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Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)

Raphael Wallfisch cello

John York piano
 
 Sonata in F major Op. 99 (1886)
1 I Allegro vivace 9.36
2 II Adagio affettuoso 6.47
3 III Allegro passionato 7.25
4 IV Allegro molto 4.34

5 Sonatensatz (Scherzo) Op. posth. (1853) Allegro 5.26

 Sonata in E minor Op. 38 (1862-65)
6 I Allegro non troppo 13.19
7 II Allegretto quasi Menuetto 5.47
8 III Allegro 7.01
   Total playing time 59.53

Recorded by Nimbus Records at Wyastone Leys, Monmouth 28/29 September 2017
c 2019 Wyastone Estate Limited © 2019 Wyastone Estate Limited

Cover photos : Front, Brahms in 1862.  Inlay, Brahms in 1853.
www.wyastone.co.uk
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John York  John York’s career was launched over 40 years ago when he was awarded the 
International Debussy Prize in Paris, and it has taken him around the world as soloist with 
such orchestras as the London Philharmonic and London Mozart Players, and as chamber 
music partner, primarily with cellist Raphael Wallfisch and (with his wife Fiona) in the piano 
duo team of York2 and, more recently, Trio York.  John’s engagements in recent years 
have included recitals in Switzerland, the Netherlands and Oman, in Berlin and the Mitte 
Europa Festival in Saxony, at the Festival of the Sound in Ontario, at the Barossa Festival 
in Australia, the New World Festival in Venezuela and the Menuhin Festival in Gstaad.  
The Wallfisch/York team has a repertoire unmatched by any other – and a huge 
discography on Nimbus, ranging from Beethoven to Zemlinsky, from Bach to MacMillan.  
Recently they added the great works of Bloch and Rebecca Clarke and these will soon be 
joined by Martinu’s three sonatas and Brahms’ sonatas.

John plays the complete solo piano works of James MacMillan on two BBM CDs, ‘Raising 
Sparks’ and ‘Kiss on wood’.   York2 has released (also on Nimbus Records), to huge critical 
acclaim, their unique, block-busting four-hands one-piano repertoire, including The Rite 
of Spring, La Mer, The Planets and works of Ravel and York Bowen, etc. 

John worked for 27 years with students of the highest level at Astona International of 
Switzerland.  In the UK he was Professor for 33 years at the Guildhall School of Music and 
Drama and he retired just a few years ago from his post as Senior Music Head at the 
illustrious St. Paul's Girls' School in London.  Some of his compositions for various small 
ensemble groupings can also be heard on Youtube. 
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Sonatensatz and Five Sonatas for cello and piano 
by Johannes Brahms

Sonatensatz (Scherzo) Op. posth.         
Sonata in E minor Op. 38 for piano and cello
Sonata in D major Op. 78 (from Sonata in G Op. 78 for violin and piano)
Sonata in F major Op. 99 for piano and cello
Sonata in F minor Op. 120 No. 1 (for clarinet/viola and piano)
Sonata in E flat major Op. 120 No. 2 (for clarinet/viola and piano)

This CD is part of a two CD project to include the clarinet sonatas 
and the first violin sonata, all played by Raphael Wallfisch and John York

CD2 (NI 5974) will be released in July 2019

John York writes:

Three sonatas for solo piano, three for violin and piano, two for cello and piano and two 
for clarinet (or viola) and piano together make a total of ten large-scale sonata-form works 
for one or two players which must be counted alongside another 20 for groups of three 
or more including the string quartets, the four concertos and four mighty symphonies – 
this is a life’s work that asserts Brahms absolute absorption of, and satisfaction with, 
Classical sonata form and is surely an achievement that puts Brahms on a level with no 
other composer apart from Beethoven.

Cellists are fortunate indeed to have their two sonatas, both masterpieces in their genre.  
So one can, and certainly will, ask why we need or indeed dare to ‘borrow’ the G major 
violin sonata and the two clarinet sonatas and thereby make our two into five.

Questions that arise:  Are we just attempting to reproduce the original work with the 
necessary pitch and register changes?  Can this be an opportunity to give another 
significance, even a second parallel existence, to a beloved work of art?  

The answer to the first question must be ‘no’, because such a treatment would simply be 
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arrogant and pointless.  To the second, I hope, listeners can agree that the two clarinet 
sonatas and the G major violin sonata lose nothing in these ‘translations’ and even gain a 
great deal of new and perhaps unexpected depth and character.

