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PROGRAM
Sonata No. 1 in E minor, Op. 38 (1862-65)                                     Johannes Brahms
          I. Allegro non Troppo                                                                         (1833-1897) 
          II. Allegretto quasi Menuetto 
          III. Allegro
     

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) was a German pianist, composer, and conductor of the
mid-romantic period. Born to a musical family in Hamburg, Johannes spent his youth
performing locally and touring Europe, where he met pianist Franz Liszt. In adulthood, he
became very cordial with composers Robert and Clara Schumann, and remained close
friends with Clara after Roberts voluntary commitment and later death. Amid the “War of
the Romantics” he was deemed “conservative” in his writing style, although he utilized
more unhindered dissonance, expressive counterpoint, and rhythmic vitality. Brahms’
music remains a vital part of concert repertoire for a multitude of instruments and
ensembles, as well as a major influence for 20  and 21  century composers. th st

Sonata für Klavier und Violoncello was written from 1862-65. The first two movements
were completed in the summer of 1862, as well as an Adagio that was subsequently
deleted. Many years passed until the final movements completion in 1865. Johannes
claims that this sonata is an homage to Johann Sebastian Bach, and includes several
quotes from Bach’s The Art of the Fugue. 

I. Allegro non Troppo
The principle theme is based on Contrapuctus IV from The Art of the Fugue. This
movement was written in a long-line sonata form that ebs and flows with intensity as the
music goes on. “Hardly ever again did Brahms write such a movement as the first,” wrote
Walter Neimann in his study of the composer, “so rich and fervent in its inspiration, both
human and spiritual, or such an unalloyed record of intimate emotion.” 

II. Allegretto quasi Menuetto 
The second movement is a microcosm of the history of the Austrian popular dance. The
outer sections of its three-part form (A-B-A) are marked “quasi Menuetto,” and exhibit the
polite demeanor associated with that old dance. The central trio, however, is more
animated in character and more adventurous in its harmonic progressions. This trio is one
of the tributes to the Viennese waltz that Brahms embedded in a number of his
instrumental works.

III. Allegro 
This movement is often referred to as “the fugue”, although it is still sonata form, just with
substantial fugal sections. The opening triplet theme is based on Contrapuctus XIII from
The Art of the Fugue. The movement bristles with precisely worked-out counterpoint in
three and four voices, a circumstance requiring a fullness of notes and texture from the
piano. American composer and critic Daniel Gregory Mason once wrote: “When you set a
single cello to competing like this with the two hands of an able-bodied pianist, the odds
are certainly on the pianist.” In the end, the cello manages to assert itself, and ends the
sonata with stretto statements of the theme to bring the piece to a close. 
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