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“Winds of Youth” 
 

Sonata No.1 in D major for violin and piano, Op.12, No.1 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) 

 

 Beethoven’s first sonata for violin & piano is far less familiar than its famous siblings, 

the Spring Sonata, Op.24 and the Kreutzer, Op.47. Perhaps because of that, Beethoven's 

imaginative ideas come across with striking freshness. All the signatures of his early style are 

present: regular four- and eight-bar phrases; sudden changes of dynamics; flashy runs and 

arpeggiation. The latter are particularly evident in the piano part, because in the late 1790s, this 

type of work was regarded (and published) as a piano sonata with accompaniment of violin. 

Nevertheless, the violin gets its share of rapid ascending scales and nicely articulated triplet 

passages. It also introduces some of the thematic material.  

   

 The first movement is forthright. Its opening unison fanfare derives from D-major triads. 

The second theme provides contrast with a series of descending four-note figures, asked by piano 

and answered by violin.  An extended trill ushers in the closing theme, a chorale with 

exclamation points. The development plays with all three ideas before returning decisively to the 

initial fanfare.  

 

 Beethoven's second movement is a fine set of variations in A-major that demonstrates 

how thoroughly he had mastered variation technique, even this early in his career.  The finale is a 

bouncy and cheerful rondo in 6/8.  Beethoven's restriction to three movements was unusual 

during a period when he favored imposing four movement structures, particularly in the piano 

sonatas.  His limitation of all the Opus 12 sonatas to three movements indicates a willingness to 

accommodate an audience with sheer entertainment.  That his music is also crafted in a highly 

skilled manner is our additional bonus.   

 

 

Trio in B-flat major, Opus 11 for clarinet, cello, and piano 

Ludwig van Beethoven  

 

 We tend to think of Beethoven as a composer of intense drama and striking contrasts, 

who wrote music that demands us to sit up and take notice.  This comparatively early trio shows 

us another side of Beethoven's personality:  ingratiating, good-natured, and unconcerned with the 

world's troubles.  In fact, the lighter nature of the Op. 11 trio has caused it to be somewhat 

neglected, since musicians and audiences tend to seek out Beethoven's heavier, more dramatic 

works.  There is certainly room in our world for both styles.   

 

 Beethoven composed this trio in 1798, with sheer entertainment value in mind.  

Entertainment is not to be confused with ease of execution.  Critics of Beethoven's day 

acknowledged the difficulty of the piece; one even accused him of writing "unnaturally."  From 



an historical standpoint, the Opus 11 trio is important as an early exercise in pre-orchestration.  

Beethoven’s original instrumentation called for clarinet or violin, cello and piano. Clarinet was 

still a comparatively new instrument, and only beginning to find its way into the chamber 

literature.  Beethoven had not yet composed a symphony, and this type of ensemble writing gave 

him good experience at handling different combinations of instruments.  Furthermore, allowing 

for performance of the uppermost part by either clarinet or violin meant that the piece was more 

accessible to a larger number of potential performers. 

 

 The piece's three movements are cast in familiar forms.  Characteristically, Beethoven 

grabs our attention with his unison opening, and proceeds with a fine sonata form first 

movement.  He migrates to a conventional second theme in F-major by means of D-major and g-

minor, a nice -- and startling -- touch that looks forward to a favorite Schubertian harmonic ploy.  

In the slow movement, an Adagio, cello takes the musical spotlight.  Its theme is usually 

compared to the well-known melody of the minuets from the Piano Sonatina in G, Op. 49, No. 2 

and the analogous movement in the famous Septet, Op. 20.   

 

 The trio's standout movement is its finale, a set of variations on a theme from Joseph 

Weigl's opera L'amor marinaro (1797).  The tune was well known to Beethoven's audience, and 

was later used by several other composers, including Hummel and Paganini.  Op. 11 became 

known as Beethoven's Gassenhauer ["Street Song"] Trio, because Weigl's tune was so 

ubiquitous.  Beethoven thought highly of this movement.  According to his student Carl Czerny, 

he considered releasing the variations as a separate work, and composing an alternate finale for 

the trio.   

