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We are very pleased for you to have a copy of this article, which you 
may read, print or save on your computer. You are free to make any 
number of additional photocopies, for johnstone-music seeks no 
direct financial gain whatsoever from any download; whether it be an 
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article!  If anybody can claim authorship with some kind of verifiable 
proof we are very content to acknowledge clearly the writer .. 
 
If you feel like sending any (hopefully favourable) comment about this, 
or indeed about the johnstone-music web in general,  simply visit the 
‘Contact’ section of www.johnstone-music.com and leave a message 
with the details - we will be delighted to hear from you ! 
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The Cello Repertoire – advice for 
students and young professionals 

 
 

written  by  ... author unknown ! 
escrito por ... ¡ autor desconocido ! 

 

 
Note:   we reproduce this article because we believe it to be very useful for 

the young cellists of today, with a lot of sound advice and comments being 

offered … 
 

 

So, what music should you learn to play, and how should you choose it?  In 

the long run, what you want to learn will depend on 1) your ambitions as a 

cellist, 2) the amount of time that you are willing to spend learning cello 

repertoire, and 3) the type of cello music that you like to play the most.  As I 

mentioned before, our repertoire can be described as being either solo, 

chamber, orchestral. 

 

One of the many advantages to playing the cello is the enormous repertoire 

that we have to choose from.  In terms of solo music, for example, few 

instruments have a larger collection of repertoire: voice, piano, and violin 

come to mind as exceptions, in large part because they have a longer history 

of being treated as a solo instrument.  In terms of chamber music, the only 

instrument with a decidedly larger repertoire is the piano.  And as far as 

orchestral music is concerned, how many such pieces can you think of that 

don't use cellos?  Below is a discussion of the repertoire for cello that I 

consider most important to know.  I will start with orchestral music. 
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If orchestral music is your favorite type of music, or if you would like to 

spend a considerable amount of your cello playing time playing in an 

orchestra, then you'll want to learn more complete orchestral works and 

more orchestral excerpts than somebody who does not particularly care for 

orchestral playing.  I highly recommend the three volumes of orchestral 

excerpts that Leonard Rose compiled and edited.  In addition, it is 

worthwhile to purchase the complete cello parts to all of the symphonic 

works of Beethoven, Brahms, Strauss, Mozart, and Tchaikovsky.  Many of 

these can be purchased nowadays in electronic format for very little money.  

If you hope to play in an opera pit orchestra, you should also purchase a 

collection of cello excerpts of operas.  In addition to the Internet, you can 

use the bibliography at the back of this book as a resource. 

 

In many ways, orchestral playing can be considered to be by far the most 

likely life-long performance outlet for amateur cellists.  Although the 

number of full-time professional symphony orchestras in America has 

decreased, there are a large number of part-time professional orchestras in 

existence.  The membership of the vast majority of these orchestras 

contains at least some amateur musicians.  If you dedicate your life to it, 

you might still have difficulty getting into a full-time professional 

orchestra, but if your heart is set on getting into a part-time professional 

orchestra, you will be successful.  Even if orchestral playing doesn't set your 

heart on fire in and of itself it does have two things going for it: 1) it is a very 

social activity and a great way to meet new (and often very interesting) 

people, 2) it does provide a simple way to ensure that you always keep 

playing and practicing your instrument. 

 

Out of the 200-plus well-known works for orchestra, some get programmed 

more than others, and some get chosen as sources for audition excerpts far 

more than others.  Below is a list of 12 of the most-commonly-asked-for 

works for orchestral auditions.  Even if you don't like playing orchestral 

music, you should still make yourself learn the main cello excerpts from 

these works.  Not only are all of these works masterpieces, but you will 

learn different things from orchestral excerpts than what you learn from 

the chamber and solo music repertoire, and it is good to be a well-rounded 

musician. 
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Top Twelve Most Requested Cello Excerpts for Orchestral Auditions 

 

Mozart, Symphony No. 35 

Beethoven, Symphony No. 4    

Beethoven, Symphony No. 5    

Beethoven, Symphony No. 8     

Brahms, Symphony No. 2    

Brahms, Symphony No. 3  

Tchaikovsky, Symphony No. 4 

Tchaikovsky, Symphony No. 6 

Strauss, R., Ein Heldenleben 

Strauss, R., Don Juan 

Strauss, R., Death and Transfiguration 

Debussy, La Mer    

 

In addition to learning these works, you should also listen to as much of the 

orchestral repertoire as possible. 

 

As with orchestral playing, if chamber music is your favorite type of 

repertoire to play, you will also never have a shortage of pieces to choose 

from.  As a vocation or an avocation, you are most likely to spend most of 

your chamber music time throughout your life playing in a string quartet.  

