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Artur Schnabel: BEETHOVEN: Piano Works, Vol. 11 

Thirty-Three Variations on a Waltz by 
Anton Diabelli in C major, Op. 120

1 Tema. Vivace 0:54
2 Variation 1: Alla Marcia maestoso 1:41
3 Variation 2: Poco allegro 1:13
4 Variation 3: L’istesso tempo 1:17
5 Variation 4: Un poco più allegro 1:03
6 Variation 5: Allegro vivace 0:54
7 Variation 6: Allegro ma non troppo e serioso 1:37
8 Variation 7: Un poco più allegro 0:58
9 Variation 8: Poco vivace 1:28
0 Variation 9: Allegro pesante e risoluto 2:05
! Variation 10: Presto 0:42
@ Variation 11: Allegretto 1:09
# Variation 12: Un poco più moto 0:52
$ Variation 13: Vivace 0:55
% Variation 14: Grave e maestoso 3:51
^ Variation 15: Presto scherzando 0:36
& Variation 16: Allegro 0:51
* Variation 17: (not marked) 0:54
( Variation 18: Poco moderato 1:35
) Variation 19: Presto 0:50
¡ Variation 20: Andante 3:32
™ Variation 21: Allegro con brio; 

Meno allegro; Tempo I 1:01
£ Variation 22: Allegro molto: 

Alla “Notte e giorno faticar” di Mozart 0:31
¢ Variation 23: Allegro assai 0:54
∞ Variation 24: Fughetta. Andante 3:06
§ Variation 25: Allegro 0:48
¶ Variation 26: Piacevole 1:02
• Variation 27: Vivace 0:58
ª Variation 28: Allegro 0:56
º Variation 29: Adagio ma non troppo 1:22
⁄ Variation 30: Andante, sempre cantabile 2:00

¤ Variation 31: Largo, molto espressivo 5:29
‹ Variation 32: Fuga. Allegro; Poco adagio 2:49
› Variation 33: Tempo di Minuetto moderato, 

ma non tirarsi dietro 3:46

Recorded 30th October and 2nd November, 1937 in 
EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3
Matrices: 2EA 5540-1, 5541-1, 5542-1, 5543-1, 5544-1, 
5545-3, 5546-2, 5547-2, 5548-1, 5549-1, 5550-1, 5551-1, 
5552-3 and 5553-3
First issued as HMV DB 3519 through 3525 in 
Society Volume 13

Bagatelles, Op. 126

fi No. 1 in G major: Andante con moto 3:12
fl No. 2 in G minor: Allegro 3:04
‡ No. 3 in E flat major: Andante 2:40
° No. 4 in B minor: Presto 3:54
· No. 5 in G major: Quasi allegretto 1:35
‚ No. 6 in E flat major: Presto 5:29

Recorded 13th January, 1937 in EMI Abbey Road 
Studio No. 3
Matrices: 2EA 4530-1, 4531-1, 4532-4, 4533-1, 4534-1 
and 4535-1
First issued as HMV DB 3626 through 3628 
in Society Volume 14

a Rondo a capriccio in G major, Op. 129, 
‘Rage over a lost penny’ 4:54

Recorded 13th January, 1937 in EMI Abbey Road 
Studio No. 3
Matrix: 2EA 4529-1
First issued as HMV DB 3629 in Society Volume 14

The Naxos historical label aims to make available the greatest recordings in the history of recorded music, in the best
and truest sound that contemporary technology can provide. To achieve this aim, Naxos has engaged a number of
respected restorers who have the dedication, skill and experience to produce restorations that have set new standards
in the field of historical recordings.

Producer’s Note

Artur Schnabel’s pioneering Beethoven Sonata Society recordings were originally issued on 204 78 rpm sides in
fifteen volumes, each containing six or seven discs. The first twelve sets contained the thirty-two sonatas, usually
packaged as one early, one middle and one late sonata per album. Variations, bagatelles and sundry short pieces
occupied the final three volumes. The sets were released in the UK on His Master’s Voice with some volumes also
being issued on French Disque Gramophone, German Electrola and (for the Hammerklavier Sonata only) Victor in
the United States. In this eleven-CD reissue series, the first nine discs have been devoted to the sonatas, presented
in their order of composition, while the final two volumes feature the other works.

Because the original discs rarely turn up in any form other than British pressings, the problem of how to deal
with the higher-than-average level of surface crackle inherent in HMV shellac has led previous transfer engineers
down one of two paths. One way has been to use heavy computerized processing to keep the noise at a minimum.
While this made for a relatively quiet result, many critics felt that the piano’s tonal qualities had been sacrificed to
an unacceptable degree. Another approach went to the opposite extreme, filtering minimally and even apparently
boosting the upper mid-range frequencies in an attempt to add a percussive brilliance to the piano tone. Although
this produced a clearer result than the first method, many listeners were put off by the relentless onslaught of
surface noise that this approach to filtering and equalization exacerbated.

For the current transfers, I have tried to strike a balance between these two positions. In order to start with the
quietest available source material, multiple copies of British, French and American pressings have been assembled,
and I have chosen the best sides from each. Computerized declicking (although not denoising) has been employed
not only to remove clicks and pops, but also to reduce surface crackle to a minimum without harming the upper
frequencies. My approach to filtering has been to stop at the point at which more than just surface hiss was being
affected; and my equalization has aimed for a warm, full piano tone which I believe is more representative of the
original recordings.

The sources for the current transfers were British shellac pressings.

Mark Obert-Thorn
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playing of the really “furious” No. 4 – the note on
which the last Bagatelle ends. But the quiet moments
throughout are also beautifully treated. I do not,
however, care for the oddly dry staccato as recorded.
With this reservation, and the lack of fullness of tone
often present in these albums before, the recording is
excellent.’

