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a magical moment of suspense and disorientation that breaks the pattern. a highly dramatic 
gesture follows – the same chord is repeated fortissimo, an octave higher. This chord functions 
as a short (one bar) transition into the finale. 

The finale (allegro, ma non troppo) is in sonata form but with an unusual twist – the exposition 
is not repeated. The theme is presented in the tonic and in the Neapolitan mode, following the 
harmonic order of the first movement.  a short rhythmical figure in the bass connects the phrases 
of the main theme. This figure becomes an important building block and a crucial expressive 
gesture. The finale is in relentless motion, a real perpetuum mobile interrupted suddenly by an 
upward arpeggio, again in the Neapolitan mode. a carefully calculated improvisatory section 
follows which works as a transition into the reprisa. There is an extended dominant harmony 
that lasts 32 bars and the longest arpeggio in all of Beethoven’s music, which goes up and 
down covering the whole range of keyboard like a phantom bridge over the abyss, like a tunnel 
that leads, not toward the light, but back to darkness and anxiety.

The Coda (Presto!) explodes into a macabre dance, which is transformed into the main theme 
of the finale, desperately spinning around again and again before coming to a crushing and 
truly terrifying end.

The three sonatas in this recording are tragedies in which the central event, the death of the 
Hero, has already taken place before the music begins. in these sonatas two currents of time 
are at work simultaneously – “natural” (centripetal) flow forward and backward (centrifugal) 
motion. The forward motion is a futile attempt to flee from the tragedy (the center of gravity). it 
unavoidably fails, prevented by the backward motion - there is no escape. The point of friction 
between these two currents of time is the urgency of the present. There is no future in these 
sonatas.

like every true artist, Beethoven would not accept the world as it is, but strove to create the 
world as should be. in his music he did just that. and for that we are grateful.

Vladimir Feltsman
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figure in the left hand.  This movement is a vivid example of “Sturm und drang” in Beethoven’s 
music. The dominant dynamic marking, however, (often ignored) is Piano, jolted with electric 
explosions - sforzandos on the top chords. The atmosphere is gloomy and sinister. This 
movement spins with an enormous and untamable energy. it is one of the most powerful 
expressions of agitation, anxiety and despair in all of music. all attempts to break out of 
the vicious circle fail and the sonata comes to a ferocious ending (very similar to that of the 
“appassionata”), consumed by the demons it created. 

Sonata in F minor Opus 57, commonly known as “appassionata”, had been written down 
by 1806 and was published in 1807. The title “appassionata” was given to this sonata after 
Beethoven’s death. 

The first movement (allegro assai) starts in parallel octaves (over the octave) – a very unusual 
beginning. The main theme is an arpeggiated (down and up) chord in dotted rhythm. in the 
fourth bar the same theme returns and is repeated in the Neapolitan mode (flatted supertonic). 
This is extremely unusual, a real “happening”. in the tenth bar a rhythmical figure similar to 
the opening formula of Beethoven’s 5th symphony comes in. This triplet figure becomes an 
essential building bloc of the first movement. The second theme, which is a modification of 
the main theme and follows the same rhythmical pattern, is presented in octaves (again) with 
the constant accompaniment of broken chords in triplets. This triplet formula is a constant 
presence in this movement, bordering on obsession – it is present even when it is not, as 
something that is going on behind the curtain, hidden, but quite real. The first movement of the 
“appassionata” is a psychological drama that unfolds with incredible power and an emotional 
intensity never before heard in music in such personal terms. it is an extended sonata form with 
a substantial coda that finally brings this turbulent movement to a sudden stop. in the last six 
bars the main theme inverts itself. instead of going down and up, it goes up and then all the 
way down to the lowest note of the piano of that time – the lower F.

The second movement (andante con motto) is a set of variations on a theme, coming back 
to the tonic each bar or every second bar, as if mesmerized by it. This harmonic pattern is 
sustained throughout the movement until a diminished chord unexpectedly crawls in, creating 

By dedicating his first set of three piano sonatas, Opus 2, simply to Joseph Haydn, rather than 
to “my teacher, Joseph Haydn,” Beethoven confidently presents himself as an independent 
composer who has fully mastered the Viennese style of Haydn and mozart and brought his own 
ideas and methods to this preexisting idiom. 

The piano was at the center of Beethoven’s musical experiments during his first period in 
Vienna. The evolution of his style and command of his craft are clearly evident in his piano 
sonatas, which became progressively more and more inventive, unorthodox and unmistakably 
personal. The composer himself takes center stage and becomes the main personality, the 
protagonist in his works. This evolution culminated in the “Eroica” symphony, which radically 
transformed the cultural attitude towards musical aesthetics (and ethics!) and the position that 
the artist could claim for himself.  