You would be surprised how much money you can make playing for 

weddings and special occasions, especially if at least someone in the group 

has some marketing skills, some business sense, and a hefty dose of 

ambition.  Cello chamber works for just strings include string trios, duos, 

quintets, sextets, and octets.  There are also piano trios, quartets, and 

quintets, plus a variety of mixed ensembles, some of which include clarinet, 

flute, bassoon, trumpet, oboe, or horn.  There are also a number of chamber 

works for cello and voice.  Don't forget that cello can also play in any piece 

that contains a basso continuo part.  Finally, most of the “alternative styles” 

playing opportunities that you will have will be in what are effectively 

chamber music groups.   
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If chamber music is your “thing” you will probably have to be more 

enterprising than if you preferred orchestral music or even solo music.  Not 

only do you have to find your own performance opportunities, you have to 

find other people to play with (if you are not in a “permanent” ensemble) 

and you must also match your schedule with those of the other performers. 

 

Unlike the orchestral repertoire, there is very little chamber music 

repertoire that you absolutely have to know in order to be considered 

literate in this area.  Instead, it is most important that you have listened to 

as much of the mainstream chamber music repertoire as possible.  It is 

particularly useful to have listened to this repertoire while following along 

with the score.  You probably live within a short driving distance of a library 

that has a fair collection of chamber music scores.  Scores for much of the 

chamber music repertoire can also be obtained cheaply in electronic 

format.  Be sure that you have heard at least a few of the chamber works by 

each of the most famous composers.   

 

It is especially important to be familiar with each of the following 

composers from the classical period: 

 

all of the string quartets by Beethoven. 

all of Mozart's string quartets with the Kerchel number above 300. 

all of Haydn string quartets from Op. 64 through Op. 76. 

 

 

 

The solo repertoire can itself be divided into three categories: 

unaccompanied, cello and piano, and concerto.  Before we address each of 

these in turn, let us briefly discuss the etude repertoire for the cello. 

 

As with every other aspect of the cello repertoire, the etude repertoire is 

quite extensive.  Some people are more fond of etudes than others.  The 

main benefit to etudes is that they allow, if not force, you to focus and 

concentrate on a limited number of technical problems.  A healthy diet of 

etudes can advance your technique pretty rapidly.  
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 The primary drawback to spending too much time on etudes is that  

1) you will hardly ever perform etudes, so you will rarely find yourself 

polishing them to as high a level as you would other repertoire, and  

2) they tend to be less musical than the rest of our repertoire, and as such 

they tend to lead us to play them in a less musical fashion.  This second 

drawback can be overcome in large part if you make it a priority to play 

even your etudes as musically as possible.   

 

The most important etudes to learn are the following: 

 

Duport, J.  Twenty-one Studies. 

Popper, D.  Studies: Preparatory to the High School of Cello Playing, Op.76.   

 High School of Cello Playing, Op. 73.   

Piatti, A.  Twelve Caprices, Op. 25.  (Peters) 

 

Other useful, although less well-known, etudes include: 

 

Servais, A.  Six Caprices, Op. 11.   

Cossman, B.  Concert Studies, Op. 10.  

 

Perhaps the most famous and most popular collections of etudes are the 

three volumes that Alvin Schroeder compiled.  Their popularity probably 

stems from the fact that they include etudes by a wide variety of composers, 

and the etudes are ordered approximately in increasing levels of difficulty. 

 

The unaccompanied repertoire for the cello is, in my opinion, one of the 

most fortunate aspects of the cello repertoire.  There are some very 

significant benefits to unaccompanied playing.  For one thing, having to 

provide every aspect of the music by yourself is truly a character-building 

experience: it is very good experience for you as a musician and as a 

performer.  For another thing, it is very useful to be able to be a “one-man 

band”: wherever you and your cello go, you are all set to give an 

unaccompanied performance.  Not having to worry about other people's 

schedules greatly decreases the number of times that you have to say ‘no’ 

due to conflicts, and generally simplifies your life as a performer 

enormously.  Over the years you can save a lot of money in accompanist fees 

as well! 
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 The most important works for unaccompanied cello, and perhaps the 

most important works for cello period, are Bach’s six suites.  You simply 

must learn them!  I maintain that you should eventually learn them all but, 

at the very least, you should know at least three of the first five suites.  The 

sixth suite, written as it was for a five-stringed instrument but played on a 

four-stringed instrument, is far more difficult than any of the other suites 

for this reason; truly it is in a category by itself.  You can use part or all of a 

Bach suite as a central work on any solo recital, as an encore, for a college 

or music festival entrance audition, or for many music competitions. 

