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Preface

Composed: 1806, Vienna

First performance: 23 December 1806, Vienna; Franz Clement, violin
Original publisher: Kunst- und Industriekontor, Vienna, 1808
Instrumentation: Flute, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

2 Horns, 2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 45 minutes

Beethoven’s Violin Concerto in D major has long been regarded as one of the greatest chall-
enges in the solo violin repertoire: a test of artistic maturity as much as technical command,
and thus a work which every virtuoso worthy of the name should master at some point in his
or her career. So it comes as a surprise to discover how coolly it was received at its first per-
formance in Vienna on 23 December 1806. The composer Carl Czerny, a great admirer of
Beethoven, may have been guilty of wishful thinking when he reported that the concerto ‘was
produced with very great effect’. In all likelihood the applause was more for the soloist, the
brilliant Franz Clement, who virtually sight-read the hugely difficult, and almost certainly
much-corrected violin part with great aplomb, and who added a dazzling improvisation of his
own (apparently holding the violin upside-down at one point) between two of the move-
ments. The general reaction to Beethoven’s music is probably better summed up by a review
in the Viennese Zeitung fiir Theater, Musik und Poesie dated 8 January 1807:

‘As to Beethhofen’s [sic] concerto, the verdict of the cognoscenti is unanimous: they concede
that it has some beauty, but maintain that the continuity often appears completely broken,
and that the endless repetition of some commonplace passages can easily prove wearisome.
They assert that Beethhofen could put his undoubtedly great talents to better use, and pres-
ent us with more works like his symphonies in C and D, his delightful Septet in E flat [...]’

This opinion, or something like it, seems to have prevailed for nearly four decades, during
which performances of the Violin Concerto barely rose into double figures. It was only when
the 13-year-old Joseph Joachim - destined to become one of the 19th century’s legendary
violin virtuosos — played it at a concert in London in 1844, with Mendelssohn conducting,
that the concerto’s outstanding qualities at last began to be recognized by the wider musical
public.

What Beethoven thought of Clement’s performance is not recorded, but it is possible that his
feelings are reflected in the otherwise unexplained change to the concerto’s dedication. The
first page of the autograph is inscribed, with a characteristically heavy Beethovenian pun:
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‘Concerto par Clemenza pour Clement primo Violino e direttore al theatro a vienna’ [Con-
certo with clemency for Clement, first violin and director at the theatre in Vienna]. But when
the score was published in 1808, it bore a dedication to Beethoven’s childhood friend
Stephan von Breuning. It is also worth noting that Beethoven never gave any evidence of
wanting to write another violin concerto, and that his production of violin sonatas also tails
off markedly after 1806. Nine sonatas for violin and piano — the last of which is the famous
‘Kreutzer’ Sonata, Op. 47, of 1802-3 — appeared before the concerto; after it Beethoven
composed only one solo violin work: the Sonata in G, Op. 96 (1812, rev. 1815). The latter is
widely counted one of Beethoven’s finest chamber works with piano, but the violin writing is
markedly less virtuosic, more in a lyrical contemplative vein, than in either the ‘Kreutzer’
Sonata or the outer movements of the Violin Concerto.

Apart from Carl Czerny, there was at least one other eatly encouraging voice with regard to
the Violin Concerto. In April 1807, Beethoven was visited by the pianist, composer and head
of a London publishing firm, Muzio Clementi, who was anxious to secure the English rights
for some of Beethoven’s latest works. These included the Fourth Piano Concerto, Op. 58, the
three ‘Razumovsky’ string quartets, Op. 59, the Symphony No. 4, Op. 60 and the Overture
Coriolan, Op. 62. From his correspondence it appears that Clementi singled out the Violin
Concerto for special praise; but he also made what with hindsight seems a strange request:
would Beethoven also make an arrangement of the Violin Concerto for piano and orchestra?
This duly appeared, with the same opus number as the violin version, and bearing a dedica-
tion to Stephan von Breuning’s wife Julie. Arrangements of concertos for other solo instru-
ments were by no means uncommon in the 18th and early 19th centuries, but the reworking
of the violin part of Op. 61 — which was almost certainly made by someone else on Beet-
hoven’s behalf, following a few suggestions scribbled on the autograph by the composer —
did nothing to rescue the concerto’s reputation. It is, in fact, a remarkably unimaginative,
sometimes downright clumsy adaptation, in which the left hand does little more than accom-
pany the right hand’s leading line. The intricate or dramatic interplay between the hands,
so typical of Beethoven’s solo style in his five numbered piano concertos, is almost entirely
lacking,

