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Ludwig van Beethoven  (1770-1827)  Piano Sonata No. 5 in C minor Op. 10 No. 1 (?1795-7) 
I. Allegro molto e con brio • II. Adagio molto •
III. Prestissimo

Piano Sonata No. 21 in C Op. 53 'Waldstein' (1803-4) 
I. Allegro con brio • II. Introduzione. Adagio molto •
III. Rondo. Allegretto moderato – Prestissimo

Interval    

Piano Sonata No. 32 in C minor Op. 111 (1821-2) 
I. Maestoso – Allegro con brio ed appassionato •
II. Arietta. Adagio molto semplice cantabile



 

 

The popular division of Ludwig van Beethoven’s 
musical style into three distinct periods – early, middle 
and late – dates from the period immediately after his 
death. Despite its many (justifiable) shortcomings, this 
framework is still used today to chart the development 
of Beethoven’s creative life, from his early works in the 
classical style, the bold ‘heroic’ individuality of his 
middle period, and the experimentalism of the late 
works. Tonight’s concert presents three sonatas, one 
from each era, that vividly display these different styles. 

The Sonata in C minor Op. 10 No. 1, the first in this 
most Beethovenian of keys, comes from a set of three 
composed between 1795-7, when Beethoven was 
rapidly establishing his reputation as a virtuoso pianist 
and composer in Vienna. The first movement is fiery and 
energetic, opening with a broken chord that rockets 
upwards. Beethoven creates drama not only in the 
extreme contrasts of loud and soft dynamics, but by 
playing with rhythmic stresses and impulses. A second 
theme, in A flat, is expressive and lyrical; when it returns 
later, in the recapitulation, it fools the listener by 
appearing, unconventionally, in F major, before 
reaching the home key of C minor. Beethoven returns to 
the lyricism of A flat major in the second movement, a 
moving and tender Adagio molto. Although it is based 
around a simple theme, its poignancy comes from the 
embellishments that adorn its variations. The last 
movement is a dramatic showpiece that in many ways 
foreshadows the Third Piano Concerto, Op. 37 (1800); 
for all its bravura character, though, the greatest 
surprise is kept for the quiet ending. 

Treacherous scales, broken chords and tremolos – 
along with a plethora of other daunting technical 
challenges – also feature in the Sonata in C Op. 53, 
‘Waldstein’ (1804). One of the most important works 
from the beginning of Beethoven’s ‘heroic’ period, its 
nickname comes from its dedicatee, Beethoven’s 
patron Count Ferdinand von Waldstein (1762-1823). At 
this time, Beethoven had been given a new piano by the 
manufacturer Érard, featuring a larger range and four 
pedals. The superlative new action and sonority of this 
instrument was surely the inspiration for the repeated 
pianissimo chords that open the first movement and 
immediately establish its rhythmic drive. Further 
tension and contrasts are created the form of 
unexpected harmonic shifts, including the introduction 
of an expressive second theme in E major, which in the 
recapitulation morphs from A major into A minor, and 
then, in the coda, is gloriously heard in C major. 

The original slow movement of this sonata was a long, 
decorative piece, but Beethoven removed it and later 
published it independently as the Andante favori, WoO. 
57. It was replaced by a short Introduzione, dark and 
searching in character, that leads directly into the 
concluding Rondo. Infamous for its technical demands, 
including an extremely difficult passage of glissando 
octaves, it makes full use of the 19th-century piano’s 
new capabilities to conjure an extraordinary pastoral 
sound world. 

Beethoven did not return to the tonality of C in his 
sonatas until 1821, when he began working on his last 
piano sonata, the Sonata in C minor Op. 111. It is an 
extraordinary, visionary work, consisting of just two 
contrasting movements. The first, typically for 
Beethoven in this key, is stormy and angst-ridden, and 
filled with diminished seventh chords. The notable lack 
of a C minor chord throughout the entire introductory 
Maestoso section heightens this unsettled atmosphere; 
it is only at the beginning of the fugal Allegro con brio ed 
appassionato that the home key is really established. Its 
tumultuous subject is contrasted by a more hopeful 
second theme – once again in Beethoven’s consolatory 
key of A flat major – but respite is short-lived. 

The second and last movement, marked Arietta: 
Adagio molto semplice e cantabile (‘Slow, very simple 
and songlike’), is deeply spiritual, and takes the form of 
a theme and five variations. The contour of the heartfelt 
theme resembles that of the waltz by Diabelli that 
formed the basis of the Diabelli Variations Op. 120, but 
in a far more profound and exquisite form. Each of the 
variations represents an increase in speed from what 
has come before, with a distinctly different character: 
the gentle first variation is based around the rhythm of 
the first two notes of the theme, changing dotted 
quavers into semiquavers, whilst the second is 
rhythmically and contrapuntally more complex. Some 
see the syncopated rhythms of the third variation as 
embodying jazz or boogie-woogie; certainly, they 
represent joy and carefree abandon, in contrast to 
variation 4, where the theme is fragmented over a 
murmuring bass and, subsequently, ethereal, delicate 
arabesques in a high register. These, in turn, 
foreshadow the final variation, which comes after a 
radiant outpouring of the arietta in a long coda. At the 
top of the keyboard, Beethoven restates the theme 
once again, combining both slow and fast motion, and 
adding an accompaniment of trills, representing the 
limits of rhythmic acceleration. The listener becomes 
unaware of time and metre; it is as if Beethoven has 
finally transcended such earthly concerns to reach a 
higher plane. As the late pianist Alfred Brendel (1931-
2025) noted, ‘perhaps nowhere else in piano literature 
does mystical experience feel so immediately close at 
hand’. 

Beethoven’s 32 published piano sonatas represent a 
milestone in the history of the piano and its repertoire. 
Hans von Bülow called them the ‘New Testament of 
Music’; from the Haydnesque classicism of Op. 2, to the 
visionary late sonatas that push the boundaries of tonal 
harmony and forms, they bear witness not only to the 
development of Beethoven’s compositional style across 
his life, but of the instrument itself. They cast a long, 
often intimidating, shadow over the rest of the 
nineteenth century, forcing later composers to move in 
new formal directions, and continue to exert an 
unparalleled influence on musicians and audiences 
alike. 
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