By looking back at the initial reception of these
recordings, we may gain a better appreciation of
Schnabel’s enormous contribution to sound recording
and to the Beethoven discography. In his 1957
biography of Schnabel, César Saerchinger writes: ‘It
must be understood that he was – as always – not
merely learning but forcing others to learn. He rejected
out of hand the contention that recordings must be made
within a certain limited range of dynamics, and he

decided that this was one of the main reasons for the
smooth but un-plastic, impersonal recordings of
performances by artists who certainly could play better
than they sounded on records, and for the pale and
partial reflections of great masterpieces that already
crowded the market.’ Returning to Schnabel’s
recordings in this considerably more saturated market is
time well spent. Few listeners in the 1930s agreed with
everything Schnabel did, but through his performances
many discovered aspects of Beethoven that they heard
nowhere else. Given Schnabel’s reputation, the
recordings are now essential documents in the
genealogy of Beethoven interpretation. They are also
simply to be appreciated for the vibrancy and beauty
they contain.

Brian C. Thompson

Mark Obert-Thorn

Mark Obert-Thorn is one of the world’s most respected transfer artist/engineers. He has worked for a number of
specialist labels, including Pearl, Biddulph, Romophone and Music & Arts. Three of his transfers have been
nominated for Gramophone Awards. A pianist by training, his passions are music, history and working on projects.
He has found a way to combine all three in the transfer of historical recordings.

Obert-Thorn describes himself as a ‘moderate interventionist’ rather than a ‘purist’ or ‘re-processor,’ unlike
those who apply significant additions and make major changes to the acoustical qualities of old recordings. His
philosophy is that a good transfer should not call attention to itself, but rather allow the performances to be heard
with the greatest clarity.

There is no over-reverberant ‘cathedral sound’ in an Obert-Thorn restoration, nor is there the tinny bass and
piercing mid-range of many ‘authorised’ commercial issues. He works with the cleanest available 78s, and
consistently achieves better results than restoration engineers working with the metal parts from the archives of the
modern corporate owners of the original recordings. His transfers preserve the original tone of the old recordings,
maximising the details in critical upper mid-range and lower frequencies to achieve a musical integrity that is
absent from many other commercially released restorations.
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Schnabel’s approach too uncompromising in its refusal
to tolerate any adventitious aids to an appreciation of
Beethoven’s ideas. It could be objected, for instance,
that No. 10 is not brilliant enough, that Nos. 25 and 27
are made unnecessarily stern. But taking the work as a
whole, it must be acknowledged that the relation of
each mood to the general scheme is judged with a
wonderful precision. Care, even too much care, is
greatly to be preferred to glibness in such a work, and if
occasionally one feels that a point is too heavily
underlined, the sudden conclusion of No.19, for
example, that is a small price to pay for an
interpretation which in so many of the Variations
penetrates right to the heart of the music. For one could
scarcely ask for more poetic playing than that of Nos. 8,
18, 20, and the three variations which usher in the
Fugue. In these three [Nos. 29-31] especially the
pianist’s feeling for line and texture, his grading of
tone, the subtlety of his phrasing win constant
admiration, and just as in No. 9 the friendly appeal of
the music is conveyed without a trace of effort, so, too,
is the haunting beauty of the “Andante Cantabile” 
[No. 30].’ In his review in the August 1938 issue of The
Gramophone, Alec Robertson wrote that ‘one has only
to hear the first, twentieth, and last Variations to
estimate how finely Schnabel has risen to the greatness
of the work. Variation XX is one of the most profound
pages in Beethoven and its haunting atmosphere is
completely captured in playing and recording. There is
true double piano here. Schnabel is least likeable where
Beethoven, as it were, makes him so: but those pages
must be tackled with energy, with hard and
uncompromising tone. The portrait Beethoven has
drawn could not be toned down without becoming
ridiculous.’

Both critics discussed the value of this première
recording in allowing the public to get to know this
complex work better. Robertson described the
Variations as an ‘unloveable masterpiece,’ that
‘engages the mind’ rather than the heart, but that
‘reflects almost his every mood and presents a unique
insight into [Beethoven’s] creative mind,’ and felt that

Schnabel’s recording succeeded in most ways. ‘The
piano is exceptionally well recorded in the higher treble
and bass, but is twangy sometimes in the middle of its
compass. This we have had before in Schnabel’s
recordings. I am sure this issue will take a very high
place in Schnabel’s long list of Beethoven recordings
and it should arouse much interest in a rarely played
work.’ The Times, referring to the ‘astonishing world of
music’ contained in the Variations, noted how the
recording would enable listeners for the first time ‘to
juxtapose this and that section, to hear the theme
restarted whenever the want is felt to repeat again and
again such Variations as No. 20 until it ceases to be a
harmonic puzzle and becomes poetry which touches the
deepest springs of the imagination – these are the
unquestionable advantages’.

In the 1930s the public was of course well
acquainted with the Bagatelles, Op. 126, and with the
Rondo a capriccio in G, which had been posthumously
published as Beethoven’s Op. 129. Both were contained
in volume 14 of the BSS recordings. In his review in the
February 1939 issue of The Gramophone, Robertson
called the set ‘a volume full of “small” Beethoven, and
no piece without great interest’. Everyone knows the
Rondo a capriccio, Op. 129, with the tune that seems to
reiterate with ever-growing irritation “where is the
ruddy thing, wherever can it be, wherever can it be.”’
Although individually modest, together the Bagatelles
form an integrated cycle of short pieces, carefully
ordered by Beethoven. Robertson described the set as ‘a
sort of sound-sketch book’ of Beethoven in daily life.
‘Here we see him tender or humorous (Nos. 3 and 2),
furious (No. 4) or placid (No. 5). No. 6 which begins
and ends in a rage, but contains a long section of great
beauty in the middle – an extraordinary contrast this –
ends this deeply engrossing set.’ Without discussing the
interpretation in detail, he cited the first Bagatelle ‘as
an example of fine playing and insight’. ‘You may not
like his touch here and the uncompromising treatment
of the high treble notes, but given the ironic
implications of the piece, his method is surely exactly
right. A word of praise must also go to the vividly clear

It was not until 1932 that Artur Schnabel, then fifty
years old, finally consented to make recordings. He had
long been considered the leading authority on
Beethoven’s piano music, and he agreed to record
nearly all of the solo piano music for subscription
release through the Beethoven Sonata Society (BSS).
Over the course of the decade he completed 204 discs
for HMV at Abbey Road Studios in London. After
recording all of the sonatas, he turned in 1937 to other
works by Beethoven. Some were familiar pieces
associated with amateur music making. Others were
rarely performed and never previously recorded. 

