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Benjamin Britten  (1913-1976)       Cello Suite No. 1 Op. 72 (1964)   

Canto primo. Sostenuto e largamente • 
I. Fuga. Andante moderato • II. Lamento. Lento rubato • 
Canto segundo. Sostenuto • III. Serenata. Allegretto, 
pizzicato • IV. Marcia. Alla marcia moderato • 
Canto terzo. Sostenuto • V. Bordone. Moderato quasi 
recitativo • VI. Moto perpetuo e Canto quarto. Presto  

 
Dmitri Kabalevsky  (1904-1987)       Cello Sonata in B flat Op. 71 (1962)   

I. Andante molto sostenuto • II. Allegretto con moto • 
III. Allegro molto  

 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
 

  

 



 

 

The Russian virtuoso Mstislav Rostropovich (1927-
2007) inspired more masterpieces for his instrument 
than any other cellist before or since. He began his career 
in the Soviet Union, all of whose major composers – 
including Dmitri Shostakovich, Sergei Prokofiev, Nikolai 
Myaskovsky, Aram Khatchaturian, Alfred Schnittke and 
Sofia Gubaidulina – created substantial works for him. 
Perhaps even more remarkable, however, is the roster of 
composers outside Russia with whom Rostropovich 
worked, particularly after 1974, when he left the Soviet 
Union for political exile in the United States. Henri 
Dutilleux, Witold Lutosławski, Krzysztof Penderecki and 
Luciano Berio were among the leading composers who 
created multiple new pieces for Rostropovich, motivated 
not only by his astounding technique but also his lifelong 
advocacy of music’s potential to effect social change. 

Perhaps Rostropovich’s most important artistic 
relationship of all was with Benjamin Britten. They met in 
September 1960 after Rostropovich gave the London 
première of Shostakovich’s First Cello Concerto. Britten 
sat next to Shostakovich, who later humorously 
complained of bruised ribs after Britten kept poking him 
to point out remarkable features of Rostropovich’s 
playing. The following day, Shostakovich introduced the 
two men: Rostropovich immediately implored Britten to 
write him a sonata, and the pair quickly became close 
friends, holidaying together with Peter Pears and 
Rostropovich’s wife, the singer Galina Vishnevskaya. 

Their association flourished despite the language 
barrier – knowing virtually nothing of each other’s 
language, they conversed in a primitive idiom they 
labelled ‘Aldeburgh Deutsch’ – and spawned an 
extraordinary series of works as well as a mutually 
rewarding chamber-music partnership whose unique 
qualities are captured in their recordings of Schubert, 
Schumann and Debussy. Paul Kildea argues that ‘for 
much of [the 1960s] … it was Rostropovich, not Pears, who 
acted as Britten’s muse’: the cellist was ‘a musician with 
no weaknesses, no areas that he needed to bolster or 
disguise, as was the case with Pears’. 

Rostropovich premièred Britten’s First Cello Suite at 
the Aldeburgh Festival in June 1965, four years after 
unveiling the Cello Sonata there with Britten as 
accompanist. The Suite, together with the companion 
pieces premièred by Rostropovich in Aldeburgh in 1968 
and 1974, constitutes the most important contribution to 
the solo cello repertoire since Bach: Britten pays homage 
to his predecessor by using dance forms and technical 
devices familiar from the Baroque era. 

The debt is most evident in the ingenious Fuga, which 
pulls off the same trick as Bach by creating the illusion of 
a polyphonic texture on an instrument that can sustain no 
more than two strings simultaneously. The Bordone (the 
name means ‘drone’ in Italian) also sounds as though 
more than one instrument is playing, since the performer 
sustains the open D string throughout the movement’s 
duration while bowing and plucking melodies above and 
below. Meanwhile, the Canto that opens the Suite, 
returning twice in abbreviated form before being cleverly 
incorporated into the moto perpetuo finale, conveys the 

same sense of unhurried harmonic exploration as Bach’s 
Preludes. 

The score of the Suite – published by Faber Music, the 
company Britten co-founded in the same year as he 
composed it – credits Rostropovich as not just dedicatee 
but also editor, and Britten clearly leaned heavily on him 
for technical advice. This is particularly evident in the 
pizzicato Serenata, where (unusually) the specific fingers 
of left and right hands that the performer is advised to use 
to pluck the string are indicated beneath the stave.  
Rostropovich in turn greeted the work’s arrival with 
characteristic exuberance: ‘Dear, darling, beloved Ben of 
genius, the surprise which I received … was 
stupefying!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! You write … that you don’t consider 
this work too successful … either you are too stupid to 
understand what a piece you have created or it is simply 
pretence! You have again produced a masterpiece!’ 

Rostropovich gave the first performance of 
Kabalevsky’s only cello sonata in Moscow in February 
1962, with the composer at the piano. Unlike 
contemporaries such as Shostakovich – and indeed 
Rostropovich himself – Kabalevsky was adept at avoiding 
trouble from the Soviet regime. The relatively 
conventional style and heroic character of much of his 
work endeared him to the Communist Party’s cultural 
commissars, as did his commitment to music education 
and his prolific output of works for children, and led to 
honours such as the Lenin Prize in 1972 and a nomination 
as a Hero of Socialist Labour in 1974. Kabalevsky’s 
willingness to join the Party and submit to its changing 
requirements, and his apparent failure to support 
colleagues threatened by the regime, has tarnished his 
posthumous reputation; critics sometimes unfairly 
dismiss his music as competent but shallow. 

No such criticisms can be levelled at the Cello Sonata, 
whose emotional depth is obvious from the first bars 
onwards. The first movement’s enormous expressive 
range seems to hint at a hidden programme: the cello 
begins in its lowest register while the piano’s repeated 
octaves suggest tolling funeral bells; mourning is 
answered with comfort as the mode constantly shifts 
from minor to major and back again. The slow tempo is 
interrupted by a nightmarishly mechanistic central 
section culminating in rapidly rising octaves from the 
cello. Pizzicato chords give way to a cello cadenza; when 
the piano returns it is becalmed and withdrawn. 

An elusive Scherzo follows: the rapid alternation of 
pizzicato, glassy sul ponticello and scurrying waltz-like 
fragments recalls the equivalent movement of Debussy’s 
Sonata. There is a final brief burst of energy, but the 
movement ends in exhaustion, petering out into silence. 
Like Britten’s Suite, the Sonata ends with a virtuosic moto 
perpetuo: the mood becomes ever more manic, until 
hammered octaves from the piano’s left hand turn into a 
reprise of the funeral bells. The Sonata returns in its final 
moments to the mood of the opening, with its enigmatic 
mixture of tragedy and consolation. 
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