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“Mostly Schubert’s Last Year” 

 

 

 Throughout 1828, Franz Schubert, ravaged by disease, was in a race against the clock. He 

had contracted syphilis early in 1823, and lived with near-chronic illness for the last five years of 

his life. In an era long before penicillin, the symptoms caused by his syphilis inevitably 

worsened during this period, occasionally obliging him to withdraw from society and decline 

engagements with friends and admirers. Understandably, these bouts of illness precipitated 

depression. By January 1828, he surely had premonitions that his time on earth was limited. 

 

 Mercifully, during occasional stretches, his condition improved. In late March 1828, he 

was well enough – and confident enough - to present an all-Schubert recital on the first 

anniversary of Beethoven’s death. That was a high point for the year in terms of public acclaim. 

More to the point, 1828 was a second consecutive annus mirabilis for Schubert as a composer.  
 

 An astounding efflorescence of masterpieces dates from these last two years. Late 1827 

yielded the song cycle Der Winterreise and two magnificent Piano Trios: Op.99 in B-flat, D.898, 

which we hear after intermission, and Op. 100 in E-flat, D. 929. The bonanza continued in 1828, 

beginning with the four-hand piano Fantasie in F minor that opens this afternoon’s program, 

which he wrote between January and April. Later that year he composed the Lebenssstürme, 

D.947 and several other pieces for one piano, four hands. 

 

 Three magnificent sonatas crown Schubert’s achievement as a composer for solo piano: 

the C Minor Sonata, D. 958, the majestic A Major Sonata D. 959, and the transcendent B-flat 

Major Sonata D. 960. He finished all three in September 1828. The same month, he also 

completed the String Quintet in C Major, D.956. The rich harvest continued with the song cycle 

Schwanengesang, and Der Hirt auf dem Felsen [“The Shepherd on the Rock”] for soprano, 

clarinet, and piano. This productivity is all the more astounding considering Schubert5's 

declining health. Contemporary accounts from his friends and associates attest that he suffered in 

September from chronic headaches and dizziness. 

 

 This outpouring is noteworthy for its emphasis on instrumental music. Schubert had 

established his reputation as a writer of songs. During his teenage years and early twenties, he 

was less secure writing for instruments and managing large forms. Clearly by the late 1820s, he 

had grown in confidence in both arenas.  

 

 Our season finale is anchored by two late masterpieces by Schubert. In between, we hear 

a neglected Schumann Sonata for violin and piano. This First Sonata dates from a productive 

period in Schumann’s life that provides a striking complement to the richness of Schubert’s last 

year. Given that Schumann played a central role in the rediscovery of Schubert’s music in the 



1830s and 1840s, it is fitting that his Violin Sonata should keep company with the late Schubert 

masterworks we hear today. 
  

 

Fantasie in F minor for Piano, Four Hands, Op.103 (D.940) 

Franz Schubert (1797-1828) 

 

 Schubert composed more music for one piano, four hands than any other major 

composer.  Some 50 works fill four rich volumes, ranging from the slightest of country dances to 

large scale concert pieces of major musical importance.  The F-minor Fantasie is the crown jewel 

of them all.  Sketched in January 1828 and completed in fair copy barely three months later, it is 

a superb example of his mature piano writing, and one of the great masterpieces of the four-hand 

literature. 

 

 Earlier in Schubert’s career, Countess Caroline Esterházy had studied with him. 

Following her sister's marriage late in 1827, their paths crossed again.  His dedication of the 

Fantasie to her is thought to be a sign of their friendship's renewal at that time.  Sadly, the 

friendship was cut short by Schubert's death in November 1828.  The Fantasie's strongly 

Hungarian flavor in the opening movement is probably a bow to the Countess' family heritage.   

 

 By the 1820s, music in minor keys was no longer the rarity that it was during the high 

classic era. In Schubert, however, F minor is a singular tonality, particularly in the instrumental 

music. None of his symphonies, completed piano sonatas, or string quartets is in F minor. One 

has to turn to his Lieder to find him writing elsewhere in this key. In the early 19th century, F 

minor was associated with regret, nostalgia, and sometimes bitterness. One can easily surmise 

that Schubert, battling ill health and feeling his own mortality, chose the key of his Fantasie in 

order to express some of those feelings.  

 

 In the space of 20 minutes, Schubert unfolds one of his most compact structures:  four 

connected movements in free sonata form, with strong interthematic and symmetrical 

connections.  The outer two movements shift between F-major and F-minor; the inner two are set 

in F#-major and F#-minor.  Schubert's biographer John Reed calls the third movement Scherzo 

"a miracle of grace and lightness."  Both the Scherzo and the finale reflect Schubert's late-

blooming interest in the study of counterpoint.   

 

Sonata in A minor for Violin and Piano, Op.105 

Robert Schumann (1810-1856) 
 

 The First Violin Sonata dates from one of the happier periods in Robert Schumann’s life. 

