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Fauré: Violin Sonata 1
If Massenet represents the solar plexus of the 19th-century French tradition, the position of
Gabriel Fauré is harder to pin down. Until his fifties he remained a marginal figure, and right to
the end of his long life he gave the impression of being on the outside, looking in (and indeed
inwards). He was born in the south of France in 1845, always retained a slight accent and was
taught not at the Paris Conservatoire but at the Niedermeyer School whose efforts were directed
chiefly at producing church musicians, a role Fauré fulfilled for some years, writing not only
the Requiem but a number of beautiful motets which, for some reason, are hardly ever heard.
All these factors meant that he had difficulty breaking into the French musical Establishment,
even if, at the age of 60, he did finally reach the position of Director of the capital's
Conservatoire – and proceeded to weed out incompetence and corruption with unexpected zeal,
earning him the sobriquet 'Robespierrre'. But until that point, and whatever the workings of
cause and effect, he was short on self-confidence and relied heavily on the advice and
encouragement of his teacher Saint-Saëns well beyond the period of their formal relationship.
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This sonata has claims to be regarded as Fauré's first masterpiece. He began it in the summer of
1875, shortly after his 30th birthday, and for much of the time had the benefit of advice from
Hubert Léonard, a pupil of Vieuxtemps and a professor at the Brussels Conservatoire. He
finished it the following year and it was first performed in Paris in January 1877 by the violinist
Marie Tayau, with Fauré playing the piano part. Today this work has such a firm place in the
repertory, it's hard to imagine how bold and adventurous it must have seemed at that time. As
the Fauré scholar Jean-Michel Nectoux has pointed out, 1875 was the year of the premiere of
Bizet's Carmen, rejected by a perplexed Parisian public as being incomprehensibly modern.
Unsurprisingly therefore, no French publisher would accept this sonata, and it was only through
the efforts of the composer's friend Camille Clerc that it finally found a home with the German
publishers Breitkopf & Härtel - with no money going to Fauré. In retrospect we can see the
piece as the first in a line of his chamber works, all to be premiered at the Société nationale de
musique with its motto 'ars gallica' - founded in 1871 to promote French art as a rival to that of
its recent enemy Germany. Fauré later admitted that there was really no solid audience for
chamber music in France before 1870, though he would have been too modest to claim any
share in its growth.
3

