
Ludwig van Beethoven—Piano Sonata No. 7 (Op. 10, No. 3 in D major) 

Besides Johann Sebastian Bach, Ludwig van Beethoven may be the most recognizable name in Western Art Music.  His 

bequeathal of a body of music often hailed as “universal,” is significant for countless reasons.  The surprisingly simple “fate” 

gesture of the first movement of his Fifth Symphony (G-G-G-E-flat!) is instantly recognizable the world-round, as is his 

infamous Fur Elise, “Moonlight” Sonata, “Pathetique” Sonata, etc.  In light of the “best hits,” it is interesting how many great 

musicians and pianists have expressed frustration at the way certain other works have become overlooked because of those 

already so well-known and loved (if… possibly… inferior).  It is indeed something of a mystery, especially when one considers 

the work programmed here, the seventh Piano Sonata, Op. 10, No. 3 in D major.  

I. Presto 

Of Beethoven’s 32 sonatas for piano, the seventh is among the most inspired and enigmatic in its mercurial extremes.  The 

opening movement, marked Presto, is a breathless and urgent race to the finish line which can barely take time for more than a 

few bars of tenderness.  The opening D, C-sharp, B, A figure is heard over and over again throughout the whole movement—

Beethoven’s clever manipulation of this simple four-note gesture is nothing short of prodigious.  You will undoubtedly hear it 

many times without even knowing you heard it (I am continually finding new instances of its appearance)—Beethoven turns it 

upside-down, makes it go backwards, places it in the accompaniment; there is hardly a measure which does not contain its 

presence in some way.  The first statement of this material is a rocket-gesture which is excitedly suppressed; a more lyrical 

and contrapuntal figuring of it will follow, before a raucous outburst of right hand sixths and octaves in the left hand—this is a 

famous example of Beethoven’s devil-may-care technical provocation right at the very beginning of a piece which has upset 

more than one pianist, including me.  Scales, arpeggios and other “daily bread” of the pianist follow, but Beethoven, obviously 

inspired by Bach’s conception of instruments as being “made for music,” has dreamt up highly challenging combinations of 

things which ordinarily seem simple.  The development of this movement is a vaulting, surging, rush in which one hand is 

constantly occupied with a tremolo while the other bounces up and down the keyboard—two resounding cadences are heard 

before the left hand begins to carry its unstoppable, stubborn climb over the right hand.  These barreling climbs give way to an 

even more dramatic vaulting  over the right hand and back again, which finally runs into a half cadence.  The recap contains 

many interesting variations on all that was seen in the exposition, including, in the coda, a playful interplay between all four 

voices. 

II. Largo e mesto 

“So magnificent is this movement that many musicians have come to regard it as the most profound slow movement Beethoven 

wrote before 1800.” 

--Stewart Gordon 

The second movement of this sonata exists on the edge of complete despair, a “dark night of the soul” whose lament escapes in 

the most lonely, overwrought cries and gasps imaginable.  Hungarian-British pianist Andras Schiff has related it to the deep 

sadness of another work by Franz Schubert, the D960 Sonata in B-flat, which was completed just before his death at the age of 



31.  The score of Beethoven’s Op. 10, No. 3 second movement is marked to be played “slowly and sadly”—largo e mesto; 

nowhere else in Beethoven’s early piano music (that I am aware of) will one find such a marking, which is in itself, 

significant.  The first movement’s frolicking, flying bursts of energy are worlds apart from the heavy, tearful melody which 

begins this movement—its impulse upwards seems chained to the D from which it starts; there is a terrible sense of gravity which 

cannot be escaped.  This gives way to an aria-like melody, initially sorrowful, but gradually hopeful, until a climactic outburst 

and subsequent deliquesce in major—this is short-lived however, and soon gives way to fortissimo cries of anger and grief.  A 

more desperate and forceful statement of the aria returns, but in this instance it cannot assuage the pain of the outbursts still 

