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Although he remained an outsider in French music, Albert Roussel, born at Tourcoing on 5 April 1869, embraced almost all the stylisms of his era while forging 
a highly personal idiom. As an academically gifted student, he was sent by guardians (his father dying in 1870 and his mother in 1877) to Paris in 1884, where 
he pursued musical studies at the Collège Stanislas. His early manhood was spent in the French Navy, where he rose to the rank of lieutenant and visited the 
Near East and China; experiences that left a notable mark on his music. Resigning from the Navy in 1894, he then settled in Paris to study music in earnest. It 
was a measure of his ability that, having entered the Schola Cantorum to study with Vincent d’Indy in 1898, he was invited to take over the counterpoint class 
after little more than four years and tutored a new generation of composers that included Erik Satie, Edgard Varèse and Bohuslav Martinů. 
         Roussel destroyed virtually all his compositions of the 1890s and only made his public debut as a composer in 1902. Thereafter, he built up a select 
catalogue (59 opuses) that falls into three main periods. From 1902 to 1913, he absorbed those Impressionistic tendencies to be found in Debussy and Ravel, 
evident from his First Symphony [Naxos 8.570323] and the large-scale choral work Evocations, before he arrived at an idiom of refinement and subtlety in his 
ballet Le Festin de l’araignée [8.572243]. The years around the First World War were occupied with an ambitious opera-ballet Padmâvatî, its Hindu-derived 
scenario testament to the composer’s imagination, while its complex harmonic language facilitated an exploration of new musical territory evident in works 
written during 1918–25, such as the Second Symphony [8.570529], the single-act opera or ‘intermezzo’ La Naissance de la lyre and the Second Violin Sonata. 
         This period of soul-searching was succeeded around 1925 with an idiom that, though related to the prevailing neo-Classicism, feels wholly personal in its 
resourceful harmonies, intricate counterpoint and its energetic rhythms. Notable works include the comic opera Le Testament de la Tante Caroline [8.660479], 
ballets Bacchus et Ariane [8.570245] and Aeneas, the Third and Fourth Symphonies [8.570245 and 8.572135], and chamber works String Quartet and String 
Trio. His growing success outside France saw a triumphal visit to the United States in 1930, yet his failing health was taking its toll. Following a heart attack, he 
died at Royan on 23 August 1937 and was buried overlooking the sea – his music ‘realised for its own sake’. 
         The three pieces heard here afford a viable overview of Roussel’s chamber music as well as his output overall – respectively exuding a decided 
earnestness, a quizzical ambivalence then a searching resignation no less evident from other of this composer’s works written at much the same time. Common 
to all three is a technique and craftsmanship that enabled Roussel to realise his creative goals with a conviction matched by relatively few of his contemporaries. 
         Roussel had actually completed a violin sonata as early as 1902 but this piece – premiered at the Salle Pleyel in Paris by Henri Sailler with Blanche 
Selva on 5 May that year, was later destroyed. What is designated as his First Violin Sonata was written during 1907–08 then given its first performance by 
Armand Parent with Marthe Dron on 9 October 1908. Dedicated to his teacher D’Indy, this is the most substantial of all its composer’s chamber works; the 
three movements playing for more than 30 minutes and with a pronounced seriousness throughout.   
         The opening movement begins with a moodily eloquent theme which expands at some length on violin, piano attentive in its support. Presently the music 
becomes more animated, heading to a more plaintive theme in which interplay between the instruments is at its most felicitous. Intensive development of 
elements from these themes ranges considerably whether tonally or texturally, building towards a heightened restatement of the first theme which moves 
directly into that of its successor. Its liveliness soon subsides into a lengthy coda, motifs encountered earlier quickly subsumed into a mood which is sombre 
and even fatalistic in overall manner. 
         Poised between scherzo and intermezzo, the central movement commences with a delightfully jejune tune whose unaffected mood and strummed 
pizzicatos imply a folk or popular aspect. This duly makes way for a middle section centred on a theme whose subdued demeanour and spare textures make 
for a decided contrast; one which is duly underlined with the return of its carefree predecessor. Here the music briefly has greater impetus on its way to a 
lissom close. 
         The final movement sets off with surging piano figuration, then a theme for violin both agile and decisive. An almost bitonal response from piano 
introduces a second idea whose ‘moto perpetuo’ quality leads into spirited repartee, which also takes in more an overtly expressive theme for the duo. This is 
presently countered with a return to the opening theme, before all the ideas heard previously are brought together for what becomes a culmination of no mean 
emotional power. From here the music moves swiftly and surely to its decisive conclusion. 

