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Piano sonatas
Beethoven’s piano sonatas span the whole of his creative career from the very early

set of 1783, dedicated to the Elector Maximilian Friedrich, to the “late period” Op

111 of 1823. His first mature works in this genre, the Op 2 sonatas of 1795-6 reveal

the influence of Clementi more than that of his teacher Haydn to whom they are

dedicated. The usual three movement form is supplement by an additional

movement, - a Minuet in Op 2 no. 1 in F minor and a Scherzo in no. 2 in A major

and no. 3 in C major. The first two sonatas of the set contain material taken from an

early piano quartet of 1784 (WoO36) and the opening bars of Op 2 no. 3 also have

the texture of quartet writing.

The Op 7 Grande Sonata in E flat of 1796-7, dedicated to his pupil Countess

Babette von Keglevics, is one of the longest of all his sonatas and the dramatic

silences and abrupt dynamic changes in the Largo were to become a characteristic of

his work. The first two sonatas of the Op 10 set return to the three movement

format and Op 10 no. 1 in C minor may have been modelled on Mozart’s sonata K

475 in the same key. Its final movement contains an echo of the four note motif that

was to play a prominent part in another C minor work, the Fifth Symphony. Op 10

no. 2 in F major omits a slow movement with a minuet-like Allegretto between a

Haydnesque Allegro and a mock fugal Presto. Op 10 no. 3 in D major returns to a

four movement structure at whose heart is a powerful Largo e mesto which,

according to Beethoven, “expressed a melancholic state of mind”. The intensity of

this movement, prefiguring the great slow movements to come, is balanced by the

light-hearted aspect of the other movements. The key relationship across the three

Op 10 sonatas suggests that Beethoven may have envisaged them as a unified whole.
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The Op 13 sonata in C minor , the Grande Sonata Pathétique, is the first of

Beethoven’s works to have achieved general popularity. It is also one of the very few

of his works whose title was given to it by the composer himself. It is an example of

a “characteristic“ work designed to evoke a particular mood. – in this case pathos –

but whether it has any connection with the death of his childhood friend Lorenz

von Breuning around the time of its composition is a matter of speculation. The

sombre Grave and urgent Allegro sections of the first movement contrast with the

serene Adagio Cantabile that follows. The Rondo Finale contains material that was

originally sketched for a piano trio showing Beethoven’s capacity for adapting

musical ideas originally conceived for other instrumental forces.

The two Op 14 sonatas which followed rapidly on the completion of the Pathétique

(although partly sketched some time before) are in complete contrast to its mood.

Neither sonata has a genuine slow movement, the Andante of Op 14 no. 2 being a

brisk march-like set of variations, marking his first use of this form in a sonata. He

subsequently arranged no. 1 as a string quartet transposing the key to F to suit

stringed instruments.

Beethoven himself thought very highly of the Op 22 sonata in B flat although it

appears to be a much more conventional work than its predecessors. The Allegro con

brio , constructed out of the material of the restless opening bars, is an example of

Beethoven’s ability to dispense with melody when he wished to. The Andante con

espressione lacks the concentrated intensity of the slow movements of either Op 10

no. 3 and the Pathétique and the rather formal minuet looks back to the previous

century.

The group of four sonatas composed in 1801 see a marked development in his

treatment of sonata form. Op 26 in A flat major is structurally unusual, beginning
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with an Andante movement in variation form (after Mozart’s K331) followed by a

vigorous Scherzo. The third movement “Funeral March on the Death of a Hero”

prefigures the slow movement of the Eroica Symphony and its repeated notes,

insistent dotted rhythms and “drum roll” tremolos combine to produce an almost

symphonic texture (the movement was subsequently orchestrated for “Leonora

Prohaska” in 1815 and an arrangement of it for brass band was played a Beethoven

own funeral). In complete contrast, the scurrying finale was, according to Czerny,

an imitation of the style of the virtuoso J. B Cramer who had visited Vienna a few

years previously.

The two Op 27 sonatas are entitled “Quasi una fantasia” as if to underline their

departure from conventional sonata form. The four movements of Op 27 no. 1 are

designed to be played without a break and the first movement has an unusual

Andante - Allegro - Andante structure with an abrupt change of key in the middle

section. The reappearance of material from the slow movement towards the end of

the finale is a unifying device increasingly used by Beethoven. The first movement

of Op 27 no. 2 is perhaps the most famous piece of music written for the piano.

Unfortunately it is almost impossible to disassociate it from the image conjured up

by Rellstab’s evocative but entirely unauthentic title “Moonlight”. The brooding

triplets of the first movement actually recall the dying Commendatore in Act 1 of

Mozart’s Don Giovanni, lending a more sinister aura to the music. A hesitant

Allegretto is followed by the headlong rush of the Presto agitato, which one suspects

may have disconcerted his pupil, the young Countess Giulietta Giucciardi, to whom

Beethoven dedicated the sonata and whom he had hopes of marrying (vain hopes,

as with all his matrimonial expectations). He had in fact intended to dedicate the

much easier Rondo in G Op 51 no. 2, to her but at the last moment had presented
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that work to Countess Lichnowsky, wife of his principal patron (the dictates of the

head overcoming those of the heart on that occasion).

