






The Sonata, with its rising C minor “Mannheim Rocket” theme in the first movement, was an obvious 
influence on Beethoven’s Sonata, Op. 10/1, also in that key. Less obvious is the extent to which the 
middle A-flat major section of the Andante provided more than mere inspiration for the Pathétique’s 
slow movement, also in that key. The outer movements are unusual in two ways: they feature 
moderately extensive codas and call for crossed hands in passages where execution and musical intent 
could easily be delineated in a normal performing stance. These characteristics point to the possibility 
that Mozart conceived of these pieces as public concert works, not hausmusik or teaching material.

Sonatas 15 - 18 (1788-89)
If one defines the oft-used word “canon” as a collection of works generally considered to be represen-
tative, as well as the best of a particular form, and in which one can detect a coherent development 
(not necessarily improvement) from work to work, there indeed exists a canon of Mozart’s piano 
sonatas. However, that canon concludes with the Sonata No. 14. The following four are, in a sense, 
post-canonic.

By 1788, Mozart was fully at the peak of his artistry, creating one masterwork after another. The 
“Prague” Symphony No. 38, Figaro, Giovanni, the six quartets dedicated to Haydn, the two piano 
quartets, and the piano concertos Nos. 20 through 25, were now all behind him, as they had not 
been when he wrote the preceding C minor sonata. Moreover, considering what was to come—Cosi, 
Die Zauberflöte, the final three symphonies, the last piano concerto, the two great clarinet works, 
and the Requiem—even the most unapologetic admirer of his solo piano music must admit that the 
sonatas do not represent his very best work in 1788 as they had in 1784, and that henceforth, piano 
sonatas would no longer be in the forefront of his artistry as they previously had been. Nevertheless, 
the final sonatas are hardly minor works: they exemplify a great composer at the height of his 
mastery and maturity.

Sonata in 15 in F, K533/494	 Vienna, 1788/1786 
Following a 4-year gap in sonata production, there appeared the most curious work in Mozart’s entire 
keyboard oeuvre. The first two movements of this sonata sound less like Mozart than anything else 
emanating from his pen, while the final movement is a revision of an innocent rondo that he had 
published two years earlier. Although Mozart himself termed this work a sonata, the two components 



seem more incongruous than the previous C Minor Fantasie and Sonata. Perhaps he did feel that two 
such maverick creations required the counterfoil of a traditional conclusion. (Alternately, he may 
simply have needed the money, or perhaps his publisher was becoming impatient, so he sent along 
what he had at hand.)

The first movement reflects the composer’s renewed fascination with imitative counterpoint, thanks 
to an acquaintanceship with one of the world’s earliest Baroque enthusiasts, Baron Gottfried van 
Swieten, a Dutch diplomat, who had recently introduced Mozart to his impressive library of Bach 
and Handel scores. Throughout his life, whenever Mozart encountered concepts that were new and 
fascinating to him, he tried to incorporate the essence of those ideas into his music. This was no 
exception; he composed several works employing imitative counterpoint and even tried his hand at 
Baroque-style suites, preludes and fugues, etc. Those early essays could often sound self-conscious, 
and many were left incomplete, but there invariably arrived a stage when he fully assimilated those 
characteristics into his own style. In such a manner was his music perennially enriched and renewed, 
while retaining its distinctive effortless, “Mozartian” manner.

This movement finds Mozart well on the road to that order of mastery. The opening theme begins 
with a solo statement in the right hand, while the second theme appears as a single line in the left. 
Mozart’s themes here are far more motivic and less “melodic” than usual, and his handling of this 
material is unusually argumentative. Toward the end, Mozart combines the two themes, one in 
each hand. This movement, together with the Andante that follows, point to paths Mozart may have 
explored more fully, had he lived long enough to do so. 

If Mozart had written nothing other than the ethereal, introspective slow movement, he probably 
would still be remembered as a major composer. In my opinion this is his most original, uncom-
promising piece. The Development in particular finds him experimenting with chords more harshly 
dissonant than any composer would write until that famous moment in Mahler’s Tenth Symphony. 
Yet, Mozart chooses his context so well that unless one listens for the roughness, it goes by unnoticed.

For the finale, Mozart provided a slightly expanded version of a delightful “music-box” rondo he 
had already published in 1786. Probably in order to make it a better fit for the sonata, he inserted a 
serious, contrapuntal, 27-measure cadenza toward the conclusion. The theme is written in the piano’s 
upper register, but following the cadenza, the theme is heard a final time with both hands situated 
deep in the piano’s bass region.



Sonata No. 16 in C, K. 545	 Vienna, 1788
This work in C Major, expressly written for less advanced pianists, is one of the two most famous 
piano sonatas in existence. It probably owes its popularity to the fact that so many children are 
mistakenly assigned it. Short, direct, and unaffected, it is an exemplary crystallization of Mozart’s 
simpler style at its purest.

