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Preface

Dedicated to Count Moritz von Fries

Composed: Autumn 1811 to June 1812 in Vienna

First performance: 8 December 1813 in Vienna

Original publisher: S.A.Steiner & Co., Vienna, 1816

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons — 2 Horns,
2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 37 minutes

For most of his adult life, Beethoven was tormented by ill health. Quite apart from his famous
deafness, he suffered from persistent ringing in the ears (tinnitus), headaches, abdominal dis-
orders, severe constipation, rheumatic attacks and a whole host of more mysterious ailments.
He was also prone to serious depression — not surprisingly perhaps, considering the pain and
frustration that he endured. And yet he clearly had tremendous reserves of strength, both
physical and mental, fighting off infections and rising above all manner of other tribulations.
Sometimes it was the very act of working that saved him from despair — as Beethoven himself
acknowledged in his famous private confession, the so-called Heiligenstadt Testament, dated
6-10 October 1802. At other times the experience of recovery gave new impetus to compo-
sition.

It was during just such a period of recuperation that Beethoven wrote his Seventh Symphony.
In 1811, the prominent Viennese physician, Dr Giovanni Malfatti, recommended that
Beethoven spend the summer in the Bohemian spa-town of Teplitz, famous for its ‘cure’. It
was one of the few pieces of good medical advice that Beethoven ever received. Teplitz was
also a place of relative peace in troubled times. During the Napoleonic wars, diplomats from
all sides met there, regarding it as neutral territory. The visit obviously gave Beethoven a per-
sonal and artistic boost, as he returned to Vienna with plans for two symphonies. He began
writing the Seventh almost immediately, while making notes about ‘a second symphony in D
minor’. The latter did not fully materialise until 12 years later, as the choral Ninth Symphony;
but as soon as Beethoven had finished No.7, in May 1812, he began work on the equally
buoyant Eighth. Whatever else he may have been suffering from at this time, there was
clearly no shortage of creative energy.

Granted, one should always resist drawing direct comparisons between Beethoven’s pre-
sumed emotional state and the character of the music that he produced at that particular
time. When Beethoven wrote that despairing Hezligenstadt Testament in the autumn of 1802
he was also working on his Second Symphony — a work not without its abrasive moments but,
most commentators would agree, one that is ultimately positive and full of vitality through-
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out. It is difficult, however, to avoid the feeling that Beethoven’s renewed dynamism after his
stay in Teplitz found direct expression in his Seventh Symphony — the symphony Wagner
famously described as ‘the apotheosis of the dance’. The sheer physical energy of the work,
expressed in bracing muscular rhythms and brilliant orchestration, can, in some perform-
ances, border on the unnerving. Confronted with one of the symphony’s many obsessively
repeating passages (possibly the final build-up in the first movement, bb401ff), Beethoven’s
younger contemporary Carl Maria von Weber pronounced him ‘ripe for the madhouse’.
There are darker, destabilizing elements, expressed in the symphony’s recurring tendency to
lean towards the relatively remote keys of C and F major (see for instance the two statements
of the woodwind theme beginning at bb23 and 42 in the first movement introduction). Yet
at the close of the finale the home key of A major re-emerges in full splendour, reinforced
by two massive cadential passages, both marked fff (bb427 and 443) — one of the earliest
examples of such an extreme dynamic in music.

In the introduction to the first movement there seems to be little of the dance about the
Seventh Symphony. Slow woodwind phrases are brusquely punctuated by chords from the
full orchestra, but then faster string figures galvanize the music into physical action (b10f).
Eventually this relatively slow introduction settles on a single note — an E, repeated by alter-
nating woodwind and strings (b53f). This soon develops into a sprightly dotted rhythm, and
the Vivace begins. This dotted rhythm — basically an emphatic long note followed by two
short ones (in poetic metrical terms, a ‘dactyl’) — not only dominates this first movement, but
plays a crucial part in the other three movements as well. It is also present (in a slightly differ-
ent form) in the main theme of the following Allegretto (bb3—4ff), after the initial minor key
wind chord calls us to attention. This magically atmospheric movement was such a success
at its first performance that it had to be repeated. It made a great impression on the young
Schubert also, who echoed its measured, but strangely weightless tread in a number of his
later works.

After the Allegretto, the Presto bursts into life. This has all the racing forward momentum of
a typical Beethoven Scherzo. It is twice interrupted by a slower Trio section (with another
version of the long-short-short rhythmic pattern in its main theme), and yet its vitality seems
irrepressible: a third, more tentative attempt to establish the slower Trio theme (b645f) is
magnificently dismissed by five crisp orchestral chords. The Scherzo is, however, in the
‘wrong’ key: the destabilizing F major. It is now the finale’s task to ram home the symphony’s
tonic key, A major. It duly begins with a massive assertion of the note E, the dominant of
A major, which continues emphatically in the bass almost throughout the first phase of the
main theme (bb5-12). The movement develops into a magnificent bacchanal, pounding
almost to a frenzy at the symphony’s seminal long-short-short rhythmic pattern. The coda
veers dangerously towards F for the last time (b377f), now felt as the dominant of B flat
major; but at last the bass F falls to a far more rational E (b384f), and a huge crescendo on a
reinforced dominant pedal begins (b389). The last thing we hear, in the final three bars, is the
Seventh Symphony’s basic dactylic rthythm, twice, fused triumphantly with the home triad,
A major.

Stephen Johnson
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Dem Hochgeborenen Herrn Moritz Reichsgrafen von Fries
Sr. k. k. apost. Majestdt wirklichen Kimmerer &&€ in Erfurt gewidmet

1. Poco sostenuto (+ = 69)

Ludwig van Beethoven
(1770-1827)
Op. 92
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