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Beethoven’s Tempest Sonata,	 edited	 by	 Pieter	
Bergé together with co-editors Jeroen D’hoe 
and William E. Caplin, is a collection of eleven 
essays	 that	 examine	 Beethoven’s	 D-minor	 Pi-
ano Sonata, Op. 31, No. 2 (1802). The list of 
contributors	to	the	volume	is	impressive:	Pieter	
Bergé,	Scott	Burnham,	Poundie	Burstein,	Wil-
liam E. Caplin, Jeroen D’hoe, Kenneth Ham-
ilton, Robert Hatten, James Hepokoski, Wil-
liam Kinderman, William Rothstein, Douglass 
Seaton, and Steven Vande Moortele. Since every 
contribution elucidates the work from a differ-
ent perspective, the book can be read as an ex-
tended analysis symposium. The approaches of 
individual essays vary greatly: there are techni-
cal analyses, historical studies and hermeneutic 
(or dramatic) readings, as well as various kinds 
of combinations of these. But there is also an 
underlying theme extending through the entire 
book: every essay addresses, in one way or an-
other, the issue of performance, discussing how 
the analytical interpretations that the writers 
explicate (and their specific approaches more 
generally) might be related to a performance of 
the Sonata. 
Such a variety of approaches is appropriate in 
today’s music-analytical environment. When 
reading the book one gets a clear idea of the 
breadth of analytical and ideological approach-
es that can be adopted when examining one 
piece of music. Beethoven’s D-minor Sonata, 
like any piece of music, consists of elements that 
can	be	interpreted	in	various	ways.	Particularly	
important for this book is the juxtaposition of 
different analytical contexts in which these mu-

sical elements can be examined and elucidated. 
I shall start by considering, at a general level, 
the juxtaposition of various perspectives and 
will then discuss the book’s individual contri-
butions. A fruitful background for this is pro-
vided by Nicholas Cook’s 2001 article ‘Theoriz-
ing Musical Meaning’. Cook stresses that when 
we examine a cultural object (such as a piece 
of music), it is important to acknowledge that 
our interpretation of the work depends, on the 
one hand, on the elements of the object (or its 
‘attributes’, as Cook calls them), and, on the 
other, on the cultural context (such as a music-
theoretical approach) in which we first choose 
the attributes to be examined and then discuss 
them. Cook writes:

The meaning that the object acquires 
within a particular culture is … sup-
ported by – and at the same time helps 
to stabilize – the specific selection of at-
tributes which that culture has made; it 
helps to make the object what it is for that 
culture. In this way, while meaning is so-
cially constructed, it is both enabled and 
constrained by the available attributes of 
the object.1

The individual essays on Beethoven’s Sonata in 
this volume are, in Cook’s words, ‘enabled and 
constrained by the available attributes of the 
object’. That is, they all grow out of the same 
musical material, the Tempest Sonata, and are 
also restricted by that material. At the same 
time, their meaning is ‘socially constructed’. 
That is, every contribution views the Sonata in 
a different context, thus interpreting the same 
‘attributes’ (or selecting different attributes to 
be discussed) in various theoretical (and also 
more generally aesthetic) contexts.
When reading the book it is wise, I feel, not to 
try to evaluate its individual essays in respect to 
each other – i.e., to attempt to say which is ‘better’ 
or ‘truer to the music’, whatever such assertions 
could mean. (The futility of such an undertak-
ing is furthered by the uniformly high quality 
of the contributions.) Rather, when read side by 
side, the essays form a kind of dialogue, indirectly 
commenting on each other through their diver-
gent interpretations. In addition, the book pro-

dutch journal of music theory

151dutch journal of music theory, volume 16, number 2 (2011)

1 Nicholas Cook, ‘Theorizing Musical Meaning’, Music Theory Spectrum 23/2 (2001), 170–195 [178–179] (italics 

in the original).
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vides a good opportunity to mirror the reader’s 
own views on music analysis generally (and on 
Beethoven’s Tempest Sonata in particular) against 
other viable and clearly argued approaches. 
In his book Reason, Truth and History, the phi-
losopher	 Hilary	 Putnam	 discusses	 the	 signifi-
cance of understanding that there are multiple 
coexisting theoretical approaches to any object, 
a view that is good to keep in mind when read-
ing this book on the Tempest	Sonata.	Putnam	
argues that there may be various ‘true’ inter-
pretations of that object, interpretations whose 
differences grow out of the differences among 
theoretical perspectives:

