SONATA OP. 7

Largo, con gran espressione

Whenever I teach a fast piece to a student, they tend to be thrilled by its pace, and want to emulate the way I play it. Sometimes they manage to do it, but all too often the cost is many small details and nuances getting lost. 

It is a well known maxim that you have to practice slowly in order to get the fast repertoire straight, but I take this advice one step further. I claim that in order to be able to play really fast, one should also know how to play real slow. 

It is this quality of deep concentration, of infinitely extended lines that still keep their shape and beauty rather than sound like isolated notes in a sea of silence, that ultimately releases a musician from the bounds of technique and frees his mind to really dictate the tempo of a musical piece, as fast or as slow as they may conceive it. 

This is a very special piano piece, noted for its long-drawn out silences which split even the very first phrase into islands. Here it is indeed nothing but the mental cohesiveness of concept which keeps the music at all together. 

Largo is, to the best of my knowledge, the slowest time indication that exists. The meaning of the word in Italian is “wide”, and it tends to suggest a wide-flowing river, maybe like the Thames in London. Many things can happen over, near and inside this river – and they all have this kind of lethargic, slow and heavy influence of the sheer greatness of the stream. It’s always been there and it’s there to stay, and the only things which may run inside it are occasional ripples, some children playing and shouting at each other – small, temporary stuff. 

Once the calm and very extensiveness of the tempo are established, some interesting features of the music stand out. At one point (starting at bar 37, to be precise), a thick fog covers the waters, thunders are rolling and the thin, spiky rain stabs the surface of the river with millions of tiny needles. At that very moment, there seems to be a small opening in the clouds, and maybe an angel seems to smile. 

Then it closes and the thunders resume their menacing pace – but look, the skies open again and we see a small band of angels, playing flutes. This time the thunder is listening – at which moment it is lost (for it depended on threats for its existence), the river is gone and the sky opens for the songs of angels. 

Allegro

This short and magical movement is made out of two distinct and entirely different piano pieces. Let me first speak about the first, written in the key of E flat major. 

This light, elegant dance movement (too fast for a minuet, somewhat too reflective for a scherzo – is that why the title is the simple, unassuming Allegro?) suggests to me a painting, drawn in light pastel hues, wherein the painter knows the scene he wants to depict, but isn’t quite sure about its features. 

The subject theme appears first in the beginning, and then immediately after, ending one bar short and with a slightly different voicing and harmony. Then, tails of it run and follow one another, to bring about another presentation of it where the bass sort of wanders away, and finally the theme comes in the minor and ends on a surprising chord, sweet as honey, smooth as silk, which reminds one of the tonal manipulations seen in the introduction of “Les Adieux”, sonata op. 81 in the same key. 

Actually, there is one feature in this movement which I like the most. From the sweet, mellow start and for quite a long while, the music does nothing but undulate in the different shades of piano – of soft, varied melodies and harmonies, modified by subtle shades and colors. Who could guess from such a start that the movement will end with a crash? And yet, how effective and how surprising is this ending, each time it comes (twice at the outset because of the repeat, and then another time after the interpolation of the minore). 

What is even more indicative of the genius mind that conceived it, is the slow buildup to this climax, mysterious to he who hears it for the first time, and totally admirable for he who follows it with full knowledge of the end, for its graduality and powerful leading into the final cascade, where after two anti-climatic deceptive cadences there comes the real one with convincing authority to give a typical Beethovenian close to what started almost as innocent child play.

SONATA OP. 28

Andante

This is one of my favorite movements in the entire collection. Here is another one where Beethoven plays with ambiguity, where things aren’t really what they seem. 

One way to deal with an unclear situation is always to try to force things to be the way you believe they “should” – to put there order “by force”, choose one side or the other. 

The title of this movment, its placement in the whole piece as the proverbial ‘slow movement’ and the sombre right hand melody with its rather long notes, seriously connected by legato ties, all seem to suggest a certain heavyness, seriousness, reflectiveness. This seems to be contrasted later by the jumpy D major section, which still ‘doesn’t have to be played too lightly’ because ‘it wouldn’t be in the style’… but could Beethoven at times transcend what was generations later defined, formulated and codified as the ‘Beethoven style”? I believe that here he did – and he conducted this experiment also into the slow movement of the next sonata, op. 31 n. 1. Of course in n. 17 (the Tempest) it’s all over and we get a real slow, broad-lined movement where there is real tension in the slowness throughout, much like in our discussion of op. 7. 

Key to the understanding of the real story of this slow movement are the quiet, wholly undramatic staccato dots underneath the sixteenth notes in the left hand. They seem to say – “all of this is to be taken with a grain of salt. It’s not really as serious as that”. The melody is slow and beautiful in the right hand, but the unusual treatment of the accompaniment seems to subtly introduce, maybe a jazzy rhythm section, or at least a string-plucking bass player into the scene. In this light the D major section will be better understood as the moment where ‘the Jazz Brigades’ have finally assumed control, and now everything bears their color (the irony being that once this section is concluded, even the left hand staccato dots don’t manage to conceal the real seriousness and sombreness of the theme, which now really stands out in comparison to what just came before). 

Beethoven shows here his master hand as an architect in that he never becomes a slave to a single idea. Here he had this bright idea of lightening up a slow movement – but it is still put in question in many passages which suggest a return to a more traditional setting – the movement has many variations with differing rhythms in the right hand-+   to say – “ok. That’s it for games, now let’s see what we have here” – and gives a stop. Then he says – “of course, you can also say it this way” – and gives another mysterious stop (bars 86, 88). Next, he introduces the comic, jumpy element one last time – like finally putting it to the big laboratory test. He lets the idea feed on itself and roll onward – to the inevitable downward plunge into a dead end. The conclusion - in both the compositional and the scientific sense -  after everything has been thought out - is at last what you would expect of a totally serious Beethovenian slow movement – quiet, brooding, beautiful. 

