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Mike George – In some ways, this seventh volume 
of your survey of Beethoven’s piano sonatas takes off 
where the previous volume, which included Opp 27 
and 28, left off. Only a year separates Op 28 from 
the three that comprise Op 31 yet Beethoven found 
himself in a very different place, didn’t he? 
Martin Roscoe – In 1802, the year Beethoven wrote 
his Op 31 Sonatas, he was certainly in a particularly 
dark place: in October that year he wrote the 
famous Heiligenstadt Testament which was, first 
and foremost, a will in which he left everything to 
his two brothers but it was also an outpouring of 
the despair he felt at the realisation that his deafness 
was only going to get worse. “How humiliating 
when someone stood at my side and heard a flute 
playing in the distance and I heard nothing. And 
again someone heard a shepherd singing and again 
I heard nothing. Such incidents brought me to the 
edge of despair. A few more things like that and I 
would have put an end to my life. It was only my art 
that withheld me, ah it seemed impossible to leave 
the world until I had produced all that I felt within 
me. So I endured this wretched, truly wretched, 
existence.” It’s astonishing that, in this emotional 
state, Beethoven was able to be so prolific as he was 
at this time, and even more amazing that so many 
of his works are so full of spirit, energy and humour.
MG  In fact, it was to be only four years from here 
to the note among the sketches for the Finale of 
the C major Razumovsky Quartet where he writes, 
“make no secret of your deafness, even in art.” 
These three Quartets mark an obvious revolution in 
Beethoven’s output, but he also wrote to his friend 
the violinist Wenzel Krumpholz around the time 
of the Op  31 Sonatas of his dissatisfaction with 
what he’d composed hitherto and of his intention 
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and determination to “forge a new path.” How does 
this perhaps less obvious revolution manifest itself 
to you?
MR It’s not surprising that a perfectionist like Bee-
thoven should express dissatisfaction with his past 
compositions, or that he would be trying to “forge 
a new path” from this point forward as, throughout 
his life, he was constantly pushing boundaries 
and experimenting with musical language and 
structure. However, I don’t see the Op 31 Sonatas, 
great though they are, as anything like a “new path” 
in the same way that the Waldstein of 1804 was. In 
that Sonata, as in the Razumovsky Quartets and 
the Eroica Symphony, the scope and the scale are 
completely different from anything he’d written 
so far. But still, there are many original features in 
Op 31, as there always are in every work of his, but 
the length of each is very similar to, say, Opp 22, 
26 and 28. It’s also important to remember that the 
instrument the Op 31 Sonatas was written for was 
yet to undergo the big changes in power and range 
which appeared in the next couple of years.
MG I think we can certainly hear Beethoven 
pushing at the boundaries of that instrument in the 
first movement of the G major Sonata from Op 31. 
It’s a particular sort of humour, perhaps even heavy-
handed (dare I say?) and a long way from Haydn’s 
sense of wit. How would you describe what’s going 
on here and how easy is it to make it work?
MR It’s certainly a very challenging movement 
technically and does indeed use the full compass 
and dynamic range of the piano. Part of the humour 
is in leading the listener to believe that the pianist 
is unable to synchronise their hands, resulting in 
a peculiarly lopsided effect, but also in the use of 
rests and pauses to create a feeling of surprise, and 

maybe this he did learn from Haydn! Another novel 
feature is the use of the extremely remote key of 
B major for the second theme, a device Beethoven 
was to repeat in the Waldstein Sonata a couple of 
years later.
MG That key relationship is something that gave 
Schubert a lot of freedom of tonality in his writing. 
But there’s an even stronger reason to believe that 
this Sonata was important to Schubert too.
MR Yes, the genial final Rondo of this G major 
Sonata seems to have been an inspiration for the 
Finale of Schubert’s great A major Sonata (D 959): 
each of the two movements is a leisurely Allegretto 
and, in both, the second statement of the main 
theme is in the left hand, with a very similar decora-
tion over the top; much of the accompanying triplet 
figuration is similar too and both end with a Presto 
coda preceded by disjointed and faltering state-
ments of the opening theme. I think the similarities 
are very unlikely to be coincidental.
MG I’d agree. I don’t know anything like the 
central Adagio in the rest of Beethoven’s music. The 
quasi-operatic melody’s unusual enough, but its 
decorations seem to look forward to Italian opera 
bel canto.
MR The tempo indication is interesting, Adagio 
grazioso. Adagio and grazioso. Two words that could 
almost contradict each other, perhaps? The 9/8 time 
signature’s also very unusual for Beethoven, but 
it’s the operatic writing which stands out, for sure, 
although it’s difficult to imagine even the most 
virtuosic coloratura voice coping with Beethoven’s 
elaborate ornamentation and florid cadenzas! Yet 
there are also more searching ideas to contrast, and 
a quite dramatic central section, with the dominant 
pedal just before the recapitulation being darkly 