The Diabelli Variations were little known in the
1930s. Beethoven had begun them in 1819 and made
the final revisions in 1823. The reason why he had
composed them is unclear. The composer Antonio
Diabelli had invited numerous Viennese composers to
each write a single variation on his German waltz
theme. From this humble material Beethoven created a
work of monumental proportions. So daunting was the
work that even by the twentieth century few pianists
ventured to play it in public. By championing the work
Schnabel challenged his listeners. Following a February
1929 performance at the Queen’s Hall in London, the
critic of The Times (possibly Ernest Newman) noted
that by placing the Variations at the end of a very long
and demanding programme Schnabel ‘was to test the
endurance of the audience rather severely’. Despite the
work’s length and form, Schnabel ‘kept his hearers
entranced not by his own virtuosity, but the
inexhaustible fertility of Beethoven’s mind and art.
When he sailed into the final repose of the Tempo di
Menuetto he had spanned the Beethoven of the last
Sonatas and the last quartets in a performance of
singular clarity and vision.’ At this performance,
Schnabel was said to have attracted ‘a large audience,
who came in the most reverential mood’. This was not
always the case. Later that same year Schnabel
embarked upon a tour of Spain, where he continued to

perform the Diabelli Variations. He relates in his
autobiography, My Life and Music, that while playing
the work in Seville he thought ‘Now this is really
unfair! I am the only person here who is enjoying this,
and I get the money; they pay, and have to suffer’.

The audiences and critics proved most receptive in
London. After a performance there in January 1932, the
music critic of The Times reported the Variations to
have ‘provided the finest vehicle for the pianist’s art,
for they are an epitome of the whole range of
Beethoven’s pianoforte style, of its weaknesses no less
than of its strength and profound beauty. Mr. Schnabel
is just the pianist to transcend all the weaknesses and to
engage our interest during the hour-long duration of the
work by the intensity of his concentration upon the
music and the sheer beauty of his pianoforte tone.’
Schnabel completed his recording of the Diabelli
Variations on 1st November 1937 and later that month
played them again in London. Once again The Times
provided a glowing report: ‘To hear these Variations,
played with such insight and sincerity, was to marvel
afresh at the immense imaginative power which could
win from Diabelli’s trivial waltz such an infinite variety
of patterns and of moods, ranging from pure frivolity to
the sublime. They vary in quality as well, of course, but
it would be hard to single out those which gave the
most pleasure in this performance, for Herr Schnabel
succeeded above all in imposing a sense of unity on the
work. Technically it was his grading of tone which
most impressed; and to this the unusually satisfying
effect produced by Nos. 9, 14, 18, and the C minor
groups which precede the E flat Fugue, owed much.’

When Schnabel’s recording was released, nearly a
year later, the same newspaper reported that it ‘gives a
very clear and true impression of Herr Schnabel’s
performance.’ The critic noted that there were differing
opinions on Schnabel’s playing, and those concerned
more with the ‘niceties of pianoforte playing than with
the expression of musical thought may find Herr

Great Pianists: Artur Schnabel: BEETHOVEN: Piano Works Vol. 11
Diabelli Variations, Op. 120 • Bagatelles, Op. 126 • Rondo a capriccio, Op. 129
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playing of the really “furious” No. 4 – the note on
which the last Bagatelle ends. But the quiet moments
throughout are also beautifully treated. I do not,
however, care for the oddly dry staccato as recorded.
With this reservation, and the lack of fullness of tone
often present in these albums before, the recording is
excellent.’

By looking back at the initial reception of these
recordings, we may gain a better appreciation of
Schnabel’s enormous contribution to sound recording
and to the Beethoven discography. In his 1957
biography of Schnabel, César Saerchinger writes: ‘It
must be understood that he was – as always – not
merely learning but forcing others to learn. He rejected
out of hand the contention that recordings must be made
within a certain limited range of dynamics, and he

decided that this was one of the main reasons for the
smooth but un-plastic, impersonal recordings of
performances by artists who certainly could play better
than they sounded on records, and for the pale and
partial reflections of great masterpieces that already
crowded the market.’ Returning to Schnabel’s
recordings in this considerably more saturated market is
time well spent. Few listeners in the 1930s agreed with
everything Schnabel did, but through his performances
many discovered aspects of Beethoven that they heard
nowhere else. Given Schnabel’s reputation, the
recordings are now essential documents in the
genealogy of Beethoven interpretation. They are also
simply to be appreciated for the vibrancy and beauty
they contain.

Brian C. Thompson

Mark Obert-Thorn

Mark Obert-Thorn is one of the world’s most respected transfer artist/engineers. He has worked for a number of
specialist labels, including Pearl, Biddulph, Romophone and Music & Arts. Three of his transfers have been
nominated for Gramophone Awards. A pianist by training, his passions are music, history and working on projects.
He has found a way to combine all three in the transfer of historical recordings.

Obert-Thorn describes himself as a ‘moderate interventionist’ rather than a ‘purist’ or ‘re-processor,’ unlike
those who apply significant additions and make major changes to the acoustical qualities of old recordings. His
philosophy is that a good transfer should not call attention to itself, but rather allow the performances to be heard
with the greatest clarity.

