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Pianoconcertos
Although he was one of the foremost keyboard players of his day, Beethoven wrote

surprisingly few concertos for the piano even before his increasing deafness

prompted a withdrawal from the concert platform. In addition to his five mature

works there is an early concerto dating from around 1783 which survives in a

copyist’s score (found among Beethoven’s papers after his death) containing the full

piano part and a reduction of the orchestral tuttis with the instrumental forces

marked (enabling a speculative reconstruction of the work to be carried out by Hess

in 1961). It follows the conventional three movement structure of a sonata-form

allegro, slow movement (Larghetto) and Rondo and shows some characteristic

features of Beethoven’s later style. The numbering of the first two mature piano

concerti, no. 1 in C major (Op 15) and no. 2 in B flat major (Op 19), reflects the

order of their publication rather than their composition The first version of a B Flat

concerto dates from around 1790 and although nothing survives of this work

beyond a single detached page from a full score, its thematic material shows it to be

prototype version of the work as it is known today. Beethoven made substantial

revisions to it in 1793 after he had arrived in Vienna and sketches of a cadenza for

this version suggest that it was performed at this time. He rewrote it substantially

over the following years, revising the Adagio and replacing the Finale with an

entirely new movement (the earlier one survives as the Rondo in B flat major

WoO6) while at the same time working on a new concerto in C major. It was

probably this latter work which he performed at his public debut in Vienna in 1796

since it was advertised as “entirely new”. The surviving autograph orchestral score of

the B flat concerto dates from 1798 when Beethoven revised it once again for a

concert in Prague and a new score of the C Major work was made in 1800 probably
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on the occasion of his first public concert (although it is not known for certain

which work he played on that occasion). Later that year Beethoven published the   C

major concerto as Op 15 with the B flat work following it into print in 1801 thus

fixing their numbering in the wrong order. Beethoven only wrote out the piano part

for the B flat concerto for its publication as he would have played it from memory

in performance and he took this opportunity to make further modifications to the

first movement (the earliest part to be composed) on the 1798 full score. However

as it proved too difficult to transfer these amendments to the already existing

individual orchestral parts, the work was published without them and so the B flat

concerto as it is known today is a mosaic of the different stages of its development

over a ten year period.

Piano concerto no. 1 in C Opus 15
The Op 15 C major concerto displays its genial confidence from its opening bars in

which the military theme tiptoes in before it making a more impressive second

entrance with full brass and timpani accompaniment. Its strong rhythm and the

lyricism of the second theme (introduced in a different key) provide the material

from which the movement is built. The cadenzas were improvised by the soloist in

performance and those generally played today in the first four concerti were written

out by Beethoven in 1809 for use by his pupil Archduke Rudolph and sometimes

seem slightly to overpower their surroundings especially in the two earlier

concertos. The Largo is the longest of his concerto movements and is in the

surprisingly remote key of A major. A simple melodic statement in the piano which

is related to the lyrical second theme of the first movement is taken up by the

orchestra in which the clarinet has a prominent part . The mood is Mozartean as
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the piano embarks on a series of gentle embellishments of the theme before stating

it more assertively and the movement ends in a quiet exchange between the piano

and clarinet. If the spirit of Mozart is felt in the Largo then Haydn presides over the

Rondo which is marked Allegro scherzando to signal that nothing in it is to be taken

seriously. The main rondo theme with its taut rhythmic structure and off-beat

accents is a varied fleeting ‘Turkish” march in the minor introduced by passages of

rising semitones and then by a rumbustious theme which the woodwind try but fail

to keep in check. The movement ends with one of Beethoven’s favourite musical

jokes in which he slows everything down almost to a standstill before rushing to a

rowdy conclusion.

Piano concerto no. 2 in B flat Opus 19
The Second Concerto in B flat (Op 19) represents ‘work in progress” over a number

of years and may not embody Beethoven’s final thoughts on the subject. He himself

admitted that it was not one of his best works and offered it for publication at a

reduced fee. The B flat concerto shows considerable Mozartean influence especially

of K595 with which it shares the same instrumental forces. The soloist makes a

surprisingly reticent entry descending from the top to the bottom of the available

keyboard before a simple statement of a new theme. The cadenza is from a later

period and its rather stern fugue is slightly at odds with the relaxed atmosphere of

the movement. The Adagio unfolds its long serene melodic line with the piano

decorating it in increasingly intricate patterns especially in the recapitulation

section (where the elaborate passage work may have been designed to forestall

soloists from adding any further embellishments of their own). The movement

ends with the piano returning to the simplicity of the opening. Beethoven has fun



V.5

with syncopated rhythms of the jaunty Rondo and in the coda humorously

combines a brief realignment of the beat with a key shift into G major before the

orchestra reasserts what both should be.

