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Disc One

Sonata No. 1 in F major, Op. 5, No. 1
1. Adagio sostenuto 
2. Allegro
3. Rondo: Allegro vivace

12 Varia�ons on ‘See the Conquering Hero 
Comes’ from Handel’s ‘Judas Maccabeus’, WoO 45
4. Theme
5. Varia�on I
6. Varia�on II
7. Varia�on III
8. Varia�on IV
9. Varia�on V
10. Varia�on VI
11. Varia�on VII
12. Varia�on VIII
13. Varia�on IX
14. Varia�on X
15. Varia�on XI
16. Varia�on XII

Sonata No. 2 in G minor, Op. 5, No. 2
17. Adagio sostenuto e espressivo
18. Allegro molto più tosto presto
19. Rondo: Allegro

12 Varia�ons on ‘Ein Mädchen oder Weibchen’
from Mozart’s ‘Die Zauberflöte’, Op. 66
20. Theme
21. Varia�on I
22. Varia�on II
23. Varia�on III
24. Varia�on IV
25. Varia�on V
26. Varia�on VI
27. Varia�on VII
28. Varia�on VIII

29. Varia�on IX
30. Varia�on X
31. Varia�on XI
32. Varia�on XII
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Sonata No. 3 in A major, Op. 69
1. Allegro ma non tanto
2. Scherzo: Allegro molto  
3. Adagio cantabile – Allegro vivace

7 Varia�ons on ‘Bei Männern, welche Liebe
fühlen’ from Mozart’s ‘Die Zauberflöte’, WoO 46
4. Theme
5. Varia�on I
6. Varia�on II
7. Varia�on III
8. Varia�on IV
9. Varia�on V
10. Varia�on VI
11. Varia�on VII 

Sonata No. 4 in C major, Op. 102, No. 1
12. Andante 
13. Allegro vivace
14. Adagio – Tempo d’Andante – 
      Allegro vivace

Sonata No. 5 in D major, Op. 102, No. 2
15. Allegro con brio
16. Adagio con molto sen�mento d’affe�o
17. Allegro 
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Beethoven’s works for cello and 
piano in context

Our desire to categorise all things musical 
o�en leads to a distor�on of how historical 
events came to pass. Beethoven is a prime 
example of this and his cello sonatas 
perhaps present a chance to reassess 
and explain be�er, the rather crude 
categorisa�on of his o�en so-called 
‘three periods’.

Today, if we consider the canon of the 
cello/piano sonata repertoire, the Op. 5 
sonatas are considered generally to be 
the first bona fide examples of this genre. 
Whilst s�ll being published and presented 
as Sonates pour pianoforte et violoncelle,
there is a true égalité between the 
instruments which had hitherto not 
been explored. This however in no 
ways illustrates the context in which 
these works were conceived and given life.

Nowadays, cellists the world over lament 
the (perhaps apocryphal) anecdote of 
Bernhard Romberg, one of the most 
famous cellists of the day, refusing the 
offer of a cello concerto from Beethoven. 
But in the context of the day, it would 
have been no more bizarre for Beethoven 
to have refused a piano concerto from 
say Romberg or another eminent cellist 

of the day. Romberg, the Duport brothers 
and Kra� (father and son) all wrote 
prodigiously for the instrument, partly of 
course out of necessity but also, more 
importantly because the me�er of a 
musician of the day was much more 
all-encompassing.

Up un�l the founding of the Paris 
Conservatoire in 1795 which was the first 
designated ins�tu�on where a violinist 
could go to learn to ‘a violinist’ (and thus 
the process of categorisa�on began), 
composing and improvising were integral 
parts to every musician’s appren�ceship 
and development. Beethoven was no 
different (apart from perhaps just how 
much he excelled at all these facets), and 
at the �me of the premiere of the Op. 5 
sonatas, he was primarily known as a 
virtuoso pianist with an astonishing 
propensity for improvisa�on. 

Beethoven was s�ll however a fledgling 
composer, his Op. 1 set of trios having only 
been published the year before the 1796 
Op. 5 sonatas. His evolu�on and 
development as a composer is fascina�ng 
in the context of these five sonatas and 
their places in the chronological overview
of his output.

Whilst the Op. 5 sonatas represent 
   
 



Beethoven at the cusp of his 
composi�onal career and an ever 
developing focus towards his first 
group of Op. 18 quartets and first 
symphony (these two forms being 
the benchmark calling card for any 
composer of the epoch wan�ng to 
make an impression), the final pair 
of sonatas Op. 102 reveal to us the 
mature composer who could no 
longer perform due to his deafness. 
The premiere of the Archduke Trio 
Op. 97 which Beethoven himself 
played in, was his last public 
appearance and these sonatas, 
wri�en just a�er, show how acutely 
his composi�onal aesthe�c was 
changing with a rigorous dis�lla�on 
of ideas and sophis�ca�on of 
counterpoint that would manifest 
itself in works such as the Ninth 
Symphony and Missa Solemnis.

