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Artur Schnabel was born in 1882 and in the half century
since his death in 1951 he has emerged as something of
an icon of modern music. As a composer of atonal
music and a performer of classical repertoire, he
occupies an unusual place among twentieth-century
pianists. He was fond of recounting that his teacher in
Vienna Theodore Leschetizky would often remind him
‘You will never be a pianist. You are a musician’. The
remark may have been both a reference to the pupil’s
dislike for practice and a comment on his natural talent.
At sixteen, with his education complete, he left Vienna
for Berlin to pursue his career. During the first two
decades in Berlin, chamber music occupied much of
Schnabel’s time. With the violinist Carl Flesch and
others, he formed some of the leading ensembles of the
era and performed widely. After the First World War he
turned increasingly to composition and to Beethoven’s
piano sonatas. 

For many years Schnabel refused to make
recordings, believing, among other things, that the
technology was simply not up to the task. When he
finally relented he did so on his own terms, persuading
H.M.V. to record all of Beethoven’s solo piano music,
and the present Beethoven Sonata Society discs were
initially sold very successfully by subscription. Still, the
process of recording was not a happy one for Schnabel.
Although the series became a landmark in recording
history, a comparison of the reviews of his recitals and
recordings leaves one with the impression that the
recordings offer only a glimpse of what Schnabel could
achieve in the concert hall. In October 1936, the critic
Alec Robertson reported in The Gramophone that
Schnabel was “very far from being a good recording
artist, perhaps because he refuses to take into account
the limitations of the apparatus, and because his
outlook, as an artist, is not one best suited to the
gramophone”. The ‘outlook’ referred to was
uncompromising and not well suited to the recording
technology of the 1930s. Given his status as the leading

Beethoven specialist of his time (or perhaps ever), each
disc became the subject of intense scrutiny. The
recordings of the sonatas on the present disc received
closer attention than most, and the reviews were mixed.
In a March 1938 review, The Gramophone reported that
among “the most notable performances …[was] a most
remarkable reading of the ‘Waldstein’ Sonata, Op. 53,
in Vol. 9”, and that although there were few
disappointments, the Sonata in D minor was “the least
successful of all”. Another critic, Robert A. Hall, Jr.,
noted in the August 1937 issue of The Gramophone that
“there are, of course, as would be inevitable, a few
disappointing records among the long list of Schnabel
issues. The Beethoven Sonata in D minor, Op. 31, No. 2,
is decidedly inferior to Gieseking’s recording of the
same work; here Schnabel seems, indeed, for once (and
only once!) too dry and analytical”.

Schnabel’s reputation as a ‘scholar-performer’
became something that nearly every critic had to
address. Following a Carnegie Hall recital in February
1936, Olin Downes reported in the New York Times:
“Let no one think that Mr Schnabel, for all his
objectivity and analysis, is a purely objective player.
Quite the contrary!” He described Schnabel’s
interpretation of the D minor Sonata as “drama, almost
theatre, of the most impassioned sort”. As the reviews
cited above indicate, Schnabel’s recording of the 
D minor sonata, made nearly two years earlier, was less
well received. For Alec Robertson, “Schnabel rises to
the full measure of the great Sonata in D minor, the first
movement of which is full of superb rhythmic energy.
But why on earth does he keep the sustaining pedal
down throughout the two lovely recitatives in the
middle of the movement? ‘The poet speaks’: but why
this jangling utterance? I should be most interested to
hear an explanation of this interpretive eccentricity. The
adagio, as so often with this player, lacks tenderness
and is too heavy: and personally I like the final
movement to be less explosive than this. The phrasing
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and the rhythmic impulse in this wonderful movement
are splendid, but I missed the effect of the lovely
dissolving harmonies just before the last page.” A quick
glance at Schnabel’s edition of the D minor Sonata
score, with its copious pedal markings throughout the
movement, answers some questions about his
interpretation. In a footnote to a passage preceding the
one Robertson refers to, Schnabel writes that the pedal
must be used “fearlessly; a change of pedal would
deprive these measures of their deep background, their
innermost spirit”. 

With the Waldstein Sonata Beethoven had clearly
moved into a new musical language – and one with
which Schnabel felt a profound connection. Following
a February 1936 performance, Howard Taubman
reported in the New York Times that “the Beethoven of
the ‘Waldstein’ was communicated with all the gusto
and daring of his robust maturity… The opening
movement…was taken a shade faster than the tempi of
many pianists. The power and exhilaration of the music
justify this procedure, provided a headlong pace does
not cause the vertiginous passages to be blurred. They
were not blurred under Mr Schnabel’s hands. More, the
music was set forth with crystalline clarity, with
delicate nuance and with no loss of fire of propulsion.
The adagio was anguished in its restraint, and the last
movement, like the first, was a tour de force of
animation and lyricism.” For Abram Chasins, it was
especially with the Adagio that Schnabel achieved
perfection: “Hearing his profound interpretation of this
movement convinces me that such playing is the closest
a musician can get to the realisation of infinite repose
and insight.”