The single Sonatensatz (Scherzo) was not published till after Brahms’ death.  The piece 
is originally for violin and piano and formed the third movement of a full-length four-
movement sonata by three different composers, Schumann himself (movements 2 and 4), 
Dietrich his student (the opening movement) and the youthful Brahms, all invited by 
Schumann to compose a work to present to Joseph Joachim on the occasion of his visit 
to the Schumann house in 1853 – when Clara Schumann played the piano parts.  Of the 
complete work, this is the only movement still regularly performed.

An energetic Beethovenian opening relaxes into some rather earnest and angular 
contrapuntal working.  A nobly contrasting melody in the all-too-brief trio section 
combines with the contrapuntal themes in the scherzo and is blown up into something 
perhaps just a little too gaudy in the coda – but as a péché de jeunesse this can surely be 
forgiven.  He was only 20 years old and had barely started on his compositional path.  He 
would almost certainly have destroyed this piece, as he did so much of his early work.  It 
was saved by its simply being in the great Joachim’s possession, not Brahms’ – and for 
that we can be very grateful.  It certainly makes a strong, effective recital piece.

More than twenty years separate his Op. 38 from his Op.99.  While the E minor sonata 
(1862-5) is generally rather sombre, often very low-lying on the cello and serious in its 
Bachian working-out, the F major sonata (1886) is full of turbulent, confident, even heroic 
qualities.  That is not to say, however, that there is no relief from those moods in either 
work.  The delightful baroque minuet which takes the central place between to two large 
outer movements of the Op. 38 lightens the work and adds charm and grace before the 
densely worked fugal finale.  And even here, in mid-fugue, Brahms allows a few moments 
of tuneful dancing, a sign of a composer at the height of his powers who knows exactly 
how to control large-scale structures.

The F major sonata first presents both players at full throttle, strutting proudly through 
one noble melody after another, and then – in the radically remote and radiant key of F 
sharp major – has one of Brahms’ most glorious slow movements and a dark scherzo 
which paraphrases the opening theme from his 3rd symphony’s finale.  The finale is a 
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whimsical, folksy and perfectly judged rondo, elusive and yet strictly structured – 
absolutely ideal for the context.

These two cello and piano sonatas have achieved a legendary position – wonderful and 
powerful expressions of 19th century romanticism.

Raphael Wallfisch is one of the most celebrated cellists performing on the international 
stage. He was born in London into a family of distinguished musicians, his mother the 
cellist Anita Lasker-Wallfisch and his father the pianist Peter Wallfisch.

At an early age, Raphael was greatly inspired by hearing Zara Nelsova play, and, guided 
by a succession of fine teachers including Amaryllis Fleming, Amadeo Baldovino and 
Derek Simpson, it became apparent that the cello was to be his life's work. While studying 
with the great Russian cellist Gregor Piatigorsky in California, he was chosen to perform 
chamber music with Jascha Heifetz in the informal recitals that Piatigorsky held at his home.

At the age of twenty-four he won the Gaspar Cassadó International Cello Competition in 
Florence. Since then he has enjoyed a world-wide career. Teaching is one of Raphael's 
passions. He is in demand as a teacher all over the world holding the position of professor 
of cello in Switzerland at the Zürich Winterthur Konservatorium and at the Royal College 
of Music in London. 

Raphael has recorded nearly every major work for his instrument. His extensive 
discography on EMI, Chandos, Black Box, ASV, Naxos and Nimbus explores both the 
mainstream concerto repertoire and countless lesser-known works by Dohnanyi, Respighi, 
Barber, Hindemith and Martinu, as well as Richard Strauss, Dvorak, Kabalevsky and 
Khachaturian. He has recorded a wide range of British cello concertos, including works by 
MacMillan, Finzi, Delius, Bax, Bliss, Britten, Moeran, Walton and Kenneth Leighton. 
Britain's leading composers have worked closely with Raphael, many having written works 
especially for him including Sir Peter Maxwell Davies, Kenneth Leighton, James 
MacMillan, John Metcalf, Paul Patterson, Robert Simpson, Robert Saxton, Roger Smalley, 
Giles Swayne, John Tavener and Adrian Williams.

He lives in London with his wife, the violinist Elizabeth, and has three children, Benjamin, 
Simon, and Joanna.    www.raphaelwallfisch.com
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