The sonata Opus 13 in C minor was composed in 1798-99 and dedicated to Beethoven’s 
friend and patron Carl von lichnowsky.  its title, “Pathetique,” is not Beethoven’s, but was 
added by the editor.  a truly groundbreaking work that opened new musical horizons, it brought 
a previously unimagined urgency and intensity into music. it is Beethoven’s first dramatic sonata 
and the first that starts with a slow introduction, somber, dark and tragic.

There is a relatedness of thematic material, as in all of Beethoven’s works. The second theme 
from the first movement becomes material for the second theme in the second movement (in 
inverted form) and for the main theme of the finale.

The first movement is in sonata form with a slow (Grave) introduction. Beethoven modifies the 
usual sonata form by returning to the introduction section twice (!!!), first at the beginning of the 
development and again before the coda. This makes it possible to regard the whole structure 
of the first movement in a different way - the introduction becomes a main theme that returns 
twice, as it should in sonata form. a similar formula would be used much later in his string 
Quartet Opus 127 in E flat major. a swift coda closes the first movement with the utmost power 
and urgency, like a tightly wound spring that finally can’t hold the tension any longer and snaps.
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The second movement (adagio cantabile) opens with the famous tune that has been used (and 
abused) so often by the mass culture, in films, pop and rock music, and even hip-hop. The 
main theme comes back three times and there are two middle episodes in between, with an 
eight bar (Schubertian) coda.

The finale (rondo: allegro) opens with a wistful, nostalgic theme that is borrowed from 
the second theme of the first movement, but sounds new here. in Beethoven, the context 
is everything. The main theme comes back three times (as in the second movement). The 
second middle episode is written in a very ingenious manner – the voices mirror each other 
simultaneously (in inverted counterpoint) four times before proceeding further. There is a coda 
with dramatic gestures that are repeated six times, building up the tension that picks up into the 
long scale that runs from the top down and suddenly stops at the dominant chord (6/4) to the a 
flat; then in a few short steps it is quickly resolved into the final dramatic rundown.

Sonata Opus 27 #2 in C sharp minor “Quasi una fantasia” (“The moonlight sonata”) was 
completed in 1801 and dedicated to Beethoven’s pupil Countess Giulietta Guicciardi, who 
was 17 years old at the time and with whom Beethoven is thought to have been in love. The 
title “moonlight” was given to it by the music critic ludwig rellstab after Beethoven’s death. 
Beethoven is opening yet another chapter in this work, experimenting with the sonata form and 
incorporating new models. indeed, Beethoven would never stop experimenting with musical 
form.

The “moonlight sonata” starts with a slow movement instead of an allegro. Usually the main 
dramatic event of a sonata or symphony is given in the first movement, which sets the tone 
of the whole work. in the “moonlight” this order is reversed and the main dramatic event is 
reserved for the Finale.

There is a very telling marking in the first movement: “Si deve suonare tutto questo pezzo 
delicatissimamente e senza sordino” (it is necessary to play this whole piece very delicately and 
without dampers), meaning that  the whole movement should be played on one open pedal. 

The idea is quite radical, but it is sustainable on the fortepianos of Beethoven’s time, creating 
a very special shimmering sound atmosphere. However, it is not possible to play the whole 
first movement on one pedal on a modern piano. The volume and duration of the sound on 
the older fortepianos are very different from the modern piano and the pedal on modern piano 
lasts much longer. The same instruction to play on one pedal appears at the beginning of the 
finale of the “Waldstein” sonata. Beethoven was not the first composer to use the pedal in this 
manner – in the first movement of his C major sonata Opus 79 Haydn put a pedal marking that 
lasts four and a half bars in spite of changes in harmonies. 

The first movement is marked adagio sostenuto, but the time signature is alla breve C, meaning 
that it should move by two (slow two), not by four beats. This movement is among the most 
recognizable of Beethoven’s works, along with the beginning of the 5th Symphony and “Für 
Elise”. 

Usually the first four bars are considered an introduction, with the main theme starting from the 
fifth bar on the top. in fact, however, the main theme begins at the very first bar in the bass and 
is presented again in the fifth bar. The melody in the upper voice starts with a funeral march 
rhythmical formula, repeated twice. (The same rhythmical formula opens the “appassionata”.) 
Beethoven is playing a very subtle game here. a true magician, he manipulates our perceptions 
and makes us believe in what we hear. But music is more than we hear with our ears. We can’t 
fully appreciate the value of music and the craft of composer without understanding of what is 
going on behind the notes. Beethoven’s scores are fascinating in this respect – the more you 
look, the more you see, and this process seems unending. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, 
but our eyes must be developed to the maximum in order to recognize it fully.

The second movement is a brief scherzo with a traditional trio in the middle. it is sunny and 
pastoral, free of worries and complications. it derives its theme from part of the main theme of 
the first movement (bars 7-9).

The finale (Presto agitato) begins without warning with relentless ascending arpeggios in the 
right hand (that derive from the arpeggio pattern of the first movement) and a basso ostinato 
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