There is no over-reverberant ‘cathedral sound’ in an Obert-Thorn restoration, nor is there the tinny bass and
piercing mid-range of many ‘authorised’ commercial issues. He works with the cleanest available 78s, and
consistently achieves better results than restoration engineers working with the metal parts from the archives of the
modern corporate owners of the original recordings. His transfers preserve the original tone of the old recordings,
maximising the details in critical upper mid-range and lower frequencies to achieve a musical integrity that is
absent from many other commercially released restorations.
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Schnabel’s approach too uncompromising in its refusal
to tolerate any adventitious aids to an appreciation of
Beethoven’s ideas. It could be objected, for instance,
that No. 10 is not brilliant enough, that Nos. 25 and 27
are made unnecessarily stern. But taking the work as a
whole, it must be acknowledged that the relation of
each mood to the general scheme is judged with a
wonderful precision. Care, even too much care, is
greatly to be preferred to glibness in such a work, and if
occasionally one feels that a point is too heavily
underlined, the sudden conclusion of No.19, for
example, that is a small price to pay for an
interpretation which in so many of the Variations
penetrates right to the heart of the music. For one could
scarcely ask for more poetic playing than that of Nos. 8,
18, 20, and the three variations which usher in the
Fugue. In these three [Nos. 29-31] especially the
pianist’s feeling for line and texture, his grading of
tone, the subtlety of his phrasing win constant
admiration, and just as in No. 9 the friendly appeal of
the music is conveyed without a trace of effort, so, too,
is the haunting beauty of the “Andante Cantabile” 
[No. 30].’ In his review in the August 1938 issue of The
Gramophone, Alec Robertson wrote that ‘one has only
to hear the first, twentieth, and last Variations to
estimate how finely Schnabel has risen to the greatness
of the work. Variation XX is one of the most profound
pages in Beethoven and its haunting atmosphere is
completely captured in playing and recording. There is
true double piano here. Schnabel is least likeable where
Beethoven, as it were, makes him so: but those pages
must be tackled with energy, with hard and
uncompromising tone. The portrait Beethoven has
drawn could not be toned down without becoming
ridiculous.’

Both critics discussed the value of this première
recording in allowing the public to get to know this
complex work better. Robertson described the
Variations as an ‘unloveable masterpiece,’ that
‘engages the mind’ rather than the heart, but that
‘reflects almost his every mood and presents a unique
insight into [Beethoven’s] creative mind,’ and felt that

Schnabel’s recording succeeded in most ways. ‘The
piano is exceptionally well recorded in the higher treble
and bass, but is twangy sometimes in the middle of its
compass. This we have had before in Schnabel’s
recordings. I am sure this issue will take a very high
place in Schnabel’s long list of Beethoven recordings
and it should arouse much interest in a rarely played
work.’ The Times, referring to the ‘astonishing world of
music’ contained in the Variations, noted how the
recording would enable listeners for the first time ‘to
juxtapose this and that section, to hear the theme
restarted whenever the want is felt to repeat again and
again such Variations as No. 20 until it ceases to be a
harmonic puzzle and becomes poetry which touches the
deepest springs of the imagination – these are the
unquestionable advantages’.

In the 1930s the public was of course well
acquainted with the Bagatelles, Op. 126, and with the
Rondo a capriccio in G, which had been posthumously
published as Beethoven’s Op. 129. Both were contained
in volume 14 of the BSS recordings. In his review in the
February 1939 issue of The Gramophone, Robertson
called the set ‘a volume full of “small” Beethoven, and
no piece without great interest’. Everyone knows the
Rondo a capriccio, Op. 129, with the tune that seems to
reiterate with ever-growing irritation “where is the
ruddy thing, wherever can it be, wherever can it be.”’
Although individually modest, together the Bagatelles
form an integrated cycle of short pieces, carefully
ordered by Beethoven. Robertson described the set as ‘a
sort of sound-sketch book’ of Beethoven in daily life.
‘Here we see him tender or humorous (Nos. 3 and 2),
furious (No. 4) or placid (No. 5). No. 6 which begins
and ends in a rage, but contains a long section of great
beauty in the middle – an extraordinary contrast this –
ends this deeply engrossing set.’ Without discussing the
interpretation in detail, he cited the first Bagatelle ‘as
an example of fine playing and insight’. ‘You may not
like his touch here and the uncompromising treatment
of the high treble notes, but given the ironic
implications of the piece, his method is surely exactly
right. A word of praise must also go to the vividly clear

It was not until 1932 that Artur Schnabel, then fifty
years old, finally consented to make recordings. He had
long been considered the leading authority on
Beethoven’s piano music, and he agreed to record
nearly all of the solo piano music for subscription
release through the Beethoven Sonata Society (BSS).
Over the course of the decade he completed 204 discs
for HMV at Abbey Road Studios in London. After
recording all of the sonatas, he turned in 1937 to other
works by Beethoven. Some were familiar pieces
associated with amateur music making. Others were
rarely performed and never previously recorded. 

The Diabelli Variations were little known in the
1930s. Beethoven had begun them in 1819 and made
the final revisions in 1823. The reason why he had
composed them is unclear. The composer Antonio
Diabelli had invited numerous Viennese composers to
each write a single variation on his German waltz
theme. From this humble material Beethoven created a
work of monumental proportions. So daunting was the
work that even by the twentieth century few pianists
ventured to play it in public. By championing the work
Schnabel challenged his listeners. Following a February
1929 performance at the Queen’s Hall in London, the
critic of The Times (possibly Ernest Newman) noted
that by placing the Variations at the end of a very long
and demanding programme Schnabel ‘was to test the
endurance of the audience rather severely’. Despite the
work’s length and form, Schnabel ‘kept his hearers
entranced not by his own virtuosity, but the
inexhaustible fertility of Beethoven’s mind and art.
When he sailed into the final repose of the Tempo di
Menuetto he had spanned the Beethoven of the last
Sonatas and the last quartets in a performance of
singular clarity and vision.’ At this performance,
Schnabel was said to have attracted ‘a large audience,
who came in the most reverential mood’. This was not
always the case. Later that same year Schnabel
embarked upon a tour of Spain, where he continued to

perform the Diabelli Variations. He relates in his
autobiography, My Life and Music, that while playing
the work in Seville he thought ‘Now this is really
unfair! I am the only person here who is enjoying this,
and I get the money; they pay, and have to suffer’.