[T]here is more than one ‘true’ theory or 
description of the world. ‘Truth’ … is some 
sort of (idealized) rational acceptability – 
some sort of ideal coherence of our beliefs 
with each other and with our experiences as 
those experiences are themselves represented 
in our belief system – and not correspond-
ence with mind-independent or discourse-
independent ‘states of affairs’. There is no 
God’s Eye point of view that we can know 
or usefully imagine; there are only the vari-
ous points of view of actual persons reflect-
ing various interests and purposes that their 
descriptions and theories subserve.2 

Putnam’s	 general	 approach	 can	 be	 applied	 to	
the limited world of Beethoven’s Tempest Sona-
ta. There may be many ‘true’ and ‘rationally ac-
ceptable’ readings of the Sonata that are made 
in different ‘belief systems’. These readings are 
‘various points of view of actual persons’ and 
they are made within different ‘theories’. The 
reader of the book on Beethoven’s Tempest So-
nata may follow such shifts in ‘point of view’, 
which lead to various ‘rationally acceptable’ 
readings within several ‘belief systems’. The 
value of this trip through different interpreta-
tions is twofold: on the one hand, one gets a 
thorough picture of the Tempest Sonata (and 
its first movement in particular), on the other, 
one gets a concise presentation of the breadth 
of today’s music-analytical perspectives.
To clarify the writers’ different approaches (and 
at times also different opinions), I shall focus 

on three issues, as it were, which elucidate the 
three main general interpretative contexts of 
the book that were mentioned at the outset 
of this review: technical analysis, historical re-
search and hermeneutics. I wish to repeat that 
several essays combine more than one of these 
approaches, so that some of them might com-
fortably be located under two or even all three 
of these general headings. Moreover, I will only 
deal with some of the aspects raised in each 
individual essay – the arguments their authors 
make are subtler and broader than I can present 
here. Finally, since many of the essays concen-
trate on the first movement only, all comments 
below refer to that movement.
The first ‘issue’ concerns technical analysis, in 
particular the location of the concluding ca-
dence of the first-movement exposition. Many, 
if not most, of the essays note the unconven-
tional tonal structure of the exposition, in 
which the dominant of the secondary key, A 
minor, governs much of the latter part of the 
exposition, while the arrival of a root-position 
tonic in that key is postponed. (Bergé and 
D’hoe regard the ‘omnipresence of dominant’ 
[24]	as	a	motivic	 element	 in	 this	movement.)	
An A-minor 5

3 chord is first heard in bar 63, 
but the writers are unanimous in denying this 
chord’s function as a structurally conclusive ca-
dential closure. Yet the essays suggest different 
locations for the conclusive cadential arrival.
Poundie	Burstein’s	Schenkerian	view	gives	two	
possible locations for the ‘large-scale resolu-
tion’ at the end of the exposition: bar 85 and 
bar 87 (79). Burstein merely notes the coexist-
ence of these two options, however, without 
giving preference to one over the other. William 
Rothstein, by contrast, suggests in his strongly 
Schenkerian-flavoured metrical analysis that 
only bar 87 functions as the structural resolu-
tion; in his view, bars 85–86 constitute an ap-
parent	tonic	(242–43).	Rothstein	argues	further	
that bars 75–86 can be understood as an inter-
polation that postpones the resolution of the 
cadential	 dominant	 arrived	 at	 in	 bar	 74	 until	
bar 87. When referring to the cadence at bar 87, 
Rothstein uses the concept of ‘essential expo-
sitional closure’, a term taken from the James 
Hepokoski and Warren Darcy’s Sonata Theory.3 

2 Hilary Putnam, Reason, Truth and History, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981, 49–50 (italics in the 

original).

