
THREE CENTURIES OF SONATAS
6 - The French Muse



The sonata played virtually no role in the development of French 
music during the Baroque or Classical eras.

French composers wrote ballets, suites, and operas, but not 
sonatas. As the post-Revolution, post-Napoleonic 19th century 
got underway, innovators such as Hector Berlioz began writing 
programmatic orchestral works.

France’s establishment of a high-caliber system of music 
education in the early 19th century resulted in a new tradition of 
French sonata-writing taking root, beginning later in the century 
and continuing unabated to the present day.



FRANCK: VIOLIN SONATA IN A MAJOR: II
Kyung-Wha Chung, violin / Radu Lupu, piano



César Franck wrote this, his only sonata for violin and piano, in 
1886 for the distinguished Belgian violinist Eugene Ysaÿe. It was 
tailored to his liquid and highly expressive playing, a style that 
has gone completely out of fashion in today’s world but which 
could, perhaps, see a comeback some day.

Late in his long career Ysaÿe left us about a hour’s worth of 
recordings. Here he is playing the Berceuse by Gabriel Fauré, in 
1912.





The premiere took place in the winter of 1886 with Ysaÿe and 
pianist Madame Bordes-Pène at the Musé Moderne de Peinture 
in Brussels. The concert began at 3:00 PM.

The combination of a long concert and a short winter days meant 
that by the time Ysaÿe and Bordes-Pène were to begin the new 
sonata, it was almost dark in the room. The museum forbade the 
use of artificial lighting in any room holding paintings, a quite 
sensible precaution in those days of gaslights and candles.

But they decided to soldier on anyway, and so the great Franck 
Violin Sonata in A Major was given its first performance in the 
dark, by two artists playing the work entirely by memory.



The sonata is written in a “cyclic” style, in which a single theme 
recurs through all the four movements, in each movement taking 
on different shapes and aspects.

The sonata’s Cyclic Theme is characterized by movement by the 
interval of a third, both upwards and downwards. It is heard most 
clearly in the first-movement theme:



Careful analysis demonstrates that almost all of the melodic 
materials throughout the entire sonata are generated, one way or 
another, out of the implications of that Cyclic Theme.

But sometimes, the Cyclic Theme is stated in a relatively 
unambiguous manner. In the second movement of the sonata, the 
Cyclic Theme shows up in a heroic style as an important 
transitional theme:



Another feature of the sonata-form second movement is a False 
Recapitulation, a technique that had been used extensively by 
Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven.

A False Recapitulation occurs precisely when a Recapitulation is 
expected, but is stated in a key other than the original, or tonic. 
Typically a False Recapitulation makes its “falseness” clear by re-
appearing in another non-tonic key at least once more, then going 
on with developmental material, before the recapitulation arrives.

It’s an attention-grabbing technique that can help a listener to 
stay focused during a long movement.



Exposition Development Recapitulation
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FAURÉ: VIOLIN SONATA NO. 1, OP. 13: I
Arthur Grumiaux, violin / Paul Crossley, piano



When Gabriel Fauré turned 77 years old, in 1922, he was given a 
glittering public homage by the French government. His career 
had been exemplary—organist and pianist to begin with, then 
increasingly known as not only a composer but as the leading 
French professor of music.

His pupils at the Paris Conservatory included Maurice Ravel, 
George Enescu, Alfredo Casella, and Nadia Boulanger—who 
would herself go on to become the leading teacher of many 
American composers, including Aaron Copland and Leonard 
Bernstein.



His busy career left him only limited time for composition, but 
his legacy is firm nonetheless.

His writing is marked by superb craftsmanship and an exquisite 
sense of harmonic relationships. It represents the quintessential 
French style: refined, elegant, polished to a high sheen. For some, 
such music is more about surface appeal than any inner 
conviction or emotional depth.

As Fauré aged his writing became increasingly more arcane. 
Many of his late works are monochromatic, even a bit severe, 
within their ingratiating beauty.