Paradoxically, it, like that other classical warhorse, Beethoven’s Moonlight, is atypical for a classical 
sonata: in the opening movement, the Recapitulation occurs not in the expected C major tonic key, 
but in the subdominant F major. This highly significant event provides support for an argument that 
the dividing line between the Development and Recapitulation in Sonata-allegro form (that portion 
of the movement following the double bar) is often so unclear that one may well question whether 
any real division between the two sections exists. 

If Mozart had composed only as far as midway through the Development, and then assigned the 
movement’s completion to a student, she may well have arranged a return to the Recapitulation in the 
tonic key of C major, and repeated the Exposition verbatim for twelve measures until the point where 
the second theme returns. Instead, Mozart “sneaks in” the Recapitulation in the subdominant F, then 
rewrites and extends his material for sixteen measures so as to end exactly at the same place that 
his student would have arrived, and in the identical manner. Mozart’s way is so much more subtle, 
satisfying and elegant. 

The slow movement is aria-like, with two episodes that are both related to the opening theme. The 
brief finale is also a rondo whose main theme Mozart may have discovered by rolling his right hand 
inward on the keyboard and imitating that action in the left.

Sonata No. 17 in B flat, K. 570	 Vienna, 1789
This sonata was first published in 1796 as a sonata for violin and piano, in which the violin is clearly 
subsidiary to the keyboard. However, Mozart had listed this work in his own thematic catalogue as 
“a sonata for piano alone,” and it is now believed that the violin part is inauthentic. Although less 
ambitious than his other Vienna period sonatas, K. 570 is no less accomplished. Somewhat unusually 
(for him), the first movement employs the same theme—essentially, a broken B flat major chord—at 



the outset of both portions of the Exposition. Although he keeps his textures quite thin, he does 
manage to use some of that imitative counterpoint that fascinated him in the latter part of his life.

The Adagio is in the form of a rondo. One of the episodes, in C minor, could easily be set for wind 
ensemble from start to finish. The final movement is a good-humored Allegretto rondo whose 
opening theme conjures up, for me at least, an image of Maurice Chevalier strolling down a Paris 
boulevard with a bevy of not-so “leetle gerls” on each arm. This theme is virtually a re-write of the 
final variation of the Sonata in A, K. 331. 

Sonata No. 18 in D Major, K. 576	 Vienna 1789  
In 1789, Frederick Wilhelm II, King of Prussia commissioned Mozart to compose a dozen works: six 
quartets and an equal number of “easy” sonatas. Working stiff that Mozart may have been, this is a 
commission he did not fulfill: he only completed three of the quartets, plus the Sonata in D.

The opening Allegro begins with a “hunt” theme with both hands in unison, but for much of the 
remainder of the movement, one hand seems constantly to chase the other around the entire 
keyboard—perhaps a deliberate musical pun on the cognate meanings of hunt and chase. It is 
interesting to compare this movement to the opening movement of K. 533. Both feature widespread 
imitation between the hands, but here we are back on much more familiar “Mozart” territory. His 
technique seems more intuitive, less self-conscious. 

The slow movement is one of Mozart’s heartfelt romances, at least in its outer portions. They bookend 
an active, uneasy central section in the unusual key of F# minor: on its own, it could almost pass 
for a complete Sonatina5 movement. The Finale is a masterful rondo, yet another that is a virtual 
transcription of a piano concerto movement. And like most concerto finales, “easy” is hardly the most 
appropriate word to describe its technical demands.

5 A Sonatina can be a miniature sonata, but some writers also refer to the Sonatina form as an Abbreviated Sonata-allegro form lacking 
a Development section. That is the sense in which that word is employed here.



Coda (1791 - present)
Mozart did not live to compose another piano sonata. There probably has never been a music lover 
who has not contemplated what wonders may have been created if Mozart had been granted the 
opportunity to acquaint himself with Haydn’s late works, as well as the earlier ones of Beethoven 
and Schubert, and to interact with all three composers, as he surely would have done. One can only 
dream, while remaining forever grateful for the miracles we do have…



Recording Silverman in Utah with the IsoMike system
by Gorm Damborg, August 2007 

“Holy pachyderm, Robin: it’s Dumbo floating over the stage”

“Gosh Batman, you really are showing your age; that’s a beige Nemo, the clownfish”

Well, whichever of Disney’s characters you prefer, there is nothing cartoonish about the sounds 
captured by Ray Kimber’s IsoMike recording system. We were all gathered in early August 2007 
on the Austad Stage at Weber State University in Ogden, Utah, a lovely hall that seats nearly two 
thousand, for the purpose of capturing Robert Silverman’s take on the 18 Mozart Piano Sonatas. And 
of course Dumbo, er, Nemo, I mean, the IsoMike system was hovering above us all at about twelve 
feet and roughly twenty feet away from the Steinway Grand. But I am getting ahead of myself.

