
Page 1 (1/31/20) 
 
Violin Sonata No. 2 in A major 

JOSEPH BOULOGNE, CHEVALIER DE SAINT-GEORGES  
 (1745-1799) 

Composed in 1781. 
 
Joseph Boulogne, Chevalier de Saint-Georges, one of music history’s most fascinating figures, was 

born on Christmas Day 1745 on the Caribbean island of Guadeloupe, where his father, a French civil 
servant, was stationed as comptroller-general; his mother was a black islander. The family moved to Paris 
when the boy was ten. Joseph was enrolled in the academy of Nicolas Texier de La Boëssière, one of 
France’s most renowned fencing masters, and there received a good general education as well as rigorous 
training in swimming, boxing, horse riding and other physical and social skills; he became one of the 
finest fencers in Europe. Saint-Georges’ musical education was less well documented, though he 
apparently had shown  talent as a violinist even before leaving Guadeloupe and seems to have been a 
student of the celebrated composer François Gossec for several years.  sHe joined Gossec’s orchestra at 
the Concert des Amateurs in 1769, made his debut there as a soloist three years later (in two of his own 
violin concertos), and became concertmaster and conductor of the group shortly thereafter.  

In 1777, Saint-Georges entered the employ of the Duke of Orléans, and four years later took on the 
additional position of concertmaster of the Concert de la Loge Olympique, for which Claude-François-Marie 
Rigoley, Comte d’Ogny commissioned Haydn’s “Paris” symphonies. Saint-Georges acted as intermediary 
in finalizing the arrangements with Haydn, and he presumably directed the premieres of the works. 
Following the death of the Duke of Orléans in 1785, Saint-Georges spent some time in London, where he 
gave exhibition fencing matches before the Prince of Wales and other aristocrats, and posed for a portrait 
by the Boston-born painter Mather Brown that shows him to have cut an extremely handsome figure. 
Saint-Georges returned to Paris two years later, and resumed his work with the Loge Olympique. That 
orchestra was disbanded following the upheavals of 1789, however, and he again went to England. He 
was back in France the next year to demonstrate his revolutionary sympathies and tour as violinist 
through the northern provinces, and in 1791 he settled in Lille, where he became a captain of the National 
Guard. The following year he was made a colonel in the Légion des Américains et du Midi, which comprised 
“citizens of color” (one of whose mulatto officers was the father of the novelist Alexandre Dumas père), 
but he was accused of misappropriation of regimental funds, and imprisoned at Houdainville for more 
than a year. He was eventually cleared of the charge and released, and made his way back to Paris, where 
he lived in considerable poverty. He briefly became director of a new musical organization, Le Cercle de 
l’Harmonie, but died of a stomach ulcer in 1799. 

Saint-Georges’ music, agreeable and polished without being profound, is in an early Classical idiom 
that shows the influence of the Mannheim composers and his French contemporaries. His seven operas 
met with little success, so his fame as a composer rested primarily on his instrumental works: two 
symphonies, more than a dozen solo violin concertos (cleverly constructed to show his own virtuoso 
technique on the instrument), several examples of the sinfonia concertante form popular in Paris in the 
1770s, and a number of quartets, sonatas and chamber pieces. 

The title page of the three sonatas by Saint-Georges published in Paris in 1781 by the firm of Simon Le 
Duc read, “Pour le Clavecin [harpsichord] ou Forté Piano avec Accompagnement de Violon Obligé [necessary].” 
They  followed the convention of the time for such pieces by giving prominence to the keyboard, with the 
piano presenting the themes and being assigned the more active role throughout. (Mozart balanced the 
two instruments more equally in the violin sonatas he was writing at the same time and Beethoven, a 
generation later, brought the genre to its fully mature state of parity.)  

Saint-Georges’ A major Sonata begins with three emphatic, repeated chords, a technique known as 
premier coup d’archet (“first stroke of the bow”), which was favored in Paris as a sort of “call to order” 
announcing the start of the performance. (Mozart used a similar device to open his “Paris” Symphony, K. 
297, composed for the Concert Spirituel three years before Saint-Georges’ works were published.) The 
movement follows traditional sonata form, with a gliding main theme, announced by the piano and 
repeated by the violin, and a complementary second subject with a few wider intervals. These two ideas 
are worked out in the central development section and brought back in altered form to round out the 
movement.  The second movement juxtaposes two contrasting musical strains — the first is based on a 
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delicate, music-box melody, the other is more animated and in a wistful minor mode. 
 