The final sonata in the 1801 group, Op 28 in D major is known by equally

unauthentic but more apposite title “Pastoral”, characterising its gentle lyricism and

relaxed mood (although unlike the symphony there are no actual rustic intrusions).

Czerny claimed that the wistful D minor Andante was one of Beethoven’s favourite

movements.

The three Op 31 sonatas were written during the crisis year 1802 when he suffered

depression and anguish over his increasing deafness but as with the other

compositions from that period, they show no outward signs of any emotional

turmoil. Unlike previous groupings under a single opus number, the Opus 31 set

does not seems to have been conceived as a unity. Op 31 no. 1 in G major displays a

rhythmic oddity in the first movement as if the player cannot quite synchronise

both hands. The lavishly decorated Andante grazioso is followed by a Rondo finale

which heavily influenced Schubert’s Sonata D595. Op 31 no. 2 is in D minor a key

Beethoven used only once again in the Ninth Symphony. His remark reported by

the (often unreliable) Schindler that one should “read Shakespeare’s Tempest” in

relation to this sonata has led to much unnecessary programmatic speculation. The

turbulent first movement is punctuated by the mysterious rising arpeggio with

which it opens and arpeggios are a recurring feature of this sonata: at the beginning

of the Largo, in the accompanying “galloping” figures of the hectic finale and finally

as a descending arpeggio in the closing bars to mirror the opening. Op 31 no. 3 in E

flat major is a more straightforward four movement work. The recurring three note

motif with which it opens may be derived from the song “Der Wachtelschlag - The

Quail Call” (WoO129) written about the same time. After a light-footed Scherzo and
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gracious Minuet, the sonata ends on a boisterous Presto con fuoco in 6/8 time.

The opus number given to the next two sonatas, Op 49 no’s 1 and 2 is very

misleading as they were written in 1797 and 1796 respectively and only published

in1805 along with other early works. His usage of material from the Tempo di

Menuetto of Op 49 no. 2 in the Wind Septet Op 20 of 1799 suggests that it at least

was not originally intended for publication. Each is a short two-movement work

and they are known as the “Easy Sonatas” although with Beethoven nothing should

be taken for granted.

The Op 53 Sonata in C major, the “Waldstein”, begun in 1803 when Beethoven was

sketching the Eroica Symphony is the first of the so-called ”middle period” sonatas

characterised by their grandeur of scale and conception. He had recently taken

delivery of a new Erard piano with an extended keyboard and he makes occasional

forays into the hitherto unknown territory of its extremities. The first movement is

marked by contrasts: in its dynamics, the movement between the upper and lower

registers and between the subdued but relentless rhythm of the opening theme and

the serenity of the second subject. Beethoven had originally composed a long

Andante movement but replaced it with a short 28 bar Introduzione with a

fragmentary theme which moves straight into the Rondo finale (the original slow

movement was published separately as the Andante favori, WoO57). The is

characterised by the extreme virtuosity of the writing especially in the prestissimo

coda with its long trills, octave glissandos and abrupt changes of dynamics.

Beethoven dedicated the work to his old patron Count Waldstein but whether this

was in grateful memory of his support over ten years previously in Bonn or was

prompted by some more recent benefit is unknown.

Between the two giants of the “Waldstein” and the “Appassionata” sits the
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unconventional, two movement Op 54 in F major. The Tempo di menuetto first

movement starts out as if it were a genteel minuet but develops into a rondo-like

alternation of a progressively elaborated dance theme and a rowdy, heavy footed

passage which lingers beneath the “perpetual motion” Allegretto.

The gestation period of the Op 57 sonata in F minor, the “ Appassionata”, was

relatively long for a piano work of this period. Beethoven had begun sketching it in

1804 but progress was interrupted by work on Fidelio and it was not completed

until 1806, most probably while he was staying at Lichnowsky’s castle in Graz. He

certainly had the manuscript with him on that occasion and the water damage still

evident on its cover page may have been inflicted when he stormed from the castle

during a torrential downpour following his refusal to entertain Lichnowsky’s guests.

The muted sepulchral opening theme, descending to the lowest note of the existing

keyboard, is punctuated by a recurring four note motif, indelibly associated with

the opening of the Fifth Symphony. After a series of vehement outbursts, it is

magically transformed into the lyrical second subject. The second movement

provides a refuge from the vehemence of the outer movements in the variations on

a simple melody before moving, without a break into the relentless finale which

Beethoven drives even harder in the Presto coda.

Beethoven had produced or worked on at least one sonata each year since 1795 but

after the completion of the “Appassionata”, he abandoned the form for three years.

In 1807, Muzio Clementi who had acquired a number of works for publication in

England where he was based, commissioned up to three sonatas to be produced at

Beethoven’s convenience. However it did not seem to be convenient for him to take

up this commission until 1809 by which time he had already embarked on a very

personal work. In the spring of that year Archduke Rudolph, now his main patron ,
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had been forced to leave Vienna by the French invasion and in response to his

departure, Beethoven wrote a single sonata movement in E flat entitled “Das

Lebewohl” (The Farewell). The syllables of that word are written above its opening

notes which provides the main motif for the movement. He later completed two

other movements, entitled “Die Abwesenheit” (The Absence) and “Das Wiedersehn”

(The Return) evoking the appropriate mood without being in any way

programmatic (although Beethoven insisted on the inclusion of all the extra-

musical references in the printed edition). Together they make up the sonata 

Op 81a.