Schnabel’s recording of the Waldstein faced
inevitable comparison with that of Wilhelm Kempff, on
Polydor, which had been released to wide acclaim early
in 1932. Critical assessment of Schnabel’s efforts were
mixed, but generally favourable. “The recording is

good on the whole,” wrote Alec Robertson, in The
Gramophone, in October 1936, even if “the apparatus
cannot be expected to stand up to the player’s sforzandi
without protest”. He also felt that a “lack of
sensitiveness” damaged an otherwise fine performance.
The recording offered a “wonderful clarity of
exposition, fine rhythmic energy, and a technique equal
to all demands. …The player’s strong rhythmic sense
serves him in good stead throughout the two long
movements of the ‘Waldstein’.” For Robertson,
Schnabel’s playing represented a “purely intellectual
approach to the music”. It was this point more than any
other that divided critical opinion of the time.
Discussing the same recording a year later, Robert A.
Hall, Jr. wrote that Schnabel’s “perfection of touch and
his absolute control of dynamics are well known; not so
often emphasized are the inimitable ‘singing’ quality of
his tone, and the almost orchestral richness and variety
which he brings forth from the piano. To this technical
mastery Schnabel adds and fuses what is all too rare a
quality: an intensely intelligent (not merely
‘intellectual’) mind. In his playing we hear not only an
exposition but an integration of the spiritual and
emotional content of the music, as well as its structure.
The result is a perfectly blended interpretation of the
music as a spiritual expression and as a musical
organism.” This sounds much like what the ailing
Schnabel achieved with the Waldstein on 20th January
1951 at the Hunter College Auditorium, in New York,
at what was to be his final performance. His biographer,
César Saerchinger, writes: “The climax came with the
C major Sonata, when all earthly woe seemed to
dissolve in the ethereal trills of the finale, evaporate in
the luminous veils of iridescent sound. Never had even
he, so it seemed, succeeded in conjuring up so magical
a vision of the infinite”.

Brian C. Thompson
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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.

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.
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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 will be devoted to the sonatas, presented in
their order of composition, while the final two volumes will 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 equalisation 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. Computerised 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 equalisation has aimed for a warm, full piano tone which I believe is more representative of the
original recordings.

Finally, I have linked the movements of each of the sonatas by retaining the surface noise on the original discs.
With recordings of a basically higher noise level such as the present ones, I feel that once the listener has become
acclimated to the surface hiss, much of it can be mentally screened out. It is counterproductive to be reminded of it
at the start of each new movement, as happens in those editions in which movements are faded in and faded out.

The present transfers were made from British HMV pressings. The two Op. 49 sonatas, omitted here, were
featured in Volume 2 of this series as they are believed to have been composed between the Op. 2 and Op. 7
sonatas.

Mark Obert-Thorn
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Artur Schnabel: BEETHOVEN: Piano Works, Vol. 6

Sonata No. 17 in D minor, Op. 31, No. 2, ‘Tempest’ 22:52
1 Largo - Allegro 8:55
2 Adagio 8:17
3 Allegretto 5:40

Recorded 27th-28th April, 1934 in EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3, London
Matrices: 2B 6178-2, 6179-2, 6180-2, 6181-2 and 6182-4
First issued as HMV DB 2649 - 2651 in Society Volume 8

Sonata No. 18 in E flat major, Op. 31, No. 3 21:13
4 Allegro 8:20
5 Scherzo: Allegro vivace 4:45
6 Menuetto: Moderato e grazioso 4:09
7 Presto con fuoco 4:00

Recorded 25th May, 1932 in EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3, London
Matrices: 2B 3254-1, 3255-2, 3257-1, 3256-2 and 3258-2
First issued as HMV DB 2358 - 2360 in Society Volume 6

Sonata No. 21 in C major, Op. 53, ‘Waldstein’ 24:07
8 Allegro con brio 10:05
9 Introduzione: Adagio molto 5:10
0 Rondo: Allegretto moderato 8:52

Recorded 25th April and 7th May, 1934 in EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3, London
Matrices: 2B 6160-1, 6161-1, 6162-2, 6163-2, 6164-1 and 6165-2
First issued as HMV DB 2853 - 2855 in Society Volume 9
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Complete Beethoven Sonata Society
Recordings Vol. 6

Cover Photograph: Artur Schnabel in England, late 1940s
(Private Collection)
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Producer and Audio Restoration Engineer: Mark Obert-Thorn
A complete tracklist can be found on the last page of the booklet
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1 - 3 Sonata No. 17 in D minor, Op. 31, No. 2, ‘Tempest’ 22:52
Recorded 27th-28th April, 1934 in EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3, London
Matrices: 2B 6178-2, 6179-2, 6180-2, 6181-2 and 6182-4
First issued as HMV DB 2649 - 2651 in Society Volume 8

4 - 7 Sonata No. 18 in E flat major, Op. 31, No. 3 21:13
Recorded 25th May, 1932 in EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3, London
Matrices: 2B 3254-1, 3255-2, 3257-1, 3256-2 and 3258-2
First issued as HMV DB 2358 - 2360 in Society Volume 6

8 - 0 Sonata No. 21 in C major, Op. 53, ‘Waldstein’ 24:07
Recorded 25th April and 7th May, 1934 in EMI Abbey Road Studio No. 3, London
Matrices: 2B 6160-1, 6161-1, 6162-2, 6163-2, 6164-1 and 6165-2
First issued as HMV DB 2853 - 2855 in Society Volume 9

Artur Schnabel (1882-1951)

MADE IN 
THE EU

At first reluctant to make recordings, by the 1930s the great pianist Artur Schnabel fully accepted the new
technology. His recordings of Beethoven’s piano music include all the numbered sonatas, originally issued
on subscription by the Beethoven Sonata Society. Given his status as the leading Beethoven specialist of his
time (or perhaps ever), each disc became the subject of intense scrutiny. The recordings of the sonatas on
the present disc received closer attention than most, Schnabel’s interpretation of the ‘Waldstein’ sonata
prompting the critic Robert A. Hall, Jr. to comment, “to this technical mastery Schnabel adds and fuses
what is all too rare a quality: an intensely intelligent (not merely ‘intellectual’) mind... The result is a
perfectly blended interpretation of the music as a spiritual expression and as a musical organism.” In his
insistence on recording all thirty-two Sonatas, Schnabel left a statement that influenced how we understand
and appreciate many of Beethoven’s works.
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