
Beethoven is an iconic figure in classical music.  The lion who ushered in the era of Romanticism, 
with its messy, subjective, personal view - layered over the perfectly evolved structures of Classicism; 
the master of the sonata form and its orchestral counterpart, the symphony; the tragically deaf 
composer who conducted the premiere of his 9th Symphony, only for the orchestra to finish before 
he did.  
 
It is likely that most of our audience already knows about Beethoven, but if not, there are countless 
resources to explore, from meticulously researched biographies to brief online entries. To quote 
from Lunday’s Secret Lives of Great Composers, Beethoven said, “Music is the wine which inspires one 
to new generative processes, and I am Bacchus who presses out this glorious wine for mankind and 
makes them spiritually drunk.”  Beethoven was known for his artful development of musical 
material - meaning that he might write a theme that was exceptional in its own right, but could also 
be broken down into compelling component parts (musical motives). Beethoven amply 
demonstrates his passion for development in these sonatas, constantly choosing one element or 
another from a theme to reframe for the listener, drawing the ear to unanticipated - or ultimately 
inevitable - destinations. Tonight’s three cello sonatas reveal Beethoven’s masterful generative 
process at its height.  
 
Each sonata has moments of exceptional beauty, clarity and expressivity, but there are two 
important qualities that define all three. First, Beethoven writes idiomatically for the cello and piano 
allowing each instrument maximum expressivity within the range of its own sound palette. 
Sometimes the cello sings through long legato melodies or sustains extended pedal points. At other 
times it chases the piano through sequences of fast moving patterns. Occasionally, it introduces 
varied textures through pizzicatos (plucks) or trills (fast alternating notes) or double-stops (two 
strings played simultaneously). The piano, providing melodic, harmonic, rhythmic and percussive 
material, partners like a full orchestra, completely exploiting the piano’s unique sonorities.  
 
Secondly, each instrument shares equally in the musical expression. Over and over again, phrases, 
motives, and melodies are shared, split, and sequenced, with leadership passing back and forth 
between the instruments, coming together for moments of unison and to complete musical ideas. 
 
Sonata No. 5 in D Major is in three movements. The very first gesture introduced by the piano - a 
quick flourish on a low D, jumping up to a high D, fast and loud - defines the entire first movement. 
It is followed by a contrasting melodic phrase that balances its energy. The motive is repeated by the 
piano and cello throughout the movement. There is a contrasting section that is marked by a long 
pedal tone in the cello over short quiet chords played by the piano. This leads back to the original 
motive followed by a short coda (epilogue) to bring the first movement to an energetic close.  
 
The second movement begins hushed and legato, the music without clear meter or impetus. Only 
when the cello enters with a melody in its low register while the piano’s left hand joins with a quick 
moving figure does an appreciable direction emerge. As this subdued, almost whispered movement 
draws to a close, the harmony brightens and leads to the third and final movement: Allegro fugato.  
 
The subtlety of the second movement is swept away by the almost raucous, syncopated fugue, 
introduced by the cello in a single voice, with the piano providing the remaining 3 voices of the 4-
part fugue. Even though each entrance of the fugue subject is marked piano (quiet), the movement 
evolves into a full fledged romp. 
 



Sonata No. 4 in C Major is in two movements, both of which begin with slow melodic sections 
followed by fast ones. The sonata begins with a gentle and caressing solo cello melody: quiet 
stepwise movement in a warm register, answered by the piano. Beethoven chooses motives to echo 
and expand, eventually repeating the cello melody with piano, then exploring some more until 
suddenly...it’s loud, it’s fast, it’s rhythmic, it’s together.  
 
There’s no mistaking the start of the second section, no more ruminative phrases or pausing for 
reflection. Piano and cello play a strong dotted rhythm in octaves. An expressive counter melody 
follows, alternating between cello and piano with fast repeated figures for the accompanying 
instrument. The second movement begins slowly and quietly in the cello’s low register with a 
sombre introduction followed by a tender melody for the cello and then the piano hearkening back 
to the first melody. And then we’re off: Allegro vivace; a playful and virtuosic game of cat and 
mouse, chasing and pouncing, pausing and frolicking to the end. 
 

Sonata No. 3 in A Major in three movements is a 27-minute tour de force in which the cello and 
piano are so equally represented that they convey a single, seamless voice. As in sonatas No. 4 and 5, 
Beethoven presents musical themes that are dissected and reassembled in virtually endless 
combinations.  
 
The first movement begins with the cello, its melody initially arcing upward, making its sinuous way 
down toward a long low note which anchors the piano’s completion of the theme. Then, as good 
partners do, they swap parts, and the piano takes a turn with the initial melody, providing its own 
long, now repeated, note to accompany the cello’s completion of the theme. Beethoven begins the 
development section with the same first three notes in the piano, but cannot contain his 
imagination. He uses a repeated triplet figure to create a sense of forward movement. He adds trills 
and accents, overlaps lines, changes keys, and introduces secondary themes, always with the cello 
and piano equally sharing the lead. They signal the conclusion of the first movement by playing the 
theme - loudly and together.  
 
Next comes the scherzo (a fast, vigorous, movement). Not only is it vigorous and fast, but the 
rhythms are syncopated and there are chromatic harmonies - all of which combine to keep the 
listener wondering what will happen next. Uncertainty is rewarded by a gorgeous contrasting theme, 
first in double stops (two strings played simultaneously) on the cello, then in close harmony on the 
piano. Beethoven brings back the first theme and builds upon it, gives us another hearing of the 
double stops, and closes out the movement with another version of the first theme.  
 
The third movement begins with a lyrical introduction: the melody in the piano and the cello 
harmonizing, but then the cello takes the melody, accompanied by the piano. Soon, however, 
Beethoven presents an energetic main theme, first in the cello with piano accompaniment, then in 
the piano over a long cello pedal point. There is a contrasting theme, call and response led by the 
cello, which leads to an exuberant 16th note pattern, handed off between instruments. We are 
treated to more of Beethoven’s prodigious developmental techniques, including double stops and 
even quadruple stops for the cello and flying figures in both hands of the piano - an absolutely 
virtuosic finale! 
- Liz Norman 


