G minor, K.478, has achieved the 

status of "standard repertoire," and has been performed with regularity almost since its completion in December of 1785. 

 The E-flat piano quartet followed in June, 1786. It crowned an annus mirabilis during which Mozart produced 

some of his most splendid and best loved works, notably the Piano Concerti No.23 in A major (K.488) and No.24 in C 

minor (K.491), and the opera Le nozze di Figaro (K.492). A richly balanced work, the E-flat quartet stands in marked 

contrast to its companion piece. The powerful G minor quartet derives its initial dramatic strength from stark opening 

notes and dark tonality. By contrast, K.493 is expansive and refined; a finely cut, polished jewel of classical architecture. 

Among its marvels are a roller coaster journey through the circle of fifths in the development section of the opening 

movement. Mozart passes through no fewer than nine keys before the recapitulation. 

 Both Haydn's and Mozart's piano trios permit the keyboard to dominate, relegating the violin to a largely 

obbligato status; the cello tends to duplicate the bass line. Mozart's piano quartets are markedly different from these piano 

trios in that the instruments share thematic material more judiciously. In this respect, they are really the first true examples 

of their genre. In K.493, the exchange and interchange of musical ideas is most evident in the Larghetto, where all four 

instruments explore Mozart's gentle lyric chromaticism. In the finale, Mozart favors the pianist, whose virtuosic runs link 

this movement closely to his piano concerti. 

 

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (1770-1827) 
Sonata No.4 in A minor for violin and piano, Op.23 
 
 Early in the 20th century, the French composer and pedagogue Vincent d'Indy (1851-1931) divided the works of 

Ludwig van Beethoven into three principal groups, corresponding to stages in his artistic development. At the time, d'Indy 

called them periods of imitation, externalization, and reflection. We have come to think of them, respectively, as 

Beethoven's early, middle, and late periods. Inevitably there are grey areas, transitional works that display overlapping 

characteristics among these purported three styles.  

 Five of Beethoven's ten violin sonatas fall into his early period. Only two years elapsed between the publication 

of the Opus 12 sonatas in 1799 and the Sonata No. 4 in A minor, Opus 23, but Beethoven’s style was evolving as he 

gained experience. He had completed his first string quartets and his first symphony, important compositional milestones. 

His career and reputation were growing. He enjoyed enormous success with his Septet, Op.20, which became some of the 

most popular music in Vienna. His newfound confidence is evident in the fourth and fifth violin sonatas, which are rarely 

played together but must be considered companion pieces. 

 It seems curious that this sonata has never approached the overwhelming popularity of its sibling, the “Spring,” 

Opus 24. The A minor sonata has drama, drive, passion, and one of Beethoven’s most engaging slow movements. Nothing 

in this sonata’s outer movements recalls the galant, post-Haydnesque style of the Opus 12 sonatas. Instead, Beethoven 

seems to anticipate his own heroic phase. The opening Presto is a vigorous tarantella that rushes forward, always seeming 

to totter at the edge of control. The texture is unusually contrapuntal for early Beethoven, weaving intricate three-part 

patterns with great skill and narrative success. 

 The slow movement bears another unique tempo marking: Andante scherzoso più Allegretto [Moderate 

“walking” speed in a playful manner, more like an Allegretto]. What was it about these violin sonatas that brought out the 

fanciful side of Beethoven’s imagination? We cannot fault him for not explaining what he sought! This time, he gives us a 

modified sonata form whose opening piano statement features silences that invite response and commentary from the 

violin; both are forthcoming. The second theme is developed as a fugato, subtly echoing the contrapuntal emphasis in the 

first movement.  

 Returning to A minor for the finale, Beethoven recaptures the headlong, breathless momentum of the opening 



movement. Essentially this is a rondo. But with such suspense! The music maximizes drama through fermatas, momentary 

switches to adagio tempo, and deceptive passages in long notes (half notes and whole notes) that seem on the verge of 

exploding with tension. 

 

GABRIEL FAURÉ (1845-1924) 
Piano Quartet in C minor, Op.15 
  
 Gabriel Fauré was both the embodiment of French romanticism and, paradoxically, a contributor to the 

breakdown of traditional tonality. In a career that spanned more than half a century, he wrote music that embraced 19th-

century passion and lyricism, while adopting an expanded musical vocabulary that drew on whole tone harmonies and 

unusual modulations.  

