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Preface

Despite the well-known tradition in Beethoven criticism of assigning the composer’s works to
one of three creative periods, the nine symphonies are perhaps best divided into four groups.
The First and Second were written during the time that conventionally marks the transition
between the early and middle period. The next four belong to what may be described as the
‘heroic phase’, which begins in 1803 and is marked by a prodigious output of highly original
works on a grand scale. The Seventh and Eighth, which mark the end of the middle period,
show a certain retreat from the bold directions taken in the first six works. The Ninth is
Beethoven’s only symphony of the last fifteen years of his life; and its unusual structure and
unprecedented large performing forces place it in a category of its own.

In fact, Symphonies 1 and 2 look back to eighteenth-century Viennese classicism more than
they foreshadow their composer’s path-breaking achievements in the genre; the second, in
particular, enjoys a close kinship with Mozart’s ‘Prague’ Symphony (K504) of 1786, a work
with which it shares tonality, mood, and the shape of the slow introduction to the first
movement. The Eroica was begun immediately after the Second, but under profoundly dif-
ferent personal circumstances for its composer: it is the first work in which he came to terms
with his increasing deafness by going far beyond the limits of musical convention. The next
symphony Beethoven began composing, in C minor (the Fifth), took the genre a stage further
by its concern for overall planning, its four contrasting movements being ‘unified’ by the
presence - at different levels — of the parallel tonality of C major. In the Sinfonia pastorale (the
Sixth) he solved the problem of large-scale organisation in other ways, by joining the last
three movements te one another and by drawing a dynamic curve across the entire work.

Beethoven’s progress as a symphonist did not pursue a single path, or a straight line, as seems
to have been the case in the string quartets. The Fourth Symphony, which was composed
quickly in the summer of 1806 and represents something of a return to classical principles
(the orchestral forces required for it are the smallest for a Beethoven symphony), may have
been released before the Fifth on account of unfavourable reactions to the Eroica after its first
_performance in 1805. It is more likely that memories of the artistic failure of the first concert
featuring the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies prompted the composer to write a pait of musical-
ly lighter works, or at least cooler ones, in 1811-12; more than the Fourth Symphony, the
Eighth marks a return to eighteenth-century symphonic dimensions.

With the Ninth, of course, Beethoven resumed his pioneering role as a symphonist, combin-
ing a supreme command of sonata structures and orchestral technique with masterly control
of the additional forces of chorus and solo voices to shape a type of composition hitherto
unknown in serious concert music. The fusion of Symphony and Oratorio was by no means
quickly realized. The intention to write a symphony in D minor was first expressed during the
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composition of the Eighth, the theme of the Scherzo was first sketched a few years later in
1815; the first sketchleaf entry describing a symphony with chorus dates from 1818. By the
time the Ninth was completed twelve years had elapsed since the previous symphonies; only
the composition of a still more innovatory set of works, the late string quartets, remained to
be achieved.

Towards the end of his life Beethoven expressed the desire to write one more symphony.
Two of his companions from the late years, Anton Schindler and Karl Holz, claimed that
large sections of a “Tenth Symphony’ had been sketched and that the work was complete in
the composer’s mind; but from the evidence of the surviving manuscripts, it appears that
little, if any, progress was made on a new work in the genre.

From the point of view of performance and early reception, it is not the year 1803, but 1807
that marks the dividing line in Beethoven’s symphonic output. The first four symphonies
were originally intended more for private consumption, being written for and dedicated to
their patrons and played mainly in aristocratic circles. The last five symphonies were written
specifically for public concerts. The Fifth and Sixth, composed in 1807-8, were heard for
the first time in December 1808; the Seventh and Eighth (also composed in rapid succession)
at a series of concerts in the winter of 1813-14. For each pair of works, Beethoven composed
~ nearer the date of the concerts — an occasional piece that would provide a fitting end to
a musically arduous programme; the Choral Fantasy in 1808, the ‘Battle Symphony’ (Welling-
ton’s Sieg) in 1813. When the Ninth Symphony was first performed in May 1824, in a pro-
gramme that included other Viennese Beethoven premiéres, its own finale provided the
rousing conclusion to the concert.

Symphony No. 5 in C minor Op. 67

Composed: 18061808 in Vienna

First performed: 22 December 1808 in the Theater an der Wien

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, 1809

Orchestration: Piccolo, 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons,
Double Bassoon — 2 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones — Timpani — Strings
Duration: ca. 34 minutes

The earliest idea for a C-minor symphony is a ‘Presto’ (Hess 298) preserved in the Katka
miscellany in the British Library (folio 70), which dates from the late 1780s when Beethoven
was still living in Bonn. The first sketches for the present work were made early in 1804,
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immediately after the completion of the Eroica. Progress on the new symphony was, however,
delayed by other projects, notably the composition and first production of Leonore (1804-5),
the revision and second production of that opera (1806), and a series of large-scale works
written in 1806: two concertos (Op. 58 and Op. 61), three quartets (Op. 59), an overture
(Coriolan Op. 62), and another symphony (the Fourth). Beethoven was able to work inten-
sively on the C minor symphony only in 1807, but work was again interrupted by a large-scale
piece, a Mass commissioned by Prince Nikolaus Esterhazy to be performed at Eisenstadt on
his wife’s name-day in September. In all probability, the Fifth was essentially complete by the
spring of the following year.

