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in the series includes the Piano Concerto – in which he is joined by the RLPO 
conducted by John Wilson. His other solo recordings include three discs for Sony 
Classical of minimalist piano works, a disc of Erik Satie (for Classic FM) and a 
Gramophone award-winning recording for Naxos, (with the Ulster Orchestra), of 
Michael Nyman’s Piano Concerto.

John Lenehan is also active as a composer and has written and arranged for Angelika 
Kirchschlager, Julian Lloyd Webber, Tasmin Little and Emma Johnson. Recent 
writing projects include ‘Keynotes’ - four books of piano repertoire published by 
Faber Music each containing a new Lenehan work and collection of original pieces 
for flute and piano called ‘Little Gems’ which is published by Schotts.

Recent performances have included Mozart and Shostakovich concerti with the 
renowned Sinfonia Varsovia at the Evian Festival and Beethoven with the Symphony 
Orchestra of India in Mumbai. 
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John Lenehan.  Praised by the New 
York Times for his ‘great flair and 
virtuosity’ and the London Times – ‘a 
masterly recital’, John Lenehan’s 
performances and recordings have 
been acclaimed throughout the world. 
As a soloist he has appeared with 
leading orchestras at home and abroad 

– in 2010/11 making his debut with both 
the London Symphony Orchestra (at 
the Barbican) and the Royal Liverpool 
Philharmonic Orchestra (at 
Philharmonic Hall). His innovative 
recital programmes often include film 
projection and jazz repertoire. In a 
performing career spanning more than 
30 years John Lenehan has 
collaborated with many leading 
instrumentalists and is recognised as an 
outstanding accompanist and chamber 
musician. During the past few years he 
has appeared in major concert halls in 
Amsterdam, Vienna, Salzburg, New 
York, Washington, Toronto, Seoul, 
Shanghai and Tokyo.

John Lenehan has made more than sixty 
CDs - most recently the fourth volume 
of a complete edition of John Ireland’s 
piano music (on Naxos). This final disc 
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Emma Johnson has appeared as soloist with many leading orchestras including 
London Symphony, Philharmonia, English Chamber Orchestra, Tokyo Philharmonic, 
Salzburg Camerata and Netherlands Philharmonic in venues such as the 
Concertgebouw, Wigmore Hall and Kennedy Centre. Her repertoire includes over 
forty different concertos, some of which were written especially for her by 
composers such as John Dankworth, Michael Berkeley and Jonathan Dove. A new 
development in Emma’s career has seen her being invited to direct from the clarinet 
orchestras such as the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra and London Mozart Players. 
She is also in demand as a recitalist and chamber musician and she has presented 
various feature programmes about music for BBC radio. She recently was invited to 
record an hour long concert with John Lenehan for the Sky Arts television channel.

Emma's CDs featuring English music have been nominated for Gramophone awards 
and been voted record of the year in BBC Music Magazine.  Details of these 
recordings as well as her concert schedule are available on Emma’s website 
www.emmajohnson.co.uk.  Chester Music and Fabers have both published books 
of Emma's compositions and arrangements.

Emma Johnson plays an instrument by the English clarinet maker Peter Eaton.
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 Johannes Brahms
 Sonata in F Minor op.120 No.1 23.59
1 I Allegro appassionato 8.40
2 II Andante un poco Adagio 5.22
3 III Allegretto grazioso 4.46
4 IV Vivace 5.11

 Sonata in E-Flat Major op.120 No.2 22.49
5 I Allegro amabile 9.35
6 II Allegro appassionato-Sostenuto 5.29
7 III Andante con moto-Allegro 7.45
 

 Felix Mendelssohn, Sonata in E-Flat Major 19.57
8 I Adagio-Allegro moderato 8.12
9 II Andante 5.32
10 III Allegro moderato 6.13

 Robert Schumann, Phantasiestücke 11.50
11 I Zart und mit Ausdruck 3.38
12 II Lebhaft, leicht 3.49
13 III Rasch und mit Feuer 4.23

   Total playing time 78.44
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Written at the end of Brahms’ life, the two clarinet sonatas are pinnacles of the 
repertoire and I have always felt it important not to rush into recording them. It is the 
pacing of Brahms that is so critical in performance; judging when to push forward 
and when to hold back in order to show the musical ideas in the best light. If asked 
for guidance on the speed of his music, Brahms, always wary of the straitjacket of 
the metronome mark, would quote from Goethe’s Faust ‘Unless you feel it, vain will 
be your chase’. Fanny Davies, the English pianist who took part in the first 
performances of the Brahms Clarinet Sonatas in London, was struck by what she 
called the ‘expansive elasticity’ of Brahms’ own playing.  

