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Preface

“The connoisseurs’ verdict on Beetho-
ven’s concerto is unanimous: it concedes
many a beauty, but acknowledges that
the continuity often seems completely
disrupted, and that the endless repeti-
tions of a few common passages may
easily become wearisome [...] At the
same time, one fears that if Beethoven
continues along this path he will do a
disservice to himself and to his audi-
ence. Music might quickly reach a point
at which those not thoroughly versed in
the rules and strictures of art will take
no pleasure in it whatsoever, but will be
crushed beneath a jumbled heap of ide-
as and anuninterrupted tumult from a
few instruments intended to character-
ize the opening, and will leave the con-
cert with an unpleasant sense of exhaus-
tion. In general, the audience was
extraordinarily pleased with the concer-
to, and with Clement’s improvisations.”
Thus Johann Nepomuk Moser in a
review published in the Wiener Theater-
Zeitung in early 1807. The premiere of
Beethoven’s Violin Concerto had just
taken place on 23 December 1806.
Today we might regard these words
as the insignificant opinion of a minor
rearguard critic. After all, the audience
evidently liked the concerto. Yet Mdser’s
review must be read in the aesthetic
context of its time; indeed, once we form
a clearer picture of the work, its origins,
its formal design and so forth, his views
come to seem perfectly reasonable. As
far as his prophecy for the future is con-
cerned, Beethoven’s ground-breaking
creativity did in fact prove to be the
point of departure for a line of develop-
ment that would burst the bounds of all
musical forms. As for his critique of the
concerto itself, it is useful to recall that,
at its premiere, the work was given in a

completely different guise from the one
we know today, and that the first move-
ment in particular departs radically
from the formal notions of the time
andsuspends them completely at the
end of the finale.

The origins of the concerto are fairly
obscure. Recent studies have shown that
Beethoven started to write out the full
draft no earlier than the final weeks
of November 1806. In other words, he
committed the entire piece to paper in
the incredibly short time span of at most
five weeks. This discovery is consistent
with contemporary accounts, according
to which Franz Clement allegedly play-
ed the solo part “at sight and without
previous rehearsal” at the premiére.

We have no way of knowing how long
Beethoven may have ruminated on the
plan to write a violin concerto. He had
probably already set to work on it prior
to November 1806, for the sole surviv-
ing sketch most likely dates from Sep-
tember or October of that year. What-
ever the case, the autograph score (pre-
served today in the Austrian National
Library in Vienna) contains myriad
traces of compositional labor, with
countless sketches entered in the blank
staves. We may therefore safely assume
that the concerto was written under
enormous deadline pressure, and that
Beethoven was still “composing” it
while in the act of writing it out.

These special circumstances had
repercussions on the work itself. In
the very first movement we note that
Beethoven has employed a simplified
formal schema, only loosely following
the customary sonata-allegro form that
otherwise allowed him to produce such
bold formal designs and ingenious com-
binations of first and second themes.
Here, in contrast, we find five thematic
complexes threaded together almost like
a medley, with no apparent cohesion.
Listeners attuned to sonata-allegro form
easily heard this as a “jumbled heap of

ideas.” Conversely, less well-educated
members of the audience found pleasure
in the tuneful melodies, which can in-
deed be viewed as “endless repetitions
of a few common passages.”

After the premiere Beethoven subject-
ed his concerto — or more precisely the
violin part — to a thorough revision. Un-
til very recently the value of this revision
has been a matter of controversy. Some
have claimed that it was made at Clem-
ent’s request before the premiere took
place. The great nineteenth-century Beet-
hoven scholar, Gustav Nottebohm, be-
lieved that the reason for the revision
were the excessive technical demands of
the original. He even went so far as to
maintain that many passages “gained
in executability from the changes but
lost something of their musical signifi-
cance.” Admittedly Nottebohm’s thesis
casts doubt on Beethoven’s ability to
assess and judge the artistic value of
his own labors, for after all it was the
revised form of his concerto that he saw
into print. To avoid this dilemma, many
scholars who likewise felt that the ear-
lier version was superior have peremp-
torily questioned the authenticity of the
published version. In reality, however,
the revision had nothing to do with
Clement, nor do the technical demands
of the original go beyond what was cus-
tomary at the time. Finally, the first edi-
tion, published by the Bureau des Arts
et d’Industrie in Vienna in 1808, was
proofread and authorized by the com-
poser himself.