Violin Sonata No. 9 in A major, Op. 47, “Kreutzer” 

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (1770-1827) 
Composed in 1803. 
Premiered on May 24, 1803 in Vienna by violinist George Bridgetower and the composer as pianist. 

 
George Augustus Polgreen Bridgetower was born in Biala, Poland sometime between 1778 and 1780; 

his mother was of Polish or German extraction, his father was probably from the West Indies, though he 
liked to claim that he was an “Abyssinian Prince.” The mulatto Bridgetower proved to be a remarkable 
prodigy of the violin, and he was accepted into the musical establishment of the Prince of Wales at 
Brighton when he was just ten. The following year, he played in the violin section for the Haydn-Salomon 
concerts in London, and thereafter billed himself as “a student of Haydn.” In 1803, Bridgetower was 
granted a leave of absence to visit his mother in Dresden, take the waters at Teplitz and Carlsbad, and 
play some concerts en route. His public and private performances in Dresden created a sensation, and his 
arrival in Vienna in early May was awaited by the  local music lovers there with a heady mixture of 
excitement and curiosity. Beethoven met the 23-year-old Bridgetower almost immediately, and the two 
got along splendidly — the composer praised him as “a very capable virtuoso who has a complete 
command of his instrument.” Beethoven  proposed both to write a new piece for Bridgetower’s debut in 
the city on May 24th and to accompany him at the piano, and he set to work immediately on a large 
Sonata in A major that would properly display the skills of the two executants. He worked tirelessly but 
was able to complete only the first two movements in time for the performance. For the finale, he lifted 
the last movement of the Violin Sonata, Op. 30, No. 1 of the previous year, conveniently also in the key of 
A major, and later filled the gap in the  earlier work with a set of variations. The premiere was a success 
(the second movement had to be encored), and Bridgetower remained in Vienna until July, playing to 
considerable acclaim and spending many evenings with his new buddy, Ludwig van Beethoven. 

By all rights, this work, published as Beethoven’s “Kreutzer” Sonata in 1805 by Simrock, should be 
called the “Bridgetower” Sonata, in honor of the performer for whom it was written. According to an 
interview Bridgetower granted when he visited Vienna in 1845, such was the composer’s original 
intention, but he added that they had a quarrel “over a girl,” and Beethoven denied him the dedication in 
recompense. Instead, the score was inscribed to the well-known French violinist and composer Rodolphe 
Kreutzer, whom Beethoven had met in 1798 in Vienna. Beethoven maintained an infrequent 
correspondence with Kreutzer thereafter, but apparently regarded him as a friend, calling him “a good, 
amiable man who during his stay here gave me much pleasure. His unaffectedness and natural manner 
are more to my taste than all extérieur or intérieur of most virtuosos.” Beethoven justified the transfer of 
the dedication by telling Simrock, “As the Sonata was written for a thoroughly capable violinist, the 
dedication to Kreutzer is all the more appropriate.” In 1801, four years before the publication appeared, 
Kreutzer had been appointed solo violin of the Paris Opéra and a year later he was named Chamber 
Musician to Napoleon, and Beethoven’s dedication seems to have been as much an attempt to insinuate 
his music with the leading violinist of France as a reward for any musical or personal empathy. Indeed, 
Kreutzer apparently had little liking for Beethoven’s then-avant garde  creations, demonstratively 
stomping out of the Parisian premiere of the Second Symphony with his hands clapped over his ears and 
refusing to play in public the Sonata dedicated to him, accusing the music of being “utterly 
unintelligible.” For Beethoven, who was shrewd about using dedications for his own professional and 
social advantage, Kreutzer’s rejection of his Sonata must have induced in him an almost wild frustration. 

The first movement of the “Kreutzer” Sonata is a formal curiosity, beginning with a slow 
introduction in the nominal key of A major as preface to a large sonata structure in the parallel minor 
mode. (The only precedent for this procedure that the immensely learned English musicologist Sir 
Donald Tovey could find in the Classical literature was Mozart’s Violin Sonata in G major, K. 379.) The 
main theme, given by the violin to begin the quicker tempo, is a dashing staccato phrase with a vaguely 
Turkish tint. The chorale-like subsidiary motive provides only a brief respite from the driving 
impetuosity of the music. There is considerable developmental dialogue between the instruments before 
the earlier themes are recapitulated. The Andante is a spacious set of variations on a long theme presented 
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in alternation by the piano and violin. The flamboyant, tarantella-rhythm finale provides a suitably 
brilliant ending to one of the greatest of Beethoven’s instrumental duets. 
 