The audiences and critics proved most receptive in
London. After a performance there in January 1932, the
music critic of The Times reported the Variations to
have ‘provided the finest vehicle for the pianist’s art,
for they are an epitome of the whole range of
Beethoven’s pianoforte style, of its weaknesses no less
than of its strength and profound beauty. Mr. Schnabel
is just the pianist to transcend all the weaknesses and to
engage our interest during the hour-long duration of the
work by the intensity of his concentration upon the
music and the sheer beauty of his pianoforte tone.’
Schnabel completed his recording of the Diabelli
Variations on 1st November 1937 and later that month
played them again in London. Once again The Times
provided a glowing report: ‘To hear these Variations,
played with such insight and sincerity, was to marvel
afresh at the immense imaginative power which could
win from Diabelli’s trivial waltz such an infinite variety
of patterns and of moods, ranging from pure frivolity to
the sublime. They vary in quality as well, of course, but
it would be hard to single out those which gave the
most pleasure in this performance, for Herr Schnabel
succeeded above all in imposing a sense of unity on the
work. Technically it was his grading of tone which
most impressed; and to this the unusually satisfying
effect produced by Nos. 9, 14, 18, and the C minor
groups which precede the E flat Fugue, owed much.’

When Schnabel’s recording was released, nearly a
year later, the same newspaper reported that it ‘gives a
very clear and true impression of Herr Schnabel’s
performance.’ The critic noted that there were differing
opinions on Schnabel’s playing, and those concerned
more with the ‘niceties of pianoforte playing than with
the expression of musical thought may find Herr

Great Pianists: Artur Schnabel: BEETHOVEN: Piano Works Vol. 11
Diabelli Variations, Op. 120 • Bagatelles, Op. 126 • Rondo a capriccio, Op. 129
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playing of the really “furious” No. 4 – the note on
which the last Bagatelle ends. But the quiet moments
throughout are also beautifully treated. I do not,
however, care for the oddly dry staccato as recorded.
With this reservation, and the lack of fullness of tone
often present in these albums before, the recording is
excellent.’

By looking back at the initial reception of these
recordings, we may gain a better appreciation of
Schnabel’s enormous contribution to sound recording
and to the Beethoven discography. In his 1957
biography of Schnabel, César Saerchinger writes: ‘It
must be understood that he was – as always – not
merely learning but forcing others to learn. He rejected
out of hand the contention that recordings must be made
within a certain limited range of dynamics, and he

decided that this was one of the main reasons for the
smooth but un-plastic, impersonal recordings of
performances by artists who certainly could play better
than they sounded on records, and for the pale and
partial reflections of great masterpieces that already
crowded the market.’ Returning to Schnabel’s
recordings in this considerably more saturated market is
time well spent. Few listeners in the 1930s agreed with
everything Schnabel did, but through his performances
many discovered aspects of Beethoven that they heard
nowhere else. Given Schnabel’s reputation, the
recordings are now essential documents in the
genealogy of Beethoven interpretation. They are also
simply to be appreciated for the vibrancy and beauty
they contain.

Brian C. Thompson

Mark Obert-Thorn

Mark Obert-Thorn is one of the world’s most respected transfer artist/engineers. He has worked for a number of
specialist labels, including Pearl, Biddulph, Romophone and Music & Arts. Three of his transfers have been
nominated for Gramophone Awards. A pianist by training, his passions are music, history and working on projects.
He has found a way to combine all three in the transfer of historical recordings.

Obert-Thorn describes himself as a ‘moderate interventionist’ rather than a ‘purist’ or ‘re-processor,’ unlike
those who apply significant additions and make major changes to the acoustical qualities of old recordings. His
philosophy is that a good transfer should not call attention to itself, but rather allow the performances to be heard
with the greatest clarity.

There is no over-reverberant ‘cathedral sound’ in an Obert-Thorn restoration, nor is there the tinny bass and
piercing mid-range of many ‘authorised’ commercial issues. He works with the cleanest available 78s, and
consistently achieves better results than restoration engineers working with the metal parts from the archives of the
modern corporate owners of the original recordings. His transfers preserve the original tone of the old recordings,
maximising the details in critical upper mid-range and lower frequencies to achieve a musical integrity that is
absent from many other commercially released restorations.
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Schnabel’s approach too uncompromising in its refusal
to tolerate any adventitious aids to an appreciation of
Beethoven’s ideas. It could be objected, for instance,
that No. 10 is not brilliant enough, that Nos. 25 and 27
are made unnecessarily stern. But taking the work as a
whole, it must be acknowledged that the relation of
each mood to the general scheme is judged with a
wonderful precision. Care, even too much care, is
greatly to be preferred to glibness in such a work, and if
occasionally one feels that a point is too heavily
underlined, the sudden conclusion of No.19, for
example, that is a small price to pay for an
interpretation which in so many of the Variations
penetrates right to the heart of the music. For one could
scarcely ask for more poetic playing than that of Nos. 8,
18, 20, and the three variations which usher in the
Fugue. In these three [Nos. 29-31] especially the
pianist’s feeling for line and texture, his grading of
tone, the subtlety of his phrasing win constant
admiration, and just as in No. 9 the friendly appeal of
the music is conveyed without a trace of effort, so, too,
is the haunting beauty of the “Andante Cantabile” 
[No. 30].’ In his review in the August 1938 issue of The
Gramophone, Alec Robertson wrote that ‘one has only
to hear the first, twentieth, and last Variations to
estimate how finely Schnabel has risen to the greatness
of the work. Variation XX is one of the most profound
pages in Beethoven and its haunting atmosphere is
completely captured in playing and recording. There is
true double piano here. Schnabel is least likeable where
Beethoven, as it were, makes him so: but those pages
must be tackled with energy, with hard and
uncompromising tone. The portrait Beethoven has
drawn could not be toned down without becoming
ridiculous.’

Both critics discussed the value of this première
recording in allowing the public to get to know this
complex work better. Robertson described the
Variations as an ‘unloveable masterpiece,’ that
‘engages the mind’ rather than the heart, but that
‘reflects almost his every mood and presents a unique
insight into [Beethoven’s] creative mind,’ and felt that

Schnabel’s recording succeeded in most ways. ‘The
piano is exceptionally well recorded in the higher treble
and bass, but is twangy sometimes in the middle of its
compass. This we have had before in Schnabel’s
recordings. I am sure this issue will take a very high
place in Schnabel’s long list of Beethoven recordings
and it should arouse much interest in a rarely played
work.’ The Times, referring to the ‘astonishing world of
music’ contained in the Variations, noted how the
recording would enable listeners for the first time ‘to
juxtapose this and that section, to hear the theme
restarted whenever the want is felt to repeat again and
again such Variations as No. 20 until it ceases to be a
harmonic puzzle and becomes poetry which touches the
deepest springs of the imagination – these are the
unquestionable advantages’.