In September 1850, he and Clara moved their family to Düsseldorf so that he could assume the 

music directorship there. The stimulus of his new situation prompted a torrent of composing and 

revising. Within a year of the relocation, in addition to reworking his early Symphony in D 

minor,  he had written the so-called Rhenish Symphony (published as No.3).  Additionally, he 

composed three concert overtures, several groups of songs, a handful of solo piano pieces, his 

Piano Trio No.3, and two sonatas for violin and piano. The First Sonata was premiered in March 

1852 at the Leipzig Gewandhaus. 

 



 Historically, this work has been a rarity in recital performances. One reason for the 

oversight is that Schumann’s sonatas have been eclipsed by those of Beethoven, Schubert, and 

Brahms, which dominate the 19th-century literature for violin and piano. There are also 

violinistic issues. The tessitura is unusually low, closer to that of the viola. Further, Schumann 

did not always write idiomatically for strings, and many violinists eschewed this work because it 

is awkward in places, which adds to its difficulty.  

 

 That has changed in the past couple of years, and now Schumann’s First Sonata is getting 

the performances and exposure that it deserves. Its surging piano part with arpeggiated figuration 

is a rich complement to the violin’s rich, expressive themes. A melancholy atmosphere pervades 

the first movement, marked ‘with passionate expression.’ Many Schumann characteristics are 

present: an essentially monothematic structure whereby each subsequent melody is essentially a 

variant of the opening theme, and repetitive rhythms that leave their insistent mark. Schumann’s 

metamorphosis of the initial melody into a second theme is inexpressibly tender. 

 

 The second movement Allegretto contrasts the bipolar aspects of Schumann’s 

personality: the dreamy, introspective Eusebius and the impetuous Florestan. Capricious 

alternation between these two ‘characters’ gives the movement the narrative atmosphere of a 

fairy tale. The finale, Lebhaft [lively, spirited] has a scampering quality that is at once playful 

and sinister. Motor rhythms prevail in this free sonata form movement. Here, as throughout the 

entire work, Schumann integrates the two parts seamlessly, fusing romantic abandon with a keen 

sense of drama. 

 

Piano Trio No.1 in B-flat major, Op.99 (D.898)  

Franz Schubert (1797-1828) 
 

 One of the most beloved of all Schubert's chamber works, the B-flat major trio is a 

tantalizing mystery of unanswered questions.  We know neither why nor precisely when he 

wrote it.  Whereas the  surviving autograph for its companion piece, the E-flat Trio Op.100, D. 

929 clearly bears a date of November 1827, no autograph survives for the B-flat trio; nor is the 

B-flat major piece mentioned specifically in documentary records from the time.   

 

 It seems likely, however, that he also wrote Op.99 in 1827, probably a month or two 

earlier than Op.100.  By 1827 the syphilis that would cut short Schubert's life had already 

manifested many second stage symptoms.  Many of the composer's friends were concerned that 

he seemed overly depressed; it was in early 1827 that he began work on the dark poetry cycle of 

Winterreise.  That summer his friends Johann Jenger and Anselm Hüttenbrenner traveled with 

Schubert to Graz, where they spent a carefree, music-filled holiday as guests of Marie Pachler.  

In a thank you note to her after the visit, Schubert referred to their stay as "the happiest days I 

have had for a long time."  Surely this is the spirit that suffuses the B-flat trio! 

 

 In Schubert's day, what we call chamber music was the popular music of everyday.  

Much music was written for its sheer entertainment value.  Like many of his contemporaries, 

Schubert composed for the players available to him -- witness the singular instrumentation of the 

"Trout" Quintet.  Doubtless both piano trios had their origins in the informal Schubertiad 

musicales that constituted such an important part of the composer's social and musical life. 



 

 "A glance at Schubert's trio [in B-flat], and all miserable human commotion vanishes, and 

the world shines in new splendor."  So wrote Robert Schumann, in an 1836 review of this work.  

And indeed, Schubert's trio bursts with confident good nature, dizzying the listener with its 

abundance of joyous melodies.  A modern critic, John Reed, has observed that "there is 

something of the vernal freshness of the "Trout" Quintet [written eight years earlier] about the B-

flat Trio." 

 

 The music of the B-flat Trio is so well-known as to make comment superfluous.  Broadly 

speaking, the piano writing is Schubert's best; though not exactly pianistic, it is far less 

ungrateful than most of the other solo and chamber keyboard works.  As always, Schubert's 

intimate understanding of the strings happily informs his writing for them.  Military march style 

dominates the opening movement; the third movement scherzo is an inverted variation of the 

opening theme, and even more frankly indebted to the scherzo of the "Trout."  And the Rondo, so 

redolent of German operetta, provides an insouciant and animated close. 