The deaths of a number of friends in the early 1890s saddened Brahms. His own 
health too was beginning to fail as was that of his beloved Clara Schumann. 
However the sunset of Brahms life contained glowing pinks and oranges alongside 
the darker shades. Clara wrote in 1894, the year of the clarinet sonatas, ‘Brahms 
arrived today in a very cheerful humour … greatly pleased by the enthusiastic 
reception in Leipzig’. The extravagant homage his works received in Leipzig was 
particularly gratifying after many years of lukewarm welcome in that city. 
Throughout Europe and even in America, the same triumphant reception of Brahms‘ 
music was repeated, and if enjoyment of this was tempered occasionally by 
presentiments of darker days to come, Brahms’ philosophy of the sacredness of life 
meant that he never gave in to despair. An early letter to Clara when she was prey 
to depression after Robert Schumann’s death, seems to reveal some life-long 
convictions: ‘Dear Clara, you must seriously strive and take care that your sombre 
mood doesn’t exceed all bounds and persist endlessly… Calm in joy and calm in 
pain and sorrow is the beautiful true human being.” 

Bad Ischl in the Austrian Alps was Brahms’ summer retreat and the backdrop for the 
composition of his clarinet sonatas. On a recent trip there I was struck by the beauty 
and the drama of the surroundings and it seems to me that this breathtaking, 
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Emma Johnson. One of the few 
clarinettists to have established a busy 
international career as a soloist, Emma 
Johnson has performed across Europe
the USA and the Far East, as well as in 
Africa and Australia.  In Britain she has 
achieved great popularity, regularly 
playing to sold-out concert halls as well 
as appearing at the top of the classical 
CD charts. 

Emma grew up in London and began to 
study the clarinet at the age of nine. In 
1984 she won the BBC Young Musician 
of the Year Competition and was a 
medal winner in the European Young 
Musician Competition televised 
throughout Europe. In 1991 she was a 
winner of the Young Concert Artist 
Auditions in New York.  She studied 
Music and English at Cambridge 
University and was recently the first 
woman to be awarded an honorary 
fellowship at Pembroke College
Cambridge.  Emma has given 
masterclasses all over the world and was 
for a period a visiting professor at the 
Royal College of Music.  Emma was 
awarded an MBE in the Queen’s 
Birthday Honours list in 1996.
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is at times excitingly florid and I have added some ornamentation to the clarinet part 
to counterbalance the flurries of bravura piano. 

With a stroke of dramatic genius, Mendelssohn has the melody of the second 
movement Andante initially played by clarinet alone, drawing the audience in to 
this hushed, tender song without words.  In the final Allegro moderato, sonata    form 
is treated with lightness and wit but there is a surprising fugal development where 
hush descends, and musical lines weave in and out of each other at breath-taking 
speed bringing to mind the soon-to-be-written String Octet. Here is the young 
Mendelssohn flexing his muscles and enjoying the challenge of keeping this music 
flying along to its conclusion without touching the ground.

Schumann’s Phantasiestücke from 1849 show the extent to which the composer 
could cut himself off from external events and live in his own imaginative world. 
This was the year of the Dresden insurrection. There were corpses lying in the street 
after the fighting and there was an acute danger that Schumann, now resident in 
Dresden, would be press-ganged into fighting - he made a narrow escape on one 
occasion through the back of his house. However the Phantasiestücke take you to a 
world of ravishing beauty far removed from the brutal reality. Schumann’s is a 
song-like approach to the clarinet and when playing these pieces one feels the 
instrument to be the composer’s voice singing. Melodic lines and intervals are 
interlinked throughout the three pieces giving them a unity of purpose despite their 
different moods. As with the other composers on this recording, the form and the 
structure of music were important to Schumann. But to a greater degree than with 
most composers, musical ideas were loaded with personal, emotional significance 
for him. To listen to these pieces is to intrude on Schumann’s own thoughts and 
dreams, his fantasies in fact.

© Emma Johnson, Spring 2011 
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mountainous scenery finds its way into the craggy contours of the F minor Sonta’s 
first movement Allegro appassionato. Swooping lines give way to a more martial 
second theme, coming at first as from a distance, and then opening out into a 
passionate utterance. Even the final resolution into a major key cannot dispel a sense 
of profound sadness at the heart of this movement. 

The intimate melody of the slow movement Andante un poco Adagio is heard 
bathed in various lights until it ends in breathless hush. This movement in particular 
reflects the character of the dedicatee of the sonatas, clarinettist, Richard Mühlfeld. 
Brahms called him ‘Fräulein Mühlfeld, meine Prima Donna’, because his playing 
was uniquely sensitive and he used vibrato in the way a singer would. Clara 
Schumann found his playing to be ‘delicate, warm and unaffected’, and Liszt 
compared it to biting into a ripe peach.

