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“A Pair of Sixes” 

 

Souvenir de Florence, Op. 70 

Pyotr Ilich Tchaikowsky (1840-1893) 

 

 Unlike most of his Russian contemporaries, Tchaikovsky was fascinated by chamber 

music throughout his career, writing many works for various chamber ensembles.  Although he 

is generally considered to have assimilated more characteristics of Western – and specifically 

German – music than any of his contemporary countrymen, Tchaikovsky was fiercely proud of 

being Russian.  The two warring factions of specifically Russian character and Teutonic tradition 

are splendidly melded in Tchaikovsky's final chamber work, the string sextet known as Souvenir 

de Florence. 

 In his later years, Tchaikovsky had achieved both renown and financial success to a 

degree enjoyed by few composers during their lifetimes.  Freed from economic worry, he was 

able to pursue his creative impulses.  During the period 1890-1892, from which the string sextet 

dates, the composer was in fact in Italy, but rather preoccupied with the composition of his opera 

The Queen of Spades.  Writing a chamber work provided something of a diversion.  Tchaikovsky 

completed a rough draft for the sextet in some 2-1/2 weeks during the early summer of 1890; he 

revised that draft thoroughly before the work was premiered at the Petersburg Chamber Music 

Society in 1892.  That was the point at which the sextet acquired the subtitle by which it has 

since been known. 

 When Tchaikovsky traveled to Florence in January, 1890 he had not been to Italy in eight 

years.  Apparently the trip inspired him, for he threw himself into intensive labor on the opera 

and, in June, the sextet.  His letters to his brothers Modest and Anatoly are filled with references 

to both works.  Tchaikovsky was extremely happy with his progress on The Queen of Spades, 

and eventually his good mood translated into the high spirits of the Souvenir.  Nevertheless it is 

clear that the sextet presented challenges for him.  The letters reveal how he struggled with the 

broader string texture.  In June 1890, for example, he wrote to Modest: 

 

We have a period of rains and frightful heat here, and it is what we call `steaming'.  It 

makes me feel so sleepy and weak that I can scarcely move my hand over the paper.  But 

perhaps it is the fault of the sextet.  I started working on it 3 days ago and am writing 

with difficulty, handicapped by lack of ideas and the new form. One needs six 

independent but at the same time homogeneous voices.  This is frightfully difficult. 

Haydn never managed to conquer this problem and never wrote anything but quartets for 

Kammermusik. 

 

Less than three weeks later, he had evidently broken through the logjam. Elated as he neared 

completion, he now reported to Modest:  "Ah! Modia, my sextet is wonderful and the fugue at 

the end is charming.  Terrific, how pleased I am with myself!"  The fugue at the end is indeed 



‘charming,’ and dramatic, and well crafted.  Also noteworthy is a distinctly Russian, folk-like 

third movement, unique within the whole.  The entire work is music for the soul, classic 

Tchaikovsky wearing his heart on his sleeve.  The gestures are big, the themes broadly lyrical, 

and the overall mood quite positive.  It is easy enough to imagine a roseate Italian glow 

emanating from this wonderful work. 

 

String Sextet No.1 in B-flat major, Op. 18 

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)   
 

 The mantle of Beethoven lay heavily on Johannes Brahms's shoulders for much of his 

life.  He waited until the age of 43 to publish a symphony, humbled by the monumental 

precedent to which he knew he would be compared.  Despite his own self-censorship, Brahms 

was preoccupied with the two genres in which Beethoven excelled above all others: symphony 

and string quartet.  By his own account, he destroyed some twenty odd string quartets before 

publishing his first two in 1873.  Brahms's two Serenades, Op. 11 in D (1858) and Op. 16 in A 

(1859, revised 1875) and the Piano Concerto No.1 in D minor, Op. 15 all bear testimony to his 

interest in writing for larger ensembles.  Similarly, the two String Sextets were an outgrowth of 

his interest in chamber music, particularly the string quartet, whose exigencies he did not yet feel 

he had mastered. 

 Why the string sextet?  The combination of two violins, two violas, and two cellos, 

though not unprecedented (Louis Spohr had published one in 1850), was certainly unusual.  

Brahms eschewed the spare string trio ensemble.  Possibly the two sextets were a way for him to 

experiment with the doubling of that sonority, much as Mendelssohn had doubled the string 

quartet with his Octet.   

 More likely, Brahms was attracted by the richer, darker sonorities made possible by the 

addition of a second viola and second cello.  All his life he preferred the dusky timbres, favoring 

viola over violin, contralto over soprano, French horn over the higher winds.  The string sextet 

provided him with darker sound, challenges of texture, and subtle varieties in color. 

 The two sextets have more in common than instrumentation.  As with so many of 

Brahms's chamber works throughout his life, both are dominated by traditional forms:  first 

movements in large sonata form and finales strongly influenced by the traditional sonata/rondo.  

Brahms wrote variations for both slow movements.  Both works are characterized by a warmth 

and tenderness, a relaxed and expansive mood that recalls the "heavenly length" of Schubert.  A 

preponderance of triple meter underscores the lyrical expanse of these two large chamber works.  

Finally, both sextets are the embodiment of Brahms's youthful, romantic spirit, and there is 

compelling evidence to support the conjecture that his romantic feelings for individual women 

underlie both compositions. 

 Brahms had been only 23 when Robert Schumann died in 1856.  His close friendship 

with Schumann's widow Clara continued and deepened after Schumann's death. Clara leaned on 

him heavily.  Conventional wisdom holds that Brahms was deeply in love with her, and that the 

B-flat major Sextet, composed between 1857 and 1860, was written with Clara in mind.   

 The Opus 18 sextet is generally considered to be the most accessible chamber work in the 

Brahms canon.  The first thing that strikes the listener is its elegance of proportion.  Phrases are 

long, the pace relaxed, and the songlike theme, introduced by the cello, reminiscent of Schubert.  

Equally Schubertian is the digression through A-major, in a lilting Ländler-like bridge, en route 

to the dominant key of F-major.  For the second theme, the cello once again has the initial 



statement before yielding to the higher strings.   

 On the surface of it, the second movement is a theme and variations.  But what a set!  

Brahms casts this movement as a Baroque chaconne.  The stark drama and the tonality evoke the 

Bach D minor Chaconne for violin from the unaccompanied Partita No.2, BWV 1005. We know 

that Brahms knew and revered that masterpiece; many years later, after Clara Schumann had 

developed arthritis in her right hand, Brahms transcribed the Bach Chaconne for left hand piano 

(Studie No. 5, 1879).   

 The sextet's variations are gripping and inexorable, growing progressively more ominous 

and menacing until a veritable storm erupts in the third section.  The wildness of the surging 

lower scales is punctuated by the sharp exclamations in the upper voices; this is Brahms at his 

most unbridled romantic, reckless and passionate.  The two major-mode variations that follow 

have an ineffable sweetness that is all the more poignant for their abrupt and welcome contrast.  

The variations conclude with a broad coda. 

 The scherzo, Allegro molto, is significantly smaller in scale and lighter in weight.  It 

dissolves the tension of the slow movement, and hints at the spirit of Beethoven.  The finale 

cedes again to Schubert; this movement has often been compared to the finale of the Schubert B-

flat major piano trio, Op.99 (D.898).  Brahms has written a sonata/rondo imbued with jollity and 

the spirit of folk song.  He uses the medium of the string sextet with great imagination; the effect 

of musical give and take is visually and aurally fascinating.  On one level it reminds the listener 

of Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos; on another it looks forward to the antiphonal call and 

response of Big Band jazz. 