intense. The lengthy coda helps to make this one of 
the most extended slow movements in all Beethoven.
MG We’re in much darker territory with the next 
Sonata in this Op 31 set, though.
MR Indeed we are! Apart from Op  31 No 2, 
Beethoven only wrote one other full-scale work 
in the key of D minor, the Ninth Symphony, with 
its titanic first movement and relentlessly demonic 
Scherzo, although there are two wonderful slow 
movements on a grand scale in this key preceding 
this Sonata, those in the F major String Quartet 
Op 18 No 1 and D major Piano Sonata Op 10 No 3. 
Op 31 No 2 has acquired the nickname ‘Tempest’, 
not on account of its often tempestuous character 
but because, when asked to explain the strikingly 
original opening of the first movement, Beethoven 
apparently replied that, in order to understand it, 
the listener needed to know Shakespeare’s play. 
MG A sense of calm in the opening Largo is 
underpinned by unrest since the rippling upward 
arpeggio unfolds on a first inversion of the dominant 
chord, not the tonic, and unleashes a short but 
restless torrent of quavers before a C major chord, 
begins the process again. What sort of tensions does 
Beethoven set up here, and does he resolve them?
MR It’s the most extraordinary opening. We might 
initially be expecting a full-blown slow introduc-
tion like we do in the Pathètique, but in fact what we 
hear is the main four-note motif of the movement, 
which only arrives in the key of D minor after more 
than twenty bars, where the full demonic energy 
of the Allegro is finally unleashed and the tonal-
ity established. Then, even more striking, is the 
recapitulation (preceded by an imitation cello and 
bass descending link passage, which perhaps pres-
ages the last movement of the Ninth Symphony), 
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where the mysterious faltering opening and its 
scampering torrent of quavers is interrupted twice 
by a pianissimo recitative once described as “like a 
voice from the tomb.” Here the pianist is instructed 
to use the sustaining pedal throughout, addings to 
the ghostly effect. The short coda disappears in a 
rumbling haze, still in the minor.
MG The chord which opens the slow movement 
seems to refer back to the opening of the first, but 
what follows doesn’t continue to explore the unset-
tled aspect of the first movement. Isn’t this Adagio 
one of Beethoven’s noblest to date? 
MR Noble certainly, and this is one of Beethoven’s 
most serene slow movements. The rolled root 
position opening chord in the richly sonorous key 
of B flat immediately creates a completely different 
impression from the first inversion of the A major 
rolled chord which begins the first movement, but 
it’s important for the performer to observe that the 
dynamic is piano here, not pianissimo. 
MG Even then, does the drum-like figure suggest a 
more sinister threat or just deny any feeling that the 
listener can relax?
MR The frequent muffled drumbeats never seem 
to threaten the steady pace or the mood of calm 
but, in conjunction with the many requests for 
crescendo that culminate in a sudden drop  of 
dynamic (thirteen times in a movement of 103 
bars), Beethoven denies the listener total relaxation.
MG For me, the Finale returns us to darkness. I 
don’t find its constant stream of semiquavers to be 
breathless as some seem to do - maybe its mixture 
of the semiquavers’ role sometimes as melody and 
sometimes accompaniment provides a lighter, more 
melancholy touch than that.
MR This is the first of four moto perpetuo finales in 