The same quiet note that ends the second movement also pivots us into the 
Allegretto grazioso, and before we know it we are in a nostalgic, affectionate tribute 
to German dance.  One of Brahms’ greatest pleasures was to attend the concerts of 
Johann Strauss in Vienna and the two composers often used to meet in Bad Ischl. 
Perhaps the middle of this movement with its overlapping, shimmering lines, could 
suggest an Alpine stream, dark deep down, but sparkling at the surface.  Vivace is 
the instruction for the final movement, implying that the spirit and the twinkle in the 
eye of the piece are what matters. A bold call to arms is transformed by the clarinet 
into a theme that humorously alternates between legato and staccato. Various 
episodes, the most poignant of which sounds like a nod to Brahms’ favourite 
composer, Schubert, are interspersed with repetitions of this almost chuckling theme. 
One can picture the composer on one of his walks in the Alpine countryside where 
he was frequently followed by a flock of children eager for games and treats.
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In 1891 Brahms wrote to the Baroness Helene von Heldburg teasing her about her 
fondness for Richard Mühlfeld who was principal clarinet in her orchestra at 
Meiningen. Brahms had just written the Clarinet Trio and Quintet in order to feature 
the charismatic Mühlfeld, but perhaps also the Allegro amabile (tender and loving) 
marking  opening the E Flat Major Sonata is an oblique reference to the Baroness’ 
feelings. The warmly glowing first movement allows the clarinet to sing from first to 
last note and the mood is of love which is at times tinged with regret. Melodic and 
rhythmic motifs are masterfully interrelated; lilting triplets from the first and second 
themes are  playfully developed in their own right in the middle of the movement, 
only to reappear later to accompany the tender final phrases. Resolution and 
contentment are achieved by the end, but the subtlest of question marks hangs in 
the air at the close of this movement. Brahms’ own affairs of the heart never seemed 
to get anywhere, and commentators have put forward various reasons for this: fear 
of replicating his parents’ unhappy marriage, his early impossible passion for Clara 
Schumann, or perhaps music itself was in the end too great a love to sacrifice for 
family life.
 
An unusually thoughtful first movement needs to be followed by a particularly robust 
second. The Allegro appassionato is just what is needed - a dance full of passion and 
emotion which frames a hymn-like and noble middle section. For the final 
movement Andante con moto Brahms again makes an unusual decision and does 
not go in all guns blazing but instead opens with a poised and restrained theme. He 
whips up excitement by shortening the note lengths in successive variations of the 
theme to give an illusion of gathering pace. Only in the final Allegro section does 
the music break into a true gallop, ending with an exultant cadence whose impact 
is all the greater for having been delayed.  

One is left with a sense of resolution at the close of this work, not just because of the 
stunning craftsmanship but also because emotionally Brahms offers us closure; he 
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gives us answers to the questions he poses and ends positively. Perhaps that is why 
to this day we need and relish his music. He wrote very little after the clarinet 
sonatas but his final songs, the Vier ernste Gesänge op.121, again underline this 
positive philosophy as they make the journey from dark thoughts about death to a  
song in praise of the life-enhancing qualities of love. Another touching example of 
Brahms’ indomitable spirit is his final letter, a loving note to his stepmother, Karoline. 
So ill that he can hardly write, Brahms tells her not to worry, ‘all I need is patience’.

In 1840 Robert Schumann named Felix Mendelssohn as the Mozart of the age, and 
in his article ‘Neue Bahnen’ he predicted that Brahms would take over Beethoven’s 
mantel. Brahms, perhaps feeling the weight of expectation on his shoulders, was a 
slow burner- his first symphony didn’t appear in print until he was 44. Mendelssohn, 
though, was a child prodigy of the highest order. Not only was he a great pianist, he 
was also gifted academically, and as a draughtsman, and the compositions of his 
youth reveal him to be, if anything,  more precociously talented than Mozart. 
Already by 1825, the 16 year old composer had written one of his most famous 
works- the String Octet op.20. The Clarinet Sonata dates from the previous year and 
is most likely to have been played at a musical evening at the Mendelssohn house 
in Berlin by the dedicatee, an amateur clarinettist and banking friend of 
Mendelssohn’s father.

Schumann wrote of Mendelssohn ‘He is the most brilliant musician, the one who 
sees most clearly through the contradictions of this period and for the first time 
reconciles them’. In the clarinet sonata first movement we witness the composer, a 
young man truly of the romantic age, grappling with the structure of sonata form, a 
staple of the classical age, and bending it to suit his purpose. A chromatically 
ambiguous introduction gives way to the opening theme Allegro moderato which, 
though eminently singable, is nevertheless  the type of theme that contains the seeds 
of many of the other motifs in this expertly managed sonata structure. The piano part 
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Emma Johnson
John Lenehan

Johannes Brahms
1-4 Sonata in F Minor op.120 No.1
5-7 Sonata in E-Flat Major op120 No.2

Felix Mendelssohn
8-10  Sonata in E-Flat Major

Robert Schumann
11-13 Phantasiestücke op. 73

Playing time 78.24
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