
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827) Grand Sonata in A-flat major, Op. 26 

This sonata, composed between 1800 and 1801, characterises Beethoven‟s continued 

experimentations with the sonata form. Here, creating perhaps the first „sonata‟ which does not 

contain a single movement in sonata form.  The sonata begins with a theme and five variations, 

not typical for a sonata of this time, although was used by Mozart in the sonata in A K.331, 

sixteen years earlier.  

Beethoven has been previously criticised as being a poor melodist, preferring to compose using 

shorter rhythmic motifs. However, this theme is a clear example that the opposite is true; 

Beethoven presents a restful and magisterial theme consisting of well-balanced phrases. Each 

continuing variation alters the theme rhythmically and melodically, the third variation—in the 

tonic minor—is perhaps a „notice‟ of the funeral march which forms the third movement. 

An energetic and short melody forms the basis of the scherzo, containing many similarities to 

the scherzo of Beethoven‟s Second Symphony Op. 36, composed only a year later. Beethoven‟s 

use of the piano as an orchestral emulator comes into effect in this movement; orchestral 

textures of light winds and tutti strings are clear and present a balanced and spirited movement 

overall. The trio section contrasts the turbulence of the scherzo, and is a simple lilting chord 

progression. 

This sonata is the only by Beethoven known to be played in public by great composer, Frédéric 

Chopin. It is clear that Chopin greatly admired this sonata, and it is no surprise that his Sonata in 

b-flat minor Op. 35 contains a haunting funeral march, perhaps in homage to this sonata by 

Beethoven. Beethoven‟s marking “sulla morte d’un Eroe” (on the death of a hero) is not known to 

relate to any known figure at the time of the sonata‟s composition, it is likely making a literary 

point. March-like continuous dotted rhythms penetrate the movement, contrasting with 

programmatic drum rolls and rifle firings in the middle section. 

The fourth movement, a rondo and gentle perpetuum mobile, dissipates all tension created by the 

previous movement. Characterised by falling semiquaver figurations and smooth melodic lines, 

Beethoven only has only one episode of his typical angst, also typically in C minor. The sonata 

summates with an A-flat in the bass, after falling quietly to a close. 
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