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PROGRAM
Sonata No. 4, Op. 102, No. 1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Ludwig van Beethoven
1. Andante; Allegro vivace
2. Adagio; Allegro vivace

Sonata in C Major, Op. 65 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Benjamin Britten
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Dialogo
Scherzo–pizzicato (allegretto)
Elegia (lento)
Marcia (energico)
Moto Perpetuo (presto)
Five-minute intermission

Sonata in C Minor, Op. 6 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Samuel Barber
1. Allegro non troppo
2. Adagio–presto
3. Allegro appassionato
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BEETHOVEN, SONATA IN C MAJOR, OP. 102, NO. 1. Beethoven had a special affinity for the
cello. In fact, he was probably the first composer to realize fully the expressive potentialities of
its rich, resonant, mahogany-hued voice. He made it an equal partner with the violin and piano in
both the piano trios and the Triple Concerto, liberated it from the bondage of bass support in the
symphony orchestra, and occasionally—for example, in the opening measures of Op. 59, No.
1—gave it the lead voice in the string quartet. In addition, he wrote seven works for cello and
piano: five sonatas and three sets of variations on themes of Handel and Mozart. Tonight we’ll
hear the fourth sonata, the C major—as its opus number suggests, a work of Beethoven’s full
maturity.
Unusually, both movements of the C major sonata begin slowly. The melody of the first
introduction, like many of Beethoven’s most memorable melodies simple in shape yet somehow
deeply touching, is first played by the cello alone. Shortly afterward, the piano responds with an
echo of it. The pattern will be repeated, the cello singing the melody solo, the piano responding
with an echo, a variant or a long trill. Gracefully intertwined, the instruments engage in what
Martin Cooper calls “a dialogue between two parts of [one] personality, complete with questions
and hesitations.” The slow section closes with trills, a soft arpeggio, a pause, and—in a magical
moment—two pairs of bell-like piano notes against a muted legato bass. Soon afterward, we’re
brusquely launched into the sonata-allegro portion of the movement. The tempo shifts from slow
to fast, the harmony from C major to A minor, the phrasing from fluent legato to agitated
staccato, the melody from a confiding whisper to an exuberant shout. The restless, energycharged dialogue that follows, with its dotted runs, triplets, and brilliant touches of counterpoint,
is indelibly Beethovenian. In the development section, about midway through the movement, the
careful listener will hear modulations through five keys, which, as Cooper observes, “seem to
shift Beethoven’s thought to a different world.”
The introduction of the second movement, marked adagio, opens tentatively with
graceful, upscale runs on the piano, echoed by the cello. A chain of emphatic four-note piano
figures, prefiguring the main rhythmic motif of the fast section, follows. A brief pause. Then,
unusually, against sustained cello notes, the piano plays the melody with which the first
movement opened. Following a brief, passionate exchange, the cello in its turn plays the melody
against piano trills, one of which becomes the germ of the final allegro. After some typically
Beethovenian hesitations the energetic, endlessly inventive allegro gets under way. “Here,” says
Denis Stevens, “the great moments are in the dramatic pauses, ended each time by a low note on
the cello.”
BENJAMIN BRITTEN, SONATA FOR CELLO AND PIANO IN C MAJOR, OP. 65. Like Beethoven,
Britten loved the sound of the cello. Indeed, probably no 20th-century composer wrote more
idiomatically for the instrument. But before 1961, well past the mid-point of his career, he had
composed relatively little for it. Indeed, between 1951 and 1961, when he was preoccupied with
the composition and production of operas, he wrote no instrumental music at all. In January of
1961, however, after hearing a performance by the great Soviet cellist Mstislav Rostropovich, he
was inspired to compose the C Major sonata. He dedicated the work to Rostropovich and six
months later joined him in giving it its première performance. During the next decade he would
compose four other works for the man whom he came to regard as both a colleague and a close
friend: the Cello Symphony and—perhaps in emulation of J. S. Bach—the three suites for cello
alone.

The extraordinary variety of tempo, texture and mood of the sonata is suggested by the
rather unconventional headings of its five movements, which might seem more appropriate for a
suite than a sonata. As one critic has observed, however, the key scheme of the work and the
order of its movements are those of the sonata, and the first movement is in sonata-allegro form.
As that movement unwinds, we become aware of the aptness of Dialogo, for we seem to be
eavesdropping on a conversation between intimate friends. They begin to speak quietly, the cello
repeating a hesitant, two-note motif against widely spaced piano chords. Then, as the motif gives
way to a churning, impassioned cello sequence, the tentative piano chords to dissonant outbursts,
they seem to argue furiously. With the return of the opening motif, however, their anger (or
passion) subsides. Such mood-shifts, deter-mined by the repeats prescribed by sonata form,
continue throughout the movement.
In the terse Scherzo, which is shaped around a wry, six-note motif—hardly a theme —the
cellist plays pizzicato throughout, his rapid plucked notes echoed by the pianist’s staccato
phrasing. The deeply affecting slow movement that follows is, as Elegia suggests, a lament. We
first hear the piano alone, chords in its lower register setting a slow, measured pace for the entire
movement. Soon the cello enters with the mournful first theme, which unwinds sinuously over
several measures. Following a brief, anguished exchange, a second, equally long-breathed
melody, a variant of the first, is heard. The movement ends quietly on a unison note.
The fourth movement of the sonata, the shortest of the five, is a droll, dissonant parody of
a march in which the cello and piano move in lockstep toward a startling climax: a flourish of
string harmonics, followed by several whistle-like chromatic slides at the top of the cello range.
In the opening measures of the final movement the cello, snapping out dotted sixty-fourth notes,
establishes the feverish tempo that Moto Perpetuo always demands. Soon the piano enters, its
hard, clear timbre giving greater thrust to the cello line.