The sweeping, passionate lines of the first movement suggest that Fauré had learnt a lot from
the twenty or so songs which had preceded this sonata, not only in the fashioning of those lines
themselves, but also in the use of powerful bass octaves and arpeggio patterns and in the ease
with which he moves from one idea to another. The overall atmosphere, serious without being
morose, brings to mind the names of Schumann and Brahms - with the proviso that Brahms did
not write his First Violin Sonata until 1878. Fauré is not afraid to break the mould of such things
and start with 22 bars of piano solo ending in the 'wrong' key, though, as so often in his music,
this 'wrongness' is righted with a deft harmonic flick. The start of the development section too
is curiously spare, with even a hint of danger about it.
The serious mood is maintained in the Andante, with the opening short-long rhythm in the piano
dominating the texture. The reason behind this slightly gauche rhythm becomes clear with the
arrival of a second theme that flows more naturally, short-long becoming 'long-short': we begin
to breathe more easily ... and the process is then repeated. The scherzo belongs to those
light-footed, airy movements pioneered in orchestral music by Mendelssohn and Berlioz and
developed later by Debussy and Ravel in their String Quartets. We find here one of Fauré's
earliest uses of scales (what he called his 'ladders'), going in both directions. In the more lyrical
central section these directions are employed simultaneously, giving the initial effect of two
antagonistic ideas that must eventually clash: in the event the piano's upward scales are finally
turned by the violin's downward ones. The last movement seems to draw energy from Fauré's
favourite offbeat chordal accompaniment and Jean-Michel Nectoux is surely right in saying that
‘in the finales of his later chamber music Fauré rarely matched this movement's easy assurance.’
After the first performance several colleagues had advised him to lengthen this finale, but he was
almost certainly wise to reject their advice.
That first performance was a success ‘beyond my wildest dreams’, he wrote, and the scherzo
‘was energetically encored.’ Perhaps the best tribute came from Saint-Saëns, who told Fauré that
‘he felt that sadness which mothers feel when they see their children are too grown-up to need
them any more!’ It is a pleasure to record that, in this case, mother and child still had over forty
years of mutual devotion ahead of them.
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Fauré Berceuse
Publishers everywhere have, inevitably, always had an eye open for what sells, especially when
it's short, so when this little Berceuse had its first performance before a delighted audience in
February 1880, the publisher Julien Hamelle snapped it up and continued to support the
composer, albeit not entirely competently, for some years. Its success was no flash in the pan
either: it sold over 700 copies in the first year and became probably Fauré's most frequently
transcribed piece. Analysis remains dumb before such simple perfection, and such an individual
voice.
Fauré Violin Sonata 2
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By August 1916, when he began his Second Violin Sonata, Fauré had seen much and suffered
much: not only the outbreak of war, but his increasing deafness which he tried to hide, not
always successfully. If there are links with the First Sonata in the short-long rhythms and scalic
passages, the continual harmonic flux demands great concentration from the listener, of a kind
that Saint-Saëns, for all his goodwill, often found wanting in himself. The composer was not
unaware of the challenges. When Alfred Cortot was to accompany in the work in the presence
of its dedicatee, Queen Elisabeth of Belgium, he grumbled to his wife that 'this poor sonata is
so very rarely played! So much time has to elapse before music becomes widely known!', and
again in July 1924, a few months before his death, he described Jacques Thibaud and Cortot as
awaking the sonata 'from its long, sad sleep'.
Perhaps the tone of the work was best summed up by Fauré's colleague and friend Paul Dukas
after the first performance by Lucien Capet and Cortot on 10 November 1917: 'Here at last',
Dukas wrote to the composer, 'is music which puts music back in its place, which isn't Javanese
or Russian or Polynesian, and in which the reasons of reason enter into the reasons of the heart
without preventing it from overflowing, from winning us over with its emotion and charm'. This
was clearly a hit at a slew of works such as Fred Barlow's Poèmes chinois, Louis Aubert's Six
poèmes arabes and Roland-Manuel's Le harem du vice-roi which had graced Paris concerts in
the preceding months, as part of the exotic mania engulfing the city, Picasso's 'African'
sculptures to the fore. Tradition is upheld in the taut contrapuntal writing, not infrequently in
5