3 In his own contribution, Hepokoski, too, reads bar 87 as the ‘essential expositional closure’ (200).
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William Caplin, on the other hand, dismisses 
both bars 85 and 87 as options for what he 
calls ‘the final expositional cadence’ – indeed, 
he suggests that neither of these bars actually 
includes a cadence at all. Rather, he argues that 
‘[i]n effect, there remains just one candidate 
for cadential closure—the downbeat of bar 75’ 
(113). That is, Caplin locates the final cadential 
arrival in a bar where the tonic is heard as a 6

4 
chord and which was not listed as a candidate 
for a cadence in Burstein’s Schenkerian reading. 
Furthermore, in Rothstein’s interpretation, bar 
75 marks not the resolution of the dominant at 
bar	74,	but	the	beginning	of	the	interpolation	
deferring the resolution of that dominant. 
This controversy gives us a chance to mirror 
these different readings against the ideas of 
Cook	and	Putnam	 that	were	briefly	discussed	
above. We can think of bars 75, 85 and 87 as 
three musical ‘attributes’ (to use Cook’s term) 
that can be interpreted differently in different 
contexts – or even within a single context, as 
Burstein’s commentary makes clear. Depend-
ing on this analytical context, and the choices 
of individual analysts, these attributes can be 
given	different	 interpretations.	But	as	Putnam	
emphasizes, the differences do not mean that 
one reading would be ‘true’ and that this ‘truth’ 
would automatically render other interpreta-
tions ‘incorrect’. Rather, different interpreta-
tions can have strong ‘rational acceptability’ 
in their own individual theoretical contexts. 
These kinds of differences among individual 
essays provide one of this book’s values. When 
every writer explicates his analytical methodol-
ogy and its application in a consistent and clear 
manner, the reader can easily follow the rea-
soning that leads to different interpretations. 
Accordingly, one can compare individual read-
ings, as well as one’s own analytical preferences, 
with other types of approaches and interpreta-
tions.
The second ‘issue’ concerns historical ap-
proach. There are several essays in the collec-
tion whose orientation can be called ‘historical’, 
but these essays examine the Tempest Sonata 
in very different kinds of historical contexts. 
William Kinderman approaches the first move-
ment’s historical background mainly by con-
sidering the genesis of the movement and its 
relationships to other works by Beethoven. He 
studies Beethoven’s sketch material and dis-
cusses the work’s relationships both to some 

