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While working on his ‘Razumovsky’ Quartets in 1806, Beethoven travelled with
Prince Lichnowsky to his castle in Silesia, not far from the estate of Count Franz
von Oppersdorff. Beethoven took the opportunity to visit the Count, who, having
been impressed by Beethoven’s Second Symphony, commissioned a new work.
Beethoven set aside the quartets to write his Fourth Symphony, which he produced
quickly, first alluding to it in a letter to his publishers, Breitkopf und Härtel, in a
letter dated 3 September. Oppersdorff offered Beethoven 500 florins for exclusive
use of the work for six months. It seems he may have received a score by November;
in any case, the fee was paid the following February. Beethoven’s Symphony No.4 in
B flat, Op.60, was premiered in March 1807 alongside the Coriolan Overture and
the Fourth Piano Concerto.
The symphony was greeted with criticism which seems astonishing now: it was
considered wild, undignified, verbose, crude. Few would apply such descriptions
today, although some might concur with Robert Schumann’s verdict that,
sandwiched between the ‘Eroica’ Symphony and the Symphony No.5, Beethoven’s
Fourth is ‘a slender Greek maiden between two Norse giants’.
However, the Fourth Symphony cannot be dismissed as lightweight, even in the
context of the more obviously arresting qualities of the Symphonies Nos. 3 and 5.
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Nor is it ‘feminine’ in the way implied by Schumann’s metaphor. Though ease,
warmth and lyricism are all elements of this work, they are expressed with
Beethoven’s usual virility of language and structure. The first movement exemplifies
this, with a mysterious slow introduction evolving into an Allegro that pulses with

“These performances invite comparisons with entries by Furtwängler, Böhm,
Szell, Karajan rather than figures of lesser stature.”
American Record Guide
“An outstanding talent. Butt is absolutely the master of Strauss’ dramatic style.”
Robert Marsh, Chicago Sun-Times
“Butt performs with brilliant imagination and dramatic command.”
Music and Musicians
“Yondani Butt conducts with much verve and accurate colour.”
The Financial Times, UK

drive and vigour.
Beethoven’s use of form in this symphony was innovative; as with the Piano
Concerto No.4, there are novel approaches to the way different sections of material
are linked. As well as the seamless flow from slow introduction into Allegro, omitting
a definite break, Beethoven goes on to use the end of the slow introduction to lead
back into the reprise of the exposition, blurring conventional boundaries. Then at the
recapitulation, after a remarkable enharmonic shift coloured by timpani, the main
theme returns without the four-bar lead-up heard earlier in the movement,
subverting our aural expectations.
The Adagio exudes an idyllic, pastoral grace. Yet this lyricism is offset by a palpable
sense of momentum, heightened by further prominent writing for the timpani. The
accompanying motif initially played by the second violins and then by the full
orchestra is later given to the timpani alone. This marked a turning-point in
Beethoven’s attitude to the timpani; as in the Piano Concerto No.3, he was
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beginning to use them as an integrated part of the music, rather than for mere
decoration or emphasis. This shift would prove essential to the character of the
Symphony No.5.
The Fourth Symphony’s Minuet brims with infectious rhythmic vitality. Beethoven
uses syncopation and different rhythmic groupings to confuse the work’s metrical
pulse, increasing the music’s irrepressible forward-motion. Again, Beethoven moves
smoothly between sections, the build-up of excitement towards the end of the Trio
leading inevitably back into the Minuet. The finale begins in exuberant vein, and is
remarkable for its lack of clear main theme. Rather, the music moves effortlessly
between rapid figurations, snatches of lyrical melody, and emphatic chords, creating a
dramatic musical whirlwind. This was, perhaps, the root of contemporary criticism of
Beethoven’s work: the maelstrom of ideas may have seemed uncontrolled in the
context of those Classical paradigms of clearly-articulated themes and structures. Yet
today the sheer energy and profusion of ideas can be heard as an innovative step,
breaking down conventions and propelling the symphony further into the new
musical territory Beethoven had already explored more thoroughly than any composer
of his age. And, of course, there was more innovation to come.
Beethoven had begun sketches for what would become his Fifth Symphony, Op.67,
shortly after completing the Third, the ‘Eroica’, in 1804. Its gestation would be a
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relatively long one; like some of his other most notable achievements, Beethoven
took considerable trouble over this work. The Fourth Symphony was begun and
finished before Beethoven returned to the C minor symphony, the patron of which
was again Count von Oppersdorff. Despite the inauspicious Viennese premiere of
the Fifth Symphony in 1808 – as part of a vast, four-hour-long concert which would
test the patience of even the most devoted listener – the work has taken its place at
the heart of the canon for its taut conception, and for its irresistible journey from
fatalistic despair to unfettered joy.
The breaking-down of music into its essential elements, as in the finale of the Fourth
Symphony, is more vividly, more resolutely explored in the Symphony No.5. The
opening motif – perhaps the most famous fragment in all music – is not melodic; yet
it is an idea, characterised by its strong rhythm, which is sufficiently powerful and
memorable that it becomes integral to the work as it unfolds, germinating from this
initial seed and growing organically into a full-scale argument. The familiarity of this
opening motif should not detract from the sheer audacity of beginning a symphony
in this way. Moments of lyricism, such as the poignant oboe solo, do little to
diminish the prevailing mood of tension and urgency. Whereas Beethoven frequently
articulates an idea forte, growing to fortissimo when it is repeated, here the symphony
opens ff, and then the volume is augmented with the addition of flutes, oboes,
bassoons and horns.

Following this uncompromising muscularity comes an Andante, in A flat, which

this movement. Furthermore, Beethoven told Oppersdorff of the importance of the

exudes both warmth of melody and clarity of harmony. Beethoven takes variation

timpani, emphasising effect rather than numbers: “though not three kettledrums,

form to new heights, with exquisite inventiveness and fluidity, as well as vibrant

and indeed, more noise than six kettledrums, and indeed better noise than that.”

contrast in the form of the proud, military counter-subject – a reminder of the wartorn, revolutionary years during which this was composed.

Structurally, Beethoven develops the blurring of boundaries and the cross-referencing
used in the Fourth Symphony by alluding to the ghostly rendition of the Scherzo

The rhythm of the first movement’s motto is clearly audible in the C minor Scherzo,

before the finale’s recapitulation. This cemented his treatment of the symphony as a

the mysterious opening of which Beethoven worked at for some time, and with some

thoroughly unified work, with established relationships between the movements. Yet,

difficulty, before he was satisfied he had achieved the desired effect. After a lively

while these formal achievements are remarkable, little can match the sheer thrill of

contrapuntal Trio, the Scherzo undergoes an extraordinary and unexpected treatment:

Beethoven’s music as the finale surges onwards, brimming with a vitality that is

it fades almost to nothingness, with drum-strokes again proving pivotal. We hear the

nothing short of overwhelming.

repeatedly drummed C as an articulation of C minor – until a glorious C major
chord heralds the approaching finale, into which the music flows without a break.
The effect is stunning: into an eerie, shadowy world suddenly shines a blaze of
dazzling light.
Beethoven was not the first composer to shift the weight of a symphony from first
movement to last, as he does in the Fifth: Mozart had already set that precedent, in
his final symphony, the ‘Jupiter’, No.41. Yet Beethoven’s choice of instrumentation
was entirely new, adding piccolo and three trombones to accentuate the grandeur of
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