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Preface

Composed: 1800, Vienna

First performance: 5 April 1803, Theater an der Wien;

Ludwig van Beethoven, piano

Original publisher: Kunst- und Industriekontor, Vienna, 1804 (parts only);
full score, Ph. Fr. Dunst, 1834

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

2 Horns, 2 Trumpets — Timpani ~ Strings

Duration: ca. 35 minutes

Seven concertos by Beethoven appeared in print in the composer’s lifetime: five for piano, one
for violin, plus the “Triple Concerto’ for violin, cello and piano. In addition he is believed to
have completed three eatlier ones - for piano, violin and oboe respectively — which are either
wholly or partly lost. There are also substantial sketches for another Triple Concerto and a
Sixth Piano Concerto. However only one of these works is in a minor key: the Third Piano
Concerto, composed during 1800-3. It is, moreover, in C minor, often described as Beet-
hoven’s ‘heroic’ or ‘Promethean’ key. That Beethoven had a marked predilection for C minor
is clear enough if one looks at a list of the works he produced in the decade leading up this
concerto: there are two piano sonatas in C minor (Op. 10, No. 1, and Op. 13, the Pathétique),
a string quartet (Op. 18, No. 4), a piano trio (Op. 1, No. 3) and a string trio (Op. 9, No. 3).

The Third Piano Concerto, however, was Beethoven’s first orchestral work in C minor, and
that in itself can be taken as a sign of the importance he attached to it. When he began work-
ing on the concerto Beethoven probably hoped to be able to play it at his benefit concert on
2 April 1800 in Vienna — the concert which saw the premiere of his recently-completed
Symphony No. 1 — but it appears not to have been finished in time. Beethoven continued to
work on the concerto for another two years: the first performance took place on 5 April 1803,
with Beethoven himself as soloist. In fact he was evidently planning the concerto in his mind
some time before 1800. An entry in his sketchbook, made during his journey to Betlin in
1796, reads ‘To the Concerto in C minor kettledrum in the cadenza’ — an idea which even-
tually came to fruition in the hushed piano-timpani exchanges after the concerto’s first move-
ment solo cadenza (I: bars 481-8).

So, all in all, work on the Third Piano Concerto appears to have occupied Beethoven, con-
sciously or unconsciously, for at least seven years. Given the grandeur and originality of the
work’s conception, plus the fact that this was to be the first big public demonstration of his
‘C minor mode’, it is not surprising that he should have taken such pains to get it right.
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Almost certainly, though, there was another factor weighing on Beethoven’s mind. When the
22-year-old Beethoven set off for Vienna from his native Bonn in 1792, his patron Count
Waldstein made the following entry in Beethoven’s personal album:

‘Dear Beethoven. You are going to Vienna in fulfilment of your long-frustrated wishes. The
Genius of Mozart is still mourning and weeping the death of her pupil. [Mozart had died in
December 1791.] She has found a refuge but no occupation with the inexhaustible Haydn;
through him she wishes to form a union with another. With the help of assiduous labour you

shall receive the spirit of Mozart from Haydn’s hands.’

One work of Mozart that had made a particularly powerful impression on the young
Beethoven was the Piano Concerto No. 24 in C minor, K491. The composer J. B. Cramer
recalled Beethoven’s excitement after a performance of the Mozart concerto at the Augarten,
Vienna, in 1799, the year before he began work on his own C minor Concerto: ‘Cramer,
Cramer! We shall never be able to do anything like that!” According to Cramer, Beethoven
singled out the sighing chromatic phrase in the 6/8 coda of Mozart’s finale (K491, III: bars
241-2ff), a striking echo of which can be heard in the finale of his own Appassionata Sonata
(Op. 57, I1I: bars 86~-89). The opening theme of Mozart’s concerto also casts an unmistakable
shadow over the opening of Beethoven’s Piano Trio Op. 1 No. 3, composed in 1794-5, so the
Augarten concert clearly was not Beethoven’s first encounter with Mozart’s masterpiece. Yet
the debt to Mozart’s K491 is if anything still more obvious in the first movement of
Beethoven’s Third Piano Concerto. Like Mozart’s K491, Beethoven’s concerto begins with a
theme in octaves, piano (strings alone in Beethoven, strings plus bassoons in Mozart); more-
over the first two pitches — C and E flat — are identical. Then in the remarkable piano-tim-
pani exchanges noted above, the soloist’s rippling semiquaver figures recall the similar piano
figurations (punctuated by piano trumpets and timpani) in the coda of Mozart’s opening
movement.

In such passages it is hard to resist the impression that Beethoven is fully conscious of himself
as the inheritor of ‘the spitit of Mozart’, and presumably of the responsibility that entailed.
However Beethoven is never guilty of mere imitation in his own C minor Concerto, and in
more general structural terms the Third Piano Concerto follows a very different course from
any of Mozart’s concertos. One major difference in approach can be found in the first move-
ment’s orchestral exposition, before the piano’s arresting first solo entry in bar 111. In his
later piano concertos Mozart’s orchestral expositions present some, or all, of the first major
themes, all more or less securely in the home key. Beethoven’s orchestral introduction in
Op. 37 is not only of substantial length (110 bars), but also contains two dramatic modula-
tions. The appearance of the second main theme in E flat major (bar 50ff.) is preceded by
a long preparation on the dominant of E flat minor (bars 36-48), thus reinforcing the move
towards the new key. It is only at bar 61 that the harmony swerves magically back to C ~ only
now it is C major, the move underlined by trumpets and drums. The mode remains uncertain
— veering between the tonic major and minor — until bar 85.