Violin Sonata No. 3 in D minor, Op. 108 

JOHANNES BRAHMS (1833-1897) 
Composed in 1886-1888. 
Premiered on December 22, 1888 in Cologne, with Jenö Hubay as violinist and the composer as pianist. 

 
For many years, Brahms followed the sensible practice of the  Viennese gentry by abandoning the city 

when the weather got hot. He spent many happy summers in the hills and lakes of the Salzkammergut, 
east of Salzburg, but in 1886 his friend Joseph Widmann, a poet and librettist of considerable distinction, 
convinced Brahms to join him in the ancient Swiss town of Thun, 25 kilometers south of Bern in the 
foothills of the Bernese Alps. Brahms rented a flower-laden villa on the shore of Lake Thun in the nearby 
hamlet of Hofstetten, and he settled in for a long, comfortable  summer. The periods away from Vienna 
were not merely times of relaxation for Brahms but were working holidays, and the three summers he 
spent at Thun (1886-1888) were especially productive: the Violin Sonatas Nos. 2 and 3, C minor Piano 
Trio, Second Cello Sonata, Gypsy Songs, Choral Songs (Op. 104), Lieder of Op. 105-107 and Double 
Concerto were all written there. Brahms began the Third Violin Sonata, Op. 108, at Hofstetten during the 
summer of 1886, but composed most of the score during his sojourn two years later. The Sonata’s 
premiere was given on December 22, 1888 in  Cologne by the composer and the celebrated Hungarian 
violinist, composer and pedagogue Jenö Hubay. 

Violin and piano share equally the thematic material of the opening movement: the violin presents 
the principal subject, a lyrical inspiration marked by long notes that give way to quick neighboring tones; 
the piano’s arching second theme is superbly constructed from a two-measure motive of step-wise 
motion followed by a hesitant dotted-rhythm gesture. The  development section is largely occupied with 
a discussion of the main theme. A full recapitulation and an ethereal coda grown from the main theme 
close the movement. The Adagio is one of Brahms’ most endearing creations, an instrumental hymn of 
delicately dappled emotions, touching melody and suave harmonies. The third movement (which the 
score instructs should be played “con sentimento”) replaces the traditional scherzo with an intermezzo of 
precisely controlled intensity and masterful motivic development. The sonata-form finale resumes the 
darkly expressive eloquence of the opening movement with its impetuous main theme. A chordal subject 
initiated by the piano provides contrast, but the unsettled mood of the first theme remains dominant 
through the remainder of the movement.  
 
Suite for Violin and Piano 

WILLIAM GRANT STILL (1895-1978) 
Composed in 1943. 
Premiered on March 15, 1944 at Jordan Hall in Boston by violinist Louis Kaufman and pianist Vladimir Padwa. 

 
William Grant Still, whom Nicolas Slonimsky in his authoritative Baker’s Biographical Dictionary of 

Musicians called “The Dean of Afro-American Composers,” was born in Woodville, Mississippi on May 
11, 1895. His father, the town bandmaster and a music teacher at Alabama A&M, died when the boy was 
an infant, and the family moved to Little Rock, Arkansas, where his mother, a graduate of Atlanta 
University, taught high school. In Little Rock, she married an opera buff, and he introduced young 
William to the great voices of the day on records and encouraged his interest in playing the violin. At the 
age of sixteen, Still matriculated as a medical student at Wilberforce University in Ohio, but he soon 
switched to music. He taught himself to play the woodwind instruments, and left school to perform in 
dance bands in the Columbus area and work for a brief period as an arranger for the great blues writer 
W.C. Handy. He returned to Wilberforce, graduated in 1915, married later that year, and then resumed 
playing in dance and theater orchestras. 

In 1917, Still entered Oberlin College but he interrupted his studies the following year to serve in the 
Navy during World War I, first as a mess attendant and later as a violinist in officers’ clubs. He went back 
to Oberlin after his service duty and stayed there until 1921, when he moved to New York to join the 
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orchestra of the Noble Sissle–Eubie Blake revue Shuffle Along as an oboist. While on tour in Boston with 
the show, Still studied with George Chadwick, then President of the New England Conservatory, who 
was so impressed with his talent that he provided his lessons free of charge. Back in New York, Still 
studied with Edgard Varèse and ran the Black Swan Recording Company for a period in the mid-1920s. 
He tried composing in Varèse’s modernistic idiom, but soon abandoned that  style in favor of a more 
traditional manner.  

