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PROGRAM
LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (1770-1827)
Piano Sonata in E, No.30, Op.109
 I Vivace ma non troppo–Adagio espressivo
 II Prestissimo
 III Gesangvoll, mit innigster Empfindung

Piano Sonata in A-flat No.31, Op.110
 I Moderato cantabile, molto espressivo
 II Allegro molto
 III Adagio ma non troppo

INTERVAL

Six Bagatelles, Op.126
 I Andante con moto, Cantabile e compiacevole
 II Allegro
 III Andante, Cantabile e grazioso
 IV Presto
 V Quasi allegretto
 VI Presto–Andante amabile e con moto

Piano Sonata in C minor No.32, Op.111
 I Maestoso–Allegro con brio ed appassionato
 II Arietta: Adagio molto semplice e cantabile
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ABOUT THE MUSIC
Beethoven’s late keyboard writing is influenced by the transparency of the string quartet medium which 
occupied his last years. Nowhere is this more evident than in the final set of three piano sonatas (and Beethoven’s 
correspondence with the Berlin publisher Adolf Schlesinger shows that from the start he considered writing three 
in a row), much of which can be transferred to four string players without altering a note. Developments in the 
manufacture of the fortepiano were now producing instruments with greater capabilities of touch and tonal subtlety. 
Despite his, by now, almost total deafness, Beethoven’s response to the new possibilities of his pianos was to create 
keyboard textures of unparalleled richness and variety, such as the slow movement of the Hammerklavier Sonata 
Op.106. This set of three sonatas furthers the new harmonic riches of the keyboard to unexpected and dramatic 
juxtapositions and effects. Indeed, the pianos of Beethoven’s later period had a characteristic instrumental quality 
of sound which allowed them to match and blend with the orchestra in a way that modern instruments cannot.

After the vast timescale of the Hammerklavier, which occupied Beethoven for much of 1818 and into 1819, the years 
1819-1824 were taken up not only with further large-scale works such as the Missa Solemnis, the Ninth Symphony, 
the ‘Diabelli’ Variations and the last three piano sonatas, but also with exquisite miniatures such as the two sets 
of Bagatelles for piano Op.119 and Op.126. Schindler relates that, when Beethoven heard that it was being bandied 
about that he had written himself out, that his invention was exhausted, and that he had taken to writing Scottish 
melodies like Haydn in his old age, he seemed amused and said “Wait awhile, you’ll soon learn differently.”

It was during 1819, when work had begun on the Missa Solemnis, that Schindler spoke of Beethoven being, as at no 
other time, “rapt away from the world”. Sketches for the Sonata Op.109 lie among Beethoven’s sketchbooks for the 
Benedictus and Credo of the Mass. The autograph is undated but must have been completed towards the end of 1820. 
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A close examination of the autograph reveals that, unusually, Beethoven ended the first and second movements 
not with the conventional double bar lines but with a more provisional pair of single bar lines, affirming the close 
relationship of all three movements.

Sketches for the Sonata Op.110 follow sketches for the Agnus Dei of the Mass, begun in 1821. It is a particularly 
organic work, its themes built on intervals of thirds and fourths. Comparisons with Op.109, whose themes are built 
on the interval of a falling third, are clear, but Op.110 demonstrates an extremely sophisticated use of thematic 
references between its movements. The third (final) movement is an emotionally complex mix of Baroque forms 
interweaving aria and fugal sections leading to a euphoric climax.

Manuscript sources for the intense and final set of Six Bagatelles (the earlier sets being Op.33 and Op.119) are 
three sketches dating from different times and a fair copy, showing how closely these works occupied Beethoven’s 
attention during 1823-24. He intended them to be performed as a cycle, as can be seen by the marginal annotation 
on the sketch of the first Bagatelle: “Ciclus von Kleinigkeiten” (Cycle of Little Pieces), and the composer wrote to 
the publisher Schott that these Bagatelles “are probably the best I’ve written”. 

The autograph of Op.111 bears the date 13 January 1822, and it is apparent from the sketches that most of the work 
was done in 1821. It was published jointly by Adolf & Moritz Schlesinger in Berlin and Paris by April 1823. Moritz 
Schlesinger wrote to Beethoven in July 1822 asking if a third movement had not been forgotten at the copyists. 
Together with his father, he suspected that they had not received as much music as they had paid for, hankering 
after a rondo finale!

Charles Rosen writes in The Classical Style (1971) ‘…Beethoven was the greatest master of musical time. In no 
other composer is the relation between intensity and duration so keenly observed. No-one else understood the 
effect of reiteration, the power that can be drawn from repetition, the tension that can arise from delay. The 
slow movement of Op.111 succeeds as almost no other work in suspending the passage of time at its climax. The 
trill is the culminating point in the rhythmic scheme of the movement. A long trill creates an insistent tension 
while remaining completely static; it helped Beethoven both to accept the static form of the variation set and to 
transcend it. Here the trill represents the complete dissolution of rhythmic articulation; the movement reaches the 
extremes of rapidity and of immobility. The variation set proceeding by gradual acceleration is common since the 
16th century, but in no work before Op.111 are the gradations so carefully worked out … His art, with all its dramatic 
force, becomes more and more an essentially meditative one’. 

ABOUT THE ARTIST
Geoffrey Saba has been based in Great Britain for over 40 years. In the 1970s he made his London debut and was 
awarded a bronze medal at the First Arthur Rubinstein International Piano Master Competition. Regular touring 
takes him to North America, Eastern and Western Europe, the Middle East, India, Japan, South East Asia and 
his native Australia, and he has played at festivals in Sydney, Adelaide, the U.K. and South East Asia. His large 
repertoire includes much rarely-performed music from the early part of the 20th century. He is regularly invited 
to hold master classes when touring, and at home in London he enjoys teaching. Geoffrey’s best-selling recordings 
for Carlton Classics have achieved tremendous critical acclaim, and his London recitals since 2001 are recorded 
and released by Carnegie Concerts. His 18 CDs to date comprise repertoire from Bach to the present, including 
the complete Debussy Preludes and Beethoven’s ‘Diabelli’ Variations. His recent Mozart recording elicited these 
remarks from the reviewer at Limelight: “This is real classical playing of a kind rarely encountered now. Saba’s 
playing of Mozart’s great Rondo K.511 can stand comparison with that of Artur Schnabel … one of his great strengths 
is his controlled rhythm throughout … his performances are refreshingly free from the personalised distortions 
that have crept into Mozart playing …”. Geoffrey Crankshaw wrote in Musical Opinion: “Geoffrey Saba is an artist of 
perception. What we have here is a ‘Diabelli’ perfectly blending gravity and humour. In the Op.126 Bagatelles, he 
offers wit and brilliance and succeeds admirably. An excellent disc.”

‘Impressive pianism – imaginative use of colour … technical finish in his playing is superb … I have no reservations 
in recommending this enterprising release.’ - Gramophone
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