 Fauré’s highly personal, instantly identifiable language is remarkable in light of the Wagnerian influence that 

dominated French music in the late 19th century. Even though he was well acquainted with Wagner's operas, Fauré was 

preoccupied with creating something new. He studied the music of the past and present with the express purpose of 

avoiding imitation. That stated, if one seeks a model for the C minor Piano Quartet, one finds it not in Wagner but rather 

in Schumann.  

 Fauré spent seven years under the tutelage of Louis Niedermeyer at the Ecole Niedermeyer in Paris, pursuing a 

curriculum dominated by church music. Upon Niedermeyer's death in 1861, sixteen-year-old Fauré continued piano study 

with Camille Saint-Saëns, who was by then among the most famous musicians in France. Soon the lessons expanded to 

include composition as well as piano. 

 He began his professional career as a church organist in Rennes and retained a reputation as a fine keyboard 

player for the duration of his life. His music has become popular with the general public in large part through his chamber 

music with piano.  

 For three months in 1877, Fauré was engaged to Marianne Viardot, daughter of the celebrated mezzo-soprano 

Pauline Garcia Viardot. When Marianne severed the liaison in October 1877, the composer was heartbroken. His lifelong 

friends, Camille and Marie Clerc, helped him to regain emotional stability. During this turbulent time he produced his first 

two masterpieces, the Violin Sonata in A, Op.13 and the Piano Quartet, Op.15. In a touching letter written in 1919, Marie 

Clerc reminded him that the quartet's opening idea had occurred to him at her home, "on the little balcony at St.-Adresse." 

He worked on the piece from summer 1876 through 1879.  

At this point he lacked self-confidence, one reason that these earlier works gestated for so long. Four years after 

completing the quartet’s first version, he discarded the finale, composing an entirely new one – thereby forcing a delay in 

publication until 1884. Inasmuch as he destroyed his original finale, we do not have the luxury of comparing his first 

inspiration to his more mature labors. 

 The opening Allegro molto moderato is bold, masculine, and forceful. A unison string theme supported by 

offbeat piano chords sets the tone for the movement and, indeed, for much of the quartet. Fauré recognized that the strings 

had a superior singing quality for his rich themes. Only rarely does he give the melody to the piano. Instead, he uses the 

keyboard to spin a web of textures from arpeggios, chords, and running scales, often in counterpoint to the strings. Fauré’s 

structure is a clear sonata form, with contrasting first and second themes. Viola introduces the latter, followed in imitative 

succession by the other strings. Delicious, unexpected modulations provide transition between theme groups and propel 

much of Fauré’s development section. The syncopated chords of the first measures return at the end in a pianissimo coda.  

 The scherzo is noteworthy for its barely contained energy and schizophrenic switches between 6/8 and 2/4 meter, 

as the wild dance runs its course. Its central trio section surprises with a shimmering chorale for muted strings.  

 Rhythmic drive characterizes Fauré's music, even in his slow movements. Once he establishes a pattern, its 

reiteration provides continuity and momentum for the music. Violin, viola and cello assume more independent roles in the 

Adagio, now emphasizing the dark hues of C minor. Fauré’s gift for rhythm permeates the piano figuration, which is as 

integral and essential to the texture as it was in the first movement. Here again, he favored the lush, sustained sound of 

strings for his themes.  

 Ironically, Fauré’s finale has been criticized as the weakest movement in the quartet. Artistic Director Gary 

Levinson disagrees. “Fauré departed from the heavy, almost Wagnerian feel of the first movement, instead embracing a 

French sense of occasion,” he points out. “The Finale of the Opus 15 quartet is charming in its interplay among the four 

musicians. His solos are fleeting rather than declamatory. His textures are akin to crystallized water particles, both etched 

and weightless.”  

 Piano arpeggios and sweeping upward melodic ideas provide the finale with its surging energy. Fauré closes his 

quartet with a strong and masculine coda. It caps an exciting and dramatic quartet that remains Fauré’s most frequently 

performed chamber composition. 


