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The performing arts have in common the elements of real-time experience and memory. Seeing and hearing live music is a process of experiencing a series of audio and visual moments that are brought to life by performers. When the final note has faded away, we the listeners are left with memories and feelings of what took place. When sharing our reactions and emotions with others after a performance we may well use similar words of praise for what we feel the performers achieved. There was indeed an excitable buzz and common feeling that the concert given by Sophie Rosa (violin) and Ian Buckle (piano) was a tremendous event. It can be challenging to adequately articulate what we collectively knew was so special, but a reviewer has the privilege of having time for reflection and attempting to set down why the programme of violin sonatas by Felix Mendelssohn, Beethoven, and Greig with Elgar’s ever-attractive Salut d’amour and the Chansons Opus 15 were brought to life with such sincerity and eloquence. 

The violin sonata repertoire is huge and varied, so the programme selection is of vital importance. Sophie Rosa and Ian Buckle chose the F minor Opus 4 Sonata written by a 14-year-old Mendelssohn in 1823. The work is an amazing product of the prodigy who also excelled in languages, poetry, painting, and sport. The sonata opens and ends with expressive solo violin cadenzas, a rare idea for the period. From the very start one was made aware of the warm and graceful sound that Sophie Rosa drew from her Gagliano 1795 instrument. The first and last movements produced wonderful interplay between the two performers who subjugated their craftmanship to a unity of purpose in expounding the ingenuity of the young Mendelssohn.

Sophie Rosa and Ian Buckle often perform as a pair and exude a very special artistic chemistry of purpose and togetherness of thought. Their attention to detail of phrasing is notable, nuanced but not precious. The Beethoven so-called ‘Spring’ Sonata is a real challenge to cohesion and awareness of the partner with its interplay of shared material and co-ordinated precision, particularly in the 2nd and 4th movements.

Edvard Grieg’s Violin Sonata No. 1, like the Mendelssohn, was the work of a young composer and in the key of F major. But there the comparison ends. The Mendelssohn was in the direct line of the German school of Mozart and Beethoven whereas the Grieg sonata belonged to a new Nationalist school of Scandinavia with traditional Norwegian folk dance music and influence to the fore. The sonata is in effect one long series of episodes alternating between the fast-and-furious and the delicate and graceful. Sophie Rosa and Ian Buckle demonstrated their skill in handling the frequent tempo and dynamic changes. 

Throughout the evening the playing was never understated and neither overstated: it was a journey of musical companions letting the music unfold naturally. There was never a hint of self-projection and using the music for a narrative that was not the composer’s. Sophie and Ian did not fall for the performances of sentimentality in Elgar’s Salut d’Amour and Chansons but instead allowed the wonderful melodies to flow unhindered by an exotic approach. 

The concert programme was performed with an assuredness that enabled the listener to relax and feel comfortable in the knowledge that the musicians were totally committed to our journey of enjoyment.
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