




This copy has not been found and the story may 
be apocryphal, but it is one that I want to believe. 
Vienna was in the midst of the Napoleonic Wars, 
and the constant strains of bombardments and 
assaults on the city were stressful, both physically 
and psychologically. Beethoven’s supporters and 
intimates, including Gleichenstein and Archduke 
Rudolph, had left the capital, and the ensuing 
loneliness, combined with the constant awareness 
of his ever-increasing deafness, must have been 
well-nigh intolerable. And yet, when we look to 
music to give us hope for the future, to believe 
that we can survive and do good, it is invariably 
to Beethoven’s. His mastery of musical craft was
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to follow how the different paths 
we can see in Lockwood’s recon-
struction led to what we now play. 

The first movement of Op. 69 
is full of warmth and generosity. 
Beethoven creates tension and 
resolution in the same way that he 
does in the first movement of the 
5th symphony: a series of pauses 
on a harmony which demands a 
resolution, one that finally arrives 
only at the end of the movement. 
The second movement is gripping 
in its monomania: an inexorable, 
hypnotic rhythm that goes on far 
beyond comfort, something he 
does also in movements like the 
last of the 7th symphony. The third 
movement is really an introduction 

so prevalent in the slow introduc-
tions of both sonatas is a sign of 
royalty and an homage to King 
Friedrich Wilhelm, the dedicatee. 
The second movements are much 
shorter and lighter than the open-
ing movements, and when one re-
members that in Beethoven’s time 
there would have been a storm of 
applause after a first movement of 
such size, brilliance, and import, 
one can almost hear the second 
movements as encores.
The Op. 69 sonata, the most fa-
miliar, most-often played, and seen 
by many as the most representative 
cello sonata in the repertoire, is 
revolutionary from the first note 
— the cello plays the theme alone.  
In this work, Beethoven was even 
more interested than in the first 
two sonatas in finding a judicious 
balance between the instruments, 
as evidenced by the remarkable 
amount of revision that Lockwood 
documented in his examination of 
the first movement. Lockwood’s 
work shows us that while Bee-
thoven does not really change the 
musical material in his revisions, he 
spends a lot of effort deciding who 
plays which voice. It is fascinating 

second to none, of course, but it is 
his indomitable spirit in the face 
of personal tragedy that makes him 
unique. In this period of world-
wide unease, grief, and suffering, it 
is perhaps fitting that we are also 
celebrating the 250th birthday of 
the composer who represents what 
is best in our humanity.
Beethoven began his career and 
achieved success as a virtuoso pi-
anist. His student Karl Czerny re-
called Beethoven’s improvisational 
and pianistic wizardry: “In what-
ever company he might chance to 
be, he knew how to produce such 
an effect upon every hearer that 
frequently not an eye remained 
dry, while many would break out 
into loud sobs.” But the young 
Beethoven was above all interested 
in being recognized for his ability 
as a composer — and in forging 
new paths.
The five sonatas for cello and 
piano are a journey of discov-
ery, both for creator and listen-
er. Before Beethoven, works for 
these instruments involved mostly 
virtuoso compositions for the 
cello, such as the sonatas by cellist 
Jean-Louis Duport. Beethoven was 

clearly interested in a much more 
give-and-take relationship between 
the instruments: for example, none 
of the sonatas has a free-standing 
slow middle movement, already a 
sign of Beethoven’s adventurous-
ness in regard to formal structure. 
Indeed, musicologist Lewis Lock-
wood has suggested that it was this 
pursuit of cello-piano equality that 
shaped Beethoven’s ideas about 
structure and led him into new 
and experimental paths.
The two Op. 5 sonatas (Sonata 
No. 1 in F major and Sonata No. 
2 in G minor), which Beethoven 
presented at the Berlin court of 
Friedrich Wilhelm II with 
Duport, are, in their originality, 
expressiveness, and sheer brilliance, 
the calling card of a great young 
master. Both start with a spacious 
slow introduction followed by an 
allegro of enormous length. In 
fact, the F major sonata even has a 
first-movement cadenza, in con-
certo style, which features cello 
and piano, and both works certain-
ly require virtuosity on the highest 
level from both performers.  
As Larry Todd points out in Bee-
thoven’s Cello, the dotted rhythm 