Piano concerto no. 3 in C minor Opus 37
Beethoven had begun sketching a concerto in C minor as early as 1796 when he was

still revising and modifying his two earlier works but the third concerto in its final

form marks a shift form the music of that period. It may have reached its final

stages by 1800 and had Beethoven’s benefit concert of 1801 not been cancelled at

the last moment it would no doubt have been ready for that occasion. It was

eventually performed at the 1803 concert and was probably completed for that

occasion. The quiet opening unison statement in the strings recalls the opening of

Mozart’s C minor concerto K491 concerto and shares other characteristics of that

work – the continuation of the piano part after the first movement cadenza and the

shift in time signature in the coda of the final movement (although there is some

doubt as to whether Beethoven would have been familiar with the Mozart work, at

least when he began sketching, as it remained unpublished until 1800). After the

opening statement in the orchestra, there is an abrupt change of key and it is only at

the end of the orchestral exposition that the home key in which the piano makes an

assertive entrance, is restored. The starkness of the opening theme sets the austere

mood for the first movement which even the more lyrical second subject cannot

completely dispel. The repeatedly alternating notes of C and G are suggestive of

drum beats which permeate the movement are eventually taken by the timpani after

the cadenza (one of the first ideas for the concerto Beethoven sketched).

The Largo second movement unfolds an expressive theme shared by the piano and
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orchestra, the piano occasionally taking a back seat particularly in the duet of flute

and bassoon in the middle section. Beethoven exploits the aural equivalence of

G sharp in the E major chord with which he ends the Largo to A flat in a chord of

C minor to effect a seamless transition to the Rondo finale in that key. The Rondo is

more serious than its predecessors and the more lyrical episode introduced by the

clarinet is soon dispelled by a fugal treatment of the first theme. Beethoven uses the

same trick of equivalent notes he employed at the beginning of the movement to

recall the E major of the Largo, this time in reverse when repeated A flats played in

octaves become G sharps. The Presto coda in the bright key C major combined with

a tempo change to 6/8 changes the atmosphere completely at the end.

Piano concerto no. 4 in G Opus 58
Beethoven began sketching ideas for a new concerto in 1804 but was distracted by

work on his opera Leonore and he only resumed work on it in March 1806. It was

privately performed at Prince Lobkowitz’s in March 1807 and received its first

public performance at the public concert of 22nd December 1808 where it shared

the programme with premieres of the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies. The idea of

opening a concerto with the solo piano rather than an orchestral tutti was

unprecedented. Mozart in his concerto K271 had allowed the piano briefly to share

the opening statement with the orchestra after which it fell silent until a more

conventional entrance. The audience on that freezing December evening must have

been thoroughly disconcerted when the piano began to play perhaps wondering if

the extemporized Piano Fantasia due in the second half of the programme had been

brought forward. This concerto introduces a closer relationship between piano and

orchestra and begins the process of breaking down the well defined structure of
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alternating solo episodes and orchestral tutti. The five bars in which the piano sets

out the theme and on which the rest of the movement is built were among those

originally sketched in 1804 and its repeated four note figure is distantly related to

the opening theme of the Fifth Symphony (albeit in a very different rhythm and

dynamic) which he was sketching at the same time.

The Andante con moto second movement is a dialogue between the piano and

strings to which the orchestra has been reduced for this movement, the restrained

harmonised playing of the former contrasted by the forte unison staccato of the

strings. This movement has attracted many programmatic interpretations -

Orpheus taming the Furies is one - which are rendered unnecessary by the inherent

drama of the writing. The strings are gradually reduced to pianissimo two note

phrases and the piano assumes the dominant role with a short and intense cadenza-

like passage ending on a broken chord which leads without a break into the Rondo.

As in the C minor concerto Beethoven exploits the common notes in the chords of

the E minor and C major to move from the Andante to Rondo. Having settled back

into G major at the piano entry the movement alternates lyrical treatments of the

playful opening theme and the more expansive second theme before a witty coda.

