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Brahms 
 The Op. 120 Viola 
Sonatas 

The two viola sonatas by Brahms 
belong to the wonderful late works 
inspired by his encounter in 1891, 
aged 58, with the clarinettist, Richard 
Mühlfeld, who must have been an 
extraordinary musician and exponent 
of his instrument to coax Brahms  
away from his intended retirement.  
The companion works to the two 
sonatas are the Trio Op. 114 for clarinet, 
cello and piano and the great Quintet  
Op. 115 for clarinet and string quartet.  
Brahms provided versions of both  
these works with viola substituting for 
clarinet, and it is widely believed that 
Brahms made the viola transcriptions 
of the two sonatas as well. 
Much of the music in the sonatas  
is so well suited to the viola that it is 

sometimes hard to imagine that he 
did not have this instrument in mind, 
even while writing for the clarinet. 
All the viola parts in his chamber 
music suggest a great love for and 
understanding of the instrument.  
In fact, Brahms only agreed to a viola 
transcription of the sonatas at the 
insistence of his publishers. It seems 
that the version almost universally 
played today is based on a transcription 
largely carried out by a copyist at 
Simrock, his publisher, with hasty and 
incomplete pencilled corrections by 
Brahms. (For those wishing to read in 
more depth about the issues around the 
transcription, there is a fine article on 
the internet by James Creitz with the 
title “The Brahms Sonatas, Op. 120 for 
Viola and their Textual Challenges”.) 

Tim Horton studied at 
Chetham’s School of Music with 
Charles Hopkins, Ryszard Bakst and 
Heather Slade-Lipkin. He graduated 
from Trinity College, Cambridge  
in 1995. In the same year he replaced 
Alfred Brendel at short notice in  
two performances of Schoenberg’s 
Piano Concerto with the CBSO  
and Sir Simon Rattle. Since then he has 
played with the RLPO, Bournemouth 
Symphony Orchestra, Birmingham 
Contemporary Music Group and 
Trondheim Symphony Orchestra.

Tim is the pianist with Ensemble 
360. They were formed in 2005 upon 
the retirement of the Lindsay Quartet  
to take over the residency at the  
Crucible, Sheffield. Since then they have 
performed to great acclaim throughout 
the UK and released four CDs.With 
the Leonore Piano Trio Tim has given 
concerts in Italy and throughout the UK. 

The Trio toured New Zealand during 
2012. In 2013 they will be recording  
a disc of the two Arensky Piano Trios.

Tim has a duo partnership with 
cellist Adrian Brendel with whom  
he has given tours of Spain, Germany,  
Italy and the UK, including concerts  
at the Wigmore Hall, London.  
He has collaborated with many leading 
chamber musicians including Paul 
Lewis, Peter Cropper, the Elias Quartet 
and the Vertavo Quartet. Tim’s Duo 
with Robin was formed in 2008. Their 
first CD, of Shostakovich and Prokoviev, 
received wide praise on its release.

Tim is currently engaged in a four-
year cycle of the complete Beethoven 
Piano Sonatas at the Crucible, Sheffield. 
The concerts have attracted full houses 
and huge acclaim.



Biographies

Robin Ireland was a student 
at Cambridge University and at the 
Eastman School of Music, Rochester, 
New York. He had a short spell as 
leader of the Las Palmas Symphony 
Orchestra and subsequently became  
a founder member of the Piano 
Quartet, Domus, which toured with  
its own portable concert hall (a geodesic 
dome) as well as having great success  
in more conventional venues.

Robin is well known as the violist 
of the Lindsay String Quartet, with 
whom he played for twenty years.  
He now plays with the Primrose Piano 
Quartet and the Anton Stadler piano/
clarinet/viola trio. As a soloist, he has 
broadcast on BBC Radio 3, performed 
Mozart’s Sinfonia Concertante with 
the Liverpool Philharmonic and  

the London Mozart Players, and has  
in his repertoire all the major works 
for viola. His orchestral experience 
includes working as guest principal 
viola with the CBSO, Scottish Chamber 
Orchestra, RLPO and Opera North.

Robin is Senior Viola Tutor 
and Head of Chamber Music at the 
Birmingham Conservatoire and also 
teaches at the University of Sheffield, 
on courses run by ESTA, Pro Corda 
and Cadenza, and at the International 
Sommerakademie für Kammermusik 
in West Germany. During 2011 he  
was chamber music coach at the Yehudi 
Menuhin School. In South Yorkshire 
he tutors viola workshops and directs  
a string chamber orchestra.  