It started some months ago when Bob called to see if I would join him and his wife Ellen for the 
slated recording session in Utah. I had previously been peripherally involved with his recording of 
the Brahms in Santa Barbara and the sessions in Albuquerque, both for Stereophile magazine, so the 
answer was a fairly swift yes. Having known them both for over thirty years, and always sharing a 
passion for music reproduction (yes Bob is one of those rare musicians who is also a true audiophile), 
I knew it would be a most pleasant adventure, and with any luck as in previous years, I might even 
turn out to be useful in the process. I was not disappointed.



In fact, a most delightful surprise (and proof that there are 
sometimes only a few degrees of separation in this world, not 
six) came at the Vancouver Airport: there, sitting behind me at 
the boarding gate was Graemme Brown also heading for Utah 
as the chief Engineer for the project. I had met Graemme some 
time ago through Tony Reif (he of the Songlines Label fame) 
when they had been guests in my music room to review some 
new equipment and one of Tony’s latest SACD projects. At that 
time I was not aware that Graemme was an expert at the art 
of DSD Mastering; and as time would reveal, he is actually a 
genuine (if modest) renaissance man. This was definitely going 
to be an interesting trip.

We were all met at the Salt Lake City Airport by Ray Kimber 
who drove us to his hometown of Ogden which, we could all 
too often hear, is also home to a US Air force base. It also did 
not take long to discover that Ray is an incredibly generous 
man who loves music, its capture and reproduction, and whose 

intelligence is gently revealed at ever turn. Over dinner we met the recording crew which included 
Aaron Hubbard, Nathan Call, CJ Johnson; earnest and intelligent young men all.

During an after dinner stroll in downtown Ogden we came across Two Bit Street (25th Street) which 
was once infamously known as the most dangerous street in America, with many saloons connected 
by underground tunnels so the clientele could avoid the pitfalls of the street above. With the state 
of Utah now being mostly Mormon, there was obviously little danger lurking on this stretch, but 
we were informed that a “membership” to an establishment was required before imbibing; at a 
modest four dollars (good for 3 weeks, plus guests) it simply proved the ingenuity of entrepreneurs 
circumnavigating draconian liquor laws.

With 18 Sonatas to record and only six days to do it, everyone got started early on Monday. Nemo 
needed to be hoisted in place, the Steinway needed final tuning, digital gear and computers needed 
interconnecting and Bob needed to acquaint himself with the piano and the hall.

Bob on Austad Stage



The IsoMike system may be a work in progress, but its 
success at capturing a musical journey while revealing 
the tiniest subtleties of the recording location is now 
well documented. The recent recording of the Fry Street 
Quartet in this same hall, with Graemme Brown at the 
helm, has been garnering raves on the net (See SA-CD.
net).

What Ray Kimber has shown is that a four microphone 
system, with each channel separated by his absorbent 
Dumboesque ears, is capable of producing stunning 

results. Of course each recording session may have different instrumentation and I must confess to 
some concerns initially about the amount of hall “reverb” that I heard sitting in row six during much 
of the recording. My fear was that the initial piano notes would be swimming in a sea of hall echo - a 
fear that was totally unfounded.

Graemme and Ray both clearly know their trade (and equipment) as was amply demonstrated on day 
three, when we listened to the playback at Ray’s facility (actually his loading dock for his 30 thousand 
square foot Music/Video Cable warehouse).

If you like large electrostatic speakers then this should be your Nirvana: four 9 foot high by 6 foot 
wide Sound Lab Prostatt 922’s produced a vivid re-enactment of Bob playing the Steinway, and to my 
happy surprise it was both articulate and immediate, almost as if the microphones were only a few 
feet from the piano. I liked the sound in 2 channel stereo very much but the palpable feeling of being 
in the hall was only realized in four channel, especially at moments when Bob would ask Ellen (who 
was doing a yeowoman’s job of keeping track of every note) a question; it was eerily like sitting in the 
hall during the actual recording.

The art of recording requires not just exceptional musicianship, engineering and equipment, but it 
also requires considerable planning to avoid spoiling the process, especially when done outside the 
controlled atmosphere of a studio. Beyond the logistics of booking the hall there were many other 
considerations to contend with: air conditioning systems, students in the corridors, Air Force jets, 
and, as we found in both the Santa Barbara and the Albuquerque recording sessions, squeaky piano 
stools and noisy keyboards.