Still’s work was recognized as early as 1928, when he received the Harmon Award for the most 
significant contribution to black culture in America. His Afro-American Symphony of 1930 was premiered 
by Howard Hanson and the Rochester Philharmonic (the first such work by a black composer played by a 
leading American orchestra) and heard thereafter in performances in Europe and South America. Unable 
to make a living from his concert compositions, however, Still worked as an arranger and orchestrator of 
music for radio, for Broadway shows, and for Paul Whiteman, Artie Shaw and other popular 
bandleaders. A 1934 Guggenheim Fellowship allowed him to cut back on his commercial activities and 
write his first opera, Blue Steel, which incorporated jazz and spirituals. He  continued to compose large-
scale orchestral, instrumental and vocal works in his distinctive idiom during the following years, and 
after moving to Los Angeles in 1934, he supplemented that activity by arranging music for films 
(including Frank Capra’s 1937 Lost Horizon) and later for television (Perry Mason, Gunsmoke). Still 
continued to hold an important place in American music until his death in Los Angeles in 1978. 

Still received many awards for his work: seven honorary degrees;  commissions from CBS, New York 
World’s Fair, League of Composers, Cleveland Orchestra and other important cultural organizations; the 
Phi Beta Sigma Award; a citation from ASCAP noting his “extraordinary contributions” to music and his 
“greatness, both as an artist and as a human being”; and the Freedom Foundation Award. Not only was 
his music performed by most of the major American orchestras, but he was also the first black musician 
to conduct one of those ensembles (Los Angeles Philharmonic, at the Hollywood Bowl in 1936) and a 
major symphony in a southern state (New Orleans Philharmonic in 1955). In 1945, Leopold Stokowski 
called William Grant Still “one of our great American composers. He has made a real contribution to 
music.” 

Louis Kaufman (1905-1994) was one of America’s leading violinists, a celebrated soloist, 
concertmaster for over 500 Hollywood movies, and an acclaimed recording artist who released more than 
a hundred albums, including the 1947 Grand Prix du Disque-winning The Four Seasons, which helped to 
revive the music of Antonio Vivaldi; Kaufman was elected to the Grammy Hall of Fame in 2002 and 
selected for the Library of Congress’ National Recording Registry the following year. He first learned of 
William Grant Still while living in New York in the 1930s through a radio program of spirituals on WOR 
titled Deep River, for which Still was the orchestrator. Kaufman wanted to include Still’s music on his 
recitals, but learned that he had written nothing for violin, so Kaufman arranged the Blues movement 
from Still’s 1937 ballet Lenox Avenue for violin and piano, and performed it successfully in North and 
South America and Europe. Still liked the Lenox Avenue music as a violin piece and orchestrated it himself 
in 1943, and that year also composed an original Suite for Violin and Piano, which Kaufman premiered 
with pianist Vladimir Padwa in Boston’s Jordan Hall on March 15, 1944. 

Still found inspiration for the Suite in three works by African-American visual artists. African Dancer, 
which contrasts insistently rhythmic outer  sections with a bluesy central episode, was based on the 1933 
statue of a female figure by Richmond Barthé (1901-1989), whose works were the first by an African-
American artist to be taken into the permanent collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Mother and 
Child evokes a 1932 chalk  drawing by the multi-discipline artist Sargent Claude Johnson (1888-1967). The 
mother’s melancholy expression in the drawing and the gentle though  occasionally plaintive elements in 
Still’s musical representation of it may recall the death of Johnson’s own mother when he was twelve and 
his subsequent time in an orphanage. Augusta Savage (1892-1962), a sculptor and teacher associated with 
the Harlem Renaissance, modeled her 1929 painted plaster bust Gamin on her own nephew, who is 
shown as a rumpled but street-wise youth, qualities suggested by Still’s jazzy, insouciant  music. Gamin, 
which is on permanent display at the Smithsonian American Art Museum, was voted most popular work 
at an exhibition of over 200 African-American artists when it was new and earned Savage a scholarship to 
study in Paris. 
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