Undoubtedly Fauré’s greatest legacy is in the art song, or chanson 
as it is known in French. His keen ear for the nuances of 
language, together with his wonderful melodic gift, led to a body 
of vocal music that is bedrock to the French repertory.

His Requiem is one of the best-loved such works, one of the few 
that can stand with the Requiems of Mozart, Verdi, and Britten.

Orchestral music plays only a limited role in his output. He was 
indifferent to orchestration and, unusual in a French composer, 
had no interest in instrumental effects.



The Opus 13 violin sonata is an early work and easily one of 
Fauré’s most popular.

The first movement is in strict sonata form that employs just a 
few elements for all of its melodic materials. The violin and piano 
writing are both straightforward, without any attempts at 
creating novel effects.

In the hands of a lesser composer such construction can become 
tedious or repetitive, but Fauré’s craft was more than up to the 
task of creating variety within his deliberately limited means.



One idea is rhythmic:



The other is melodic:
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DEBUSSY: SONATA FOR FLUTE, VIOLA, AND HARP
Quatuor Talich



It’s frightfully melancholy and I don’t know whether one should 
laugh or cry about it. Perhaps both? ... Harsh and beautiful music, 
never strained however. 

How much has to be discovered first, then suppressed, in order to 
reach the naked flesh of emotion.

—Claude Debussy



This sonata was the second of a proposed—but never completed—
series of six. It was written in the fall of 1915, and first performed 
privately in 1916; apparently the first public performance was in 
1917.



Debussy was not a well man. He was being destroyed slowly from 
within by cancer. The loss of his daughter, and the horrors of the 
First World War, were ravaging his emotions.

His late works are marked by a deep melancholy interspersed 
with moments of heart-stopping loveliness—and sometimes 
eruptions of brutality.



Each of the sonata’s three movements is in a classical form.

1: “Pastorale” -- sonata-allegro form
2: “Interlude” -- rondo form
3: “Finale” -- ternary form



First Movement “Pastorale”



The movement’s themes are disarmingly simple. The primary 
theme:



And the secondary theme:



And a happier, more robust theme for the Development:



The movement is accompanied by paintings of water lilies by 
Claude Monet.

Onscreen labels identify the various elements of the sonata-form 
movement.





Second Movement “Interlude”



The movement is a rondo, in which a Reprise alternates with 
three separate “Excursion” sections, each of which is contrasting.

In this movement, the Reprise has a distinct minor-mode feel 
about it, while the Excursions are brighter and in major mode.



Paintings by Camille Pissarro accompany the movement, with 
labels for Reprises and Excursions only.





Third Movement “Final”



The last movement is in a three-part, or “ternary” form, although 
the boundaries of that form are blurred.

Because it is otherwise “through-composed”—i.e., moving 
according to its own internal logic rather than a formal layout, 
there will be no labels.



Paintings by Paul Cezanne accompany the Final, except for one 
spot—near the end, when Debussy brings back a remembrance of 
the first movement.





POULENC: CLARINET SONATA
Michael Collins, clarinet / Michael McHale, piano



Poulenc wrote this breezy sonata in 1962 for jazz great Benny 
Goodman.

Goodman gave the world premiere performance in 1963 with 
Leonard Bernstein at the piano.



Poulenc was not a 'big' composer, for his emotional range was too 
restricted. But what he did, he did perfectly, and his music shows 
remarkable finish, style and refinement.

—Harold C. Schoenberg



The finale is a romp. By 1962 jazz-inspired music like this seemed 
a little passé, just as Poulenc’s mix of wistfulness and silliness had 
come to seem a little passé.

But it remains a remarkably effective showpiece for its 
instruments, and represents an utterly risk-free modern sonata 
that a clarinetist can play with confidence in any venue.



If sonatas were people, then without a doubt the Poulenc Clarinet 
Sonata would be an adorable ditzy blonde.

Posters by Henri Toulouse-Lautrec accompany the performance.

Think of this as an appertif after the heady glories of the 
Debussy.