canon, but expected harmonic outcomes, especially cadences, are regularly denied as the music
suddenly sails off in a new direction. After the passionate, virile opening movement, the central
slow one offers lyrical vistas which, again, are at times obscured by harmonic obstacles. The
final 'Allegro non troppo' seems to blend this lyricism with some of the first movement's energy,
culminating in some compositional fireworks in which 'now we hear E major, now we don't'.
Ultimately, of course, we do, and may find ourselves marvelling at what a powerful and
impressive work this self-effacing 71-year-old has produced. But then we also have to
remember Robespierre ...
Ravel Sonata movement in A
In June 1895, the 20-year-old Maurice Ravel's Conservatoire professor Emile Pessard exercised
faint praise in describing his harmony exercises as 'exact' – Pessard lived on until 1917, so
perhaps long enough to blush at this judgment. At all events, in the exam in the summer of 1895
these exercises weren't exact enough for the jury and Ravel had to leave the institution, before
returning as a member of Fauré's composition class in January 1898. In the meantime, he began
a Violin Sonata, but got no further than the first movement. This information comes from a
recently discovered note that he sent to the violinist Paul Oberdoerffer in June 1929, consisting
of the opening violin phrase and a dedication to him 'in memory of the 1st performance of the
uncompleted first sonata (18 ...)'. Oberdoerffer went on to teach violin at the Conservatoire and
wrote light music for his instrument with titles such as 'Chinoiserie' and 'La petite fleur de mon
jardin'. Ravel's single movement, in sonata form, juxtaposes modal writing, as at the opening,
with more chromatic harmonies, including two passages of downward sliding chords that sound
like Delius. The joins may not always be totally convincing, but there is no mistaking Ravel's
way with a lyrical idea.
Ravel Berceuse sur le nom de Fauré
From his arrival in Fauré's class until that composer's death in 1924, Ravel remained on friendly
terms with his teacher, even though his music shows barely any Fauréan influence other than a
distaste for loquacity. Fauré loved Ravel's Pavane pour une Infante défunte, would get Ravel to
play his Jeux d'eau to the class when interest was flagging, but couldn't quite stomach some of
6
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the noises in the opera L'heure espagnole, stating in his review of the premiere that 'never was
an occasion for including wrong notes so generously offered to M. Ravel; and he has enjoyed
taking advantage of the fact.' Ravel for his part deeply valued the encouragement he took from
Fauré's artistic advice and, understandably, considered his setting of Verlaine's Clair de lune to
be 'one of the most beautiful songs in all of French music'.
When the journalist Henry Prunieres was planning a Fauré number of his Revue musicale in
October 1922, Ravel joined six other pupils, including Enesco, Koechlin and Florent Schmitt,
in providing a musical homage. Fauré had been let in on the idea and had suggested a theme
drawn from the music to his lyrical tragedy Prométhée, but in the end his pupils chose a musical
transliteration of the name Gabriel Fauré: GABDBEE FAGDE (no doubt they felt bold enough
to do this the year after the death of Saint-Saëns who, in 1909, had bridled at being asked to take
part in a similar tribute to Haydn, warning that such levity risked making the French a laughing
stock among their German colleagues). Ravel's Berceuse, dedicated to his friend RolandManuel's son, born the previous 20 June, has an unassuming grace worthy of its dedicatee, and
its contrasts, as in the early Sonata movement, are largely between modal and chromatic
harmonies. The score is marked 'semplice' and the violin is muted throughout, as in Fauré's own
Berceuse.
© 2016 Roger Nichols
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Fauré Violin

Hagai Shaham
Displaying a dazzling combination of technical brilliance and a uniquely profound musical
personality, Hagai Shaham is internationally recognized as one of the astonishing violinists
who have emerged from Israel. Hagai Shaham began studying the violin at age of six and was
the last student of the late renowned Professor Ilona Feher. He also studied with Elisha Kagan,
Emanuel Borok, Arnold Steinhardt and the Guarneri Quartet.
First prize winner of ARD Munich Competition in 1990 (Duo competition with Arnon Erez),
Ilona Kornhouser competition, the Israeli Broadcasting Authority Young Artist competition,
The Tel-Aviv Rubin Academy competition, Clairmont Awards, and annual scholarship from
the American-Israel Cultural Foundation.
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As a soloist he has performed with many of the world's major orchestras, including the English
Chamber Orchestra, BBC Philharmonic, RPO, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, RTE Ireland,
Belgian National, Taipei, Singapore and Shanghai Symphonies, SWF Symphony Orchestra,
Czech Radio and philharmonic, Slovak Philharmonic, Sao Paulo and Buenos Aires and the
Israel Philharmonic Orchestra under Zubin Mehta. In 1985 he was invited to join Isaac Stern
and Pinchas Zukerman in a gala concert at Carnegie Hall, following which Zubin Mehta invited
him to perform Brahms' Double Concerto at Carnegie Hall.
In 2006 he performed once again this work under Mehta, at the Israel Philharmonic 70th
anniversary's celebrations with cellist Mischa Maisky. Hagai Shaham recorded for Hyperion,
Decca International, Chandos, Biddulph, Naxos, Classic Talent and AVIE. He records
regularly for Nimbus, where his CDs received critical acclaim. Hagai Shaham is a member of
the Shaham-Erez- Wallfisch trio. The trio performs on major stages including London's
Wigmore and Amsterdam's Concertgebouw. They recorded several albums for Nimbus Records,
including the complete Beethoven trios. Hagai Shaham is professor at the Buchmann-Mehta
School of Music at Tel Aviv University and an Artist in Residence at Stony Brook University,
New York. Together with his colleague, violinist Ittai Shapira, he is co-founder of The Ilona
Feher Foundation.