In any case, this initially attractive deal with Clementi eventually turned sour. By the end of
1809 none of the above-mentioned works had appeared in print in England, and no payment
had been forthcoming. Clementi, still working on the Continent, was everitually roused to
fury on Beethoven’s — and his own — behalf, writing to his London partner:

‘A most shabby figure you have made me out in this affair! — and that with one of the first
composers of this day! You certainly might have found means in the course of two years and
a half to have satisfied his demands! ... Don’t lose a moment, then, pray, and send me word
what you have received from him, that I may settle with him.’

Clementi’s editions of the Violin Concerto and its alternative piano version did eventually
appear in London in 1810, but by then Beethoven had sanctioned publication by a Viennese
publisher (Bureau des Arts et d’Industrie/Kunst- und Industriekontor), which appeared in
1808. For research purposes, this remains the official first edition.
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One probable reason why the concerto’s first audiences found it so difficult to appreciate is
that in many ways it signifies a remarkable break with tradition. The violin concertos of
Mozart and Haydn for example are relatively short and much lighter in style and orchestra-
tion. With a playing time of around 45 minutes, Beethoven’s Violin Concerto is significantly
longer than any of his previous concertos: indeed, in most performances the first movement
alone is as long as any of Mozart’s first four violin concertos 77 foto, and only a few minutes
shorter than K219. As in the Third Piano Concerto, Op. 37, Beethoven is clearly aiming here
at a more symphonic style of concerto writing than important contemporaries like the Italian
violinist-composer Giovanni Battista Viotti, some of whose 29 violin concertos Beethoven
almost certainly knew. The use of martial trumpets and drums — an invariable component in
the orchestral line-up of Beethoven’s symphonies — also sets the work apart in tone from
Haydn’s and Mozart’s violin concertos.

There is one important respect, however, in which Beethoven’s Violin Concerto is more tra-
ditional than the Third Piano Concerto: the first movement’s orchestral introduction features
no modulations to other keys (though there are some dramatic major-minor contrasts). But
Beethoven’s presentation and development of his basic material is nevertheless comparable
with that in his symphonic works, especially in its sophisticated use of what can seem start-
lingly simple motivic ingredients ~ could these be the ‘commonplace’ ideas whose ‘repetition’
the above-quoted Viennese reviewer had found ‘wearisome’? The opening five drum-taps (on
the tonic note D), for example, hardly seem like an idea at all in themselves; but this repeated
note pattern, played by the first violins on a harmonically surprising and unresolved D sharp
in bar 10, poses an immediate challenge to the stability of the home key, rather like the
unexpected swing to C sharp in the first movement main theme of the ‘Eroica’ Symphony
(Op. 55, I: bar 7). An echo of the Violin Concerto’s destabilizing D sharp can be heard in the
climactic E flat (enharmonically D sharp) of the first fortissimo tutti (I: bar 30), while the fully
harmonized, melodically embellished D sharp-E progression in bars 6568 (again on the five-
note rhythmic pattern) can be heard as an attempt to rationalize this dissonant pitch within
the context of the tonic D major. ~

After the soloist’s entry in bar 90, Beethoven continues to use this basic repeated note pattern
in ear-catching new ways. In bars 206-7 the first violins’ repeated Es are answered by a sub-
terranean F natural from cellos and basses, pianissimo, the latter clashing perplexingly with
the soloist’s B-C sharp trill, three and a half octaves above. The contraction of the violin’s trill
to B-C natural in bar 209, and the accompanying string writing in bars 210~11 do manage to
make a kind of retrospective harmonic sense of this strange inspiration, but the effect of
strangeness — of strained ambiguity — persists. Equally extraordinary is the widely spaced,
skeletally harmonized progression f"'-G to f sharp”"-F sharp in bars 299-300. The cellos and
basses now use the initial repeated-note figure to emphasize F sharp as the dominant of a pre-
viously unprepared B minor. These could well be examples of the kind of ‘broken’ continuity
that so perplexed the unnamed Viennese critic, but which are now so widely admired.