Beethoven frequently “doctored™ his
works after trying them out in their ini-
tial, often semi-public performances.
How much greater his incentive to do so
with a work that had arisen so quickly
and had probably scarcely been re-
hearsed, much less “tried out,” before
its premiere! It is astonishing enough
that Beethoven only saw fit to revise the
solo part and not the rest of the work.
Perhaps he had taken the critics to heart



and discovered, in the somewhat bland
and uniform violin figurations, the
“endless repetitions of a few common
passages’ over which Mdser became so
exercised. By reworking the solo instru-
ment as a first among equals, he gave
his concerto a seminal position in the
history of the genre. Brahms’s Violin
Concerto is unthinkable without Beetho-
ven’s earlier example. Granted, Brahms’s
solo part is thematically more intricate
than Beethoven’s, where the soloist
rarely claims thematic precedence over
the orchestra or directs the course of the
music. On the contrary, for large sec-
tions at a time it is content to play ac-
companiment figures and ornamenta-
tion, neighbour-note embellishments
and arpeggios. The main reason for his
revision was quite obviously to lend
greater variety and vitality to those fig-
ures and thereby to avoid the danger of
“wearisome” monotony. The new ver-
sion adds greater contrast to the embel-
lishment figures, breaks off excessively
“mechanical” sequences, introduces
contrary motion and occasionally un-
derscores thestructural relations of the
form.

It is no coincidence that the middle
movement, a “romance,” was unaffect-
ed by these revisions. It opens with a
very gentle song-like theme that appears
four times in succession: in muted strings,
clarinet, bassoon and orchestral tutti.
Once again, the solo violin at first mere-
ly embellishes the main melody, but
now it is far more closely related to the
principal theme. In the second section
it presents an entirely new theme of its
own and ultimately leads with a caden-
za to the final rondo, where this time it
states the theme itself. In the finale, un-
like the first movement, the soloist takes

a larger role in the thematic argument,
even if his part is still dominated by
a wealth of figuration. This part, too,
was heavily reworked. The only pas-
sages left untouched are those few mo-
ments where the original form of the
rondo motif occurs in the solo violin.
All these things can be clearly traced
in the autograph score, for Beethoven
entered all his changes in black ink
whereas the rest of the writing is light
brown. Yet not even the changes in the
autograph represent the definitive read-
ing. They merely form an interim stage,
somewhat like a set of alternatives from
which Beethoven reserved the right
to make a final selection. At times the
printed version even jumps from an
original reading to the altered version
and back again within the space of a
single bar. It is astonishing to see all
these things in the score and yet not to
hear them in performance. The solo vio-
lin part seems so elegant, so poised and
playful. Nowhere do we sense that it was
concocted from various stages in the
compositional process — a masterly
achievement that can hardly be praised
too highly!
The solo violin part contained in the pi-
ano score is a reproduction of the urtext
as appearing in the Complete Edition
(Beethoven Werke, volume 4, series 3,
G. Henle Verlag, 1973). Readers are
hereby referred to the later critical re-
port prepared by the present author in
1994 after the death of the volume’s ed-
itor, Shin Augustinus Kojima. This re-
port contains a detailed account of the
various versions of the concerto. It also
contains a few addenda and corrigenda
to the complete edition volume, all of
which, it goes without saying, have been
worked into the text of our piano re-

duction. This has also necessitated a
number of minor changes in the violin
part marked up by Wolfgang Schneider-
han. These changes, and a few additions
deemed necessary for understanding the
bowing marks, were kindly undertaken
by Florian Sonnleitner.

Signs given in parentheses are editori-
al additions based on analogous points.
Parenthesized additions printed in the
marked violin part are, on the other
hand, confined to bowing and phrasing
marks inserted by Wolfgang Schneider-
han as suggestions for interpretation.
Fingering is marked only in cases in
which a change of position occurs. A
general rule applying to octaves is that
these are played with the 1st and 4th
fingers; deviations from this ruling are
indicated by appropriate fingering. Up-
and down-bow marks have been added
only where the upward and downward
course of the bow is intended to be in-
terrupted. Only those notes are to be
played on the open string that are fur-
nished with a zero symbol.

The piano reduction of the orchestral
accompaniment is based on the text of
the Complete Edition.

Robert Levin, the composer of the
cadenzas and lead-ins appearing in our
volume, extends his thanks to Florian
Sonnleitner and Daniel Stepner for their
valuable suggestions. As a supplement
to these cadenzas, Henle has also issued,
in a separate volume, Beethoven’s origi-
nal cadenzas from the piano version of
his Violin Concerto, retranscribed for
the violin by Wolfgang Schneiderhan.

Schalkenbach, spring 2003
Ernst Herttrich
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