Arnon Erez
Highly acclaimed for his sensitivity, virtuosity and profound musical interpretation, Arnon
Erez has gained a worldwide reputation as an outstanding pianist.
Erez’s thirty years long partnership with violinist Hagai Shaham, began by winning the first
prize at the Munich ARD International Duo Competition in 1990. That has led to numerous
concerts and recordings, warmly praised by the critics: "A superb partnership ... the sheer verve
of the playing is irresistible." - The Gramophone
He is a member of the Trio Shaham Erez Wallfisch - with violinist Hagai Shaham and cellist
Raphael Wallfisch. Founded in 2009, the trio has achieved critical acclaim with their CD
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Fauré: Violin
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recordings and was invited to play the complete Beethoven Piano Trios at the Wigmore Hall
for Beethoven’s 250th anniversary year.
He has performed in numerous major concert halls, including Carnegie Hall in NY, Beethoven
Halle in Bonn, Alte Oper in Frankfurt, Herkulessaal in Munich, Musikverein in Vienna, The
Concertgebouw in Amsterdam, the New Auditorium du Louvre in Paris and London's Wigmore
Hall. Arnon Erez has appeared in major festivals around the world, and as a soloist he has
performed with various orchestras including Israel Philharmonic. In addition, he has given
many recitals and recorded for radio and television stations in Germany, Austria, France,
Holland, Israel, Turkey, China, Mexico and Brazil.
His discography has won much praise and a BBC Music Magazine Choice. It includes: Piano
Trios (Nimbus records) by: Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Schumann, Dvorak, Ravel, Faure,
Rachmaninov, Arenski and Shostakovich. Violin and Piano Duos (Hyperion records) by:
Grieg, Bloch, Debussy, Janacek, Dohnanyi, Hubay, Weiner, Achron, Bruno Walter, Hanns
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Eisler, Pizzetti, Castelnuovo-Tedesco and the Brahms-Joachim Hungarian Dances. The
Complete Cello and Piano Sonatas by Beethoven and Mendelssohn (Eroica & Delos
recordings)
He studied in Israel with Mrs. Hana Shalgi, Prof. Michael Boguslavski and Prof. Arie Vardi,
graduating from Tel Aviv University, and later took an advanced course in chamber music with
the Guarneri Quartet in the U.S.A. Currently, Erez is a professor at the Buchmann-Mehta
School of Music, Tel Aviv University and heads the Chamber Music Department.
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Also Available by these artists
Brahms Violin Sonatas Nos 1, 2 & 3
Ravel Piano Trio & Fauré Piano Trio
Debussy Cello Sonata & Debussy Violin Sonata
'A superbly played collection of French Duos and
Trios from a starry ensemble'

13.34
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Rachmaninoff Elegaic Trio
Arensky Piano Trio in D Minor
Shostakovich Piano Trio No. 2
Mussorgsky ‘Une larme’

g time 68.00
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‘The deeper the music, the finer the vividly-recorded
performance from these distinguished players.'

BBC Music Magazine

Mendelssohn Trio No. 1 & No. 2
Schumann Clavierstücke in canonischer form
'The trio's sheer pleasure of playing is bouncing off
this beautifully recorded CD'

Kassieke Zaken
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Brahms
The Piano Trios
Concerto for Violin & Cello
Staatsorchester Rheinische
Philharmonie
Daniel Raiskin, conductor
Piano trios have often been formed
by a threesome of like-minded
soloists: the fabled ‘Million Dollar
Trio’ of Heifetz, Rubinstein and
Piatigorsky springs to mind. The
present ensemble, founded in 2009,
belongs decidedly to this illustrious
line.

The Strad
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