In the 1930s the public was of course well
acquainted with the Bagatelles, Op. 126, and with the
Rondo a capriccio in G, which had been posthumously
published as Beethoven’s Op. 129. Both were contained
in volume 14 of the BSS recordings. In his review in the
February 1939 issue of The Gramophone, Robertson
called the set ‘a volume full of “small” Beethoven, and
no piece without great interest’. Everyone knows the
Rondo a capriccio, Op. 129, with the tune that seems to
reiterate with ever-growing irritation “where is the
ruddy thing, wherever can it be, wherever can it be.”’
Although individually modest, together the Bagatelles
form an integrated cycle of short pieces, carefully
ordered by Beethoven. Robertson described the set as ‘a
sort of sound-sketch book’ of Beethoven in daily life.
‘Here we see him tender or humorous (Nos. 3 and 2),
furious (No. 4) or placid (No. 5). No. 6 which begins
and ends in a rage, but contains a long section of great
beauty in the middle – an extraordinary contrast this –
ends this deeply engrossing set.’ Without discussing the
interpretation in detail, he cited the first Bagatelle ‘as
an example of fine playing and insight’. ‘You may not
like his touch here and the uncompromising treatment
of the high treble notes, but given the ironic
implications of the piece, his method is surely exactly
right. A word of praise must also go to the vividly clear

It was not until 1932 that Artur Schnabel, then fifty
years old, finally consented to make recordings. He had
long been considered the leading authority on
Beethoven’s piano music, and he agreed to record
nearly all of the solo piano music for subscription
release through the Beethoven Sonata Society (BSS).
Over the course of the decade he completed 204 discs
for HMV at Abbey Road Studios in London. After
recording all of the sonatas, he turned in 1937 to other
works by Beethoven. Some were familiar pieces
associated with amateur music making. Others were
rarely performed and never previously recorded. 

The Diabelli Variations were little known in the
1930s. Beethoven had begun them in 1819 and made
the final revisions in 1823. The reason why he had
composed them is unclear. The composer Antonio
Diabelli had invited numerous Viennese composers to
each write a single variation on his German waltz
theme. From this humble material Beethoven created a
work of monumental proportions. So daunting was the
work that even by the twentieth century few pianists
ventured to play it in public. By championing the work
Schnabel challenged his listeners. Following a February
1929 performance at the Queen’s Hall in London, the
critic of The Times (possibly Ernest Newman) noted
that by placing the Variations at the end of a very long
and demanding programme Schnabel ‘was to test the
endurance of the audience rather severely’. Despite the
work’s length and form, Schnabel ‘kept his hearers
entranced not by his own virtuosity, but the
inexhaustible fertility of Beethoven’s mind and art.
When he sailed into the final repose of the Tempo di
Menuetto he had spanned the Beethoven of the last
Sonatas and the last quartets in a performance of
singular clarity and vision.’ At this performance,
Schnabel was said to have attracted ‘a large audience,
who came in the most reverential mood’. This was not
always the case. Later that same year Schnabel
embarked upon a tour of Spain, where he continued to

perform the Diabelli Variations. He relates in his
autobiography, My Life and Music, that while playing
the work in Seville he thought ‘Now this is really
unfair! I am the only person here who is enjoying this,
and I get the money; they pay, and have to suffer’.

The audiences and critics proved most receptive in
London. After a performance there in January 1932, the
music critic of The Times reported the Variations to
have ‘provided the finest vehicle for the pianist’s art,
for they are an epitome of the whole range of
Beethoven’s pianoforte style, of its weaknesses no less
than of its strength and profound beauty. Mr. Schnabel
is just the pianist to transcend all the weaknesses and to
engage our interest during the hour-long duration of the
work by the intensity of his concentration upon the
music and the sheer beauty of his pianoforte tone.’
Schnabel completed his recording of the Diabelli
Variations on 1st November 1937 and later that month
played them again in London. Once again The Times
provided a glowing report: ‘To hear these Variations,
played with such insight and sincerity, was to marvel
afresh at the immense imaginative power which could
win from Diabelli’s trivial waltz such an infinite variety
of patterns and of moods, ranging from pure frivolity to
the sublime. They vary in quality as well, of course, but
it would be hard to single out those which gave the
most pleasure in this performance, for Herr Schnabel
succeeded above all in imposing a sense of unity on the
work. Technically it was his grading of tone which
most impressed; and to this the unusually satisfying
effect produced by Nos. 9, 14, 18, and the C minor
groups which precede the E flat Fugue, owed much.’

When Schnabel’s recording was released, nearly a
year later, the same newspaper reported that it ‘gives a
very clear and true impression of Herr Schnabel’s
performance.’ The critic noted that there were differing
opinions on Schnabel’s playing, and those concerned
more with the ‘niceties of pianoforte playing than with
the expression of musical thought may find Herr
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Artur Schnabel: BEETHOVEN: Piano Works, Vol. 11 

Thirty-Three Variations on a Waltz by 
Anton Diabelli in C major, Op. 120

1 Tema. Vivace 0:54
2 Variation 1: Alla Marcia maestoso 1:41
3 Variation 2: Poco allegro 1:13
4 Variation 3: L’istesso tempo 1:17
5 Variation 4: Un poco più allegro 1:03
6 Variation 5: Allegro vivace 0:54
7 Variation 6: Allegro ma non troppo e serioso 1:37
8 Variation 7: Un poco più allegro 0:58
9 Variation 8: Poco vivace 1:28
0 Variation 9: Allegro pesante e risoluto 2:05
! Variation 10: Presto 0:42
@ Variation 11: Allegretto 1:09
# Variation 12: Un poco più moto 0:52
$ Variation 13: Vivace 0:55
% Variation 14: Grave e maestoso 3:51
^ Variation 15: Presto scherzando 0:36
& Variation 16: Allegro 0:51
* Variation 17: (not marked) 0:54
( Variation 18: Poco moderato 1:35
) Variation 19: Presto 0:50
¡ Variation 20: Andante 3:32
™ Variation 21: Allegro con brio; 

