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NL: With so many collections of 
Beethoven Sonatas already in place, 
and with several thoroughly edited, 
what prompted yet another erudite 
edition? 

JDM: I suppose the small black dot 
that was the first cell in the genesis 
of the new Bärenreiter edition was 
the request from the publishers, 
back in 2005, that I might turn my 
attention to the piano sonatas. The 
edition of the Beethoven Symphonies 
– completed in 2000 – had been 
successful, and it is natural that a 
publisher would seek to build on that 
success. But I was reluctant. for no 
fewer than four solid reasons:

1) that Barry Cooper was working 
on exactly this: a proper new urtext 
edition complete with what all editions 
had hitherto lacked - a critical 
commentary;

2) that I am not a good pianist, 
and these pieces are therefore mostly 
not in my personal repertoire or 
experience;

3) that there are already so many 
editions of the piano sonatas that 
there cannot honestly be said to be a 
pressing need for yet another; and 

4) that (on the other hand) there 
were many other Beethoven works, of 
which I do have personal knowledge 
and experience, which desperately 
needed a new edition, all present 
ones being known to be deficient in 
one way or another (or in many ways) 
on which I was keen to get moving 
without delay.

Years passed; the publishers 
repeated their request; this began 
to sound more like a demand - but 
I still resisted it. Only in 201l, by 
which time many of the works that 
had been urgent were now published 
(such as the Violin Concerto and 
the op. 18 Quartets), and the piano 
concertos were well under way, did I 
allow a chink to break the armour of 
my recalcitrance. Naïvely, I thought 
I could get away with handing them 
one sonata as a sop, and that might 
keep them quiet for a while. So I 
asked them what was the first one 
they might like; they said op.13 - it’s 
a simple one to do (there’s only one 
source). I did it quite quickly, and 
indeed it kept them quiet for a long 
time - for some reason they took more 
than a year to publish it. By that 
time I had thought I might as well do 
the next one (op.57) – that one took 
even longer to see the light of day 
(it only appeared in January 2014), 
and this suited me fine. I was happy 
to do the odd sonata in the breaks 
between other pieces. But meanwhile 
plots and schemes were under way at 
the publisher, and very soon I found 
myself in a corner from which there 
was no escape: the big dotted line was 
under my nose, and I had to sign on it.

So as soon as the concertos were 
all done (April 2014) I set to work 
and very soon found myself in the 
midst of problems. Given an unlikely 
reading in the only source (op.27 
no. 1), how do you decide, without 
profound knowledge of and insight 

into these pieces, what absolutely 
has to be an error and must be 
corrected or what could actually be 
correct? Or given divergent readings 
in autograph and first edition (op.27 
no.2), how do you weigh up the 
balance of probability which reading 
should be given precedence - granted 
its hallowed presence into the main 
text (which then everyone will play) 
and which should be relegated to an 
appendix of alternative readings? 
Already for the piano concertos I 
had needed a consultant who could 
give me that insight, someone who 
(a) was an excellent pianist, (b) had 
the requisite incisive brain needed to 
judge alternatives without prejudice 
(not easy when you have known every 
note of the work for most of your life!), 
(c) could allow me the time to visit him 
for repeated sessions of several hours 
- and preferably also (d) had hands as 
big as Beethoven’s, which would help 
to see inside the composer’s mind, 
how Beethoven himself would have 
approached the execution of this or 
that passage. Most fortunately, all 
four boxes were ticked in spades by 
the excellent, generous, amiable and 
formidably intelligent, perceptive and 
virtuosic Leslie Howard. Without his 
assistance – a whole session on each 
sonata – the edition could not have 
been done. It is as simple as that. 

But actually it was not quite as 
simple as that. Firstly I had already in 
2006 been fortunate enough to make 
the acquaintance of the amazing Paul 
Badura-Skoda, who had been curious 
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Jonathan Del Mar needs no introduction and several Sonatas of his 
splendid new edition of Beethoven’s Piano Sonatas have been reviewed 
in the Piano Journal. This prompted some questions to him from Nadia 
Lasserson which were duly answered and make fascinating reading to 
all EPTA readers. 



that are less often played at the end 
– which is, in a way, sensible. (But is 
op.90 less often played? If so, sad.)

Before embarking on this 
massive project, did you explore 
other editions? Did they have 
anything to offer you?

