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B E E T H O V E N S O N A T A S  6 – 8
Most of Beethoven’s ten violin sonatas were composed within a time span of 

no more than six years (1797–1803), with the exception of the last one, 

Op.96, which he began in 1812, taking probably a further three years to 

revise to his satisfaction. This means the set as a whole represents a 

relatively young Beethoven, though his development from the early Op.12 

sonatas to the “Kreutzer” Op.47 clearly demonstrates a formidable inner 

creative force. His cello sonatas, string quartets and symphonies are more 

evenly spaced throughout his life, but the violin sonatas lack nothing in 

invention, range of expression and feeling. As so often in Beethoven’s early 

works the intensity of the slow movements stands out.

When Beethoven arrived in Vienna from Bonn in November 1792, he was 

still only 21 and had yet to build a reputation and a life. He began by giving 

concerts in the aristocratic salons of Vienna, with improvisations included in 

his programmes. Before embarking on the violin sonatas he composed 

Variations for piano and violin on Mozart’s Se vuol ballare from The Marriage 
of Figaro, dedicated to his former pupil and friend, Eleonore von Breuning. 

He provided her with a little background to the work, and to his progress in 

Vienna, in a letter written exactly one year after he had left Bonn.

“Vienna, 2nd November 1793. The Variations are rather difficult to play, 

especially the trills in the Coda, but don’t be alarmed, it is constructed so 

that you need play only the trills, leaving out the other notes, which are also 

in the violin part. I would never have written anything like that had I not 

often noticed how some people in Vienna, after hearing me improvise one 

evening, would copy several peculiarities of my style the next day and 

proudly claim them as their own. Well, as I foresaw that their pieces would 

  Sonata No.6 in A Major  Op.30, No.1

1 i Allegro  8’30

2 ii Adagio moto espressivo  6’30

3 iii Allegretto con Variazioni  9’10

  Sonata No.7 in C minor  Op.30, No.2 

4 i Allegro con brio  8’58

5 ii Adagio cantabile  9’14

6 iii Scherzo, allegro  4’39

7 iv Allegro  5’42

  Sonata No.8 in G Major  Op.30, No.3 “Champagnersonate”

8 i Allegro assai  7’20

9 ii Tempo di Minuetto  8’33

10 iii Allegro Vivace  4’01
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soon be published; I resolved to forestall these people. However, there was 

another reason, too; my desire to embarrass the top pianists here, some of 

whom are my sworn enemies. I wanted to take my revenge on them in this 

way, because I already knew that my variations would before long be set 

before the gentlemen and they would make a mess of them.”

Like Mozart, he was not only an outstanding pianist but also played the 

violin and viola. It seems more than probable he met Mozart in an earlier 

visit to Vienna in 1787, which was unfortunately cut short by the news that 

his mother was gravely ill, forcing a hasty return to Bonn.

All the violin sonatas bear dedications, the Op.12 to Salieri, who helped him 

after his arrival in Vienna, the others, apart from the Kreutzer, to aristocratic 

patrons on whom he depended for a living. Making a career as a freelance 

musician without a court or church appointment was never easy, not then 

and not now. Beethoven’s increasing deafness would gradually deprive him 

of the opportunity to play concerts but, in compensation, his ever-growing 

reputation as a composer was able to provide him with an income. His 

letters reveal how much time and effort was invested in negotiating prices for 

his compositions and running his ‘business’.

In the tradition of the time these are sonatas for piano with the addition of a 

violin, but no violinist would regard the violin part as in any way subsidiary 

or merely an accompaniment to the piano. Musical and technical challenges 

are shared equally and these seminal works remain at the heart of the 

repertoire of both violinists and pianists.