Meno allegro; Tempo I 1:01
£ Variation 22: Allegro molto: 

Alla “Notte e giorno faticar” di Mozart 0:31
¢ Variation 23: Allegro assai 0:54
∞ Variation 24: Fughetta. Andante 3:06
§ Variation 25: Allegro 0:48
¶ Variation 26: Piacevole 1:02
• Variation 27: Vivace 0:58
ª Variation 28: Allegro 0:56
º Variation 29: Adagio ma non troppo 1:22
⁄ Variation 30: Andante, sempre cantabile 2:00

¤ Variation 31: Largo, molto espressivo 5:29
‹ Variation 32: Fuga. Allegro; Poco adagio 2:49
› Variation 33: Tempo di Minuetto moderato, 

ma non tirarsi dietro 3:46

Recorded 30th October and 2nd November, 1937 in 
EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3
Matrices: 2EA 5540-1, 5541-1, 5542-1, 5543-1, 5544-1, 
5545-3, 5546-2, 5547-2, 5548-1, 5549-1, 5550-1, 5551-1, 
5552-3 and 5553-3
First issued as HMV DB 3519 through 3525 in 
Society Volume 13

Bagatelles, Op. 126

fi No. 1 in G major: Andante con moto 3:12
fl No. 2 in G minor: Allegro 3:04
‡ No. 3 in E flat major: Andante 2:40
° No. 4 in B minor: Presto 3:54
· No. 5 in G major: Quasi allegretto 1:35
‚ No. 6 in E flat major: Presto 5:29

Recorded 13th January, 1937 in EMI Abbey Road 
Studio No. 3
Matrices: 2EA 4530-1, 4531-1, 4532-4, 4533-1, 4534-1 
and 4535-1
First issued as HMV DB 3626 through 3628 
in Society Volume 14

a Rondo a capriccio in G major, Op. 129, 
‘Rage over a lost penny’ 4:54

Recorded 13th January, 1937 in EMI Abbey Road 
Studio No. 3
Matrix: 2EA 4529-1
First issued as HMV DB 3629 in Society Volume 14

The Naxos historical label aims to make available the greatest recordings in the history of recorded music, in the best
and truest sound that contemporary technology can provide. To achieve this aim, Naxos has engaged a number of
respected restorers who have the dedication, skill and experience to produce restorations that have set new standards
in the field of historical recordings.

Producer’s Note

Artur Schnabel’s pioneering Beethoven Sonata Society recordings were originally issued on 204 78 rpm sides in
fifteen volumes, each containing six or seven discs. The first twelve sets contained the thirty-two sonatas, usually
packaged as one early, one middle and one late sonata per album. Variations, bagatelles and sundry short pieces
occupied the final three volumes. The sets were released in the UK on His Master’s Voice with some volumes also
being issued on French Disque Gramophone, German Electrola and (for the Hammerklavier Sonata only) Victor in
the United States. In this eleven-CD reissue series, the first nine discs have been devoted to the sonatas, presented
in their order of composition, while the final two volumes feature the other works.

Because the original discs rarely turn up in any form other than British pressings, the problem of how to deal
with the higher-than-average level of surface crackle inherent in HMV shellac has led previous transfer engineers
down one of two paths. One way has been to use heavy computerized processing to keep the noise at a minimum.
While this made for a relatively quiet result, many critics felt that the piano’s tonal qualities had been sacrificed to
an unacceptable degree. Another approach went to the opposite extreme, filtering minimally and even apparently
boosting the upper mid-range frequencies in an attempt to add a percussive brilliance to the piano tone. Although
this produced a clearer result than the first method, many listeners were put off by the relentless onslaught of
surface noise that this approach to filtering and equalization exacerbated.

For the current transfers, I have tried to strike a balance between these two positions. In order to start with the
quietest available source material, multiple copies of British, French and American pressings have been assembled,
and I have chosen the best sides from each. Computerized declicking (although not denoising) has been employed
not only to remove clicks and pops, but also to reduce surface crackle to a minimum without harming the upper
frequencies. My approach to filtering has been to stop at the point at which more than just surface hiss was being
affected; and my equalization has aimed for a warm, full piano tone which I believe is more representative of the
original recordings.

The sources for the current transfers were British shellac pressings.

Mark Obert-Thorn
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Artur Schnabel: BEETHOVEN: Piano Works, Vol. 11 

Thirty-Three Variations on a Waltz by 
Anton Diabelli in C major, Op. 120

1 Tema. Vivace 0:54
2 Variation 1: Alla Marcia maestoso 1:41
3 Variation 2: Poco allegro 1:13
4 Variation 3: L’istesso tempo 1:17
5 Variation 4: Un poco più allegro 1:03
6 Variation 5: Allegro vivace 0:54
7 Variation 6: Allegro ma non troppo e serioso 1:37
8 Variation 7: Un poco più allegro 0:58
9 Variation 8: Poco vivace 1:28
0 Variation 9: Allegro pesante e risoluto 2:05
! Variation 10: Presto 0:42
@ Variation 11: Allegretto 1:09
# Variation 12: Un poco più moto 0:52
$ Variation 13: Vivace 0:55
% Variation 14: Grave e maestoso 3:51
^ Variation 15: Presto scherzando 0:36
& Variation 16: Allegro 0:51
* Variation 17: (not marked) 0:54
( Variation 18: Poco moderato 1:35
) Variation 19: Presto 0:50
¡ Variation 20: Andante 3:32
™ Variation 21: Allegro con brio; 

Meno allegro; Tempo I 1:01
£ Variation 22: Allegro molto: 

Alla “Notte e giorno faticar” di Mozart 0:31
¢ Variation 23: Allegro assai 0:54
∞ Variation 24: Fughetta. Andante 3:06
§ Variation 25: Allegro 0:48
¶ Variation 26: Piacevole 1:02
• Variation 27: Vivace 0:58
ª Variation 28: Allegro 0:56
º Variation 29: Adagio ma non troppo 1:22
⁄ Variation 30: Andante, sempre cantabile 2:00