One can only imagine the frisson of 
crea�ve energy when Beethoven and 
Jean-Louis Duport came together to 
introduce his Op. 5 sonatas for the first 
�me at the court of Friedrich Wilhelm II 
in Berlin. Beethoven’s prowess for 
dazzling virtuosic displays and party
piece improvising – taking well-known 
themes from audience members and 
extemporising seemingly at will, was 
 

widely known. Duport was also lauded 
for his technical mastery and command 
of the cello, Voltaire saying ‘Sir, you will 
make me believe in miracles, for i see that 
you can turn an Ox into a nigh�ngale’! 
(I would argue that the ox would have 
appealed just as much as the nigh�ngale 
to Beethoven and he certainly exploits 
both sides). Duport also wrote one of 
the most important trea�ses on cello 
playing. Relevant s�ll today, it also gives 
us a snapshot of the style of cello 
playing that must have appealed so 
much to Beethoven and also influenced 
how he himself approached the wri�ng 
of these sonatas in terms of cello 
technique.   

Sadly for us, there are no first-hand 
accounts of those Berlin concerts. In 
fact the only surviving anecdote of 
either of these works in Beethoven’s 
hands comes from the composer himself 
when he played through the Op. 5 
No. 2 Sonata with Dragone�, the double 
bass virtuoso of the day, who was on a 
visit to Vienna. Beethoven, convinced 
that Dragone� would falter when it 
came to the nimble string crossing 
arpeggios in the last movement, was 
astonished at the ease with which 
Dragone� dispatched them! 

But despite this lack of first-hand account, 
Duport’s influence even at a subliminal 
level can be seen in both of the Op. 5 
Sonatas. Whilst Beethoven might not 
have necessarily known many of Duport’s 
own works, cellists of the day would 
have known these and assimilated them 
into the fabric of the cello playing style 
of the day. There is a great deal of 
similarity for example in Beethoven’s 
wri�ng for the cello in the sets of 
varia�ons to some of Duport’s own 
Études and Beethoven would have heard 
examples of these at musical soirées, 
most likely in the form of improvised 
pieces of the sort that Beethoven himself 
excelled.

When comparing Op. 5 to the Op. 1 set of 
three trios, (the third of which Haydn 
famously warned was too shocking for 
the unsuspec�ng Viennese public) we 
don’t see the same level of sophis�ca�on 
in the cello wri�ng compared to the 
treatment of the violin, the cello s�ll 
effec�vely taking a con�nuo role. But 
by Op. 5 we can see Beethoven’s own 
assimila�on of the developing schools 
of cello playing which were coming 
directly from the likes of Duport and 
Romberg.

There are other important historical 

aspects involving these sonatas. Friedrich 
Willhelm II himself played a large part in 
bringing Beethoven and Duport together 
in collabora�on, he was a keen amateur 
cellist himself and employed both the 
Duport brothers at his court. His invita�on 
to Beethoven to present himself at court 
in Berlin obviously sowed the seeds for 
these ground breaking sonatas. Also, two 
years previously, there had been a 
produc�on of Handel’s Judas Maccabaeus
in Vienna. Beethoven is though to have 
been in a�endance and this almost 
certainly must have been the inspira�on 
for the set of varia�ons bearing the 
oratorio’s most famous theme.

This work is very much a companion piece 
to the Op. 5 sonatas and as well as 
highligh�ng Beethoven’s own reverence 
for Handel’s music (which became more 
and more important to him throughout 
his life), the varia�on form in Beethoven’s 
hands, illuminates not only his 
composi�onal mastery even at a fledgling 
stage, but gives us an insight as to what 
the content to his extemporisa�ons at these 
salon soirées might have been like. The 
extent and rigour with which he is able 
rework a simple melody in terms of 
contras�ng characters, rhythmic meters 
and re-harmonisa�ons is astounding and 
in all likelihood, it would have been an 
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even more unharnessed version of this, 
that his audience would have heard when 
improvising. The Op. 5 sonatas and 
varia�ons also give lie to the o�en 
quoted opinion that at this point in 
his composi�onal development, 
Beethoven didn’t consider the cello 
to have enough melodic proper�es to 
be able to hold a long sustained line, 
certainly in the way that a violin could. 
This has been suggested as a reason 
why there is no bona fide slow movement 
in any of the cello sonatas un�l Op. 102 
No. 2. but it seems clear that his desire 
to experiment with form was the 
mo�va�ng factor here.