Robin plays on an Amati viola 
made in the early 1600s. 

Sonata in F minor  
Op. 120 No.  1

Allegro appassionato
Andante un poco Adagio
Allegretto grazioso
Vivace

The opening melodies of the 
two sonatas have become almost like 
signature tunes for both the clarinet 
and the viola. In the F minor sonata, 
the powerful and turbulent opening 
melody is marked appassionato, yet in 
an apparent contradiction, the players 
are requested to play poco forte, in 
other words, not too loud. I imagine 
Brahms had in mind a suppressed, 
inner intensity, making the full-blown 
statement of the tune by the piano  
a few bars later all the more exciting. 
Surprisingly soon after, a very tender 

theme appears, in A flat major, which 
will be the key of both the second and 
third movements. In fact, even the last 
movement, most unusually, is in the 
major key, F major rather than F minor.  
Maybe, after the tragic mood of 
the clarinet quintet and the wistful 
melancholy of the clarinet trio, Brahms 
finds himself drawn into a more 
optimistic state of mind. The F minor 
first movement, full of restless and 
obsessive agitation, echoes the clarinet 
quintet at the end in its sad and 
fatalistic-sounding coda, but that is  
the last we are to hear of such music.

The second movement melody, 
peaceful and poignant, picks up on 
the memorable minor tenths from the 
opening melody of the first movement 
and transforms them into a glorious 
major tenth. The tenth is a wonderful 
interval, with a kind of rapturous 
soaring quality, which Mozart used  



so movingly in the slow movement  
of the G minor String Quintet K 515.  
We will meet it again in the second 
sonata. In this slow movement,  
the rising tenth is beautifully  
balanced by an even wider falling 
interval, which recurs in the bass  
from the very beginning.

The third movement sets out 
with another beautiful rising interval, 
this time a sixth, lifting the listener 
into the lilting dance rhythms of this 
very Viennese music. Among many 
marvels in the movement, I love the 
 quick progression from the subtle 
“grazioso” opening to a vigorously 
earthy dance, and thence upwards  
to a repeated two bars full of ecstasy. 
After such joyful music, it is hard  
to imagine how Brahms could have 
plunged us back into serious minor-
key music for the last movement.  
As it is, he chooses to launch us into 

a high-spirited, humorous and often 
virtuosic finale, which briefly dips  
a toe into more troubled waters,  
and then quickly withdraws it again ! 

Sonata in E flat major 
Op. 120 No.  2

Allegro amabile
Appassionato, ma non troppo Allegro 
Andante con moto

The E flat sonata begins with 
a lyrical and spacious movement, 
delightfully marked Allegro amabile 
(amiable). The opening melody  
is one of Brahms’ most beautiful,  
and the viola’s characteristic warmth  
of sound serves it perfectly. Surely  
even clarinettists must appreciate  
the viola’s ability to slide expressively 

In a few places, on listening back,  
we felt we had not quite created  
what we wished, and these passages  
we were then able to re-record. 
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The Recording

Robin and Tim formed their 
Duo in 2008, and quickly discovered 
a strong rapport in playing together. 
Their concerts and recording together 
since then have constituted a small  
but precious part of their busy careers.

The desire to make this recording 
built up slowly over a number of years. 
Viola recitals are increasingly rare, and 
a recording seemed one way to honour 
the decades of close acquaintance 
with these beloved jewels of the viola 
repertoire. Tim and I felt that we might 
find inspiration and spontaneity in a 
concert performance that could elude 
us in a studio recording.  

Jeremy Hayes, close friend, owner  
of Potton Hall and producer extraordi-
naire, offered to raise an audience, and 

on the night they arrived in numbers 
that surprised and delighted us all. 
Before that, as is customary for most 
“live” concert recordings, we recorded 
the rehearsal, playing almost the whole 
programme without a break. 

The next morning was spent  
listening to the two versions,  
movement by movement, which gave 
 us fascinating insights into the subtle 
differences between playing for 
ourselves and playing for an audience.  
Quite often, there was an unforced 
quality, of “not trying too hard”,  
which we liked from the rehearsal.  
At other times, such as the last 
movement of the Arpeggione,  
it seemed as if the audience had lifted  
us to something a little more special :  
in that movement to a more 
imaginative and playful performance,  
elsewhere to greater emotional  
intensity and a higher energy level.  

in the wonderful rising tenth at 
the climax of the melody! Brahms’ 
late works are often spoken of as 
“autumnal”, and certainly the outer 
movements of this sonata sing with  
a wistful nostalgia, although they  
also have their passionate moments.  
The coda to the first movement, 
marked tranquillo, is like a prolonged 
farewell, genial and accepting rather 
than painful or tragic.

