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bEETHOVEN 
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Beethoven did not hurry to send his First Symphony into 
the world. When it was premiered in Vienna on 2 April 1800 
he was approaching 30, and had already made a name for 
himself as a stirring virtuoso pianist and as a composer of 
muscular chamber and piano works, some of which were 
strikingly forceful and modern. In fact, the symphony was 
not the only form with which he was slow to engage: his 
first string quartets were not published until 1801, and 
it is surely no coincidence that the string quartet and the 
symphony were precisely the genres at that time associated 
above all with Joseph Haydn. Beethoven’s relationship with 
Haydn – with whom he had studied in the early 1790s 
– was an uneasy one, but there is little reason to doubt 
that the idea of moving in on the vastly respected older 
composer’s patch was 
a daunting one, even for Beethoven. 

When he did enter the symphonic arena, it was with what 
seems a surprisingly cautious work, at least to ears familiar 
with the other eight symphonies. For sure, the model is 
the Haydn of the ‘London’ symphonies, in its layout of four 
movements with slow introduction, in its orchestration, 
and in many of its compositional processes, not least the 
way that fragments of themes can be used motivically, 
sometimes to accompany, sometimes to provide a driving 

force; there are even echoes of Haydn’s C major Symphony 
No. 97 in the main theme of the first movement, and in the 
perkily demure nature of its counterpart in the second. 

Yet to listeners at the time, there were plenty of things 
to make them sit up and take notice, though not always 
favourably: ‘a caricature of Haydn pushed to absurdity’ 
was how one critic described the new symphony, no 
doubt disconcerted by the fact that the slow introduction 
meanders its way towards the main body of the first 
movement via some surprising discords, or that the third 
movement seems to get by without much in the way of a 
tune. Perhaps, too, the sheer ebullience of the music was 
hard to bear, for there is no mistaking its Beethovenian 
energy and dash. Whether they actually liked it or not, its 
first audiences cannot have failed to be aware that there 
was something new in the air.

Only hindsight, however, can alert us to the prophetic 
nature of the slow introduction to the finale, in which timid 
upward scales eventually discover that they are part of 
the movement’s cheerful main theme. Here the context is 
comic, but it was an innovation to which Beethoven would 
return with more serious intent.



The Fourth Symphony is probably Beethoven’s least well-
known, a situation that no doubt owes much to its position 
sandwiched between the Third – at that time the largest 
and most complex symphony ever composed – and the 
viscerally powerful and uplifting Fifth. Beside these two 
great forward steps in symphonic thinking, the brusque 
Fourth can seem dwarfed, its relatively lightweight frame 
and predominantly cheerful nature apparently offering 
no equivalent to either their massive presences or their 
mighty extra-musical messages. But it is a thoroughly 
Beethovenian work nevertheless, taut with muscular 
strength, propelled with unstoppable momentum, and 
shot through with its composer’s unmistakable stylistic 
fingerprints. Produced in 1806 to a commission from one 
Count Franz von Oppersdorff, a big admirer of the Second 
Symphony, it is contemporary with the Violin Concerto, 
the Fourth Piano Concerto and the three Razumovsky 
string quartets, and like all of those it purrs with the 
mature assurance of Beethoven’s so-called ‘middle-period’ 
compositions. 

It is Haydn whose influence lies behind the Symphony’s 
opening, though it is doubtful whether even he ever 
composed a symphonic slow introduction quite so 
searching and ambiguous as this one. Indeed, a more likely 

inspiration might be the ‘Representation of Chaos’ that 
begins Haydn’s oratorio The Creation, and it was perhaps 
this similarity that the 20th-century musical essayist 
Donald Tovey had in mind when he referred to the ‘sky-
domed vastness’ of this section; certainly there is an air of 
awestruck emptiness to it that suggests contemplation 
of the heavens (a subject Beethoven himself explored 
more explicitly and serenely that same year in the slow 
movement of the second Razumovsky quartet). This 
remarkable passage of music eventually leads, via a 
cunningly calculated acceleration, to the main body of the 
movement, a bold Allegro vivace that seems to have put the 
dark thoughts of the opening behind it, having at the same 
time somehow drawn strength from them. Beethoven’s 
melodic material here is memorable, but it is the way he 
uses his themes to control rhythmic momentum that is 
most impressive; everything serves to push the music 
forward. One inspired example will serve here: at the start 
of the fast section, listen to the smooth falling figure in the 
woodwind that swiftly answers the strings’ first phrase; 
both feature at the close of the movement, but it is the 
wind phrase, passing downwards through the cellos and 
basses, which provides the more irresistible driving force. 
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The second movement maintains this tight control of 
forward movement, even though in its main theme and 
subsidiary for solo clarinet this is the tenderest of Adagios. 
The momentum is preserved partly through strategic 
reappearances of the jagged rhythm of the opening bars, 
and partly by the way in which, typically, Beethoven ‘busies’ 
the accompaniment to the main theme whenever it returns. 
The movement has its dark side too, in an unexpected angry 
minor-key outburst which interrupts the main theme’s third 
appearance.

Though not so titled, the third movement is in the form of 
a scherzo. Convention dictated that such a movement be 
in two sections, with the first heard again after the second, 
but in this Symphony Beethoven decided for the first time 
to expand the scheme so that the bounding first section 
is heard three times and the second – in this case a lilting 
tune for the winds with short promptings from the strings – 
twice. In a further twist of playfulness, the final appearance 
of the first section is brought to an abruptly premature end 
by an irascible blast from the horns.

