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Sol Gabetta cello 
Kristian Bezuidenhout piano 
 
 
 
Felix Mendelssohn  (1809-1847)     Cello Sonata No. 1 in B flat Op. 45 (1838)   

I. Allegro vivace • II. Andante • III. Allegro assai  

Song without Words in E Op. 19b No. 1 (1830) arranged for cello 
and piano 

Song without Words in G minor ‘Venetianisches Gondellied’ 
Op. 19b No. 6 arranged for cello and piano 

Song Without Words Op. 109 (1845)   

Robert Schumann  (1810-1856)     Fantasiestücke Op. 73 (1849)   
No. 1 Zart und mit Ausdruck • No. 2 Lebhaft, leicht • 
No. 3 Rasch und mit Feuer  

Interval    

Johannes Brahms  (1833-1897)     Feldeinsamkeit Op. 86 No. 2 (1882) arranged for cello and piano   

Wie Melodien zieht es mir Op. 105 No. 1 (1886) arranged for cello 
and piano   

Intermezzo in A Op. 118 No. 2 (1893) arranged for cello and piano   

Cello Sonata No. 1 in E minor Op. 38 (1862-5)   
I. Allegro non troppo • II. Allegretto quasi 
menuetto • III. Allegro  

 
 
 

 
 

  



 

 

Felix Mendelssohn was born in Hamburg in 1809 to 
Jewish parents who later adopted Christianity as their 
religion, baptising Felix as a Lutheran in 1816. His 
musical prowess was clear from an early age. A 
precocious composer, he wrote multiple symphonies 
for string orchestra, and no fewer than five operas while 
still a boy. Following a wide-ranging education in Berlin 
and Paris, he became active as a conductor and 
programmer, playing an integral role in the revival of 
the works of Johann Sebastian Bach, as well as 
numerous other composers whose works have now 
become mainstays of the classical canon today. 

By 1837, Felix was internationally famous and 
frequently away from his Leipzig home, thanks to his 
busy touring and conducting schedule. That year, in a 
letter to his brother, Paul (a gifted amateur cellist for 
whom Felix had already written a set of cello and piano 
variations), he wrote: ‘I also intend soon to compose a 
sonata for cello and piano for you – by my beard, I  
will!’ The following year, he completed this three-
movement, classically influenced Sonata. 

The piano and cello begin in unison with an ominous, 
upward-winding melody ending with a distinctive 
dotted rhythm, before the two instruments embark on 
a dance-like exchange of soaring melodies and 
motoring quavers and triplets. The same rhythmic 
‘hook’ resurfaces repeatedly throughout the aria- 
like middle movement and its poised, minor-key 
conclusion, while the adventurous harmonies of the 
final movement transform the sinuous opening theme 
into a dynamic, galloping melody, which subsides in a 
halo of rippling piano semiquavers. 

In the late 1820s, Mendelssohn’s sister Fanny wrote 
in a letter that Felix had composed her a collection of 
‘Songs without words’ – a new genre, characterised by 
a tuneful piano melody mimicking the phrasing of the 
human voice. The collection was published in 1832, and 
publishers later added the title ‘Sweet Remembrances’ 
to the first of the five, in response to the melody’s 
poignant emotion. The melancholy ‘Venetianisches 
Gondellied’ evokes the lilting waters of the Italian city 
with a sombre, rocking accompaniment. Written in 
October 1845, the Opus 109 Song without Words for 
cello and piano was published posthumously in 1868 
and follows the genre’s typical ternary (or A-B-A) 
structure, with a tempestuous central section flanked 
by two tuneful outer sections. 

Dating from an intense period of creative activity for 
Schumann in 1849, this trio of fantasies was originally 
titled ‘Soiréestücke’ (Night Pieces), and Schumann 
initially wrote with the clarinet and piano in mind. 
However, upon their publication as Fantasiestücke in 
1849, Schumann indicated that the melodic part could 
also be taken on by the violin or cello. All three pieces 
exhibit the dreamlike mood shifts and melodic fluidity 
so characteristic of Schumann’s writing, from the 
songlike yearning of the first fantasy to the feverish 
optimism of the second, concluding with the 
effervescent, irrepressible conclusion. 

A moment of silence and solitude in nature may seem 
an unlikely subject for an Art Song, but in 
Feldeinsamkeit, Johannes Brahms turns his musical 
gifts to this poetic paradox. Here arranged for cello, and 
stripped of Hermann Allmers’s poetic text, the cello 
takes the vocal line of Brahms’s wide-ranging, lullaby-
like melody, unfurling the exquisite expanse of sky, and 
the ‘ew’ge Räume’ (or ‘eternal space’) of nature’s 
beauty. Wie Melodien is a hymn to the transporting 
effects – and ephemeral consolations – of music itself, 
with Brahms elevating Klaus Groth’s words in a soaring 
tune of sublime beauty. Composed during a summer 
holiday to Bad Ischl towards the end of the composer’s 
life, Brahms’s Intermezzo No. 2 (Op. 118) is one of the 
composer’s most popular piano works, with its tender 
harmonies and halting lyricism creating an almost 
unbearable bittersweetness. Often characterised as a 
love letter to Brahms’s lifelong friend and confidante, 
Clara Schumann, the majestic melancholy of the work’s 
opening and closing sections contrasts with the 
sorrowful resignation of the minor-key central section, 
creating a profoundly moving musical portrait. 

‘A landscape torn by mists and clouds, in which I can 
see the ruins of old churches…’ With its gothic imagery 
and brooding skies, Edvard Grieg’s appraisal of 
Johannes Brahms’s First Cello Sonata is a picture of 
Romanticism. Composed in the 1860s, the work 
emerged at a time when artists and composers  
alike were exploring new realms of heightened 
emotional expression – often taking in dark, ominous 
landscapes. Yet for all the Sonata’s explosive energy 
and lyrical qualities, it is underpinned by a decidedly 
classical sensibility. 

Initially conceived in 1862 as a three-part work, 
beginning with that mournful, aria-like theme and 
ending with the delicate, mysterious trio, Brahms 
added the final movement three years later, in 1865. Its 
mighty fugue was inspired by the 16th  
and 17th Contrapunctus from Bach’s keyboard 
masterpiece, The Art of Fugue. The German 
composer’s influence is unmistakeable in the austere 
grandeur of the movement’s opening bars, although 
the volatile Romantic temperament is never far away. 

It is dedicated to – and was composed for – Josef 
Gänsbacher, a keen amateur cellist who, at the work’s 
première, reputedly complained that Brahms was 
playing the piano so loudly that he couldn’t hear 
himself. (‘Lucky you,’ was the composer’s surly 
response.) We’ll never know whether Josef’s complaint 
was reasonable – but the two instruments interweave 
and complement one another as equals, reflecting 
Brahms’s instruction that the piano ‘should be a 
partner… but it should under no circumstances assume 
a purely accompanying role.’ 
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