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Sonata No.5 in F Major for Violin & Piano, Op. 24 ("Spring") 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 

 

 Beethoven’s ten sonatas for violin and piano provide an extraordinary in-depth view of a 

genius at work for the first two-thirds of his career.  As a youth in Bonn, Beethoven played violin 

as well as piano.  After his arrival in Vienna in 1792, he established himself as a keyboard 

virtuoso; however, he continued violin study for a while.  Consequently his violin writing is 

idiomatic and fluid.  Beethoven’s violin sonatas reflect his comfort level with the medium of 

violin and piano. The treatment of the piano as a virtuoso instrument, the exchange of melodic 

material between the two players, the depth and variety of slow movements, and the command of 

formal structure: all these elements are richly fertilized by Beethoven’s imagination. 

 

 The Op.24 sonata is one of only two Beethoven violin sonatas in four movements.  Its 

length feels spacious and untroubled.  The nickname "Spring" derives from the music's sunny 

aspect, from its setting in the pastoral key of F major, and from the sense of limitless optimism 

that characterizes this amiable work.  This is a beautifully proportioned and even-tempered 

sonata.  Its first movement provides a double statement of each principal theme, with both 

players getting a stab at the new musical ideas as they appear.  This technique emphasizes the 

equal partnership between the instruments.  

 

 That partnership risks imbalance. Resolution of that problem interested Beethoven 

keenly. Violin is essentially a treble instrument with some presence in the middle range. Piano 

has full capacity from high treble to low bass. Beethoven’s opening violin theme spans nearly an 

octave and a half. He takes pains to explore the complete violin tessitura and to balance the two 

instruments. 

 

 The slow movement is as Mozartean as Beethoven gets:  aria-like, in five sections.  

Beethoven's humor and rhythmic imagination shine forth in the sprightly scherzo. It was the first 

time he used a scherzo (rather than the old style minuet/trio) in a violin sonata. This one uses 

rhythmic displacement with great effect. Piano introduces the skipping main idea; the violin adds 

an echo effect, as if it cannot quite keep up. In actuality, maintaining rhythmic precision at this 

pace requires great skill. Similarly, the trio slides past in fleet phrases of rapid eighth notes, 

overwith before we know it. The entire movement whooshes by in little more than a minute. 

 

 Beethoven’s finale is the most adventuresome of the four movements, keeping our ears 

engaged as it wanders into unexpected keys. He returns to the spacious lyricism of the first 

movement in a lovely opening theme whose rhythmic contour recurs in the next theme. Using 

ornaments, triplets, and simple variation technique, Beethoven carries us on a relatively smooth 



journey. Even when he inserts episodes in minor mode, the atmosphere is less stormy than 

agitated, as if a smoothly flowing river had hit a short patch of rapids, but nothing dangerous. Or 

perhaps a light spring shower has fallen, but not so long as to spoil a lovely day. Good humor 

and optimism prevail.   

 

 Originally intended to be published in 1801 as a companion piece to the Op.23 sonata in 

A minor as Op.23, No.2, the "Spring" Sonata was issued with its own opus number the same 

year and has borne that number ever since.  Beethoven dedicated both sonatas to Count Moritz 

Fries, a wealthy Viennese industrialist and banker who was also a generous patron of the arts.  

 

 Throughout its four movements, the “Spring” Sonata is relatively free of the turbulence 

and struggle we associate with Beethoven’s more aggressive works. Its pleasing, entertaining, 

even ingratiating mood verges on the Schubertian. These qualities have made it an audience 

favorite for more than two centuries.  

 

Sonata for Unaccompanied Cello, Op. 8 

Zoltán Kodály (1882-1967) 

 

 Johann Sebastian Bach’s six unaccompanied suites are the cornerstone of the cello 

literature.  All cellists play them, and love them, because they secure technique, please listeners, 

stimulate the mind and refresh the soul.  Between Bach’s day and the late nineteenth century, 

however, the cello was somewhat neglected as a solo instrument.  Beethoven’s five sonatas for 

cello and piano are islands of genius, as are the two Brahms sonatas.  But the literature is limited, 

and unaccompanied cello literature is downright sparse.  That is one of the reasons Zoltán 

Kodály’s two Cello Sonatas are so important.  The first, for cello and piano, was completed in 

1910 and shows the young Hungarian composer in a neo-impressionist mood much influenced 

by Claude Debussy.  The unaccompanied sonata we hear this afternoon is a far more ambitious 

work.  A solid half-hour long, it consists of three monumental movements that tax the soloist’s 

technical and musical resources to the utmost. 