of Beethoven’s earlier works and to the (much 
later) Ninth Symphony. Kenneth Hamilton, 
for his part, provides a general discussion of 
the performance history of Beethoven’s piano 
sonatas in nineteenth-century public concerts 
and refers to the Tempest Sonata only briefly 
and in passing. Moreover, he examines topics 
such as instruments (and their changes) and 
editions. These two essays understand the no-
tion of ‘historical context’ very differently. Kin-
derman takes the Tempest Sonata as the centre 
of his discussion, then extends his examination 
from that centre to its environment. Hamilton, 
on the other hand, chooses nineteenth-century 
concert life as the centre, and then locates the 
Tempest Sonata within this context. The direc-
tion of argumentation is thus different: Kin-
derman moves from the sonata to the larger 
historical context, Hamilton from the larger 
historical context to the sonata.
The essays by James Hepokoski and Steven 
Vande Moortele also have a historical orienta-
tion, but their historical context is limited to is-
sues of form. Yet the historical eras of the formal 
thinking they discuss are different. Hepokoski 
argues that ‘[e]ach work ... is understood to im-
ply a dialogue with a constellation of normative 
sonata options within the genre at the time and 
place in its history’ (181). In accordance with 
the principles of his and Warren Darcy’s Sonata 
Theory, Hepokoski thus interprets the Tempest 
Sonata within the generic conventions of its 
time. Vande Moortele, on the other hand, con-
centrates on the twentieth-century Formenlehre 
tradition and the interpretations of the Tempest 
Sonata that this tradition has produced (in-
cluding his own views). Hepokoski’s historical 
context is, in a sense, generative: he considers 
the conventions of the time of the Sonata and 
examines how Beethoven applied those conven-
tions (or departed from them). Vande Moortele 
considers the reception of the Sonata, so that 
the historical context in his essay is not that of 
Beethoven’s time. 
The last ‘issue’ concerns hermeneutics. Douglass 
Seaton and Robert Hatten provide narrative or 
dramatic analyses of the Sonata. Seaton’s start-
ing points are the general definitions of plot and 
voice, aspects that he sees as mandatory for mu-
sical narrative. For him, plot is ‘an action that has 
... some sort of recognizable beginning and end, 
presents characters that act within the course 
of the work, and traces an intelligible contour 
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from stability through rising tension and con-
flict	 to	 resolution	 and	 dénouement’	 (274).	 He	
then interprets the events of the music (the first 
movement, in particular) within the contexts of 
a plot and voice. The starting points of Hatten’s 
dramatic interpretation, in turn, are topics, ges-
tures and expression, as well as the overarching 
expressive genre. His narrative interpretation of 
the opening movement relies on such factors, 
concentrating on the tension between ‘two op-
posing agencies: a “fateful” external agency an-
swered by a “pleading” internal agency’ (168). 
The dramatic interpretation follows, to a large 
extent, from the tension between the two agen-
cies. While both Seaton and Hatten thus give 
narrative (or, more generally, dramatic) inter-
pretations, their points of view are somewhat 
different. Seaton bases his reading on narra-
tological definitions that are largely borrowed 
from literary studies, while Hatten begins from 
more purely musical factors.
In spite of this general difference, Seaton’s and 
Hatten’s analytical strategies are in one respect 
similar: both provide syntagmatic interpreta-
tions that describe the music as it unfolds in 
time. Scott Burnham’s hermeneutic interpre-
tation differs from this principle. Burnham 
starts by noting that nineteenth-century critics 
often provided hermeneutic interpretations of 
the Tempest Sonata (and in this respect Burn-
ham’s contribution also belongs in the category 
of chapters with a historical orientation). This 
historical material forms a background for his 
own metaphorical interpretation. But rather 
than moving from the beginning of the first 
movement towards its end, Burnham exam-
ines several isolated, dramatically significant 
moments in the movement. Significantly, these 
moments are not discussed in the order in 
which they are heard. Thus Burnham provides 
a framework for a global interpretation of the 
movement (rather than such an interpreta-
tion), and it is, in part, the reader’s task to com-
plete the picture. Accordingly, the hermeneutic, 
or metaphorical, approach here differs signifi-
cantly from that of Seaton and Hatten.
In addition to technical, historical or herme-
neutical aspects (or some combination of them), 
each essay deals with issues of performance. A 
combination of analytical work with aspects of 
performance studies is welcome and this topic 
has gained, during the past decades, a rather 
prominent status in musical research. In most 

of the contributions to this book, the perform-
ance topic is treated by translating, as it were, the 
analytical insights into suggestions for perform-
ance. These suggestions may be either detailed, 
concerning the playing of individual chords or 
pitches, or more general, such as recognizing a 
goal towards which a given passage is aiming. 
Occasionally there are also suggestions for prac-
ticing the Sonata from the specific analytical 
perspective that has been discussed. Even though 
the discussions of performance frequently in-
clude interesting material, they mostly do not 
add much to the understanding of the Tempest 
Sonata that the individual analyses give; i.e., they 
do not provide new insights not otherwise pre-
sented in the essays’ analytical parts. No contri-
bution considers, for example, how performance 
might influence analysis. If such a topic were ad-
dressed, the topic of performance could bring 
into the focus material that is not discussed in 
the analytical commentaries.
Throughout this review, I have avoided mak-
ing comments that reflect my own preferences 
and views. Naturally, I am not that neutral a 
reader: I am in much sympathy with the ideas 
of some essays, find those of others more re-
mote and even disagree with some. Further-
more, the argumentation in some of the essays 
seems to me to be tighter and more thorough 
than in others. But as I have tried to suggest 
in this review, the value of this book is not in 
any individual reader’s liking, and not even, or 
at least not solely, in its individual essays (al-
though their significance often goes beyond 
the context of this book). Rather, I feel that the 
dialogue among the essays is the most unique 
feature of this book. When considering my own 
(or any other reader’s) reaction to those essays 
with which one does not, at least fully, agree, 
these essays might still play an important role 
in the ongoing dialogues in the reader’s mind. 
Indeed, the thought-provoking writings that 
depart from any individual reader’s personal 
music-analytical horizon might be precisely 
the ones that drive the reader to consider the 
Tempest Sonata (or music more generally) from 
a new standpoint. If such reconsiderations take 
place, the book has fulfilled its function.

(Lauri Suurpää is Professor of Music Theory at 
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