Both Op. 5 sonatas begin with slow 
introduc�ons which then unfold into 
extended ‘Sonata Form’ Allegros. Rather 
than being alterna�ves to a stand alone 
slow movement they are perhaps an 
example of a prototype that Beethoven 
was already consider to use for his first 
two symphonies. The similari�es with 
these early symphonies do not end 
there. Beethoven begins the ‘Rondo’ 
finale of Op. 5 No. 2 seemingly in the 
‘wrong’ key. He gives us a theme that 
starts with a C major chord, the 
subdominant. He quickly cadences 
in the ‘correct’ key of G major but 
harmonic wrong foo�ng is very similar 

to how he opens his first symphony. 
Here, in the aforemen�oned slow 
introduc�on, he takes things even further 
by preceding the subdominant chord with 
it’s own dominant chord and takes us ‘round 
the houses’ harmonically before finally 
arriving at the home key of C major and 
the ‘Allegro’ main body of the movement. 

If the Op. 5 and Op. 102 sets of Sonatas pave 
the way for much that was to come in those 
so-called periods, the Op. 69 Sonata is the 
excep�on to the rule. Wri�en very much 
at the height of his ‘heroic’, middle phase, 
Beethoven was in a period of intense 
crea�ve produc�vity.

Of all the masterpieces conceived around 
this �me the Op. 69 Sonata is most closely 
related to the two most polemic of 
symphonies, the Fi�h and Sixth. Whilst 
the Fi�h symphony evokes so much of 
the French revolu�onary fervour of the 
�me with it’s musical quota�ons from 
Rouget De L’ilse’s Hymne Dithyrambique 
and Cherubini’s Hymne Du Panthean 
concerning liberté and the ‘rights of man’ 
the Sixth Symphony is his most celebrated 
paean to nature.

Where does Op. 69 fit into the context of 
these such juxtaposed works? Perhaps in 
some ways, the perfec�on of Op. 69 lies in 

the fact that is a perfect fusion of these 
two worlds. There are clear mo�vic 
similari�es between both the symphonies 
and the sonata, perhaps most strikingly 
the bass line that accompanies the horn 
call of the scherzo of the Fi�h Symphony. 
This bass line in fact becomes the melodic 
material for Op. 69’s own ‘Scherzo’, it’s 
subsequent trio highly reminiscent of 
the Sixth Symphony’s own Scherzo. 

Beethoven seems to combine both the 
revolu�onary and the benevolence of the 
two symphonies in this one sonata – his two 
opposing symphonic worlds, coexis�ng 
in a completely organic fashion.

It is also interes�ng to note in rela�on to 
the Op. 5 Sonatas, how much Beethoven 
by this period had honed his process of 
mo�vic development. Whereas he uses 
Sonata Form in the Op. 5 No. 1 sonata to 
give himself ample room to show his full 
plethora of skills and repertoire, with 
Op. 69 we can see his desire to dis�ll and 
use form to give himself a different kind 
of freedom. 

In the first movement of Op. 69, the first 
u�erance, a theme played by the cello 
alone, provides much of the mo�vic 
material for the whole movement. It 
has o�en been commented that the 



Beethoven’s curt manner with his friends 
and colleagues is o�en quoted and used 
to build a picture of his personality but 
his musical friendships were not only 
important but instruc�ve in terms of 
realising the crea�ve workings of his inner 
ear. His rela�onship with Frederick Linke,
cellist of the Schuppanzigh Quartet was a 
frui�ul and long las�ng one. His quartet 
premiered a number of Beethoven’s works 
and Linke himself appeared in concert with 
Beethoven giving first performances of both 
Op. 70 Trios and the aforemen�oned 
premiere of the Archduke Trio. Linke also 
ran a series of salon concerts in Vienna of 
which Schubert was frequently in 
a�endance.

This microcosm of Viennese musical life 
is important to bear in mind when 
considering par�cular musical connec�ons 
between Beethoven and Schubert. It is 
en�rely plausible for instance that 
Linke could have introduced a par�cular 
version of Beethoven’s Kreutzer sonata 
that had been arranged for the unusual 
combina�on of two violins, viola and two 
cellos to his salon series. Whilst we don’t 
know who made the arrangement (some 
believe it to have been Beethoven but 
anyhow,  the culture of arranging works 
for different combina�ons of instruments 
was commonplace). If Schubert had 

happened to have been in a�endance
he would have been struck by the unusual  
�mbre of the ensemble. A string quintet 
normally had two violas not two cellos and 
this could well have inspired Schubert’s 
own masterpiece for this instrumental 
combina�on.

Linke premiered both the Op. 102 Sonatas 
and we also know that he presented them 
at this series of salon concerts. Is it maybe 
not a coincidence therefore that the opening 
of Op. 102 No. 2 begins with a theme that 
exactly foreshadows one of the most 
striking thema�c mo�fs in Schubert’s 
own Death and the Maiden Quartet? 
Whilst Beethoven’s own impact on 

Viennese musical life and beyond was 
colossal, what of the crossroads he was 
at composi�onally at the �me of wri�ng 
these last two sonatas?

