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 “No Translation Necessary” 

 

Sonata for Two Violins, Op. 56 (1932)  

Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953) 
 

 Prokofiev left his native Russia in the wake of the October Revolution in 1917.  By a 

circuitous route he came first to the United States, then to Europe.  By the early 1930s he was 

restless, unsettled, and still deeply attached to his homeland.  In 1933 he finally decided to return 

to the Soviet Union and life under the Stalinist regime.  Twenty years later, in an ironic twist of 

fate, Prokofiev and Stalin died on the same day: 5 March, 1953. 

 

 The Sonata we hear this evening was one of the last compositions Prokofiev wrote in the 

west.  It is roughly contemporary with the Piano Concerto for Left Hand he wrote for Paul 

Wittgenstein and the subsequent Fifth Piano Concerto, in G.  He was living in Paris in the early 

1930s, and decided to join a new music organization called Triton, which boasted among its 

members Darius Milhaud, Francis Poulenc, and Arthur Honegger.  Prokofiev was anxious for the 

opportunity to promote the music of his countrymen Shostakovich and Miaskovsky as well as his 

own compositions, therefore he agreed when Triton's representatives approached him about 

writing a work to inaugurate the new series.  The Sonata for Two Violins received its first public 

performance at Triton's debut concert in December 1932. 

 

 At approximately 15 minutes, the Sonata is not particularly long, especially considering 

that it has four movements.  We are struck by the absence of virtuosic show for its own sake; this 

piece seems like a different work from the extroverted Second Violin Concerto, for example.  

Prokofiev gives us lean, muscular music. 

 

 In the second movement, lightning quick reactions are essential, for the two parts are 

closely interwoven at rapid tempo.  The players must have superb, precise ensemble to deliver 

this extraordinarily difficult movement, full of rapid-fire phrases that are gone in the twinkling of 

an eye.  Both slow movements are mournful and Russian.  They show that the distinct voice of 

young Dmitri Shostakovich was already making itself heard among his contemporaries.  The 

half-playful, half-sardonic diatonicism peculiar to Prokofiev surfaces most strongly in the finale.   

At times the two parts are written so closely together in their conversational exchange that we 

must concentrate in order to determine which instrument is playing what. It makes for 

fascinating visual theater, as well as great listening.  

 

 

 

 

 



Sonata No.1 for Violin and Piano in F minor, Op.80 

Sergei Prokofiev 

 

 All of Prokofiev’s violin pieces – concertos, sonatas, and smaller works – involved close 

collaboration with a major virtuoso. In the case of this F minor sonata, the celebrated Russian 

violinist Davoid Oistrakh played a central role.  

 

 The sketches date from 1938, shortly after Prokofiev’s permanent return to the Soviet 

Union after nearly two decades abroad. Despite the imminent threat of war, Prokofiev was 

preoccupied with the film score to Alexander Nevsky, the ballet Cinderella, and the opera War 

and Peace. Consequently, he did not complete the violin sonata until almost eight years later.  

His growing friendship with violinist David Oistrakh provided the impetus to finish it.  

 

  Oistrakh recalled the first time Prokofiev played through the new score for him:  "The 

music itself made an enormous impression -- one had the feeling of being present at a very great 

and significant event.  Nothing written for the violin in many decades . . . could equal this piece 

in beauty and depth."  The sonata is dedicated to Oistrakh, who played the premiere with pianist 

Lev Oborin in October 1946.  

 

 A large scale work in four movements of approximately equal length, the F-minor sonata 

is serious and troubled, with little of the delicate humor and transparent grace that mark works 

like Prokofiev’s “Classical” Symphony. It is modeled on the Baroque sonata da chiesa in its 

slow-fast-slow-fast ordering of movements. The composer once told his second wife, Mira, that 

hearing some music by Handel had inspired him to write the piece.  As in Baroque works, the 

first movement functions as a lengthy introduction to the second, but it does the music an 

injustice to relegate it solely to that status.   

 

 Prokofiev establishes a dark, cerebral quality in the Andante assai that prevails through 

much of the sonata.  Metric switches between 3/4 and 4/4 create a rhythmic unpredictability that 

recurs in the finale.  Prokofiev likened the violin's scales over the piano chorale towards the end 

of the movement to "wind in a graveyard." 

 

 The Allegro brusco has the brusque quality of its title; the music is percussive and 

aggressive, even belligerent.  Prokofiev uses imitation as a crude device, to make the sound 

rougher.  After this coarse atmosphere, the ethereal magic of the Andante is immensely effective.  

The composer gives us our only respite from the austere demands of the sonata, with warm 

lyricism.  The middle section of this ternary movement, in 12/8 meter, weaves a pastoral spell.  

More than anywhere else in the sonata, the music of this slow movement recalls the grace of 

Cinderella.    

 

 Prokofiev returns to the ferocity of the second movement in his finale.  The constant 

fluctuations of meter from 5/8 to 7/8 to 8/8 make this movement unstable and rather complex; it 

has the inner energy of a perpetuum mobile, while sharing some formal characteristics with a 

rondo.  A brief allusion to the violin scales and piano chorale of the first movement unifies the 

sonata, which ends in the same gloomy, introspective mode as its opening.   