Beethoven’s interest in the var-
iation style was always apparent, 
and increased toward the end of 
his creative life, culminating in the 
monumental Diabelli Variations 
for piano. He wrote, for example, 
about his Op. 34 and 35 for solo 
piano that  
“…usually I have to wait for other 
people to tell me when I have new 
ideas, because I never know this 
myself. But this time — 
I myself can assure you that in 
both these works the method 
is quite new as far as I am con-
cerned.” All three sets of variations 
heard here are evidence of real 
love for the style and a complete 
absence of the routine that one en-
counters in many sets of contem-
porary composers, even in those of 
a genius like Mozart.
It has been a true privilege to 
live with this music for over 40 
years.  Each time that Yo-Yo and I 
have come back to work on these 
sonatas and variations, we have 
found new meaning and new ways 
of realizing the notes on the page.  
Fortunately for us, there are so 
many ways of experiencing them, 
and finally the music itself is so up-

lifting that every attempt, whether 
good or bad, is a joy. I hope we 
can share with you our awe for 
Beethoven and our deep love for 
his vision.
— EMANUEL AX 
MARCH 2021

to the last, which is a challenging 
display of instrumental ability for 
both players, and which near the 
end dissolves into a stunningly 
intimate and beautiful arrival.

The two Op. 102 sonatas (Sonata 
No. 4 in C major and Sonata No. 5 
in D major) represent another kind 
of breakthrough and revolution: 
the four movements of the C ma-
jor sonata were first envisioned by 
Beethoven to be played without a 
break, and the opening movement 
returns before the last, a master-
stroke that occurs also in the piano 
sonata Op. 101. As Larry Todd 
writes, “the role of the slow move-
ments here is ambiguous: neither 
stands alone as self-sufficient, yet 
neither seems to function simply 

as a slow introduction to the fast 
movement that follows, as had 
been the case in the Op. 5 sona-
tas of some 20 years earlier.”  And 
there seems to be a new-found 
improvisational quality in the C 
major sonata that perhaps echoes 
The Tempest piano sonata, Op. 31, 
but is even more freely expressive.
The D major sonata is a culmi-
nation of sorts: a first movement 
that is all muscle, a second move-
ment that alternates between the 
depths of despair and the ecstasy 
of arrival at some higher reality, 
and a truly astonishing sequence 
of chords that create utter stillness 
and arrive at the pinnacle of the 
fugue. The fugue style was part of 
Beethoven’s early education — his 
teacher Christian Gottlob Neefe 
was perspicacious in making the 
pupil learn Bach’s Well-Tempered 
Clavier — and it became more and 
more a part of his most important 
works.  
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SHARE WITH YOU 
OUR AWE FOR 
BEETHOVEN



DISC 3 7 VARIATIONS ON “BEI MÄNNERN, WELCHE LIEBE FÜHLEN” FROM MOZART’S 
“ZAUBERFLÖTE” E FLAT MAJOR WOO 46  9:22

12 VARIATIONS ON A THEME FROM HANDEL’S ORATORIO “JUDAS MACCABÄUS” 
G MAJOR WOO 45  14:00

12 VARIATIONS ON “EIN MÄDCHEN ODER WEIBCHEN” FROM MOZART’S 
“ZAUBERFLÖTE” F MAJOR OP. 66  10:43

DISC 1 SONATA NO. 1 IN F MAJOR, OP. 5 NO. 1  25:57

I. ADAGIO SOSTENUTO – ALLEGRO  18:23

II. RONDO. ALLEGRO VIVACE  7:34

SONATA NO. 2 IN G MINOR, OP. 5 NO. 2  26:12

I. ADAGIO SOSTENUTO E ESPRESSIVO – ALLEGRO 
MOLTO PIÙ TOSTO PRESTO  16:35

II. RONDO. ALLEGRO  9:37

DISC 2 SONATA NO. 3 IN A MAJOR, OP. 69  28:01

I. ALLEGRO MA NON TANTO  13:31

II. SCHERZO. ALLEGRO MOLTO  5:29

III. ADAGIO CANTABILE – ALLEGRO VIVACE  9:01

SONATA NO. 4 IN C MAJOR, OP. 102 NO. 1  16:54

I. ANDANTE – ALLEGRO VIVACE  8:43

II. ADAGIO – ALLEGRO VIVACE  8:11

SONATA NO. 5 IN D MAJOR, OP. 102 NO. 2  21:21

I. ALLEGRO CON BRIO  6:56

II. ADAGIO CON MOLTO SENTIMENTO D’AFFETTO  9:38

III. ALLEGRO  4:47
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The joy of playing this beautiful music was a sharp contrast 
to both the loss experienced around the world in 2020 and 
the strict protocols of recording during a pandemic.  Special 
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