 

 Kodály was a cellist.  He also played piano, violin, and viola, but it is often noted that 

only a cellist would have composed a work with immense technical challenges such as the Opus 

8 Sonata.  It dates from the World War I years, a period during which Kodály’s original 

compositions were being neglected in Hungary. What public recognition he received stemmed 

from his ethnomusicological research into Eastern European folk song, not from his own music.  

This Sonata  was his first composition published outside Hungary, in the important musical city 

of Vienna.  Both  Kodály’s friend and colleague Béla Bartók and the English critic and composer 

Philip Heseltine (who wrote music under the pseudonym Peter Warlock) became ardent 

champions of the piece.   

 

 Many original sounds and effects attest to Kodály’s intimate knowledge of the cello’s 

capabilities.  The most unusual is scordatura tuning, a technique of Baroque origin whereby 

strings are intentionally mis-tuned.  In the case, the cello’s lower two strings, C and G, are tuned 

down a semitone to B♮ and F#.  This adjustment results in an unusually dark effect throughout 

the sonata.  Other string techniques required of the cellist are right and left hand pizzicato, 

harmonics, tremolo, pedal point, sul ponticello [bowing near the bridge], and sul tasto [bowing 



near the fingerboard].   Bartók would make all these techniques better known through his Third 

and Fourth String Quartets, but Kodály’s Sonata preceded those works by more than a decade.   

 

 The Sonata requires the cellist to play over an exceptionally wide range: nearly five 

octaves, exclusive of the harmonics.  Kodály achieves near-orchestral effects by writing double 

and triple stops or, sometimes, chords on open strings, resulting in a thicker texture that seems to 

have benefitted as much from study of Brahms’s cello sonatas as from Bach’s unaccompanied 

suites.  The imprint of  Hungarian folk music lends a distinct national character to this 

remarkable sonata.  

 

Piano Trio in C-minor, Op.66 

Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) 

 

 Mendelssohn has been subject to the vagaries of musical fashion and political turmoil 

since the mid-19th century.  Both popular and financially successful in his lifetime, he was 

hailed by Robert Schumann as the most important composer of chamber music since Beethoven 

and Schubert.  Posterity has validated that judgment, and if some skeptics over the years have 

maligned certain of Mendelssohn's piano, orchestral and vocal works, few would challenge his 

sovereignty in the realm of chamber music between Beethoven and Brahms. 

 

 Mendelssohn composed two piano trios, Op. 49 in D-minor and the work we hear this 

afternoon. In light of the broad cultivation of the trio in the mid-nineteenth-century, it is 

surprising that he did not write more for this popular combination.  Nevertheless, his legacy is 

stunning. Both Mendelssohn trios have firm holds in the repertoire, though the C-minor is less 

frequently performed.   

 

 Mendelssohn completed the second trio in April 1845, only two and a half years before 

he died. It was published one year later with a dedication to the violinist and composer Louis 

Spohr. Opus 66 is a fully mature work, balancing Mendelssohn's classical stance with the 

passion of the Romantic era.  His first movement is a marvel:  "Mendelssohn never wrote a 

stronger sonata form movement," John Horton has written.  Philip Radcliffe agrees, calling its 

flexible opening phrase "more suitable for sonata form" than the main theme of the D-minor trio. 

 

 The principal difference between Mendelssohn’s two piano trios lies in the conception, 

which is more vocal (or Songs without Words-like, if you will) in the D-minor, and more 

instrumental in this later trio.  Both slow movements are in tripartite (A-B-A) form. In both trios, 

Mendelssohn's writing is idiomatic for the instrumentalists; he was, after all, a virtuoso pianist 

and a creditable string player. In the C minor work, his writing is particularly impressive in the 

whirlwind Scherzo.  Here, the elfin spirit of A Midsummer Night's Dream is energized by 

perpetual motion and occasional, unexpected Schumannesque outbursts to yield one of his finest 

third movements.   

 

 The finale is a complex rondo with three principal themes, the third of which receives 

particular emphasis. It is a chorale melody closely linked to (but not identical with) Martin 

Luther’s well known Christmas hymn, “Gelobet seist du, Jesu Christ.” Mendelssohn’s initial 

introduction of the chorale, through imposing piano chords, is interrupted by short phrases from 



the rondo’s first theme. Ultimately the chorale melody dominates the movement’s conclusion. 

Mendelssohn endows all three players with an almost orchestral conception to their parts. Their 

combined efforts suffuse the conclusion with grandeur and majesty, suitably capping this noble 

and dramatic trio.  

       


