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Whilst it is undoubtedly true to say that the piano sonatas of Weber and Schubert marked 
– with their respective early deaths in 1826 and 1828 – the end of the first great era of 
the genre, coincidental with the dawn of Romanticism, by then the concept and early 
repertoire of solo piano Sonatas had been in existence for a little over half a century, since 
Haydn had first applied the term ‘Sonata’ to his solo keyboard works in or around 1770.

Haydn may not have been a keyboard virtuoso in the sense that, say, Mozart or Beethoven 
were, or as other significant but ultimately lesser creative figures in the second half of the 
18th-century were also, but there can be little doubt that – as with the evolution of the 
symphony or string quartet (to say nothing of the piano trio as a compositional medium) 

– it was Haydn who was the first indisputably great composer to create the genre of the 
solo piano sonata.

In that regard, he was certainly assisted – not to say inspired – by the concurrent 
development of the pianoforte as an instrument, the evolution affording composers 
(and their patrons) with a new instrument offering more in expressive terms than the 
keyboard instruments from which it had evolved. 

Haydn claimed, certainly in the latter decades of his life, that it was to the piano that he 
first turned every morning, to try out his seemingly never-ending flow of musical ideas, 
and to apply to his solo keyboard works the formal innovations we may discern in his 
orchestral and chamber works.

Clearly, not every idea that occurred to Haydn would be suitable in a keyboard work, 
perhaps demanding other instrumentation – chamber or orchestral – but in the more 
than fifty solo works to which he gave the title ‘Sonata’ the writing in turn is almost 
entirely conceived for the keyboard. 

Of Haydn’s contemporaries, the one for whom he had the greatest admiration and 
respect was Mozart, 23 years his junior. Whilst Mozart undoubtedly learned from the 
older man in terms of evolutionary sonata form and its application, by 1770, when – as 
we have noted – Haydn first applied ‘Sonata’ to his solo piano compositions, Mozart 
himself was approaching his own early maturity. It remains one of the conundrums of 
classical music history that the more than fifty piano sonatas of Haydn, and the more 
than 20 similar works of Mozart, are still not as wholly appreciated as they ought – with 
a handful of notable exceptions for both composers.

This relative neglect has no basis in musical quality: it has been suggested that the 
absence of popular names for any of them may have contributed to their relative neglect, 
but in the richness and originality of the classical sonatas of Haydn and Mozart that 
led to Beethoven, a wealth of great and original music awaits general discovery, as the 
Sonatas on this recording amply demonstrate.

It may well be the case that, 250 years after the origination of the solo piano Sonata as a 
genre (the usually accepted date for the first solo appearance of the piano is 1768), we may 
all too easily overlook the sheer originality of Haydn’s genius in seizing upon the genre 
in the first place, and using it as an expressive medium unknown to earlier composers.

The first of the five works in our collection is the Sonata in C minor, the only one of 
Haydn’s extant piano sonatas in this key, and catalogued as No 20 in Hoboken’s Volume 
XVI of the composer’s collected works (hence Hob. XVI/20) dates from 1771, yet Haydn 
did not publish it until almost ten years later. It has three movements: Moderato (4/4); 
Andante (3/4), and finale: Allegro (3/4).

It is a noble and deeply impressive masterpiece possessing a number of individual 
characteristics, possibly born from the inspirational nature of the instrument itself. 
Indeed, it is arguable that this Sonata is the first authentic masterpiece in the genre. 
The work not only is demonstrably one whose expressive nature is perhaps its most 
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striking feature, but also is conceived in what one might legitimately claim to be 
essentially pianistic features.

‘Haydn in C minor’ is a rare occurrence, reserved (it would seem) for particularly 
expressive and dramatic works with more than a hint of tragedy and regret: one may 
wonder if this Sonata later became known to Beethoven, who was just a few months old 
when Haydn wrote it. Such speculation is worthwhile, in tracing the rise of Romanticism 
in music. The work’s emotional character is echoed in Haydn’s piano music by just one 
other work – the final Variations in F minor in our collection – a point which has been 
made by several commentators, particularly the English composer and pianist John 
McCabe, who made the first integral recording of Haydn’s piano sonatas.    

From the first few bars, we are in a new world: the theme is no single line, but delineated 
in thirds and sixths, punctuated by extraordinary recitative-like bars – clearly, expressing 
emotion beyond the sheerly musical passage of the movement. This is indeed something 
new in musical expression (perhaps the real reason for Haydn’s decision to delay 
publication), echoed in the slow movement, Andante. This is no relaxed reverie, but 
possesses an underlying troubled air, eventually breaking free in the finale as the music at 
times seems ready to burst from the confines of two hands at the keyboard.

