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Why programme all eighteen piano sonatas
of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart? Even in the
presence of one of the greatest composers
who has lived, is there enough contrast of
material to keep the listener nourished? The
other dilemma, more challenging for any
pianist, is the music itself, which must
breathe and give life to every phrase: to my
mind, the sonatas resemble mini operas,
even if conceived for and performed by a
solo player.

As for the programmes themselves, I
looked for contrasts of ideas within the
music and to give in each programme as
wide a range of dates of composition as
possible. After all, from the first Sonata in
C major K279 until the final Sonata in
D major K576, we travel fourteen years. It is
fascinating to think of the young virtuoso
Mozart in 1775, provided with all he needed
for repertoire with his first six sonatas, or
performing with relish in Mannheim and
Paris in 1777 and 1778. 

Think too of the wonder of the thirteenth
Sonata in B flat major K333, with its
achingly beautiful Andante cantabile,

written whilst in Linz in 1783, and then the
perplexing power of the great C minor
Sonata K457, written down in Vienna in
October 1784 and its companion, the
Fantasie in C minor K475, in May 1785. The
turbulence, harmonic invention and sheer
outpouring of emotion would lead any
listener to wonder in what state of mind our
young composer was, while the remaining
sonatas from Vienna show a unique ability
to express through the slenderest harmonic
means the ultimate in expression.

What glories then are contained in this
cycle of works by Mozart? For me, they
imbue the spirit with joy, laughter, sadness,
contemplation, exhilaration: the challenge
always is to give full life to their individual
character. For the new listener, what
wonderful surprises await. For the well-
acquainted listener, how fortunate to return
to them eager to be enchanted again.

Christian Blackshaw
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IMPRESSING HIS AUDIENCE
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The piano sonatas No. 3 in B flat major K281, 
No. 4 in E flat major K282, and No. 5 in G major
K283 form part of a handful of works written by
Mozart in Munich in late 1774 and early 1775.
Mozart was in the city for the first performance of
his opera La finta giardiniera, which had been
planned for Christmas, but eventually took place
during the 1775 carnival season. While all of the
piano sonatas written in Munich are showpieces,
the B flat major Sonata is particularly decorated,
with an Allegro in which aria-like sections are
interrupted by more excited passages (often in
contrary motion). Those buffa characteristics
continue in the Andante amoroso, with its heavy
bass octaves and pert acciaccaturas. The rondo
finale has its surprises too, with harmonic forays
and a series of cadenzas and sudden pauses,
before a reaffirmation of the tonic in a last gleeful
cadence.

After the pleasing impudence of the B flat
major Sonata, Piano Sonata No. 4 in E flat major
K282 is more serene. There is contrast here too,
however, as Mozart switches between spare two-
part textures and more replete cadence points.
That opposition is further underlined by the
dynamic contrasts. The development is
momentarily anguished, though Mozart soon
settles onto the dominant, providing the
springboard for the recapitulation which
ends with a brief but touching coda. Splayed
diminished chords and jostling triplets and
semiquavers confound the courtly grace of the
minuet, while the finale has its own engaging

irregularities, both in rhythm and harmony. 
The Piano Sonata No. 5 in G major K283

embraces both the poise of the E flat major Sonata
and the B flat major Sonata’s buffa bravura. The
opening Allegro begins in humble terms, before
Mozart unfurls a ream of impressive semiquavers.
These tee up a modulation to the dominant,
though this second tonal area is dogged by
rhythmic ambiguities and a more wide-ranging
harmonic language, all part and parcel of the
developmentary nature of the opening movement.
The Andante is a typically effortless Mozartian
creation, while the more expressive middle
section prefaces the idiom of the finale. 

Mozart failed to find employment in Munich in
1775, but was back in the Bavarian capital in 1780
for the première of Idomeneo, shortly before his
presence was required in Vienna by the Prince
Archbishop of Salzburg. The success of Idomeneo
in Munich, however, not only marked the
beginning of Mozart’s theatrical maturity but it
also provided a requisite boost to his confidence,
encouraging him to leave the Archbishop’s
employment and remain in Vienna. Around this
time – the exact dates are unknown – Mozart
wrote three new piano sonatas, which would
doubtless have been shown to potential
employers during his early months in Vienna.

Although Piano Sonata No. 10 in C major K330
certainly provides an impressive showcase, the
opening statements are rather humble. Here,
rather than flashy display, all is homogeneity. The
fluidity of the first movement finds even fuller
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expression in the Andante cantabile, not least in
its pianissimo move to F minor. That variation on
the initial theme provides the music for the coda,
which is an editor’s invention, due to the loss of
the original manuscript. The finale is a wonder-
fully breezy ditty, with numerous appoggiaturas
and a brisk harmonic pace. A stream of triplet
arpeggios provides an extra dash of virtuosity at
the close. 