fresh.  The middle section which follows contains some of the most profoundly moving music ever written by Beethoven.  It 

seems a progenitor of the heartfelt and vocal Cavatina (Op. 131), or the arioso sections of the Op. 110 Sonata—both of which 

touch spiritual depths seldom reached even in the most ambitious music.  First introduced is a luminous, warm melody in 

octaves, supported by a pulsing figure which suggests to me a heartbeat.  I find here a kind of intimacy and honesty in this 

music’s confiding of happiness experienced—but what is at first a beautiful remembrance becomes only an intensification of the 

grief known earlier.  The music that follows suggests to me (in the same way as Op. 110 and 131) weeping—soft, tearful three-

note cries which are punctuated by the heartbeat figure—a heartbeat which eventually stops.  This overwhelming, unbearable 

grief is not relieved; instead it can barely find its way back to the heavy chords of the beginning.  The coda of this movement 

contains reiterations of the weeping seen in the middle section, as well as some of the most bare and plaintively expressive 

dialogue in any of Beethoven’s Sonatas.  In a most un-heroic realization, this movement’s despair will not be overcome—as one 

of my friends said, it effectively “digs itself into a hole of misery and can’t get out.” 

  

III. Menuetto: Allegro 

The previously mentioned pianist Andras Schiff likens this movement to a flower which blooms on the earth of the gravesite.  Its 

character is at once delicate and playful, if heartfelt.  The opening melody is supported by a left hand whose bass sounds like the 

first four notes of “frère Jacques”—surely a connection made only by me, not Beethoven.  Nonetheless, the movement’s blithe, 

gentle bounces and sighs might be projected as something child-like; from the “death” of the second movement comes 

“life.”  The middle section is a boisterous frolic with two strident voices answered by a much quieter third voice—all of these 

voices are taken by the left hand while the right hand maintains a scurrying triplet figure in the background. 

IV. Rondo: Allegro 

If the third movement contains traces and/or intimations of childhood, the fourth must be its full-blooded realization.  A 

movement of considerable freedom, the finale of this sonata is cast in a kind of rondo form (A-B-A-C-A-D-A-Coda).  The initial 

three-note figure which opens the movement seems akin to a child asking repeatedly for the same cookie, toy, or privilege—by 

the time the request has been repeated about the 5th or 6th time, it has nearly worn out its welcome.  It is interesting to recall that 

the breathless first movement is entirely built on an equally simple idea (a four-note descending D tetrachord instead of the three-

note figure seen here); the difference is that in the first movement Beethoven deftly hides and weaves the four-note figure all 

throughout the texture of the music, whereas here nearly every instance of the three-note figure seems intent on announcing its 

presence.  In any case, this “question” figure’s initial attempts at persuasion seem successful—there follow (B section) quick, 



game-like jumps and skips with a left hand accompaniment which together seem every bit as energetic as the most caffeinated 

child on a playground.  The games must end however, but in only a few seconds the question figure is back at it again (return of 

A section).  And again the childish overture is granted—only what follows this time (C section) is nearly 3 times as raucous as 

before!—surely the child has overdone himself.  Without getting too theoretical, it can be said that the end result of this 

rambunctious C section is that the music ends up in a completely wrong key—the question figure even tries to sneak itself back 

in (while in the wrong key), but it is caught, and is forced to work its way up the keyboard, grumblingly, until it finds itself back 

in the right key (perhaps, for some, analogous to the consternation experienced by a child forced to wash up before dinner).  The 

3rd return of A has become a little fancier and more persuasive—perhaps the old question figure is starting to wear a little 

thin?  It works yet again, and playtime commences once again; the same result sees the games brought to a close, and yet 

a fourth return of the A!—in this instance it is at its most cute and persuasive, and by the time it has had its last flourish, the Coda 

has been ushered in.  The sonata ends on a playful note; certainly there is nothing to be found here of the heroic or outwardly 

virtuosic. 

 


