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Preface

Dedicated to the Grand Duke Rudolph of Austria

Composed: 1809 in Vienna

First performance: 28 November 1811 in Leipzig

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, parts 1811, score 1857
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
2 Horns, 2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 38 minutes

The imperial epithet of this coricerto is paradoxical, given Beethoven’s famously republican
stance — a stance that had led him so vehemently to strike Napoleon’s name from the title
page of his Symphony No.3 in E flat, aftér Bonaparte had declared himself Emperor in May
1804. There is, nevertheless, a nobility and energy common to the Eroica Symphony and the
present concerto which goes beyond the shared choice of an E flat tonality, characteristics
which perhaps would not have been lost on Beethoven’s friend and fellow musician Johann
Baptist Cramer — the London-based composer, pianist and publisher — who is thought to
have dubbed the work thus in the mid-19th century, sometime after the composer’s death.
However the name remains an almost exclusively English subtitle. The key of the concerto
seems to have held a special attraction for the composer, and appears to have borne specific
associations for him.

Beethoven dedicated the concerto to the Austrian Archduke Rudolf, who had been his pupil
and who received the dedication of several works, the preceding fourth piano concerto
and the famous Archduke trio among them. They remained friends and Rudolf a stalwart
supporter of Beethoven. The concerto — composed between Autumn 1808 and Winter the
following year — was written at the time three of his patrons, the Archduke, Prince Lobkowitz
and Prince Kinsky drew up a contract to ensure a lifetime pension enabling Beethoven essen-
tially to write what and when he liked. This document was signed in March 1809.

The Emperor Concerto was Beethoven’s last concerto for the piano and indeed his last con-
certo altogether; a sixth piano concerto was sketched a few years later in 1815, which was to
be in D major, but that work was never to be completed. It was in this year that Beethoven
appeared for the last time as a pianist, in the Archduke trio for his patron. With his deafness
finally overshadowing all possibilities of presenting such works to the public himself,
Beethoven here seems to make his farewell to his career as a composer of concertos. The
Concerto No.4 in G major Op. 58 had been his last appearance as soloist with an orchestra,
a premiere which had been chaotic, with false starts and general confusion among the
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members of the orchestra, attributable no doubt to the composer’s deafness. His sense of
needing control of his musical works in performance led him to permit no input from the
soloist in the concerto ~ all cadenza material is written out, with a specific instruction in the
first movement to interpolate nothing that is not presented in the score. '

The broad architecture of the concerto can be said to fall into two equal halves: the vast scale
of the first movement is balanced by the linked movements of the second half of the work.
Each part is around twenty minutes in length — a broad canvas that carries bold spirited brush
strokes of pure colour in the shape of strong, four-square harmonic schemes and assertive,
clearly-conceived melodies.

The concerto begins with a cadenza for the piano — this is a more elaborate and flamboyant
gesture than the beginning of the fourth piano concerto, in which the piano had entered
alone, ahead of the orchestra. The rapid scale and arpeggio gestures are framed within a
punctuating cadential figure, necessarily protracted by the soloist’s arabesques, which establ-
ishes a rock-solid statement of tonality: E flat, A flat, B flat and finally, with the first melody
from the orchestra, a less dense E flat chord in the strings. There are two themes, both
presented in the tonic, although the second theme appears at first in E flat minor and then,
with characteristic ‘horn fifths’ — for which the theme appears specifically to have been con-
trived — in the major. When the piano explores this theme in the solo exposition that follows,
the music appears in B minor and is given a more lyrical leggiermente treatment in triplets;
a beautiful passage in C flat major, immediately after, enharmonically prefigures the B major
slow movement. The double exposition ends with the first theme in B flat, preparing the
way for the development: woodwind pass around fragments of the first theme over piano
arpeggiation and — a little after — octave scales with contrary motion strings sneeringly parody
piano exercises that are here, with Beethoven’s genius, elevated into something altogether
new. The work’s opening cadenza returns to announce the recapitulation, which concludes
with a 50-bar coda after the briefest of written-out cadenzas.

The short second movement — an interlude of achingly beautiful simplicity — is cast in B
major, a key with an apparently remote relationship to that which frames the concerto.
Beethoven had used the flattened sub-mediant for the Piano Concerto No.1 in C, with its sec-
ond movement in A flat, and in the Triple Concerto Op. 56, also in C. There are four sections
to the movement: an opening chorale for the strings, in which Beethoven beautifully polishes
the line with woodwind before the piano’s entry — softly set afloat over still, held chords; the
soloist muses pensively in response to the string theme with simple, exquisite scales and
chromatically rising trills; at b.45 the piano carries the chorale over its rolling triplets and then
gives back to the orchestra its theme in the fourth section, at b.60, while it accompanies them
with alberti-style figuration.

The rondo finale emerges from the dreamlike morendo of the slow movement, with its eight-
bar B pedal, in a manner that almost suggests the soloist has been distracted by some sudden,
sidelong and contrasting realisation. A moment’s thought and the idea takes flight: the vaunt-
ing syncopation of the soloist’s theme, with pedal horns, at first makes the pulse and rhythm
difficult to grasp. A sinuous chromatically descending line and a rollicking cadence brings the
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bold entry of the orchestra, who snatch the idea in a triumphant tutti, The shape of this move-
ment is straightforward: ABA-C-ABA. The central, developmental C section has the opening
Rondo theme searchingly laying a circuitous path home via C major, A flat major and E major.
The coda of the movement has an innovative paragraph in which the piano is accompanied by
timpani only, at b.402; we are eventually lulled by the pianissimo ritardando ahead of a final
firework to bring us briskly back. '

The first performance of the concerto took place not in Vienna, but in Leipzig at the then
recently instituted Gewandhaus concerts, on 28 November 1811, It is interesting to speculate
as to why this performance took place in Germany and not Austria — a London edition of
the work had appeared from Clementi’s publishing house, in 1810, so why not an English
premiere? In any case, the soloist was the composer, conductor and teacher Friedrich Schnei-
der, then 25 years old, who would go on to write a significant number of — now largely for-
gotten — musical works himself: oratorios, symphonies and indeed seven piano concertos. It is
known that Beethoven and Schneider did later meet, in the Autumn of 1819, when Schneider
undertook a performing tour giving organ recitals. Schneider’s performance received a very
favourable response in the Aligemeine musikalische Zeitung eatly in 1812.

The first Viennese performance took place a few months later on 11 February 1812 with
Beethoven’s pupil Carl Czerny at the piano, although this performance was apparently not as
successful as its Leipzig premiere. Czerny gave a further performance in Vienna in April
1818. Aside from these, and a performance in London in the 1820s, the work did not gain a
firm foothold in the repertoire until the middle of the 19th century with virtuosi such as
Franz Liszt and the intervention, as with many great works, of Mendelssohn.

David Lewiston Sharpe
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Concerto No. 5

‘Emperor’

Ludwig van Beethoven
(1770-1827)
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