Albert Roussel (1869–1937) 
Violin Sonatas Nos. 1 and 2 • String Trio



         By the time he essayed his Second Violin Sonata in 1924, Roussel was well established in his native France, with two symphonies, an opera, a ballet 
and a major choral work to his name. Dedicated to his fellow composer Guy Ropartz and premiered at the Salle Gaveau in Paris by André Asselin with Lucie 
Cafferet on 15 October 1925, the work is little more than half the length of its predecessor but with no less sense of purpose – the three movements outlining 
a progress to tensile affirmation, and never letting up on that abstraction typical of his maturity. 
         The opening Allegro plunges straight in with an impetuous theme – one whose tonal fluidity is paralleled by its textural variety. Its successor is more 
focussed but hardly less restive in its soaring eloquence, after which there is less formal development as such than a continuous evolution of both themes 
which accentuates their essential qualities prior to the serene close. The central Andante typifies a searching inwardness found in much of the composer’s 
work from this period, violin musing over a stepwise piano accompaniment that builds to a climax of some intensity, before subsiding towards a return of the 
initial mood then a pensive close. The final Presto launches with syncopated interplay between the instruments, replete with its audibly jazzy inflections 
alongside a tendency to motoric rhythm, which confirms Roussel’s awareness of his contemporaries Stravinsky and Prokofiev. Most of what follows consists of 
dextrous development of this idea, and if the movement overall might seem too lightweight a finale, its formal precision and lively expression proves all of a 
piece with what went before. 
         Premiered by the Pasquier Trio (brothers Jean on violin, Pierre on viola and Étienne on cello) in Paris on 4 April 1937, the String Trio was to be Roussel’s 
last completed piece (he died just over four months later) and exemplifies those qualities of concision and asceticism found in the composer’s late work. Once 
again there are three movements but the seamlessness with which those compressed outer movements flow into then out of the longer central movement, 
along with their motivic concentration, gives the feeling of an integrated and unbroken unity. 
         The opening Allegro moderato is moderately paced and restrained in its discourse, though this does not preclude the three instruments from generating 
a considerable impetus through their intensive interplay. Here too the salient ideas – more motifs than actual themes – seem less significant than the refined 
nature of the overall texture. This is hardly less evident in the central Adagio, one of its composer’s most profound and searching statements as it pivots 
between music of an almost Classical poise with that of a pronounced ‘modern’ sensibility. Building towards a climax of sustained intensity, this ultimately dies 
down to a close of muted regret. From here the final Allegro con spirito seeks to redress the emotional balance with its nonchalant aura, assuming a dance-like 
agility while touching on more equivocal issues before it heads to a resolute close. 
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Although he is best remembered for his highly regarded stage and orchestral works, Roussel also 
composed a significant body of masterful yet relatively unknown chamber music. The Romantic 
early First Violin Sonata is an epic journey of soaring majesty, while the later Second Violin 
Sonata is dramatic and succinct, sharing its dynamic neo-Classical style with the String Trio, 
Roussel’s last completed work.       
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     Violin Sonata No. 1 in D minor, Op. 11 (1907–08, rev. 1931)            32:13 

1   I. Lent – Très animé                                                                                                                12:00 
2   II. Assez animé                                                                                                                        10:16 
3   III. Très animé                                                                                                                          9:35 

    Violin Sonata No. 2 in A major, Op. 28 (1924)                                   14:40 
4   I. Allegro con moto                                                                                                                   5:02 
5   II. Andante                                                                                                                                4:50 
6   III. Presto                                                                                                                                   4:32 

    String Trio, Op. 58 (1937)                                                                    13:21 
7   I. Allegro moderato                                                                                                                   3:52 
8   II. Adagio                                                                                                                                   6:38 
9   III. Allegro con spirito                                                                                                              2:49
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