Ellen and Graemme at the controls



Have you ever peeked under a 
$100K plus piano? Unlike its 
glossy surface, the underside has 
numerous rough blocks of wood 
held in place with old fashioned 
screws, all of which can wiggle 
and move just enough to squeak 
and squawk at the precise 
moment some sublime arpeggio 
is supposed to fade into the next. 
And have you ever noticed that 
almost all concert hall stools 
have a way of producing an array 
of noises, as if to compliment 
the piano’s contributions? With 
flashlight in hand there we were, 

Lamar (a wonderful piano tuner who can really play the keyboard; can you say Rach - 3) and I, under 
the Steinway looking for Mr. Squeaky. After taming those demons it was back to the old trick of 
placing an absorbent cover over the entire piano stool -in this case, the soft piano cover.

With the immediate noises under control, that left the US Air force to tame. Somehow we all knew 
that asking them to stop flying their massive C5A Transports and F22 Raptor jets each afternoon 
would fall on, uh, deaf ears. A few extra takes here and a few there, and somehow, with Bob’s amazing 
fingers, Ellen’s eagle eyes and Graemme’s computer/EMM Lab skills, a number of Mozart’s sonatas 
were recorded each day.

In short order a minor routine was established: after breakfast the crew would test the equipment 
and ensure suitable amounts of recording storage availability; Ellen & I would (with the generous use 
of Ray’s car) tour the local countryside; Bob would practice on the Steinway and by early afternoon 
more Mozart would be captured in surround sound, all well into the evening. Occasionally the Air 
Force would let us all know that they were out and about, and sessions would break or new takes 
would be needed.

The team: Lamar, Ray, Gavin, CJ, Gorm, Nathan, Ellen, Bob, Graemme & Aaron 
And of course the IsoMike, Steinway Grand, and EMM DSD equipment & Austad hall



As a life long audiophile (I built my first “system” 
over 45 years ago) I have no time for those 
who suggest that Hi-End audio cables are just 
overpriced wire. So it was with some pleasure 
and wonderment that I toured Ray Kimber’s 
massive cable building facility: room after room of 
specialized testing equipment, assembly stations, 
numerous racks of exotic parts, and even cryogenic 
cooling tanks. This ain’t no Mom and Pop cable - 
making joint, but a very sophisticated large scale 
operation clearly able to service not only his own 
customers but other cable manufacturers as well. 

Sadly, my sojourn in Utah had to end before the 
final sessions were done. There were many other 
aspects of the project and areas of the Ogden 
countryside that I would have liked to explore: 
I would have loved to try one of Rays six (yes I 
counted them – 8) Rune motorcycles; it would 
have been useful to listen to the playback on some 
of the many other monitor speakers that were at 
Ray’s disposal; and I could never tire of listening 
to the music of Mozart as played by my amazingly 
talented friend, Robert Silverman.

Upon my return to Vancouver I learned more of Graemme Brown’s skills (he did some incredible 
mastering of Chick Corea as recently shown on HD Net) and I am eager to hear the final product 
from Ogden, once all the editing has been completed. I love the music and I am honoured to have 
been a part of the whole process. Thanks especially to Ray Kimber for his endless generosity.

Ogden countryside

Kimber Kable facility
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Recorders:
Sonoma DSD — www.superaudiocenter.com
Tascam DV-RA1000 — www.tascam.com
Pyramix DSD — www.merging.com

Microphone Preamp: 
Millennia Media HV-3D custom — www.mil-media.com

Microphones: 
DPA 3529A — www.dpamicrophones.com

5.1 Monitor Controller & 
Reference Headphone Amplifier: 
Grace Design M906 & M902 — www.gracedesign.com

DSD Workstation: 
Pyramix DSD — www.merging.com

Converters: 
EMM Labs ADC8 MkIV — www.emmlabs.com
EMM Labs DAC8 MkIV
EMM Labs DAC6 SE+

Headphones: 
HD-650 — www.sennheiserusa.com

Recording & Mastering Equipment:

Monitor Speakers: 
Lipinski Sound L707 — www.lipinskisound.com
Magnepan 20.1 — www.magnepan.com
B&W 800D Loudspeakers — www.bwspeakers.com
Sound Lab  ProStat 922 — www.soundlab-speakers.com
Sony SS-AR1 – www.sony.com
Revel Studio 2 – www.revelspeakers.com

Amplifiers: 
Pass Labs X350.5 — www.passlabs.com
Bel Canto REF 1000 — www.belcantodesign.com
Bryston 7B SST — www.bryston.ca

Cables: 
Kimber Kable Select Series — www.kimber.com
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S o n a t a  1 3
	 1 .	 7 : 5 3
	 2 .	 1 1 : 5 9
	 3 .	 7 : 0 7
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S o n a t a  1 4
	 4 .	 1 3 : 2 8
	 5 .	 9 : 2 1
	 6 .	 8 : 4 2
	 7 .	 6 : 1 7
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