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Gabriel Fauré (1845-1924) wrote the two sonatas for cello and piano during what his 
biographers refer to as his third and last period, which coincided with the last decade 
of his life. The pieces are a significant example of how his musical language evolved 
and developed in the course of time.

Fauré was a reserved, self-effacing man particularly drawn by the intimacy of 
chamber music. Deeply attached to the romanticism of an earlier age, he is considered 
the last of the romantics, in an age in which the prevailing musical idiom had 
abandoned the canons and categories of the 19th century. Debussy described him as 
a “maître de charme”, an epithet that still rings striking true. Averse to all posturing 
and affectation, Fauré’s intellectual honesty and creative coherence were recognized 
by all his contemporaries. In fact he was one of the few composers of his age who 
were not influenced by characters such as Wagner, who were shortly to change and 
extend the overall concept of music of the time.

Written in 1917, the first sonata opens with an energetic first movement in 
which the cello develops the brief initial theme, a fragmented, jerky melody that the 
composer originally began to develop in 1884 as a subject he ultimately discarded 
for the Symphony in D minor. The highly accented use of the cello and the wealth of 
leaps and broken octaves in the piano part make this first theme somewhat harsh and 
dramatic. It soon leads to the second theme, which is softer and more even, but hardly 
has time to develop fully before the initial idiom takes over once more.

The second movement is an andante that suggests a different universe. The cello 
is entrusted with a remarkably long theme, almost an elegy, which proceeds without 
interruption, as though the composer were deliberately counteracting the first 
movement with music that evokes a sense of continuity. The instruments caress the 
notes, and the two themes that make up the andante follow each other in various 
reiterations, each with different dynamics and harmonies, thereby contributing to 
a rich tapestry in a wide range of hues, completely free of the roughness of the first 
movement.
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Although the third movement is the most striking example of the relationship 
between Fauré’s music and the world of romanticism, it nevertheless comprises 
passages of considerable harmonic complexity. It begins with a serene and simple 
theme played by the cello that is distinctly reminiscent of the start of the fourth 
movement of Brahms’s Sonata Op.99. The mood continues in a melodious, tranquil 
fashion, and it is not until the development that the piece transcends the principles 
of romanticism with a sort of dense, displaced canon in crotchets between the two 
instruments, intensifying as the subject returns.

In 1921, four years after completing the first sonata, Fauré again turned his hand 
to a sonata for cello and piano. The surrounding world of music was undergoing 
rapid change, and the avant-garde movements were gaining ground. The Rite of 
Spring dated back almost ten years earlier, Schönberg’s Verklärte Nacht, the first 
work heralding dodecaphony, more than twenty, and Wagner was innovating with 
orchestration to the extent of inventing new instruments to suit what he had in mind, 
such as the Wagner horns.

Even at the age of 77, however, Fauré remained true to his own intimate concept 
of music. Indeed, during the last decade of his creative life he seems intent on 
trimming away the superfluous and remaining within the confines of 19th century 
romanticism. With this second sonata he nevertheless experiments boldly, introducing 
certain passages that are harmonically challenging (the central section of the third 
movement, for instance), but within the sphere of tonal music and the structural 
divisions developed in centuries of romantic and late-romantic music. Uninterested 
in dismantling the constituent parts or developing a different musical language, he 
writes music that reflects his quietly refined tastes and his deep yearning for the age of 
Schumann and Brahms. 

Fauré wrote the Sonata Op.117 three years before his death in 1924, articulating 
it in three movements that together take up just over twenty minutes. It is music 
that initially comes across like a highly intense and occasionally impalpable breath, 

as though the composer were trying to grasp thick, heavy clouds. On further 
listening, however, his handling of light and shade come through with characteristic 
individuality and elegance.

From the outset the first movement is restless in mood, with overall structure 
provided by the melody lines of the two instruments chasing after each other, and 
the insistent rhythm in the quaver accompaniment of the piano. Despite this dense, 
almost incessant rhythmical element, however, the sensation is not one of anxiety. As 
is often the case with Fauré, it is the musical discourse that prevails, and although 
it is certainly restless, it is also poised and delicate. In the second theme as well the 
lyricism of the cello is underpinned by the rhythmical configuration of the piano part, 
which spells out the beat through to the end of the movement.

While the first movement is entirely horizontal in structure, the very different 
second movement revolves around a pre-existing musical motif. It was the indirect 
fruit of a commission Fauré received from the French government to write a funeral 
march for wind instruments to be played at Napoleon’s funeral. Following this 
event, the composer returned to the musical idea, reworking it for cello and piano. 
The cello is the protagonist, playing the doleful melody in an intensely lyrical mood 
accompanied by statuesque chords on the piano.

While the mood of the first subject is almost austere in its intensity, the second 
theme, played by the cello in chorale style, comes across as gentler and sweeter. The 
height of intensity corresponds to a forte in the development, when the austerity 
seems to abate enough to admit a sense of torment. Ever true to style, however, Fauré 
resolves this by returning to the original theme, which is repeated once more as it 
leads to the finale, concluding the movement in a serene C major.

The third movement is probably the most elusive and intriguing, not least on 
account of the composer’s skill in handling thematic fragments that he never exposes 
fully. In this “art of elusion” he adopts numerous bold harmonic devices to achieve 
intermittence in the development of his chosen material. The cascades of semiquavers 



in the piano create a sensation of constant movement, leading the melody lines of the 
cello with precision.

The second theme is more relaxed, while the development, following an intense, 
romantic progression, leads to a section that comes across like an improvisation, with 
pizzicato in the cello accompanying fast, graceful broken octaves in the piano.

This was the last of Fauré’s compositions entirely dedicated to the cello, since 
during the remaining three years of his life he concentrated on the Trio in D minor 
and the Quartet in E minor. The particular appeal of these products of the composer’s 
full maturity and relative old age lies not only in the fact they are perfectly suited to 
the chamber ensemble in which he excelled, but also in the surprising freshness of the 
creativity they embody.  
© Luca Magariello
Translation by Kate Singleton
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