The symphony was originally written for Count Franz von Oppersdorff (1778-1818), a music
amateur who had met Beethoven in 1806 and who paid him 350 florins for the new work. In
a letter to Oppersdorff written in March 1808, Beethoven characteristically exaggerates his
progress on it: ‘So all I will add is that your symphony has been ready for a long time and that
I am now sending it to you by the next post.” But Oppersdorff was never to receive it: within
three months Beethoven was offering it (along with some other works) to the publishers
Breitkopf & Hirtel; later he dedicated the Fourth Symphony to Oppersdorff, by way of com-
pensation for the one in C minor.

As Sieghard Brandenburg has recently shown, the publication history of the symphony is far
from straightforward. After completing the essential work in the autograph score, Beethoven
had two copies made: one of these, a sumptuous manuscript written on thick paper (and
probably intended for Oppersdotff) was sent to Breitkopf & Hirtel in September 1808 for
the preparation of the first edition; the other copy was used at the premiére. In a letter to
his publishers dated 4 March 1809, Beethoven mentioned some minor corrections (‘kleine
Verbesserungen’) to the text, which he sent at the end of the month; these arrived too late to
be included in the first 100 copies, but were incorporated into later impressions of the first
edition. Among these corrections are the lengthening in the first movement of the held D in
bar 4 to two bars (4-5) and the corresponding addition of bars 23, 127, 251 and 481.

But it was not until more than a year later that he noticed a more glaring mistake in the edi-
tion, the two extra bars that precede — and duplicate — bars 238-9 of the third movement:
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This famous error resulted from Beethoven’s indecision about the form of the movement.
Although he seems originally to have planned it as an ABA' form, i.e. with a modified dz capo,
the autograph gives evidence of an attempted five-part ABA'/BA" form and, eventually,
an ABABA' form which is clarified by the remark ‘si replica I'all[egr]o con trio e allora si
prende 2’ (‘repeat the allegro and trio, and then on to the second-time bar’). (A conversation-
book entry of 1820, made by Beethoven’s violinist friend Franz Oliva, suggests that the
movement was being played in Vienna in this form for some time after the 1808 premiére.)
The mistake in the edition must have been due to an identical mistake in the copy of the score
sent to the publishers, the result of the copyist’s failure to observe Beethoven’s instruction
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(though this may not yet have been written into the autograph). The confusion in the first edi-
tion, which was created by first- and second-time bars that did not relate to a repeat, ultima-
tely forced Beethoven to give up the idea of a five-part form and to approve the modified de
capo form which is customarily heard today. In the event, the publishers took note of the error
neither in 1810, when Beethoven first recognized it, nor in 1826, when it reappeared in the
first edition of the score (whose publication Beethoven did not supervise). It was not put
right until long after the composer’s death, in 1846, when Mendelssohn reported it in the
Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung.

The Fifth Symphony was the first item performed at Beethoven’s legendary Musikalische Aka-
demie of 22 December 1808, which also included the first public performances of the Pasto-
ral Symphony, the Fourth Piano Concerto, and parts of the Mass in C. The concert ended
with the Choral Fantasy, hastily assembled for the event: the orchestra under-rehearsed, the
solo part improvised by Beethoven. The composer and critic J. F. Reichardt (1752-1814),
who was present at the concert, described it as an artistic disaster lasting four hours in the
bitterest cold, and characterized the C-minor symphony ‘a big, highly developed symphony
which is too long’. For the composer, the Akademie marked the end of the most hectic period
in his professional life.

The symphony also marks a turning-point in the history of music criticism. It was E. T. A.
Hoffmann’s review of the work for the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung (4 and 11 July 1810)
which first gave music analysis a decisive role in evaluating the merits of the composition, and
in which the critic gave himself scope to consider it in relation to those of other classical com-
posers. In this essay Beethoven is compared to the ever cheerful, mischievous Haydn and to
the more deeply thoughtful Mozart, but is claimed to have surpassed both by the far wider
range of emotions that his music — this symphony in particular — aroused in the listener.

William Drabkin
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Symphony No. 5

Ludwig van Beethoven
(1770-1827)

Allegro con brio (J = 108) Op. 67
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