In the autumn of 1809, he turned his attention to the works he had promised

Clementi and produced two short sonatas Op 78 in F sharp major and Op 79 in G

major (referred to as a Sonatina in the printed edition). Op 78, dedicated to Therese

von Brunsvik, is a two movement work, the amiable first movement prefaced by a

brief Adagio cantabile and the second a fast flowing Allegro emerging from a jaunty

introductory statement. Op 79 looks back to the age of Haydn and Mozart in its

first movement, a guileless Presto marked “alla tedesca” - in the style of a German

dance - and forwards to Romanticism in the second movement’s languid barcarolle.

The third movement, a miniature perpetuum mobile, ends almost before it has

begun.

After this brief return to the sonata form, Beethoven abandoned it once more, this

time for five years. The two movement Op 90 in E minor was written for (or at least

dedicated to) Count Moritz Lichnowsky on the occasion of his marriage to a

woman of lower social status than himself (the opposite of Beethoven’s usual

predicament in these matters). Beethoven is supposed to have told him that the first

movement represents “a struggle between the heart and the head” and the second 
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E major Rondo “a conversation with the beloved”. Beethoven who was now

beginning to give tempo and expressive instructions in German rather than Italian

marks this movement “Nicht zu geschwind und sehr singbar vorzutragen”, not too

fast and with a very singing tone”.

In the Op 101 sonata in A major of 1815 Beethoven begins the process of shifting

the centre of gravity of his works towards their end by shortening the opening

movement or movements. The relatively brief first movement which Beethoven

described as “impressions and reveries” is followed by a Vivace march with a more

introspective Trio and a fleeting Adagio marked “Langsam und sehntsuchtvoll” –

slow and full of longing. A recollection of the opening movement leads straight into

the Allegro finale (which is almost as long as the preceding ones together) whose

elaborate fugal and contrapuntal writing recalls Bach. The sonata was published in

a volume of works designed to serve as models of their kind and was dedicated with

a fondness to his pupil Dorothea Ertmann, who had developed a reputation for her

performances of Beethoven’s works.

The period between the completion of the Eight symphony in 1812 and the

beginning of the Missa Solemnis in 1819, during which Beethoven was dogged by

illness, depression and the ongoing legal battle over the guardianship of his nephew

Karl, was one of relative creative inactivity. While he composed a few works of great

originality - the Op 90 and 101 sonatas, the Op 102 Cello sonatas, the song cycle

“An die ferne Geliebte” – these were intimate pieces far removed from the epic scale

on which he had previously been working. However in 1817 he began to sketch a

sonata which he confided to Czerny he considered to be his greatest and which in

its unprecedented scale and massive conception remains unrivalled in the genre.
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The Op 106 sonata in B flat major has become known as the “Hammerklavier”

because Beethoven, in keeping with his adoption of German language markings,

insisted that the publisher use the German word for the instrument on the title page

(although Op 101 had also been designated in this way the title became applied

only to its successor). Beethoven received a Broadwood piano from London during

the composition of this work but at too late a stage to have any radical effect on it.

The theme of the opening bars taken from a projected choral work for the name

day of Rudolph (to whom Beethoven dedicated the piece) and the words “Vivat

Vivat Rudolphus” can be heard behind the acclamatory chords. This is immediately

followed by a contrasting lyrical motif and the movement is built out of a fusion of

these opposites. The second and third movements as in the Ninth Symphony are a

Scherzo and an immense, meditative Adagio, one of the longest Beethoven wrote, in

variation form which anticipates the slow movements of the late quartets. The finale

is introduced by a Largo in which Beethoven dispenses with bar lines and simply

instructs the player to count in semiquavers which leads straight into the massive

fugue.

The next three sonatas, from the period 1820 to 1822 see Beethoven extending but

not entirely breaking free from the boundaries of the traditional sonata. The first

movement of Op 109 in E major was originally intended as a contribution to a

piano tutor volume which may explain its unusual alternation of Vivace and Adagio

Sostenuto. The central Prestissimo movement is followed by an extended Andante in

theme and variations form to be played “mit innigster Empfindung – with

innermost feeling”. The Op 110 in A flat continues the dismantling of the sonata

structure by following a Moderato Cantabile movement and short Molto Allegro

with a movement which combines and alternates passages of Adagio, Recitative,
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Arisoso Dolente and Fugue. In what was to be his final sonata , Op 111 in C minor

Beethoven returns to a two movement structure which embody and sum up the

contrasting musical elements of the genre – sonata form and variations, major and

minor, Allegro and Adagio. After a first movement of immense power and rigour,

Beethoven embarks on an extended variations movement in which the simple

arietta theme is transformed by increasingly ecstatic, shimmering passage work

before a return to the calm stasis of its opening bars.
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