Beethoven’s middle period piano sonatas, the others 
being in the next Sonata, Op 31 No 3, Opp 54 and 
57. The Allegretto marking for the Finale in the 
Tempest and the frequent use of lower dynamics 
gives a very different feeling from the torrential 
outpouring which characterises the Appassionata, 
and, for me, while certainly dark, there’s an 
ineffable sadness in the opening idea which is 
perhaps underlined by the first three bars always 
being repeated. There’s no optimism before the final 
outburst, and there seems to be no hope at all in the 
message of the final minor key descent.
MG What a distance it is from there to the start of 
the Sonata which follows it!
MR This E flat Sonata’s one of Beethoven’s most 
joyful and witty creations, brimming with a light-
ness of touch and with a sunny disposition about as 
far removed from the Tempest as possible.  
MG It’s also a prototype for a new shape, not one 
that Beethoven would be able to replicate that 
often, with the gradual replacement of the Minuet 
by the Scherzo; here Beethoven draws on both.
MR In this regard it’s similar to the Eighth 
Symphony composed a decade later, although here 
in the Sonata, the Scherzo is in fact a sonata form 
movement, so the title is more of a statement of 
character than structure. And, like the Symphony 
(where the second movement has no title as such 
but is marked Allegretto scherzando), the Sonata’s 
Scherzo is in duple rather than the normal triple 
time. And neither work has a slow movement. 
MG The Minuet seems to me deliberately antique 
- almost a parody of a Minuet - still Classical but 
somehow outmoded.
MR I’d never thought of that! It’s certainly the 
last of his strict Minuet and Trio movements and 

it’s interesting to compare it with the Tempo di 
Menuetto (in the same key) of the G major Violin 
Sonata from Op 30, written just before, which has a 
completely different structure. 
 The Trio in the E flat Sonata, which became 
the subject of a scintillating set of variations for 
two pianos by Saint-Saëns, is possibly the first time 
Beethoven consciously seems to use the technique 
of octave displacement of the melody, something 
which he employed more much in his later works. 
MG And there’s something briefly both deep and 
dark lurking in the coda.
MR Yes, although it’s set up by the poignant minor 
second in the Menuetto after the first section which 
(if one plays the repeats in the da capo, as Beethoven 
intended - and I do) we hear eight times before the 
coda. 
MG Out of that stubborn little coda we’re 
unleashed into another moto perpetuo, its energy 
brilliant and optimistic.
MR This Finale’s marked Presto con molto fuoco. 
Off the top  of my head, I can’t think of another 
example of Beethoven using this terminology! It’s 
a rollicking and breathless hunting gallop  and 
about as far removed from the moto perpetuo of the 
previous Sonata as you can get.  
MG It’s my experience that these outer Sonatas of 
Op  31 aren’t played frequently outside complete 
cycles and tend to be something of Cinderellas. 
Why do you think that is?
MR There are also some other sonatas which fall 
into the same category, for example Opp 2 No 2, 
7, 22 and 54. I think that Beethoven’s most overtly 
emotional works in every genre tend to be more 
popular with both pianists and listeners than those 
which are more graceful, genial and humorous, 

which probably accounts for the relative neglect of 
these two fine works. 
MG Additionally, in this volume, you’ve included 
the last of the set that Beethoven composed when 
he was twelve. It seems to me that whilst it doesn’t 
have the pioneering spirit or display the prophetic 
behaviours of the other pair, it’s the most polished 
of the three.
MR This D major Sonata’s certainly the most 
sophisticated and extended of these three, mostly 
without bold or challenging features. Like the other 
two, there are again many clear instructions with 
regard to dynamics and articulation. It’s also the 
most technically challenging for the performer. 
 The opening Allegro is energetic and varied, 
while the final charming movement’s marked 
Scherzando as an indication of character, rather in 
the same way as the second movement of Op  31 
No 3 is marked Scherzo. The middle Menuetto soste-
nuto is a set of variations where Beethoven gradually 
increases the number of notes per bar over the first 
four variations without changing the basic pulse, a 
technique he subsequently used to spectacular effect 
in the central movement of the Appassionata Sonata, 
as well as in the Arietta of his final Sonata, Op 111. 
The fifth variation then resumes a more conven-
tional approach by turning rather affectingly to the 
minor before a graceful final variation in triplets. 
 The main part of this volume, however, is 
devoted to the Op 31 Sonatas, and one is struck time 
and time again by the ingenuity, mastery, ambition 
and diversity in pieces which were written at a time 
when Beethoven was probably in the darkest place 
of his whole life, early in his thirties and just over 
twenty years on from this early Sonata. What a 
journey!
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In an ever more distinguished career, Martin Roscoe’s 
enduring popularity is built on a deeply thoughtful 
musicianship allied to an easy rapport with audiences and 
fellow musicians alike. 