 

Besides the Bach suites, most of the repertoire for unaccompanied cello was 

written after 1900.  The most significant of these works are the three suites 

by Reger, the Kodaly Sonata, the Hindemith Sonata, the three suites by 

Britten, the three suites by Bloch, and the unaccompanied work by Cassadó.  

The repertoire is much more extensive than this.  If you really like playing 

unaccompanied cello, a little digging is all that is required to unearth many 

more such works. 

 

Unaccompanied cello is certainly not for everybody: some people don't care 

much for the repertoire, but most such people just don't like to perform 

alone.  If you are one of these people, then you might choose only to learn a 

few Bach cello suites.  You do need to have listened to all six suites.  As 

much as I love the repertoire for unaccompanied cello, I will admit that you 

can afford to go your whole life not even having heard any of the other 

works for unaccompanied cello. 

 

If concertos are your cup of tea, the good news is the same as with all of the 

cello repertoire: there are many works to choose from.  They range in 

quality from poor to masterpieces.  The single biggest drawback to playing 

concertos is the difficulty of finding an orchestra to play them with!  If you 

are bound and determined to play them, then your best bet is to find a 

competent high school orchestra that is willing to accompany you.  Even 

then, you may only have a few such orchestras within a reasonable driving 

distance, and it is extremely unlikely that they will want to play with you 

every year, so your concerto performance options will still probably remain 

quite limited. 
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If you are not into playing concertos, then you can “get by” with just 

knowing the first movement of one major concerto for your entire life.  

However, I strongly recommend that you learn at least two or three 

complete concertos, along with the first movements of at least two or three 

other concertos. 

 

I have listed below what are, in my opinion, the most important cello 

concertos.  If you enjoy playing cello concertos, you should learn them all.  

If you do not, then you only need to listen to them all. 

 

Less difficult: 

Haydn C Major concerto 

Elgar concerto 

Saint-saens A Minor concerto 

Lalo concerto 

Boccherini/Greutzmacher B-flat Major concerto 

C.P.E Bach concerto in A Major or A Minor 

Kabalevsky concerto in D Minor 

 

More difficult: 

Haydn D Major concerto 

Beethoven triple concerto 

Schumann concerto 

Tchaikovsky Rococo Variations 

Dvorak concerto 

Hindemith concerto 

Brahms double concerto 

Shostakovich concerto No. 1 

Barber concerto 

Prokofiev Symphony Concertante 

 

In addition to the complete concertos listed above, there are numerous 

one-movement concert pieces for cello and orchestra, many of which are 

quite wonderful. 
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For many cellists, the majority of their practice time on solo works 

throughout their lives will be spent learning works for cello and piano.  I 

think it is safe to say that beginning and intermediate cellists spend the 

vast majority of their practice time learning such works.  

 

 

I know of no cellists who eschew this repertoire altogether and very few 

who profess to dislike playing with piano.  As with all of the repertoire 

above, though, you should listen to as much of this repertoire as possible, 

regardless of the amount that you learn to play.  The most important works 

from this repertory are the following: 

 

 

Beethoven: all five sonatas, plus all three sets of variations 

Brahms: both sonatas 

Schumann: Fantasy Pieces 

Rachmaninoff sonata 

Mendelssohn: Sonata No. 2 in D Major 

Schubert Arpeggionne sonata 

Debussy sonata 

Prokofiev sonata 

Bach: all three sonatas for viola da gamba 

Shostakovich sonata 

Boccherini sonata in A Major 

Tchaikovsky Pezzo Capriccioso 

Popper Hungarian Rhapsody 

 

 

 

 



johnstone-music 

 

 

Many other sonatas exist than the ones listed above, and many of them are 

wonderful albeit less well known.  In addition to the sonatas, there are an 

enormous number of other works for cello and piano, most of which are 

single-movement works or themes-and-variations.  The main drawback of 

much of this repertoire is the fact that the piano part is in many cases far 

more difficult than the cello part.  Unfortunately, as with many musicians, 

there are a surprising number of pianists who are not very good chamber 

music players, even if they possess astounding technique.  Of course, you 

would like to find a pianist who has incredible technique and who is a 

skilled chamber music player, but you should be prepared to pay well for 

their services.  There are pianists out there who love the repertoire for cello 

and piano as much or more than many cellists do—when you find such 

people, be very nice to them and do not lose their contact information! 

 

Note that the repertoire for each of the categories listed above (except 

concerti) ranges in difficulty from extremely easy to extremely advanced 

and challenging.  Cello concertos tend to range from moderately difficult to 

extremely challenging.   

