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Preface

Composed: 1805 in Vienna

First performance: 22 December 1808 in Vienna

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, 1808
Instrumentation: Flute, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
2 Horns, 2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 35 minutes

Beethoven began noting down ideas for his Fourth Piano Concerto early in 1804, around the
same time that he began sketching the Fifth Symphony. To give some idea of how active his
imagination was during this period, he was also working on his opera Leonore (later to be
revised as Fidelio), while the spring and summer of that year also saw the composition of the
Triple Concerto and the F major Piano Sonata, Op. 54. The fact that the Fourth Piano
Concerto appears to have been conceived concurrently with the Fifth Symphony is especially
interesting. Both works begin with what is essentially the same rhythmic figure: short — short
— short — long [\ « « —1; and yet the characters of both these openings present a striking
contrast. The Symphony’s defiant opening gesture is one of the most arresting in the sym-
phonic repertoire. The Concerto’s beginning is no less compelling, but it achieves its effect by
stealth: the soloist sounds a gentle G major chord (marked piano, dolce), a tiny contemplation
of the germinal rhythmic motif follows, then a brief upward run falls quietly onto the domi-
nant, before handing over to the orchestral strings, pianissimo.

In performance, the effect of this solo prelude can be like a brief improvisation: a private
meditation before the main business of the Concerto begins — rather as in the tiny opening
Adagio cantabile of the Piano Sonata in F sharp major, Op. 78. Yet it is from this seeming
forethought that so many of the work’s leading ideas and dramatic strokes derive. After pre-
vailing in the first movement the same rhythmic pattern can also be felt — in more jagged
dotted form — in the stern opening string motif of the second movement (II: bars 1 —2), while
the piano’s decorated version of the finale’s first theme (III: bars 11 — 13) is clearly based on
the same figure. Just as important is the surprise change of harmony at the first orchestral
entry (I: bar 6): B major after a pause on the dominant of G. This G — B opposition casts
a long shadow over the first movement (e.g. bars 40ff, bars 204-7, and of course at the be-
ginning of the recapitulation, bars 253-258), while the move from the slow movement’s
E minor tonality to a C major harmony at the beginning of the finale is likewise that of a major

third.

Just as seminal however are the ideas of improvisation and gentle reflection set out at the
beginning. The piano’s first solo entry (bar 74f) after the orchestral ritornello in the first
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movement is a long way from the massively assertive running octaves at the equivalent pas-
sage in the Third Concerto. The soloist’s hushed, at first harmonically ambiguous reflection
on the seminal \ — rhythm seems to stop the orchestral tutti in its tracks. Still more
arresting is the solo entry that inaugurates the development section (bar 192): the piano’s
repeated F naturals (again piano) calmly questioning the solid D major of the exposition’s
forte orchestral conclusion and inaugurating some remarkably exploratory piano writing,
both in terms of harmony and of tone colour (bars 194-203). The piano’s lavishly decorated
version of the Concerto’s opening solo which announces the recapitulation (I: bars 253-7) is
another arresting instance: initially triumphal, it quickly fades back to the original piarno,
dolce, now melting into liquid chromatics before the expected pause on the dominant.

It is in the Andante con moto however that the idea of lyrical reflection prevailing over
powerful orchestral assertion reaches full fruition. In a movement that seems overall more
like a wordless operatic sceza than classical concerto slow movement, the piano responds to
the strings’ stern octaves with a series of pleading or placatory solos marked #zolto cantabile —
the contrast is underlined by Beethoven’s instruction to the pianist to use the uxa corda pedal
throughout. Comparisons between this dramatic orchestra-soloist dialogue and classical
Greek legends of the divine musician Orpheus taming wild beasts or calming the shades in
Hades, go back at least to the mid 19th century.! While there is no evidence that Beethoven
was thinking in such specific mythological terms, the music clearly invites some kind of
pictorial — or even philosophical interpretation, especially in the way the piano’s lyricism
eventually seems to pacify or subdue the orchestra’s wrathful motif, which by bar 64 has been
reduced to a ppp shadow of its former self.

As Lewis Lockwood has noted, Beethoven’s models here were almost certainly the dramatic
accompanied recitatives of Mozart:> Donna Anna’s confrontation with Don Ottavio in Act
One of Don Giovanni, or the Countess’s more private confrontation with her own lonely fate
in Act Two of Figaro. Beethoven was a master of instrumental recitative, using it to very
different effects in the D minor Piano Sonata, Op. 31 No. 2, the A minor String Quartet,
Op. 132, and famously in the finale of the Ninth Symphony. But here the soloist’s phrases are
neither volatile nor fluid recitative, but balanced, measured lyrical phrases. This device has
been imitated by others — most notably by César Franck at the beginning of his Symphonic
Variations; however there is something about this movement which remains unique, a kind of
rarefied musical poetry which is both ‘classical’ and ‘romantic’, and yet transcends both.
After this the Rondo Finale (which follows without a break) is a release of pent-up energy,
though Beethoven’s teasing sense of humour is also much in evidence, especially in the way he
later exploits the ‘wrong key’ opening (C major instead of G major) of the Finale theme.

Beethoven completed the Fourth Piano Concerto in early-to-mid 1806, and gave the first pri-
vate performance in March 1807 at the house of ‘Prince L' (accounts are confused as to

I For a historical summary of these ‘Orpheus’ readings, see Leon Plantinga, Beethoven’s Concertos: History, Style,
Performance (New York, 1999), 185-194
2 Lewis Lockwood, Beethoven: The Music and Life (New York, 2003), 243-4
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whether the Prince in question was Lobkowitz or Lichnowsky).’ The Concerto’s public debut
— with Beethoven again acting as both soloist and director of the orchestra — took place at a
benefit concert arranged by the composer at Vienna’s Theater an der Wien on 22 December
1808, and which also included the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies, the Choral Fantasy, move-
ments from the Mass in C, the concert aria Ab, perfido! and a substantial improvisation by
Beethoven at the piano. Despite the length of the programme, inadequate rehearsal and the
bitter cold inside the unheated theatre, the Concerto made a very favourable impression. The
philosopher, musician and travel writer J. F. Reichardt was present, and described how
Beethoven played the Concerto

astonishingly well and at the fastest possible tempi. The Adagio [sic], a masterpiece of
beautiful sustained melody, he made his instrument sing with a profound melancholy

feeling which awakened a similar response in me.*

Stephen Johnson

3 See Barry Cooper (ed.): The Beethoven Compendium (London, 1991), 18-19
4 J.FReichardt, Briefe geschrieben auf einer Reise nach Wien (Amsterdam, 1810), 1/257 (author’s trans.)
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Piano Concerto No. 4

I. Allegro moderato

Ludwig van Beethoven

(1770-1827)
Op. 58
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