Martin has worked regularly with eminent conductors 
including Simon Rattle, Mark Elder and Christoph von 
Dohnányi and with leading orchestras including the BBC 
Philharmonic Orchestra, BBC National Orchestra of Wales, 
BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra, Hallé, Manchester 
Camerata, Northern Chamber Orchestra and with the 
Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra. As one of Britain’s 
most prolific recitalists, Martin has also performed regularly 
across Europe, the Far East, Australasia and South Africa. 
His chamber music partnerships include long-standing 
associations with Peter Donohoe, Tasmin Little and the 
Endellion and Maggini Quartets as well as more recent 
work with Jennifer Pike, Ashley Wass, Matthew Trusler, the 
Vertavo Quartet and the Cropper Welsh Roscoe Trio. 

Martin is one of the most regularly played pianists on BBC Radio 3, including seven BBC Prom 
appearances. He has made many commercial recordings as well as this Beethoven series for Deux-Elles 
including the complete piano music of Nielsen and Szymanowski, as well as four discs in the Hyperion 
Romantic Piano Concerto series. 

“One of the truly great recordings of the Waldstein Sonata … perfect musical judgement 
and a formidable technique from Martin Roscoe”  -  BBC Radio 3  (DXL1162).

Teaching has always been an important part of Martin’s life and the development of young talent helps 
him constantly to re-examine and re-evaluate his own playing. He is currently a Professor of Piano at 
the Guildhall School of Music in London. Martin is also Artistic Director of the Manchester Chamber 
Concerts Society, Ribble Valley International Piano Week and Beverley Chamber Music Festival.

Martin lives in the beautiful English Lake District, a wonderful place that provides inspiration and 
relaxation, and enables him to indulge his passions for the countryside and hill-walking.

The Complete Beethoven Piano Sonatas
Martin Roscoe

Volume 1 Pathétique DXL1161
 Op. 10 No. 1
 Op. 10 No. 2
 Op. 10 No. 3
 Op. 13
Volume 2 Waldstein DXL1162
 Op. 7
 Op. 49 No. 1
 Op. 49 No. 2
 Op. 53
Volume 3 Final Trilogy DXL1163
 Op. 78
 Op. 109
 Op. 110
 Op. 111 
Volume 4 Funeral March DXL1164
 Op. 14 No. 1
 Op. 14 No. 2
 Op. 22 
 Op. 26
Volume 5 In the beginning… DXL1165
 WoO 47 No. 1 
 Op. 2 No. 1
 Op. 2 No. 2
 Op. 2 No. 3

Volume 6 Moonlight DXL1166
 Op. 27 No. 1
 Op. 27 No. 2
 Op. 28
 Op. 54
 WoO 47 No. 2
Volume 7 Tempest DXL1167
 WoO 47 No. 3 
 Op. 31 No. 1
 Op. 31 No. 2
 Op. 31 No. 3
Volume 8 Appassionata DXL1168
 Op. 57
 Op. 81a
 Op. 101
Volume 9 Hammerklavier DXL1169
 Op. 79
 Op. 90
 Op. 106



DXL1167

Producer Mike George 
Recording Engineer Patrick Naylor
Booklet Notes    Martin Roscoe and Mike George
Cover Design    Frank Parker, A Creative Experience 
Recorded in Potton Hall, Suffolk, 9th Jan 2013 (Op. 31 Nos. 1 and 3), 10th Jan 2013 (WoO 47 No. 3), 26th July 
2010 (Op. 31 No. 2).
         2018 Deux-Elles Limited, Reading, UK.
www.deux-elles.co.uk
C    P

Mar t in Roscoe

B e e t h o v e n  P i a n o  S o n a t a s

Tempest
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Piano Sonata in D  WoO 47 No. 3
 Allegro   4:42

 Menuetto sostenuto   7:38

 Scherzando: Allegro ma non troppo   3:07 

Piano Sonata in G  Op. 31 No. 1
 Allegro vivace   6:29

 Adagio grazioso   10:35

 Rondo. Allegretto - Adagio - Presto   6:53   
Piano Sonata in D minor  Op. 31 No. 2 ‘Tempest’ 
 Largo - Allegro   7:53

 Adagio   8:16

 Allegretto   6:35

Piano Sonata in E flat  Op. 31 No. 3
 Allegro   8:07

 Scherzo. Allegretto vivace   5:03

 Menuetto. Moderato e grazioso   4:21

 Presto con molto fuoco   4:31

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13