It is equally difficult to date the later Piano
Sonata No. 13 in B flat major K333. While it was
published in April 1784, Mozart left few clues as
to its origins. For many years it was thought to
date from the end of Mozart’s time in Salzburg.
A revised estimate placed it in Paris, during the
difficult tour of 1778. But more recent research for
the Neue Mozart-Ausgabe suggests that the piano
sonata was written at the same time as the ‘Linz’

symphony of 1783. Mozart and his wife Constanze
had stopped in the city on the way back to Vienna
from Salzburg and, resourceful as ever, Mozart
may have written this piano sonata, just like the
symphony, for a spur-of-the-moment concert. The
Allegro has a giddy joy, spiralling ever higher with
harmonic surprises and lots of accents, trills and
turns. In marked contrast, the Andante cantabile is
calm, though Mozart cannot entirely resist
returning to the more playful tone of the Allegro.
So, rather than a rapt aria, this is a slow dance
with a quiet spring in its step, passing,
unexpectedly, through D flat minor on its way to
the dominant. The nimble finale likewise explores
darker harmonic hues, swapping between major
and minor, before Mozart provides a particularly
bold cadenza to impress his audience.

Notes by Gavin Plumley © 2014
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Also available on Wigmore Hall Live
from all good record shops and from www.wigmore-hall.org.uk/live

CHRISTIAN BLACKSHAW piano

Mozart Piano Sonatas, Volume 1: K279, K280, K310, K311, K570

WHLive0061/2

‘One could hardly ask for deeper accounts of the slow movements of
these works’ (The Sunday Times). ‘The luminous tone Blackshaw draws
from the keys is a wonder in itself, and such is the kaleidoscope of
feeling he uncovers in the composer’s decorative forms – joy, sadness,
contemplation, exhilaration – that one easily takes the pianist’s
technique for granted, so unassumingly has he clothed it in his
warm and deft musicianship.’ (Financial Times) 

GRAMOPHONE EDITOR’S CHOICE
BBC MUSIC MAGAZINE INSTRUMENTAL CHOICE
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CHRISTIAN BLACKSHAW
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Christian Blackshaw is recognised for the passion,
range and sensitivity he brings to his extensive
repertoire. His playing combines tremendous
emotional depth with great understanding and, in
the words of one London critic, ‘sheer musicality
and humanity’. Pianist magazine, reviewing his
performance of Schubert’s great B flat major
Sonata D960 at the Queen Elizabeth Hall, wrote
that the work ‘has become the calling-card of
many a pianist wishing to declare themselves a
musician’s musician and Blackshaw most
certainly belongs to this category’. Following
studies with Gordon Green at the Royal College

Manchester and Royal Academy of Music, London,
and winning the gold medals at each, he was the
first British pianist to study at the Leningrad
Conservatoire with Moisei Halfin. He later worked
closely with Sir Clifford Curzon in London.

Christian Blackshaw has performed with many
leading orchestras including the London Philhar-
monic, Hallé, City of Birmingham Symphony, Royal
Liverpool Philharmonic, Royal Scottish National,
BBC Philharmonic, BBC Symphony, Academy of St
Martin in the Fields, St Petersburg Philharmonic,
Moscow Philharmonic, Mariinsky, New York
Philharmonic, San Francisco Symphony, Baltimore
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Symphony, Israel Philharmonic, Dresden
Staatskapelle, Rotterdam Philharmonic and RAI
Torino orchestras. Conductors with whom he has
collaborated include Sir Simon Rattle, Valery
Gergiev, Gianandrea Noseda, Yuri Temirkanov and
Sir Neville Marriner. Christian Blackshaw has
given chamber concerts in London with the
principals of the London Symphony Orchestra and
Chamber Orchestra of Europe, and festival
engagements have taken him to Stars of the White
Nights St Petersburg, Prague, Dubrovnik, Helsinki,
Stresa, Britain in Greece Festival Athens, Bath,
Snape and the BBC Proms. 

In 2010 he completed the Mozart Sonata cycle
at St George’s Bristol, with BBC Music Magazine

writing of his final concert that it was ‘one of the
finest Mozart recitals I’ve heard in years’. In 2012
he made his debut with the Berlin Philharmonic
Orchestra, ‘serving every note with nobility’ as one
critic stated, and gave a debut recital in Tokyo.
During the summer of 2012 he returned to the
White Nights Festival at the invitation of Valery
Gergiev to perform the Mozart Sonata cycle
followed by a return to the Southbank Inter-
national Piano Series.

This is the second of four volumes of Christian
Blackshaw’s Mozart Piano Sonata series live
at Wigmore Hall, which he performed in 2012
and 2013.
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www.wigmore-hall.org.uk/live

Engineered by Steve Portnoi www.outhouseaudio.com

Produced by Jeremy Hayes
Recorded live at Wigmore Hall, London, on 23 May 2012

Director: John Gilhooly
Wigmore Hall Live — General Manager: Darius Weinberg

Photography by Benjamin Ealovega
Manufactured by Repeat Performance Multimedia, London
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Christian Blackshaw piano
Recorded live at Wigmore Hall, London, on 23 May 2012
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COMPACT DISC 1 51.39

Piano Sonata No. 3 in B flat major K281
01 Allegro 06.58
02 Andante amoroso 05.00
03 Rondeau. Allegro 05.13

Piano Sonata No. 4 in E flat major K282
04 Adagio 10.32
05 Menuetto I – II 04.36
06 Allegro 03.27

Piano Sonata No. 5 in G major K283
07 Allegro 05.31
08 Andante 05.12
09 Presto 04.42

COMPACT DISC 2 47.15

Piano Sonata No. 10 in C major K330
01 Allegro moderato 07.17
02 Andante cantabile 07.48
03 Allegretto 06.22

Piano Sonata No. 13 in B flat major K333
04 Allegro 08.07
05 Andante cantabile 09.36
06 Allegretto grazioso 07.45

Total time:  98.54
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