If this motif of five or four repeated notes seems to play a largely destabilizing role in the
earlier stages of the first movement, as the recapitulation approaches its function becomes
increasingly one of consolidation. Its appearance on horns at bar 330 et seq. is the first time
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this figure has been heard entirely on the tonic D since the beginning of the solo exposition
(bars 101-2). As such it represents a crucial foreshadowing of the recapitulation, which
begins with a massive full-orchestral restatement of the original five-note figure at bars 365-6
— a function which can all too easily be obscured if (as happens all-too-frequently in perform-
ance) the soloist employs too much rubato at this point. In such passages one can, perhaps,
begin to sympathize with the concerto’s first audience in 1806. Listeners whose expectations
were conditioned by the violin concertos of Viotti, or such other virtuoso-composers as Pierre
Rode, Pierre Baillot or Rodolphe Kreutzer (the dedicatee of Beethoven’s Op. 47 Sonata)
would have expected the soloist to be in the spotlight more or less throughout, with the vio-
lin part spectacular or melodically appealing enough in its own right, and with the orchestra
mostly reduced to a supporting role. Beethoven’s subtle interplay between soloist and orches-
tra created a kind of musical argument that may simply have been too complex for such an
audience to grasp — in the face of which, to borrow a phrase from Samuel Johnson, ‘the atten-
tion retires’.

Neither the Larghetto second movement nor the Rondo finale are as intellectually intricate as
the concerto’s monumental first movement. They are however impressive creations in their
own right. The Larghetto is an imaginatively free set of variations on the theme presented by
muted strings in bars 1-10. Note that this theme also offers a ‘rationalization’ of the first
movement’s destabilizing D sharp in bar 5, but now within the context of a serene, funda-
mentally secure G major. Beethoven also introduces a beautiful contrasting theme, still in G
major, this time led melodically throughout by the soloist (IT: bars 45-52 and again in bars
71-78). As in the first movement, a great deal of the solo violin writing is unusually high for
its time, and Beethoven enhances its ethereal effect by keeping the orchestral writing as light
and transparent as possible, with particularly sparing use of the bass instruments. This makes
the final fortissimo string tutti (bars 89-91) — in which the mutes are removed for the first
time in this movement ~ all the more dramatic, reinforcing the harmonic preparation for the
return to D major in the finale.

The Rondo finale is, for the most part, easy to follow formally, and now the soloist is allowed
more opportunities for pure virtuoso display, as in the magisterial two-part writing in bars
64-7, or the scintillating semiquaver chordal passage-work that follows. There is however one
significant departure from normal concerto practice after the final cadenza (IIl: bar 280 ez
seq.). (Beethoven left no written cadenzas for this concerto, and unfortunately the cadenzas
he provided for the piano version of Op. 61 do not translate readily into idiomatic violin writ-
ing.) In bar 280 the soloist comes to rest on a trill on the supertonic, E — fairly standard prac-
tice at the time; but the orchestra now begins a series of mysterious, tonally ambiguous rising
figures, diminuendo, outlining a diminished seventh, and eventually settling in A flat major —
the ultimate tonal extreme from the tonic D major. If it is the orchestra that leads the music
away from D, it is the soloist who leads the way back, finally arriving there — after an elaborate
triumphal flourish (though still pianissimo) — in bar 315. The orchestra destabilizes; the
soloist restores order. The effect is seriously undermined if the previous solo cadenza in any
way anticipates this wonderful harmonic departure and return.
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This strikingly symphonic use of tonal argument and thematic development — along with the
dramatization of the relationship between soloist and orchestra — is typical of Beethoven’s
mature concertos in general. But while in his piano concertos this transformation of the con-
certo style was to some extent anticipated by Mozart — especially in the latter’s K466, K491
and K503 — in the Violin Concerto it is unprecedented. However slow audiences may have
been at first to appreciate its greatness, its subsequent influence has been colossal.
Mendelssohn’s great E minor Violin Concerto clearly owes a great deal to Beethoven’s exam-
ple; it is worth noting that Mendelssohn composed it immediately after his visit to London in
1844, during which he conducted that ground-breaking performance of the Beethoven
concerto mentioned above. Likewise the grandly symphonic violin concertos of Brahms
(1878), Sibelius (1905), Elgar (1910), Nielsen (1911), Schoenberg (1936), Britten (1939) and
Shostakovich (1948 & 1967), different as they are, all establish themselves within a tradition
created by Beethoven in his Op. 61.

Stephen Johnson
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Stephan von Breuning gewidmet
Concerto

Ludwig van Beethoven
(1770-1827)

I Op. 61
» Allegro ma non troppo
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