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PROGRAMME NOTES

Sonata No. 1 in A minor, Posthume Maurice Ravel (1875-1937)

In 1897, Maurice Ravel embarked on his formal composition studies under the guidance
of Gabriel Fauré at the Paris Conservatoire. It was during this pivotal period that the
Posthume was composed, possibly as an exercise for one of his classes. Remarkably,
this sonata adheres to the traditional structure of Exposition, Development, and
Recapitulation, bearing strong resemblances to Fauré’s lyrical melodies, and Franck’s

rich harmonic language.

The distinct sonorities of Ravel's Basque heritage emerge prominently in the opening
theme, hinting at a nostalgic connection to his youth. Born to a Basque mother,
this personal influence infuses the music with a unique and evocative character.
Simultaneously, the pervasive influence of French chamber music permeates the
composition, showcasing Ravel's deep-rooted affinity for the French musical tradition.
The Posthume represents a significant chapter in Ravel’s early compositional journey,
even as an incomplete piece. He adeptly weaves together his personal heritage, the
guidance of his mentor Fauré, and the broader French musical milieu of his time,
creating a singular and captivating piece that reflects both his artistic development and

the rich tapestry of French music in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Sonata for Violin and Piano, FP 119 Francis Poulenc (1899-1963)

Allegro con fuoco
Intermezzo
Presto tragico

Poulenc was a member of Les Six, an avant-garde group of six French composers who,
in the 1920s, challenged the constraints of French music’s formality. This Romantic and
melodic work evokes a sense of tragedy from the very outset in the Allegro con fuoco,
reminiscent of César Franck's French sonata. The Intermezzo, the second movement,
opens with a dreamy atmosphere, quoting Garcia Lorca's words, "The guitar makes
dreams weep," alluding to the poet's arrangements of Spanish folk songs. The third
movement, marked Presto tragico, demands speed and conveys a tragic mood, skilfully

combining lyricism and swiftness.



This Sonata had a tumultuous creative history, with the published version being at least
the composer's fourth attempt at a violin sonata. It was originally composed in 1942-43 for
the gifted violinist Ginette Neveu. And it was largely due to the insistence of Ginette
Neveu that this sonata was realised, as Poulenc himself confessed that many of the

delightful violinistic details in the score were thanks to her guidance.

Poulenc's exploration of the violin, an instrument he had struggled with creatively,
resulted in a sonata that blends elements of his signature style with influences from
diverse sources, including Rachmaninov and Tchaikovsky. With its fast-slow-fast three-
movement structure, the sonata reveals an amalgamation of emotional depth, lyrical
beauty, and technical brilliance. The central passage of the Intermezzo, rendered in
thirds by the violin, stands as the zenith of this composition, demonstrating Poulenc's
innovative harmonic language, notably different from his usual style, and an evocative

"vaguely Spanish” reminiscence.

The work was premiered in 1943, with Neveu on violin and Poulenc on piano. Despite
receiving mixed reviews, this Violin Sonata remains a compelling and enduring work in
the chamber music repertoire, a testament to Poulenc's ability to transcend his creative

struggles and leave a lasting musical legacy.

Sonata in G minor, L. 140 Claude Debussy (1862-1918)

Allegro vivo
Interméde: Fantasque et léger
Finale: Trés animé

Debussy's Sonata stands as his swan song, crafted during a tumultuous period marked
by the ravages of World War | and his own battle with terminal cancer. Originally
conceived as part of a grand plan for six sonatas for various instruments, Debussy
completed only three before his passing in 1918. The backdrop against which Debussy
composed this sonata was bleak. The war had plunged Europe into chaos, Paris was
grappling with food and coal shortages, and economic hardships prevailed. Debussy
himself was grappling with a debilitating illness, "l only wrote this sonata to be rid of

the thing, spurred on by my dear publisher.”

The first movement, Allegro vivo, opens with tranquil piano chords that transition from G
minor to C major, conjuring a sense of boundless potential. The violin enters, embarking
on a virtuosic, improvisatory journey infused with a touch of folk music. It's a playful and

unpredictable dance, capturing moments of turbulence and celestial serenity.



In the second movement, Interméde: Fantasque et léger, Debussy weaves capricious
vivacity into the composition, juxtaposed with moments of haunting introspection.
This movement exists in an enigmatic realm, blurring the lines between a scherzo and a

gentle andante, where harmony seems to float through an ephemeral sea.

The final movement, Finale: Trés animé, revisits the main theme of the first movement,
as if opening a door to a transcendent world. Debussy described this movement as

"filled with tumultuous joy," and it indeed exudes exuberance.

Debussy's innovative approach to harmony and melody challenges convention, blurring
the lines between the two. While melodies constantly mutate, harmonic progressions
proceed at a leisurely pace, subverting the traditional relationship between melody
and harmony. Through this work, we witness Debussy's profound musical alchemy:
transforming life's hardships and his own impending mortality into a composition that

radiates transcendent beauty and the enduring power of art.

Sonatain A César Franck (1822-1890)

Allegretto ben moderato

Allegro

Recitativo-Fantasia, ben moderato
Allegretto poco mosso

César Franck's Violin Sonata in A, composed in 1886, stands as a testament to the
power of friendship and artistry. This remarkable composition was a heartfelt wedding
gift from Franck to the celebrated Belgian violinist Eugene Ysaye and his bride, Louise
Bourdeau. Ysaye was not only a virtuoso but also a composer who championed the

forefront of French music.

The opening movement, initially conceived as slow and contemplative, was swayed by
Ysaye's persuasive influence, resulting in an Allegretto marked "ben moderato”. In this
movement, two contrasting themes emerge, with the violin and piano taking turns to

shine, creating a cyclical, Lisztian structure.

The second movement, an intense scherzo in D minor, bursts forth as a turbulent piano
toccata. It features a surging, offbeat violin line that dances upon the tempestuous
waves. Amid this turmoil, moments of lyrical and contemplative respite appear, only to

be swept away by the toccata's forceful return.



The third movement, Recitativo-Fantasia, showcases Franck's Wagnerian influences
in its voice-led chromaticism and Tristanesque piano introduction. It serves as an
introspective reflection, shifting between improvisational recitative and the more

directed Fantasia.

The final movement opens with a radiant, canonically constructed theme, symbolizing
the unity of love and music. This theme is joyously developed, incorporating elements
from the second movement's stormy passages. The Sonata ultimately reaches an

exultant climax, evoking jubilation and triumph.

Franck's innovative use of cyclic unity binds the entire work, with motifs and themes
reappearing throughout, creating a profound musical narrative. The sonata's thematic
transformation techniques echo the brilliance of Franz Liszt and solidify its place as a
monumental composition. This Violin Sonata, born out of friendship, love, and artistry,
has become a cornerstone of the violin repertoire. Its enduring appeal and emotional
depth continue to captivate audiences worldwide, a testament to César Franck's genius

and the timeless power of music.

Programme notes by Koho
(Researcher in performance studies, travelling musician in Europe)