Perhaps if we look towards his final 
Symphony and choral masterpiece, the 
Missa Solemnis, we can see, through these 
two Sonatas, how the seeds for these two 
symphonic works were to take root. 

The economy of material in these last two 
Sonatas is breathtaking and no more so 
than in the first, the C major, Op. 102 No. 2. 
In common with Op. 69, the opening theme 
(also presented by the cello alone) forms 
not only the basis for the first movement 

theme which permeates the development 
of this movement bears a striking similarity 
to the viola da gamba aria Es ist Vollbracht 
from Bach’s St Ma�hew Passion. Whilst 
musically these themes and what they 
represent emo�onally in the context of 
both works seem almost iden�cal, in 
Beethoven’s case this theme also comes 
directly from his opening phrase, a very 
obvious mo�vic varia�on of it, and further 
evidence of the concise nature of his 
narra�ve. Having said this, Beethoven’s 
connec�on and devout deference to the 
music of Bach and Handel con�nued to 
grow along with his own composi�onal 
style. Like Schumann a�er him, 
counterpoint became increasingly 
important and as we arrive at the last 
two sonatas, Op. 102 these elements 
become more striking and we 
see how his ever developing inner ear was 
compensa�ng for his complete lack of 
ability to hear music outwardly.   

On the face of it, like the early Op. 5 set 
there may seem to be more that separates 
these two sonatas than unites them. 
However, on closer inspec�on it is striking 
how, despite the huge difference in form 
and architecture of the two, these two 
works inhabit each others sound world 
in a way that makes it impossible to 
imagine one exis�ng without the other.



but in fact, the intervallic structure of this 
opening theme is the grain for the en�re
work. However, far from limi�ng Beethoven 
in terms of emo�onal breadth, this taut 
structure allows him to condense all of 
his crea�ve ideas into the most concise 
narra�ve.

This sonata might only last around fi�een 
minutes in length, but if we look to his most 
expansive symphonic movement, the first 
movement of the Ninth Symphony, we can 
see how this dis�lla�on and intense, 
focused organisa�on of a single mo�f takes 
root on a large orchestral scale. Only when 
we arrive at the recapitula�on of this epic 
first movement do we realise that what 
seemed to be introductory material at the 
outset of the movement, a theme that has 
li�le or no ‘melodic’ property, has in fact 
been the en�re basis for the movement. 
It is astonishing how impac�ul this is without 
having the need for any sort of melodic 
interplay, such is the strength of the 
counterpoint and structure around it. 

If there are similari�es between Op. 102 
No.1 and the Ninth Symphony can perhaps 
Op. 102 No. 2 can provide some clues as to 
the path towards the Missa Solemnis.
Beethoven’s own ambivalence to religion 
is well documented and in fact there are 
moments in the Missa Solemnis where

rather than a reverence towards a deity, 
Beethoven is ques�oning its very existence. 
But it is hard to imagine the fugal wri�ng in 
this great masterpiece (and subsequently in 
the Op. 131 and Op. 133 quartets), without 
the finale of Op. 102 No. 2 and Beethoven’s 
rigorous study of counterpoint having 
come before it.

Unlike Bach’s Musical Offering which poses 
a fugal subject so chroma�c that one 
wonders how he will be able to nego�ate 
two, three, part counterpoint, let alone a 
six part fugue, Beethoven’s finale of 
Op. 102 No. 2 presents a fugue with the 
most benign of subjects. This theme which 
takes a simple D major scale may seem 
innocuous but Beethoven takes us through 
every possible key centre posing, in 
many ways, just as complex an argument 
as Bach’s but despite the outwardly 
academic nature of presen�ng material 
in this form, there is an overwhelming 
feeling of joy and almost resurrec�on a�er 
the slow movement. 

This slow movement is possible the most 
extraordinary of all the movements from 
these sonatas. It is also perhaps a glimpse 
of the intense and personal sound world 
of the late quartets. The sombre choral 
opening which gives way to material of 
the utmost tenderness (very much the 

atmosphere of the Op. 130 Cava�ne). The
�melessness of the music is as hypno�c 
as where he takes us musically. We end 
up momentarily in a key (C-sharp minor) so 
foreign, it as is if we are in the furthest 
recesses of the human soul. Only then 
does the fugue subject appear, first as a 
tenta�ve ques�on but then seemingly as 
the possible answer to all that had been 
ques�oned before.

These last two works for cello and piano 
seem to encapsulate every facet of 
Beethoven’s musical DNA and the 
five sonatas as a set shine a unique 
light onto his whole composi�onal 
output and musical life. 
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