 When Prokofiev died in 1953, Oistrakh played two movements from this sonata at the 

funeral.  It was the only appropriate music of the composer's he could find that did not exude the 

optimistic, irrepressible spirit that prevails in so many of Prokofiev's compositions.  

 

String Trio No. 1 in B-flat major, D.471  

Franz Schubert (1797-1828) 
 

 The Schubert family loved to play chamber music together in the home.  On Sundays and 

feast days, they would congregate for music-making.  So gifted were they that they had an in-

house string quartet, without need for reinforcements from family friends.  Franz was the family 

violist; Papa Schubert and brothers Ferdinand and Ignaz balanced out the ensemble.  This 

extraordinary domestic environment explains the large number of youthful string quartets Franz 

Schubert composed, eighteen of which predate his 21st birthday.   

 

 Presumably the string trio interested him less. After all, if four players were available, 

why not include everyone? Perhaps there were a couple of nights when Papa Schubert was ill or 

otherwise unable to play, though, because two string trios survive.  Both are in B-flat major, and 

were written within a year of one another; D.471 was composed in September 1816.  Schubert 

was still in his 'teens, but already employed as a schoolmaster, and chafing at the restraints 

placed on him by his academic responsibilities. 

 

 The trio we hear this afternoon is incomplete. Not all its component movements have 

survived.  A fragment of an Andante in E-flat major exists, but the "little" B-flat Trio is generally 

performed as this single, sprightly movement.  In its original guise, it was probably for two 

violins and cello, as opposed to violin, viola, and cello, as it is performed today.  His models 

were clearly Mozart and Haydn, and this B-flat Allegro has a decidedly 18th-century cast to it.  

Themes are simple, folk-like and melodic.  Schubert sets them forth in clean, foursquare phrases.  

He uses triplets for rhythmic variety and occasional sextuplets for a dramatic flourish.  

Chromaticism appears discreetly, and modulations only hint at the daring journeys Schubert 

would make later in his career.  Any clouds that appear in this landscape are the small fluffy 

variety, against a background of brilliant sunshine and clear blue skies.   

 

Piano Quintet in G minor, Op.57 (1940) 

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) 
 

 The Shostakovich Piano Quintet is a rare, thought-provoking work.  Even a first hearing 

leaves listeners with the uncanny sense that they already know this work well, and that they have 

heard something significant.  At the same time one is struck with the Quintet's originality; 

nothing sounds hackneyed and Shostakovich’s score comes across as fresh and immediate.  

 

 Shostakovich composed it during summer 1940, shortly before the Nazi invasion forced 

the Soviet Union into the Second World War.  The composer played the premiere in Moscow on 

23 November, 1940 with members of the Beethoven Quartet.  (Its members were lifelong 

friends; they also premiered 13 of Shostakovich’s 15 string quartets.)  Critical and popular 

reaction to the new piece was electric.  The Quintet was immediately hailed as a masterpiece.  It 

earned Shostakovich the Stalin Prize of 100,000 rubles; at the time this was the largest sum of 



money ever awarded for a piece of music. 

 

 The quintet has five movements, but it may also be perceived in three large sections, 

because the first two and last two movements are played without pause.  These outer sections 

make a centerpiece of the middle scherzo, creating a sort of arch form of the complete work.  

 

 Within the five movements Shostakovich pays homage to many of his musical 

predecessors.  The Prelude and Fugue that begin the work hark back to the Baroque era. Dance-

like and fleet, the scherzo recalls the breathtaking and magical third movements of Beethoven 

and Mendelssohn.  Shostakovich's Intermezzo, though in some ways the most individual of the 

five movements, manages to take a simultaneous bow to J.S. Bach and to Paul Hindemith.  And 

the finale, with its delicate diatonic grace, is quite Mozartean. 

 

 Despite this apparent melting pot of musical styles, the Piano Quintet is well-unified and 

closely knit.  One of the ways in which Shostakovich accomplishes this unity is texture.  Only 

rarely does he employ the full sonority of the quintet.  Because of that, when all five performers 

do participate, the composer achieves extra emphasis and emotional power.  Many momentary 

duets and trios occur; it is as if he wished to give each player a special opportunity to listen to the 

others.  This is music as much for the performers as it is for the listeners. 

 

 The piano is treated polyphonically for most of the quintet.  In the Fugue, Shostakovich 

temporarily increases his voicing to six by using each of the pianist's hands for a separate fugue 

entrance.  In all four movements, the pianist frequently plays unisons at a distance of one or two 

octaves, rather than chords, which might compromise the balance. By treating the piano in this 

linear fashion -- a technique characteristic of Shostakovich, especially in chamber music -- he 

focuses attention on melody and the interplay of polyphonic lines.  The piano becomes an 

extension of the string instruments. 

 

 A prevalence of slow tempi in the quintet throws a bright spotlight on the central scherzo.  

Curiously, though this movement is generally taken at breakneck speed, it is only marked 

Allegretto.  Shostakovich apparently wished to maintain a sense of moderation and restraint 

throughout.  His concluding movement fulfills this intent admirably.  Its pastoral simplicity and 

direct terms show startling grace.  There is humor as well.  According to biographer Victor 

Seroff, one of the finale's themes is the traditional tune used by Russian circuses to herald the 

arrival of the clowns.  Philosophical, witty and uplifting, the Finale is music for the soul. 

 

 