Beethoven had already included arresting feints towards new keys in the orchestral introduc-
tions of his first and second piano concertos, but here the move is more emphatic — more
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in keeping with the kind of dramatized modulation one encounters in his symphonic first
movements. It has been argued by some, most famously by Tovey in his Essays in Musical
Analysis, that this was a mistake on Beethoven’s part: “This is sheer symphonic exposition; it
rouses no expectation of the entry of a solo instrument, and [...] leaves nothing essential for
the piano when its time comes’. In other words, in a true concerto it is up to the soloist to
inaugurate dramatic tonal moves; having the orchestra do so before the pianist enters is steal-
ing too much of his thunder.

This however begs the question why Beethoven’s Third Piano Concerto has continued to be
so popular with soloists and audiences alike, not to mention why a composer like Brahms —
one of the most thoughtful of 19th-century composers when it came to matters of structure —
should have been inspired to imitate this ‘symphonic’ attitude to tonality in the orchestral
exposition of his own First Piano Concerto in D minor (1854-8). It is true that Beethoven
never repeated this experiment in any of his later concertos, but that is not in itself evidence
that he reached the same conclusion as Tovey. In any case, Beethoven does leave plenty for
the soloist to do in dramatic-architectural terms. Another striking feature of the Third Piano
Concerto’s opening orchestral exposition is Beethoven’s use of silence, notably in bars 1-23.
Whatever Tovey may allege, this does create an air of expectancy, only partly allayed by the
more continuous nature of the rest of the exposition, and it is further reinforced by the use of
rests at the end of the concluding orchestral tutti (bars 109-110). The piano’s powerful first
entry is similarly punctuated by rests, while the subsequent three-octave unison restatement
of the concerto’s first theme suggests that the soloist is attempting to present himself as an
equal contender to the orchestra. But the piano’s version of the theme’s second phrase (bars
118-121) is melodically embellished, and leads smoothly into the next phrase, also elegantly
decorated. In the expanded version of the exposition that follows, the soloist can be seen as
striving to bring a lyrical continuity to ideas which previously were tersely discrete,

Another ‘essential” function left to the soloist in the first movement of the Third Piano Con-
certo is one that might be called ‘formal punctuation’. The stirring rising scales of the piano’s
first entry return at two key points in the structure: they herald the beginning of the devel-
opment section at bars 249-252, again after a long orchestral tutti, and, unbroken by rests
this time, they bring about the final reinforcement of the tonic (bars 503-5). Significantly,
they do not appear in the solo cadenza, however suitable they may be for virtuoso devel-
opment at this point. Incidentally, the piano’s modulations in the first phase of the cadenza
(bars 417-433) take it much further from the tonic C minor than at any stage in the opening
orchestral exposition.

Still more unusual tonal adventures are initiated by the soloist later in the concerto. It is the
piano, unaccompanied, which begins the Largo slow movement in the key of E major — a
tonality so remote from C minor that it can still create an effect of surprise even today. This
time Beethoven may have had a Haydn model in mind: Haydn’s String Quartet Op. 74 No. 3
in G minor also has a Largo slow movement in E major, producing a similarly startling effect
in context. Mozart generally avoided such extreme tonal contrasts between movements in his
orchestral and chamber works. But Beethoven’s intensely expressive recollection of the first
movement’s C tonality at the climax of the Largo’s opening melody (bar 11) — with a dislocat-
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ing melodic leap of a tenth in the right hand and quasi-tremolando tenths in the left — is an
entirely personal stroke. So too is the piano’s ‘reinterpretdtion’ of its repeated A flats as G
shafps at bar 261 of the finale, leading to a dreamlike recollection of the slow movement’s E
fnajot, the romantic fantastical effect underlined by the marking con Ped. It is also the piano,
again unaccompanied, which achieves the concerto’s final clinching move from tragic C
minot to joyous, even comedic C major at the beginning of the Presto coda, in the process
turning the finale’s opening G-A flat quavers to a brighter, major-inflected G sharp-A — this
after a spectacular protracted solo arabesque which takes in almost the entire range of the
piano as Beethoven knew it in 1803.

Other examples of Beethoven’s imaginative daring in his piano writing can be found on page
after page of this score. Note, for example, the exquisite flowing first inversion triads in bars
156-9 of the first movement: the Jegato three-octave semiquavers passed between the hands
in the development (I: bars 295-306); or the liquid multiple trills, with imitations based on
the first theme in both hands, at the end of the cadenza (I: bar 470—6) — an effect that looks
forward to the quietly ecstatic closing moments of Beethoven’s last piano sonata, Op. 111,
and poses a greater technical challenge for the soloist than any of the cascading arpeggios in
the cadenza’s first section. In such passages, Beethoven steps into territory barely visited in
the piano works of Mozart and Haydn. Just as remarkable, in a different kind of way, is the
cadenza of the Largo: a single unaccompanied line for the right hand, florid at first, but grow-
ing increasingly vocal in style, and marked sempre con gran espressione (‘always with great
expression’) — an effect like that later achieved by Schumann in the piano recitative of his
‘Der Dichter spricht’ (‘The Poet Speaks’) from Kinderszenen. In such passages it is Beethoven
the fully-fledged romantic virtuoso-poet, rather than the inheritor of the ‘spirit of Mozart’,
who stands centre-stage. .

Stephen Johnson
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