I always look at other editions. 
Only not “before”, but rather, during. 
Each passage, as it is weighed 
up, the sources are compared, 
the commentary is written, is also 
compared with the reading in a 
number of other editions. It is 
essential to benefit from the wisdom 
and perceptions of other musicians. 
The problem with the piano sonatas 
is that there have been so many 
editions that life is too short to 
look at them all. So I made sure I 
always compared with Henle (but 
there have been so many different 
printings, with different musical 
texts, that it’s impossible to say I saw 
every printing). Wiener “Urtext” (we 
could discuss whether the word is 
appropriate in the case of that edition) 
and Barry Cooper’s, and I have also 
consulted Schnabel and Tovey for 
their fascinating musical perceptions

And how does your “performance 
practice” differ from other 
editions?

There are really two angles 
to this. One is a commentary on 
Beethoven’s style of writing, his 
notation and what it means (and 
what it does not mean): this I can 
of course write about. But the other 
is the more literal one of issues of 
“performance practice”, trills, tempos, 
repeats, ornaments and so on; my 
standpoint on this is fundamentally 
that despite pontificating by many 
erudite musicologists, there is so 
much that we actually do not know. 
And so I would prefer to leave much 
to the freedom of the intelligent 
interpreter, and refrain from 

dogmatically citing this treatise or 
that (with the inevitable result that 
many excellent Beethoven interpreters 
would simply wash their hands of it 
and say “Nonsense!”). No: there is so 
much I would love to ask Beethoven, 
because we just do not know whether 
he meant the trill to start on the 
upper note, or end with a Nachschlag 
(termination / turn / suffix, what you 
will), or how much he cared whether 
this repeat or that was taken.

But one thing I have not yet dared 
to say – but I might, in the prefaces 
to the volumes, when they have to 
be done – is that the current fad 
for embellishment, inserting inane 
twiddles into Beethoven’s sublime 
melodies, would definitely make the 
composer turn in his grave. We know 
this: we even have specific evidence in 
the hand of the composer! In a letter 
to Carl Czerny of 12th February 1816, 
following a performance of the Quintet 
op.16 for piano and wind in which 
Czerny had committed the sin of 
adding embellishments, extra octaves 
in the left hand, and other fancies 
designed to enhance his pianistic 
prowess, Beethoven congratulated 
him on a fine performance, but with 
the reservation that he would have 
rather heard the music exactly as he 
had written it. A lesson for us all (and 
especially for one particular sinner. 
who shall remain nameless).

Have you found new sources of 
MS from Beethoven?

Unfortunately, no (unless you 
count the few manuscript markings in 
the Rudolph copies).

Is Tovey still regarded as one of 
the important earlier sources or is 
he now ‘out of date’?

As an extraordinarily perceptive 
musician and Beethoven interpreter, 
Tovey is eternally to be read, digested, 
revered, respected, and very often 
followed. But as far as the preparation 
of an Urtext edition is concerned, 
his edition is a little disappointing, 
because he did not take much trouble 
to look at the sources carefully or even 
at all. True, some have come to light 
since his day: but the fact remains 
that very many of his readings are 
manifestly wrong, and could have 
been shown to be wrong already when 
he did the edition. And then he added 
very many extra slurs and dynamics 
of his own, so that the “urtext” is a 
little occluded.

When do you hope to complete 
the entire series?

Ask Bärenreiter! As I said, I have 
been done with it for over a year 
(and have since then completed new 

editions of Dvořák’s 8th and New 
World Symphonies), but I think 
Bärenreiter’s timetable is roughly to 
have them all out in single booklets 
by July 2019, then in three volumes 
(with all the critical commentaries in 
one separate volume) by the beginning 
of “Beethoven Year” 2020.

Is the Bärenreiter Urtext well-
received all over the world? Has 
it overtaken all previous editions 
and are students turning to it to 
help them in their studies and 
performances?