 

You could spend your entire cello-playing career studying only one type of 

repertoire listed above, but you would be doing yourself a disservice if you 

do not learn at least a few works from each category.  For additional 

information about the repertoire for cello, search the internet and look at 

the bibliography at the back of this book. 
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VISIT! 
 
 

johnstone-music is a most interesting and very active web page of the British 

born, now Spanish-based composer, arranger and cellist  DAVID JOHNSTONE – a 
Web page very highly regarded by English-speaking musicians of many nations. -  

Almost everything is also offered in Spanish - 
 

What can the web page   www.johnstone-music.com  offer you? 
 

FREE downloads of many original and interesting compositions – these 
scores, not commercially published, include pieces for bowed string instruments 
(violin, viola, cello and double bass), woodwind (flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon), 
brass, piano and accordion. Chamber music is well represented, and not just by 
duos, trios or quartets, but also for larger groupings right up to pieces for string 
orchestra (suitable in scope both for youth orchestras and professionals).  
 

FREE downloads of transcriptions for Cellists (classical and popular music) 
with solos, and pieces for ensembles of varying sizes from duos up to cello 
orchestras. A substantial section … 
 
A colourful PDF catalogue of all the many important published works (from the 
editor CREIGHTON’S COLLECTION) is also available from the home page of 
johnstone-music, as a FREE DOWNLOAD.  
 

FREE downloads of ARTICLES – in two main sections; one of general 
musical themes, and the other relating specifically to matters of the 
Violoncello – written by a wide range of professional musicians. Also a 
Directory/Library with information about Famous Historical Cellists (some 
600 cellists are included). 
 

Biographies, performances, audio extracts (some 50 or so), images, links, 
recordings, chamber music formations, current projects, composition list, 
sales of CDs and published sheet music etc. –  
 

Interactive sections: Diary, News, Contact, Suggestions, a quick survey, 
comments etc. Also a section of useful tools for musicians. Leave your 
opinions, and receive free publicity of any performance of a work or 
arrangement of David Johnstone, with links to your web page (or that of the 
organizers), if desired. 
 

Worthwhile exploring ! 

www.johnstone-music.com  

http://www.johnstone-music.com/
http://www.johnstone-music.com/
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¡VISITA!                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 

johnstone-music es una interesante y muy activa página Web del 

violoncellista, compositor y arreglista DAVID JOHNSTONE – un sitio Web 
altamente valorada entre los músicos hispano-parlantes de muchos países.   

- Toda la información está  también ofrecida en inglés - 
 

¿Qué te puede ofrecer la web    www.j-music.es   ? 
  

Hay muchas partituras ofrecidas para DESCARGA  GRATUITA - estas 
partituras, obras no publicadas por una editorial, incluyen piezas para los 
instrumentos de cuerdas (violín, viola, violoncello y contrabajo), vientos (flauta, 
oboe, clarinete, fagot), metales, piano y acordeón. La música de cámara está bien 
presente, y no solo representada por dúos, tríos y cuartetos, sino también por 
grupos más grandes hasta obras para orquesta de cuerdas (adecuadas ambas para 
orquestas de jóvenes y profesionales).  
 

Adicionalmente hay una gran sección de descargas gratuitas de transcripciones 
para violoncellistas (música clásica y popular), con  solos, y piezas  para los 
grupos  de violoncellos desde dúos  hasta orquestas de violoncellos.   
 

Al mismo tiempo, un buen número de las obras más importantes de Johnstone están 
publicadas por ‘Creighton’s Collection’ y para ver estás un PDF especial está 
disponible en la página principal, también de LIBRE DESCARGA.   
 

Dos secciones inusuales de artículos (también con descargas gratuitas) 
sobre temas musicales generales, y del mundo del violoncello, escritos por 
un amplio abanico de músicos profesionales, los cuales son interesantes 
colaboradores. También un Directorio/Biblioteca con información sobre  
Violoncellistas Históricos Famosos (unos 600 cellistas presentes).   
 

Los contenidos ‘normales’ – biografías, actuaciones, extractos de audio (unos 
50),  imágenes,  enlaces,  grabaciones, formaciones de música de cámara,  
proyectos actuales,  lista de composiciones, ventas de CDs etc. -  
 

La Web se completa con secciones interactivas: Agenda, Noticias, 
Sugerencias, Encuesta breve, comentarios etc. También una sección de 
herramientas útiles para músicos.  Dejad vuestras opiniones, y añadir 
publicidad gratuita de cualquier actuación vuestra de una obra o arreglo de 
David Johnstone, con enlaces a vuestras Webs, o la de los organizadores,  si 
lo deseáis.          
 

¡¡ Merece la pena investigar !! 

www.j-music.es 

http://www.j-music.es/
http://www.j-music.es/
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