Although Haydn was somewhat self-deprecating regarding his own abilities as a 
performing musician, there can be no doubt that he was perfectly capable of playing 
his own piano sonatas: as he said, ‘I was on no instrument a wizard, but I knew the 
power and capabilities of all; I was not a bad pianist and singer, and was able to play 
a violin concerto.’ His use of the word vortragen suggests the performance of music in 
the presence of others; Haydn never appeared as a recitalist, but only played before 
select audiences in the homes of patrons of music. Quite what they must have felt had 
he played the C minor Sonata is purely conjectural – perhaps it had more personal 
significance, not for public (or semi-public) consumption – until the time came, ten 
years after it was written, for it to be published 

By the time of the appearance of the E minor Sonata, Hob. XVI/34, Haydn’s fame had 
spread across Europe. This work was first published in London in 1784 – eight years 
before the first of Haydn’s two visits to the English capital – where Haydn’s music was 
already very popular. Like the C minor Sonata, however, we may feel that its actual date 
of composition was probably earlier. As with many of Haydn’s piano sonatas this work 
possesses a deep and delicate poetry that can only be by this composer – not always 
appreciated in his work. The first movement, Presto (6/8) is remarkably individual, full 
of a kind of quirky humanity and occasional spaciousness that is unique to Haydn; the 
second movement, Adagio, is in the relative G major and unusually segues into a Molto 
vivace finale in 2/4 – marked ‘Innocentamente’, yet the music’s relative innocence is 
occasionally thwarted by the appearance of passages in the major mode before a simple 
minor cadence bids us a subtle farewell.

The C major Sonata (Hob. XVI/50) was composed ten years later, although – like 
the others in our collection, it did not first appear in print (also in London) until 
several years after its completion. The three movements are Allegro (4/4); Adagio in 
F major (3/4); Allegro molto (3/4). The tonal scheme of this delightfully elegant and 
always subtle masterpiece is therefore unremarkable, but Haydn’s often fascinating 
sidestepping changes of key, of touch and of keyboard layout reveal his complete 
mastery of the pianoforte as an instrument, now established in all the best houses 
as well as in concert halls and rooms – his subtleties, his sly changes of expressive 
nature, the extraordinary low octave pianissimo writing in one passage and the 
sideslips into adjacent flat tonalities, all betoken this great and original master at his 
finest. Nor are these characteristics confined to the extended first movement: the 
Adagio is a remarkably original inspiration before – it seems – ‘normality’ is restored 
in the fleet finale.  

In the last of Haydn’s piano sonatas, the E flat major (Hob. XVI/52, 1794), the 
composer bids farewell to the genre with arguably his keyboard masterpiece. The three 
movements of this ground-breaking work are such that Beethoven, one might feel, 
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could certainly have been aware of it. The work was composed in London, for a well-
known pianist, Therese Jansen, but was first published in Vienna several years later. 

One mentions Beethoven as the work’s length, demonstrable originality in harmonic 
language and symphonic development undoubtedly presage passages in the younger 
man’s music. Beethoven would surely have been surprised by the tonal plan of the 
work, founded upon E flat major but with a central Adagio in the very remote key 
of E major, which had appeared, after a close in G major in the first movement, as 
a kind of will-o’-the-wisp, before a wholly organic passage restores E flat, and the 
Sonata’s opening phrase heralds an extensive coda. Haydn here performs a remarkable 
tonal sleight-of-hand, leading both to the florid expression of the Adagio and the rich 
humour and variety of the brilliantly subtle finale.  
 
Our last work is one of the most admired of Haydn’s piano compositions: its title 
is almost universally known as Variations in F minor, although originally entitled 
‘Sonata: un piccolo divertimento’ which indicate the composer’s uncertainty as to what 
it was he had created: the music is far from being a ‘little divertimento’. Perhaps the 
title was one of Haydn’s little jokes. 

Whilst ‘stand-alone’ sets of keyboard variations were not unknown by then – Bach’s 
‘Goldberg’ Variations, and sets by Mozart in particular had established the genre – 
Haydn’s F minor Variations come from the final years of his creativity. As we might 
expect, in this work Haydn continues to confound our expectations: the number of 
variations is irrelevant as the tenor of the music is continuous, unfailingly emotionally 
serious and highly expressive – laid out almost as a continuous three-movement 
Sonata on a single theme. Here, indeed, is an original conception, one which truly 
brings to an end Haydn’s extraordinarily unique creativity in the realm of the solo 
piano Sonata which he alone had brought to its first great level of accomplishment.      

Robert Matthew-Walker © 2016
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