¤ Variation 31: Largo, molto espressivo 5:29
‹ Variation 32: Fuga. Allegro; Poco adagio 2:49
› Variation 33: Tempo di Minuetto moderato, 

ma non tirarsi dietro 3:46

Recorded 30th October and 2nd November, 1937 in 
EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3
Matrices: 2EA 5540-1, 5541-1, 5542-1, 5543-1, 5544-1, 
5545-3, 5546-2, 5547-2, 5548-1, 5549-1, 5550-1, 5551-1, 
5552-3 and 5553-3
First issued as HMV DB 3519 through 3525 in 
Society Volume 13

Bagatelles, Op. 126

fi No. 1 in G major: Andante con moto 3:12
fl No. 2 in G minor: Allegro 3:04
‡ No. 3 in E flat major: Andante 2:40
° No. 4 in B minor: Presto 3:54
· No. 5 in G major: Quasi allegretto 1:35
‚ No. 6 in E flat major: Presto 5:29

Recorded 13th January, 1937 in EMI Abbey Road 
Studio No. 3
Matrices: 2EA 4530-1, 4531-1, 4532-4, 4533-1, 4534-1 
and 4535-1
First issued as HMV DB 3626 through 3628 
in Society Volume 14

a Rondo a capriccio in G major, Op. 129, 
‘Rage over a lost penny’ 4:54

Recorded 13th January, 1937 in EMI Abbey Road 
Studio No. 3
Matrix: 2EA 4529-1
First issued as HMV DB 3629 in Society Volume 14

The Naxos historical label aims to make available the greatest recordings in the history of recorded music, in the best
and truest sound that contemporary technology can provide. To achieve this aim, Naxos has engaged a number of
respected restorers who have the dedication, skill and experience to produce restorations that have set new standards
in the field of historical recordings.

Producer’s Note

Artur Schnabel’s pioneering Beethoven Sonata Society recordings were originally issued on 204 78 rpm sides in
fifteen volumes, each containing six or seven discs. The first twelve sets contained the thirty-two sonatas, usually
packaged as one early, one middle and one late sonata per album. Variations, bagatelles and sundry short pieces
occupied the final three volumes. The sets were released in the UK on His Master’s Voice with some volumes also
being issued on French Disque Gramophone, German Electrola and (for the Hammerklavier Sonata only) Victor in
the United States. In this eleven-CD reissue series, the first nine discs have been devoted to the sonatas, presented
in their order of composition, while the final two volumes feature the other works.

Because the original discs rarely turn up in any form other than British pressings, the problem of how to deal
with the higher-than-average level of surface crackle inherent in HMV shellac has led previous transfer engineers
down one of two paths. One way has been to use heavy computerized processing to keep the noise at a minimum.
While this made for a relatively quiet result, many critics felt that the piano’s tonal qualities had been sacrificed to
an unacceptable degree. Another approach went to the opposite extreme, filtering minimally and even apparently
boosting the upper mid-range frequencies in an attempt to add a percussive brilliance to the piano tone. Although
this produced a clearer result than the first method, many listeners were put off by the relentless onslaught of
surface noise that this approach to filtering and equalization exacerbated.

For the current transfers, I have tried to strike a balance between these two positions. In order to start with the
quietest available source material, multiple copies of British, French and American pressings have been assembled,
and I have chosen the best sides from each. Computerized declicking (although not denoising) has been employed
not only to remove clicks and pops, but also to reduce surface crackle to a minimum without harming the upper
frequencies. My approach to filtering has been to stop at the point at which more than just surface hiss was being
affected; and my equalization has aimed for a warm, full piano tone which I believe is more representative of the
original recordings.

The sources for the current transfers were British shellac pressings.

Mark Obert-Thorn
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Producer and Audio Restoration Engineer: Mark Obert-Thorn
A complete tracklist can be found page 6 of the booklet
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1-› Thirty-Three Variations on a Waltz by 
Anton Diabelli in C major, Op. 120 53:39
Recorded 30th October and 2nd November, 1937 in EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3
Matrices: 2EA 5540-1, 5541-1, 5542-1, 5543-1, 5544-1, 5545-3, 5546-2, 5547-2, 
5548-1, 5549-1, 5550-1, 5551-1, 5552-3 and 5553-3
First issued as HMV DB 3519 through 3525 in Society Volume 13

Bagatelles, Op. 126 19:56

fi No. 1 in G major: Andante con moto 3:12
fl No. 2 in G minor: Allegro 3:04
‡ No. 3 in E flat major: Andante 2:40
° No. 4 in B minor: Presto 3:54
· No. 5 in G major: Quasi allegretto 1:35
‚ No. 6 in E flat major: Presto 5:29

Recorded 13th January, 1937 in EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3
Matrices: 2EA 4530-1, 4531-1, 4532-4, 4533-1, 4534-1 and 4535-1
First issued as HMV DB 3626 through 3628 in Society Volume 14

a Rondo a capriccio in G major, Op. 129, 
‘Rage over a lost penny’ 4:54
Recorded 13th January, 1937 in EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3
Matrix: 2EA 4529-1
First issued as HMV DB 3629 in Society Volume 14

Artur Schnabel (1882-1951)

MADE IN 
CANADA

This final release in the Naxos re-
issue of the complete Beethoven
Sonata Society recordings made
during the 1930s by Artur Schnabel,
features the monumental Diabelli
Variations, a work so daunting that
even by the twentieth century few
pianists ventured to play it in
public. Almost twenty years after
the recording first appeared,
Schnabel’s biographer, César
Saerchinger, wrote of the great
pianist’s enormous contribution to
the Beethoven discography: ‘He
rejected out of hand the contention
that recordings must be made
within a certain limited range of
dynamics, and he decided that this
was one of the main reasons for the
smooth but un-plastic, impersonal
recordings of performances by
artists who certainly could play
better than they sounded on
records, and for the pale and partial
reflections of great masterpieces
that already crowded the market.’
In today’s even more saturated
market Schnabel’s vibrant
performances remain essential
documents in the genealogy of
Beethoven interpretation.

110765 rr Schnabel US  6/05/2005  09:30am  Page 1