FIVE-MINUTE INTERMISSION

SAMUEL BARBER, SONATA FOR CELLO AND PIANO IN C MINOR, OP. 6. Critic Virgil Thomson
once wrote of Samuel Barber that “his chief problem seems to be laying the ghost of
romanticism without resorting to violence.” (By “resorting to violence” Thomson meant
embracing the radicalism of Schoenberg’s American serialist followers.) Barber didn’t perhaps
succeed in solving the problem, if problem it was, for although his music sounds modern—it
could never be mistaken for Brahms or Schumann—its chief appeal is to the emotions. Even its
jolting mood-shifts and un-Brahmsian rhythmic tricks can’t mask its essential romanticism,
which is most eloquently affirmed by the ecstatic main theme of the first movement.
Unsurprisingly, the score is peppered with expressive markings such as “agitated,” “intense,”
“fiery,” and “very passionate.”
As its opus number indicates, the cello sonata is an early work. In fact, Barber was
still enrolled in Philadelphia’s Curtis Institute when he composed it while vacationing in
Italy in the summer of 1932. It’s a restless, abundant, technically assured piece, whose extraordinary rhythmic and textural effects—symptoms, perhaps, of a young composer’s search for a
musical identity—frequently make serious technical demands. Despite occasional departures
from strict tonality, the work has a tonal center—as one critic allows, an “inflected C minor.”

The first movement opens with a rising, urgent cello figure in paired notes, decisively
echoed by the piano. A repeat of this motif leads quickly to some agitated passage-work in the
piano. Following a brief pause, the cello sings the memorable main theme—a sinuous, ecstatic
melody echoed in the high keys of the piano—which takes us to the heart of Barber’s
romanticism. Following an impassioned exchange, made urgent by a staccato, four-beat rhythmic
motif, we hear an extended, sometimes angry dialogue, which ends with the return in the cello of
the beautiful main theme.
Its unusual tempo marking, Adagio–presto, offers a strong hint of the split personality of
the second movement. A slow, meditative cello song, gently punctuated by soft chords, leads us
to expect a conventional slow movement. After only nine measures, however, the music softens
to a whisper, then stops. Without warning, we are thrust headlong into what has been aptly called
“a blistering presto that rips along its 12/8 meter,” whose propulsive-ness recalls that of Britten’s
Moto Perpetuo. Surprisingly, the movement closes quietly with the return of the serene cello
meditation with which it opened.
Of the three movements, the last, aptly headed Allegro appassionato, is the loudest, most
animated, and most passionate—a restless, fervid, at times almost frenzied outpouring of
emotion, whose dynamic extremes, hammered chords, brooding pauses, and ecstatic scale-runs
make it clear why Barber is widely regarded as America’s leading neo-romantic composer.
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Victor Santiago Asuncion
Born and raised in the Phillipines, Victor Santiago Asuncion is rapidly making his mark as a
highly sensitive and technically brilliant classical pianist. He played his debut concert at 18 with
the Manila Chamber Orchestra under the direction of Sergio Esmilla and made his New York
recital debut in the Weill Recital Hall of Carnegie Hall in 1999. As both piano and harpsichord
soloist, he has performed under the direction of, among others, Harold Farberman, Arthur
Weisburg, Enrique Batiz, Bobby McFerrin, and James Conlon. A chamber music enthusiast, he
has collaborated with such artists as Lynn Harrell, Cho-Liang Lin, Andres Diaz and the Vega
and Emerson String Quartets. During the 2005–2006 season he will appear at Strathmore Hall,
the Corcoran Gallery, and Carnegie Hall’s Weill Recital Hall. He is a regular guest pianist at the
Santa Fe, Amelia Island, and Garth Newel chamber music festivals and is resident pianist for the
Garth Newel Piano Quartet. His performances have been broadcast on WQXR in New York and
NPR’s Performance Today. Moreover, he is on the artist roster of the Piatigorsky Foundation, a
non-profit organization that presents concerts throughout the United States. In 2003, Mr.
Asuncion was appointed assistant professor of piano and chamber music at the University of
Memphis, and in 2004 was named the university’s coordinator of piano.