 

 The first variation is for piano solo, then Beethoven gives the two strings an 

unaccompanied duo.  Thenceforth the three instruments share the material equably, including 

two minore variations that barely suppress the upbeat atmosphere of Weigl's theme.  For the 

coda, Beethoven switches meter to 6/8 and throws in a couple of key-change surprises.  The 

finale leaves us with a sense of melodious joy that is surprisingly Schubertian, without 

sacrificing Beethoven's inimitable sense of texture and pianism.   

 

 

Quartet in E-flat major for Piano & Strings, Op.16  

Ludwig van Beethoven  

 

 Chamber music lovers may be puzzled by the unexpected "appearance" of a published 

Beethoven piano quartet hitherto unknown to them.  They are quite right to question the anomaly 

of Opus 16.  Surely if a composer as great as Beethoven had written a piano quartet, it would be 

a cornerstone of the repertoire, as are the two piano quartets of Mozart?  The answer is 

equivocal, for while the work is authentic, the arrangement for piano, violin, viola and cello is 

not its original guise.  Beethoven composed the piece in 1796-1797 as a quintet for piano and 

winds (oboe, clarinet, horn and bassoon); the arrangement with strings is his own, and was 

presumably executed to increase the marketability of the published score.   

 

 Beethoven's model for the E-flat quintet was Mozart's Quintet for the same combination 

of instruments, a piece we know as K.452.  Both works are in E-flat major with slow movements 



in B-flat; both open with a majestic slow introduction; both conclude with a hunting-style rondo.  

Because of the inevitable comparisons between the two compositions, Beethoven's quintet has 

suffered some critical abuse.  K.452 dates from Mozart's full maturity; it is a polished jewel of 

which the composer thought so highly as to write to his father in April 1784:  "I myself consider 

it to be the very best work I have ever composed."  Even for a young genius like Beethoven (had 

he known of that declaration), K.452 was a tough act to emulate. 

 

 Yet the Beethoven work has much to recommend it.  Next to the Mozart model, it suffers 

primarily from a comparative imbalance between the piano (integrated in Mozart, dominant in 

Beethoven) and the winds.  However, in the arrangement for piano and strings, some subtle 

changes take place that alter the fabric of the piece.  In effect, Beethoven had a second chance, 

an opportunity to register his second thoughts via the arrangement on this afternoon’s program.  

John Warrack has described the difference in the two versions thus: 

 

Beethoven sets them in contrast to each other, piano against wind [quintet 

version], with the piano primus inter pares.  This is basically a less satisfying plot 

and there is evidence that Beethoven himself felt this, for his string version 

includes passages accompanying the piano that do not appear in the original. 

 

One such example is the opening 8-measure melody of the slow movement which the piano 

plays solo in the quintet version.  With "second thoughts" in place, Beethoven has the 

accompanying strings join in at bar 5.  What the piece may sacrifice in color contrast, in this 

version for piano and strings, it makes up for in blend and the integration of inherently disparate 

forces. 

 

 Perhaps the most distinguishing feature of Beethoven's Op.16 from its Mozartean model 

is the presence of many cadenza-like passages for piano.  One of the most endearing anecdotes 

about Beethoven as performer is associated with this work.  According to his secretary and 

copyist Ferdinand Ries, in a 1797 performance of the piece, Beethoven seized the opportunity of 

a fermata [pause] to improvise a keyboard cadenza. 

 

His companions were displeased, and Ramm, the oboist, was genuinely angry.  It 

was comical to see those gentlemen waiting expectantly, ready every moment to 

go on, continually lifting their instruments to their lips, and then quietly putting 

them down again.  At last Beethoven was satisfied and dropped into the Rondo.  

The entire audience was delighted. 

 

As a contemporary record of Beethoven's personal keyboard style, Op.16 in either version is a 

vivid reminder that this great genius was also a brilliant performer. 