Again, I think you will have to ask 
the musical public that - performers, 
teachers, students, amateurs - I 
simply don’t know. I still look forward 
to hearing the musical public’s 
reaction! As I said - my initial 
standpoint was that there was no 
reason for a new edition - well, was 
I right, or not? Please: you tell me! 
It only remains for all readers to 
purchase the compete set and decide 
for themselves…

enough about my edition of the cello 
sonatas to make contact, and we had 
been exchanging faxes on this or that 
minute point of textual divergence 
ever since. At the great age of 90, 
he still retains a fiercely passionate 
curiosity and energy in the search 
for the composer’s true intentions, 
and when I confessed to him that I – I 
who am so ineligible for this honour 
of being responsible for a new edition 
of this gamut of masterpieces! – was 
having to undertake a new edition 
of all the sonatas, he invited me to 
Vienna for a whole week to go through 
the whole lot with him. We found a 
week in which he had time. It was 
incredible: his copies were almost 
illegible for all the myriad annotations, 
different authentic readings, places 
where he was sceptical for this reason 
or that – he guided me through from 
one problem or doubt to the next at 
lightning speed, showing me hundreds 
of insights where I would have had 
no idea there was anything wrong 
with the text we have all been used 
to just because it is there. Of course 
one cannot just change the text on a 
whim: but the insight is nevertheless 
valuable, giving other readers (in an 
appendix) the chance to weigh up 
other possibilities for themselves. 

And I was also aware that, just 
round the corner from where I live 
in south London, there was another 
interpreter of the Beethoven sonatas 
whose huge experience of playing all 
32 in one marathon session could not 
be ignored: Julian Jacobson. It was he 
who drew my attention to that note in 
op.27 no.1 where the only authentic 
source has c n but all editions hitherto 
(whether “urtext” or not) have simply 
said “Impossible!” and changed it 
to c b but I am convinced they are 
wrong - and he has remained a third 
and valued consultant. And there 
have been others, too, from whom I 
have obtained opinions, perceptions, 
insights and judgements based on a 
lifetime’s experience of playing these 
masterpieces. 

So the work continued – with 
just one break after op.109 – when 
I was just so ‘up to here’ with piano 
music and I needed some sanity, so 
I did the first of the late quartets, 
op.127 – which really was a breath 
of fresh air! – before finishing off 
with the last two sonatas. And on 
October 1st 2016 it was all done. 
Now Bärenreiter just have to publish 
them, and it goes rather slowly: each 
one has to undergo about ten stages 
of proofs before everything is not only 
correct but also properly spaced, 
every dynamic and staccato marking 

placed exactly where it should be. 
I am a maniac about spacing being 
rhythmical and not horrendously and 
unmusically squeezed up! So that has 
answered your first question, about 
the genesis.

With so many collections, what 
prompted yet another “erudite” (we 
hope!) edition?

As I’ve said, I think you would have 
to ask Bärenreiter that! My standpoint 
has always been that there is no need 
for yet another. But you could also 
ask readers of the new edition - was 
it worthwhile? If so, why? What does 
my edition give you, that you had 
previously (despite – as you say – 
“several thoroughly edited collections 
of Beethoven sonatas” already 
available) lacked? I think you – you 
all, performers, teachers, students – 
can answer that better than I. I just 
do the work in the way that I believe it 
ought to be done, and let you all judge 
and decide!

Would you care to describe 
your wealth of sources that have, 
hitherto, not been explored as 
well as Beethoven’s MS and first 
editions.

Well another reason why I was 
reluctant to do “yet another” edition 
of the piano sonatas is that frankly. 
there is nothing left to discover. There 
are no new sources. Actually that’s 
not quite true: I did discover one little 
treasure trove in Vienna: copies of 
the first edition that had been used 
by Beethoven’s pupil, the Archduke 
Rudolph, some of which had 
handwritten corrections or fingerings 
in Beethoven’s own hand. But I have 
to say there was extremely little of 
substance there - which was of course 
disappointing. The one thing that was 
exciting was to see the decresc. in the 
Waldstein Sonata, 1st movement bar 
70, in Beethoven’s hand. But that was 
really all.

What is the reason for the 
surprising order of publishing the 
Sonatas? One would expect them to 
appear in chronological order but, 
for some reason, you have chosen 
otherwise.

Again you would have to ask 
Bärenreiter that. My guess is that 
they wanted to issue the popular, 
‘named’ ones first, also looking at 
which sonatas have not yet been 
done in the new Henle (Gertsch/
Perahia) edition - better to do some 
first that they have not already done. 
And I insisted on doing the last, most 
difficult and complex sonatas last. 
Apart from those, it does seem that in 
general Bärenreiter’s order puts those 
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