Piano concerto no. 5 in E flat Opus 73
Beethoven began work on what was to be his final completed concerto for piano

early in 1809 shortly after the concert at which he had performed both the Fourth

concerto and the piano part of the Choral Fantasia. The disastrous break down in

the Choral Fantasia, which Beethoven later admitted was his fault, may have sowed

doubts in his mind at his continuing ability to manage the interplay between soloist

and orchestra in a large scale piece. In the new concerto he departed from the usual
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practice of allowing the soloist to improvise the cadenzas and at the point in the

score where a cadenza might be expected he inserted an explicit instruction to the

soloist not do so. The concerto was not performed in Vienna until February 1812 by

which time Beethoven’s increasing deafness would probably have prevented him

from performing it in any case and it was his pupil Czerny who took the solo part.

The work opens with three massive orchestral cords, each followed by a long

flourish on the piano almost as if Beethoven was placing the cadenza at the

beginning rather than the end of the movement. The grand opening theme with its

martial overtones in the prominent use of trumpets and drums introduces the

turning figure that will play a prominent role in the rest of the movement is

followed by a march like theme in the minor. The piano makes an initially reticent

reappearance on an ascending scale ending on a trill which leads into a gentle

treatment of the first theme. The integration of piano and orchestra in this massive

movement make this a true concerto and the piano spends a lot of time

accompanying the orchestra with as scales and arpeggios.

The Adagio movement in B major unusually recalls the second theme of the first

movement and is a serene meditation with the piano contributing bell like

variations to the theme. There is a seamless transition to the finale with the opening

figure of the Rondo actually appearing before the Adagio has been completed.

The main theme characterised by its cantering rhythms is put through its paces

energetically by piano and orchestra (to which brass and timpani have been

restored) and is divided between them at its final return. The piece was

enthusiastically received by the audience in Leipzig but met with indifference in

Vienna where its length (the first movement altogether even without a cadenza is

twice as long as the other two movements) and its difficulty did not find favour.
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Violin concerto in D Opus 61
The Violin concerto in D major Op 61 was composed quickly for the benefit

concert of Franz Clement, orchestra leader at the Theater an der Wien, on

December 23rd 1806. It did not find favour with contemporary critics who were

unable to discern continuity in the work possibly because the interval falling

between the first and second movements and Clement apparently indulged in some

theatrical tricks. Like the Fourth Piano concerto and Fifth Symphony on which

Beethoven was working at the same time the Violin Concerto is pervaded by a four

note motif which acts as a rhythmic rather than a melodic theme. In this concerto

the four note motto is introduced by the timpani in the opening bars and again in

the strings after the woodwind have offered the gentle first theme. The second

theme - a rising and falling passage follows a dramatic outburst in the full

orchestra. The soloist enters after the tautly constructed exposition with an

extended soaring passage in octaves and restates the theme in its highest register.

The development includes a new theme in G minor with a meditative passage for

violin beneath which the four note figure lurks before bursting out once again in

the full orchestra. The movement has no cadenza – Clement would have provided

his own and Beethoven left none although he did write one for the piano version of

the concerto which is distinguished by a timpani accompaniment.

The Larghetto is a simple theme and four variations each embellished by the violin

save the third which the orchestra plays alone and as was becoming a habit with

Beethoven the music moves without a break into the Rondo Finale. This follows the

standard structure of alternating a boisterous theme with new material but he omits

a full statement of the theme at its final return and moves after a short cadenza

straight into the coda.
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Romances for violin
Beethoven wrote little else for violin and orchestra. The two Romances, Op 40 in G
and Op 50 in F may be related to an earlier concerto (WoO 5) which survives in

autograph full score up to the middle of the first movement development,

suggesting that the work was probably completed and performed. The Romance in
F is a more likely candidate as a version of this concerto’s  slow movement since the

two works share identical orchestral forces, the Romance is in the correct key for a

slow movement of a work in C major and there is a resemblance between their

thematic material.

Triple concerto in C Opus 56
The Triple concerto was written between 1803 and 1804 at the time he was working

on the Third Symphony and the Waldstein sonata and it has something about the

grandeur of scale of those works if not their musical invention. It is Beethoven’s

only concertante work and the combination of piano, violin and cello – the

standard forces for a chamber piano trio - was unusual for an orchestral concerto

treatment as Beethoven pointed out to Breitkopf and Härtel when he offered them

the work. The cello perhaps surprisingly is given the prominent opening role in

each movement.
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