The jokey mood continues into the finale, a movement of 
almost constant scampering semiquaver action. The spirit 
of Haydn is here again, most unequivocally in the mock-
tentative, slowed-down version of the main theme that 

appearsjust before the end, but the whole is infused with 
characteristically Beethovenian brashness and strength. 
Small this Symphony may be compared to certain of its 
counterparts, but it is still palpably the work of a giant.

Programme notes © Lindsay Kemp



KURT mAsUR conductor

Kurt Masur was well known as a distinguished conductor 
and humanist. His 25 year relationship with the LPO 
began in 1987, and he became Principal Guest Conductor 
from 1988 to 1992. He was appointed the Orchestra’s 
Principal Conductor in September 2000 and led them for 
the following seven years.  In September 2002 Masur also 
became Music Director of the Orchestre National de France 
in Paris, and in July 2007 he conducted the joint forces of 
the two orchestras in an extraordinary BBC Prom concert to 
celebrate his 80th birthday. 

Masur was Kapellmeister of the Leipzig Gewandhaus 
Orchestra for an unprecedented 26 years from 1970, after 
which he became the Orchestra’s first ever Conductor 
Laureate. He was instrumental in preventing an outbreak of 
violence in Leipzig in the lead up to the fall 
of the Berlin wall, and during his tenure as Music Director 
of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra he led a moving 
performance of Brahms’s German Requiem in the wake of 
9/11.

As well as towering interpretations of the core central 
European orchestral repertoire, Masur conducted world 
premieres of works by many of the major composers of 
the late 20th century, and collaborated with jazz pianist 
Herbie Hancock and Wynton Marsalis’s Lincoln Centre Jazz 
Orchestra.

A professor at the Leipzig Academy of Music from 1975, 
Kurt Masur received numerous honours and titles, including 
Commander of the Legion of Honour from the Government 
of France and New York City Cultural Ambassador from the 
City of New York in 1997; Commander Cross of Merit of the 
Polish Republic in 1999; and the Cross with Star of the Order 
of Merit of the Federal Republic of Germany in 2002. He 
held an honorary doctorate from London’s Royal College of 
Music and was an Honorary Citizen of his hometown, Brieg.
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the london Philharmonic Orchestra is one of the world’s 
finest orchestras, balancing a long and distinguished history 
with its present-day position as one of the most dynamic 
and forward-looking ensembles in the UK. this reputation 
has been secured by the Orchestra’s performances in the 
concert hall and opera house, its many award-winning 
recordings, trail-blazing international tours and wide-
ranging educational work. 

founded by Sir thomas beecham in 1932, the Orchestra 
has since been headed by many of the world’s greatest 
conductors, including Sir Adrian boult, bernard Haitink, 
Sir Georg Solti, Klaus tennstedt and Kurt Masur. Vladimir 
Jurowski was appointed the Orchestra’s Principal Guest 
Conductor in March 2003, and became Principal Conductor 
in September 2007.

the Orchestra is based at Southbank Centre’s Royal festival 
Hall in london, where it has been Resident Orchestra since 
1992, giving around 30 concerts a season. Each summer 
it takes up its annual residency at Glyndebourne festival 
Opera where it has been Resident Symphony Orchestra for 
over 50 years. the Orchestra performs at venues around 
the UK and has made numerous international tours, 
performing to sell-out audiences in America, Europe, Asia 
and Australasia.

the london Philharmonic Orchestra made its first recordings 
on 10 October 1932, just three days after its first public 
performance. it has recorded and broadcast regularly 
ever since, and in 2005 established its own record label. 
these recordings are taken mainly from live concerts given 
by conductors including lPO Principal Conductors from 
beecham and boult, through Haitink, Solti and tennstedt, to 
Masur and Jurowski. lpo.org.uk
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Kurt Masur & Beethoven on the LPO Label
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beethoven: symphony No. 9 
‘Tennstedt draws a fire from the 
strings that is both inexorable and 
euphoric.’ 
The Scotsman

beethoven: symphony No. 5 
& Coriolan Overture
‘Measured, full-bodied, freighted 
with meaning’ 
Gramophone

beethoven: missa solemnis 
‘This is a sympathetic 
performance, with Solti  well-
served by the LPO.’ BBC Music 
Magazine

For more information or to purchase CDs telephone +44 (0)20 7840 4242 or visit lpo.org.uk

shostakovich: symphonies 
Nos. 1 & 5 
‘...superb soloists and serious class 
in every department’
Classic FM
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britten: War Requiem 
The score’s lithe inventiveness, and 
grateful tonal sweep is superbly 
brought out.’
The Independent
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schubert & Janáček 
‘Masur directs a strong and well 
articulated performance’
Gramophone
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lPO – 0093

  LUDWIG VAN bEETHOVEN (1770–1827) 

 24:10 Symphony No. 1 in C major, Op. 21

01 08:14 Adagio molto – Allegro con brio
02 07:11 Andante cantabile con moto
03 03:12 Menuetto and Trio: Allegro molto e vivace 
04 05:33 Adagio – Allegro molto e vivace

 32:25 Symphony No. 4 in B flat major, Op. 60

05 11:14 Adagio – Allegro vivace
06 09:07 Adagio
07 05:24 Allegro vivace 
08 06:40   Allegro ma non troppo

  kurt maSur conductor
  LONDON PHILHarmONIC OrCHEStra 
  Boris Garlitsky leader  

  Recorded live at Southbank Centre’s rOyaL fEStIvaL HaLL, London