The second movement, marked 
appassionato, gives the work a tougher 
and more vigorous central core, 
interspersed with reflective comments. 
It has a sostenuto “trio” section which 
epitomises Brahms’ “noble” style  
and his liking for a full, rich sonority.

The third and last movement  
is a set of variations on a gently 
rocking melody, wonderfully subtle  
and full of imaginative textures.  

At its heart is the profound and  
simple fourth variation which  
I think of as Brahms hymn of gratitude  
to music. The movement ends with  
a coda, marked tranquillo as in the first 
movement, which seems set to complete 
the work with a farewell similar  
to that in the first movement ; instead,  
the music builds up to a new level  
of tension and expectancy which  
is resolved in a wonderfully energetic  
and rhythmically playful conclusion.

  Notes by Robin Ireland



Schubert  
“Arpeggione”  
Sonata in A minor, D. 821

This exquisite work dates from 
1824, the same year as the “Death  
and the Maiden” Quartet, when 
Schubert was already in the advanced 
stages of syphilis and frequently 
suffering acute depression. It was 
not published until 1871, by which 
time the instrument for which it was 
composed had long been forgotten. 
Schubert composed the sonata  
for his friend Vincenz Schuster, who  
was a virtuoso on the arpeggione.  
This was an experimental instrument, 
invented about 1823. It was played 
cello-style, had 6 fretted strings and  
a very wide compass, which means  
that transcriptions of the piece for 
more traditional instruments (including 
fluteand double bass !) inevitably 

require decisions about which register 
in which to play numerous passages. 
Fortunately, this is of very little 
consequence to the music. Far more 
interesting are the different qualities 
brought to it by the characteristics 
of the instrument for which the 
transcription is made. On the cello,  
one is inevitably aware of the virtuosity 
of the piece, however well played,  
for it is notoriously acrobatic for  
the cellist. The viola has an easiertime 
of it, relatively speaking, and its 
characteristically warm sonority  
make it, in the view of violists at least,  
the ideal instrument for the piece !   

For player and listener alike, it is 
the subtle and intimate expression of 
Schubert’s extraordinary and kaleidos-
copic inner life, radiating from every  
bar of the music, that inspires and 
moves us. The sonata gives us an almost 
uninterrupted flow of melody, with 

the most wonderful changes of mood, 
sometimes abrupt, sometimes arrived  
at through magical transformations. 
There are so many special moments 
that it is a little arbitrary to single out 
any in particular. One of my favourites 
is the return of the opening theme  
of the first movement, somehow even 
more melancholy and resigned after 
the unexpected intensity of anguish  
at the end of the development section. 
Another is the hushed passage towards 
the end of the slow movement, where 
the viola hovers for what seems an 
eternity on a single note while the 
piano, sticking to its repetitive slow 
waltz-like rhythm, leads us through  
a harmonic exploration so full  
of mystery one scarcely dare breathe.  
In the last movement, with its never-
dull repetitions of the opening melody, 
there is the moment, after the second 
abrupt stop, when Schubert introduces 
the most characterful and lilting  

of  Viennese melodies, in the joyful  
key of E major, which must make 
many listeners dance in their seats.  

Thank you, Vincenz Schuster,  
for providing such an improbable 
source of inspiration, and thank you 
Schubert for your inestimable gifts !

  Notes by Robin Ireland



 Johannes Brahms
Sonata No. 1 for Viola and Piano in F minor,  
Op. 120 No. 1

1. Allegro appassionato 8' 18
2. Andante un poco Adagio 5' 14
3. Allegretto grazioso 4' 41
4. Vivace 5' 44

Franz Schubert
Sonata in A minor for Arpeggione and Piano,  
D 821, transcribed for Viola and Piano

5. Allegro moderato 12' 35
6. Adagio 4' 36
7. Allegretto 9' 58

 Johannes Brahms
Sonata No.  2 for Viola and Piano in Eb major,  
Op. 120 No.  2

8. Allegro amabile 8' 54
9. Appassionato,  

ma non troppo Allegro           5' 28
10. Andante con moto 8' 17
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Recorded in July 2012  
at Potton Hall, Suffolk,  
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