Sonata No.6 in A Major Op.30 No.1

i Allegro

ii Adagio molto espressivo

iii Allegretto con Variazioni

In the first of the Op.30 sonatas we observe a tightening and refining of 

Beethoven’s compositional technique. The mood of the first movement 

appears relaxed, but the flow is frequently interrupted by interventions 

seeking to dispel complacency. Key relationships are vital in all classical 

music and the subdominant D, chosen as the key of the slow movement, 

brings the removal of a sharp and consequent softening of the environment. 

Beethoven allows a truly expansive melody to play out, relying on the dotted 

rhythm accompaniment to remind us that, in music as in life, a disturbing 

background should not be ignored. A remarkable modulation to Bb is the 

gateway to a middle section and a moment of stillness. Dotted rhythms give 

way to triplet figurations, which continue well into the return.

The last movement was intended to be a brilliant Presto, but Beethoven 

seems to have decided it was inappropriate for this sonata and replaced it 

with a gentle theme and six wide-ranging variations of clearly-defined 

character. One imagines his improvisations might have been like this, but 

regrettably we shall never know.

Variations 5 and 6, taken together, form a kind of coda, in which Beethoven, 

no longer handcuffed to the theme, makes a dash for freedom. The original 

last movement eventually found a new home as the Finale of the Kreutzer
Sonata Op.47.



Sonata No.7 in C minor  Op.30, No.2  

i Allegro con brio

ii Adagio cantabile

iii Scherzo (Allegro)

iv Finale (Allegro) - Presto

This sonata is undoubtedly the most powerful of the Op.30 set. It shares not 

only a key but the sense of fate of the later 5th Symphony. The opening, 

given to the piano, is ominous in its quiet, minimalist character and heart-

stopping silences. The entry of the violin is accompanied by background 

rumblings in the piano, giving a hint of volcanic eruptions to come, which the 

innocence of the second subject will be unable to prevent. Both subjects 

prove ideal material for development, which Beethoven exploits to the full. 

The recapitulation brings no let-up in the drama, leading to an unremittingly 

tempestuous coda.

The profound slow movement brings tension at the other end of the 

spectrum, arising not from physical energy but simply through its extreme 

beauty. In the middle section slow-moving minims are effectively juxtaposed 

against staccato semiquavers. The return of the main theme introduces an 

enhanced accompaniment in the piano, comprising feather-light scales. The 

speedy Scherzo provides little opportunity for reflection and one has to 

remain alert to avoid being pinched by the many offbeat sforzando accents, 

which have a long reach even into the Trio.

The Finale picks up elements of the first movement, with ominous silences in 

the opening leading to music of relentless forward propulsion. Even in the 

second subject the unstoppable energy is not compromised, but Beethoven 

keeps one more surprise in reserve – an increase in tempo. The high drama 

of the coda is directed to be performed Presto and, assisted by the flow of 

adrenalin in performer and listener alike, the impossible becomes possible.

Sonata No.8 in G Major  Op.30, No.3 “Champagnersonate”

i Allegro assai

ii Tempo di Minuetto (ma molto moderato e grazioso)

iii Allegro vivace

Beethoven never repeats himself and the third sonata of the set offers a 

much lighter side to his musical personality. The first movement is 

effervescent and, despite having switched to the minor in the second subject, 

Beethoven generously pours a second glass of the ‘bubbly’!

The contrast with the next movement, marked Tempo di Minuetto, is extreme. 

Its smooth, long lines in both melody and bass are not the qualities 

associated with a typical minuet composed for dancing, but this was of 

course never Beethoven’s intention. The main subject dominates almost 

throughout the movement, conveying an atmosphere of stability and calm.

From the start of the Finale, it is plain that Beethoven is impatient to get 

moving again, though not in the harmony, where the bass remains pivoted 

alternately on a tonic and dominant pedal point. The structure is a rondo, 

incorporating a developmental middle episode and further explorations in the 

coda.
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With more than 80 albums to his credit, reflecting an enormous variety of 

genres and styles, John Lenehan ranks as one of the most versatile pianists 

on the classical scene today. His breadth of repertoire has led to his 
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