
DOMENICO SCARLATTI (1685–1757) 
Three Sonatas 
  
Domenico Scarlatti was a member of a large family of musicians almost as prolific as the German Bachs. He was 
the sixth of 10 children of Alessandro Scarlatti (1660–1725), the composer of many operas, cantatas and oratorios. 
Domenico—an almost exact contemporary of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750) and George Frideric Handel 
(1685–1759)—became the most famous of the Scarlatti children, especially for his more than 550 keyboard 
sonatas; he also composed operas, oratorios, cantatas and other sacred vocal works. 
  
Alessandro guided his son’s early career. Domenico received his first appointment in 1701 as organist and 
composer at the royal chapel in Naples, where Alessandro was the maestro di cappella. Domenico’s first 
compositions were operas written during his years in Naples. On his father’s insistence, he left Naples in 1705 to 
go to Venice, an important operatic center. After four years Scarlatti moved to Rome and held several positions 
between 1709 and 1719. 
  
In 1719 Scarlatti left his native Italy to assume responsibilities at the patriarchal chapel in Lisbon, Portugal. In 
addition, he was charged with the musical training of King John V’s children. The Infanta Maria Barbara was a 
particularly gifted keyboard player, and it was for her that Scarlatti wrote many sonatas. After Maria Barbara’s 
marriage to the Spanish Crown Prince Fernando in 1729, Scarlatti moved to the Spanish court in Madrid, remaining 
there for the rest of his life. 
  
Scarlatti’s keyboard sonatas are single-movement works in the binary, or two-part, form common to many 
Baroque dances. Each sonata places different technical demands on the player: rapid repeated notes, crossing of 
the hands, fugal writing, sweeping parallel lines and fast arpeggios and scales, among others. Equally innovative is 
Scarlatti’s use of unusual harmonies, irregular phrases and colorful, evocative themes. 
  
CLAUDE DEBUSSY (1862–1918) 
Sonata for Cello and Piano in D Minor 
  
Ill health and the ravages of war brought Debussy’s composition to a virtual stop. Eventually he was forced to leave 
Paris and seek refuge in the coastal town of Pourville during the summer of 1915. Debussy was able to write music 
once again, but only works for small ensembles. An October 6 letter to conductor Bernardo Molinari provided 
details of his compositional projects. “When I tell you that I spent nearly a year unable to write music … after that 
I’ve almost had to relearn it. It was like a rediscovery, and it’s seemed to me more beautiful than ever … I haven’t 
written much orchestral music, but I have finished 12 études for piano, a cello sonata and another sonata for flute, 
viola and harp in the ancient, flexible mold with none of the grandiloquence of modern sonatas. There are going to 
be six of them for different groups of instruments, and the last one will combine all those used in the previous  
  

Debussy’s projected cycle of six sonatas was never finished; he died before beginning the last three pieces, 
completing only the Sonata No. 1 for Cello and Piano; the Sonata No. 2 for Flute, Viola and Harp; and the Sonata 
No. 3 for Violin and Piano. According to Debussy’s original design, the remaining sonatas were scored for unusual 
instrumental combinations: the fourth for oboe, horn and harpsichord; the fifth for trumpet, clarinet, bassoon and 
piano; and the sixth for all instruments in the earlier sonatas plus a string bass. 
  
The Sonata for Cello and Piano, the first of the cycle to be completed, gratified the composer: “It’s not for me to 
judge its excellence, but I like its proportions and its almost Classical forms, in the good sense of the word.” The 
Prologue begins with a slow, sustained piano phrase in which rhythmic and melodic motives combine to form most 
of the thematic material of the movement. A quiet but lively central section provides temporary contrast. An 
expanded version of the first theme appears at the end. The final two movements are performed without an 
intervening break. The Sérénade is characterized by a recurring repeated-note pattern, while the Finale contains 
many features of a rondo, such as a léger et nerveux (light and nervous) refrain. 

  



  
EDWARD ELGAR (1857–1934) 
Violin Sonata in E Minor, Op. 82 
  
More than a year had passed since Edward Elgar finished his last original work, but in 1918 the sexagenarian 
English composer experienced artistic renewal at his family’s new cottage at Brinkwells in Sussex. Oddly, this 
creative renaissance expressed itself almost exclusively in a single key—E minor. The immediate results included 
the Violin Sonata in E Minor, Op. 82; the String Quartet in E Minor, Op. 83; the Piano Quintet in A Minor, Op. 84 
(containing a substantial movement in E minor); and the Cello Concerto in E Minor, Op. 85. 
  
The arrival of a new piano at Brinkwells on August 19 served as a catalyst for the violin sonata. A violinist himself 
(and the author of a violin concerto, not to mention numerous symphonic works), Elgar understood string writing, 
but he always doubted his ability to write idiomatic keyboard music. Within four or five days, he had sketched 
large portions of the sonata. Melodic ideas for the slow movement (Romance) followed news that Lady Alice Stuart 
Wortley—Elgar’s close friend, whom he called “Windflower”—had broken her leg. Elgar later described this 
movement to Lady Stuart Wortley on September 11: “A fantastic, curious movement with a very expressive middle 
section: a melody for the violin—they say it’s as good as or better than anything I have done in the expressive way. 
This I wrote just after your telegram about the accident came, and I send you the pencil notes as first made at that 
sad moment.”  
  
By August 28 Elgar had completed enough of the score for a read-through with violinist William Henry Reed, who 
wrote, “At my first visit the violin sonata was well advanced. All the first movement was written, half the second—
he [Elgar] finished this while I was there—and the opening section of the Finale. We [would] play up to the blank 
page and then he would say, ‘And then what?’— 

  
and then we would go out to explore the wood or fish in the River Arun.” Reed later played a private performance 
of the violin sonata for the British Music Society on March 13, 1919, and also gave the public premiere on March 
21 at Aeolian Hall. 
  
The opening Allegro exemplifies the typical Elgarian balance of thematic nobility and a rich late-Romantic harmonic 
language. Many English critics, intimately familiar with the composer’s earlier works, rightly perceived a stylistic 
retrenchment from excessive complexity. The melodies operate within a narrow range of rhythmic values, though 
these are strongly placed within each measure. Additionally, Elgar related his two main themes with a common 
opening gesture, inverted in the second theme. 
  
As the finale approached completion, Elgar offered the sonata’s dedication to another longtime friend, Mrs. Marie 
Joshua. He broached the idea in an early-September letter to the ailing Mrs. Joshua, who was elated, according to 
her daughter. However, the next news Elgar received was a letter (September 14) announcing her death. Deeply 
saddened, he revised the final movement to include a reminiscence of the tender Romance theme. 
  
  
York Bowen (1884-1961) 
Phantasy, Op. 54 
  
York Bowen (1884-1961) was a British composer whose work was primarily performed and played before World 
War I. He was a talented pianist who earned acclaim and prestige at a young age, including making his performing 
debut at age eight and beginning study at London’s Royal Academy of Music at age fourteen. After serving in the 
Band of the Scots Guards in World War I as a horn player, he made a name for himself as a prolific composer of 
works for piano, chamber groups, and solo instruments. His particular style of Romantic-era composition 
eventually earned him the nickname of “The English Rachmaninov.” Despite his work being hidden for many years 
and not published, his compositions are slowly beginning to come into the forefront in modern music as musicians 
discover his works. 



  
York Bowen’s Phantasy, Op. 54 for viola and piano was originally written in 1918 as an entry into the Cobbett 
‘phantasy’ composition competition. Although this work is considered short in length compared to many of his 
sonatas, the work is clearly divided into three interconnected movements of varying styles. The work opens with a 
brief prelude of solo viola, which introduces the theme head throughout the entire work with sparse piano 
accompaniment. The work constantly shifts between different tempos, contrasting smooth lyrical passages with 
cascading technical passages that include various pizzicato (plucking) techniques. The work ends with impressive 
and difficult passages for the viola and piano, culminating in an ending of epic proportions for the entire work. 
  

ROBERT SCHUMANN (1810–1856) 
Piano Quintet in E-flat Major, Op. 44 
  
Schumann composed his Piano Quintet—the first grand achievement in the genre with few worthy successors, 
notably those of Brahms and Franck—between September 23 and October 12, 1842. Robert and Clara Schumann 
hosted a private performance in their home in November 1842; the official premiere took place at a Leipzig 
Gewandhaus concert the following January 8. Clara played piano for these performances, and she traveled with 
the quintet in her repertoire during the highly successful Russian tour of 1844. Russian aristocrats lavished warm 
praise on Clara, in particular her interpretation of the quintet, while Robert sank uncontrollably into the depths of 
melancholy. 
  
The Piano Quintet also accounted for an intensely uncomfortable scene between Schumann and Franz Liszt. In 
June 1848, the Schumanns invited Liszt to a private reading one of Robert’s piano trios and the quintet. The 
Hungarian virtuoso praised the former, but criticized the latter as being “too much in the Leipzig manner,” an 
underhanded insult of Felix Mendelssohn. When Liszt persisted in the attack, favoring Meyerbeer over 
Mendelssohn, Schumann verged on defending his recently deceased friend with physical force. 
  
Music critic Richard Pohl (1826–96), a staunch supporter of Schumann before shifting allegiances to the Lisztian 
and Wagnerian camps, remembered this confrontation. “For the first time I sensed the cleft separating Schumann 
from Liszt, who had always received him with collegial familiarity and artistic encouragement. Schumann regarded 
Liszt with a certain skeptical reserve, to which he also subjected himself. The division of musicians into 
Mendelssohnians, Schumanniansm and Lisztians—that is, into Leipzig, Düsseldorfm and Weimar schools—could no 
longer be disguised.” 
  
A strikingly bold, full-ensemble phrase fills the opening measures of the Piano Quintet with sumptuous Romantic 
passion. The ensuing march combines a lugubrious tempo, somber C-minor tonality, descending melodic phrases, 
and disjointed motives to create a truly funereal atmosphere. Schumann wedges two different trio themes 
between his mercurial Scherzo melody. In the first trio, the piano accompaniment continues the gigue-like meter, 
while the strings offer a folk-like tune similar to the theme from Haydn’s “Fifths” Quartet. Extreme thematic and 
tonal variety instills drama into the finale. A majestic minor-key first theme, somewhat related to the first trio, 
begins in the piano. Schumann creates a contrapuntal tour de force in the ensuing fugal section, combining the 
quintet’s opening-movement melody with the finale’s main theme as a countermelody. 
  
  
–Program notes by Todd E. Sullivan  
–Program notes for Bowen Phantasy by Victor Ribadeneyra 
  
  

 


