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Symphony no.8 in F, op.93
1 Allegro vivace e con brio  9’23

2 Allegretto scherzando  4’33

3 Tempo di Menuetto 6’20

4 Allegro vivace 7’43

5 Egmont Overture, op.84 910
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“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
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Beethoven’s Symphony No.8 was written quite rapidly, in about six months, and was
completed in 1812. The autograph score reads “Linz in the month of October”, although
the work may have been largely finished as early as August or September, when the
Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung announced that Beethoven had “composed two new
symphonies”. The music of the Symphony No.8 may even have begun life as a piano
concerto – early sketches suggest as much – but before long it had evolved into one of the
symphonies Beethoven had been planning in the wake of No.7.
The humour of the Eighth Symphony bears comparison with the wit of much of Haydn’s
symphonic writing, although there is also a rawness, an unfettered sense of mischief, running
through Beethoven’s work. Overt comedic touches include interruptions, syncopations, and
sudden shifts between octaves (spanning some five octaves towards the end of the finale). Yet
there is also a subtlety to Beethoven’s wit, which may even render it, at times, imperceptible
to the unprepared ear. This must partially be the result of repeated characterisations – and
portraits – of Beethoven as an imposing, serious musical colossus. And so he was; but such a
reputation may leave the listener expecting grandeur, intellectual rigour, pastoral charm,
perhaps – but not necessarily humour. However, the subtlety of Beethoven’s comedy also
stems from his use of intellectual humour, appreciable on a more analytical level, with
harmonic and structural subversions that defied convention, or poked fun at it, in a manner
which must have been written as much for Beethoven’s private amusement as for the
entertainment of his audience.
That the Symphony No.8 is renowned for its good humour is all the more remarkable when
one considers the emotional backdrop of the work. The summer of that year was a
significant one in Beethoven’s personal life: it was on 6-7 July that he wrote the famous letter
to his ‘Immortal Beloved’. He addressed the note to ‘My angel, my all, myself ’, but possibly
never posted it – the letter bears no postal marks and was found among Beethoven’s
possessions. The identity of the woman concerned remains unknown, and is the subject of
great speculation. It was in the aftermath of this letter that Beethoven composed most of his
Eighth Symphony – which is, intriguingly, remarkably free of musical equivalents of the
sentiments poured out in that letter.
Furthermore, the misanthropic aspect of Beethoven’s character is hardly more apparent in the
Eighth Symphony than the romantic yearning expressed to his ‘Immortal Beloved’. Nor does
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the work presage the depths to which Beethoven would sink by December 1812, when he
wrote to the Archduke Rudolph: “Since Sunday I have been ailing, although mentally, it is
true, more than physically.” This demonstrates that, while a composer’s biography may
contribute to the style of a piece of music, this is certainly not always the case; links
between life and art can be overplayed. However, one of the reasons the Eighth Symphony
is so fascinating is that alongside the humour are moments of forcefulness which may hint,
albeit only obliquely, at some of the darker aspects of the composer’s makeup.
Beethoven referred to his Symphony No.8 as his ‘Little’ Symphony. This is a nickname
which has not caught on perhaps because, while the first three movements are relatively
concise, the finale, at over 500 bars, was the longest he had yet written. Perhaps, then, it
was the Symphony’s relatively light nature to which Beethoven was alluding – yet even here,
there is a remarkable degree of ambiguity. The Symphony has, in places, a mercurial quality,
shifting between emotional light and shade with quicksilver rapidity. As a consequence, its
music can be interpreted as sunny and joyful, or as muscular and uncompromising,
depending on how one is inclined to interpret it. Whereas the emotional landscape of the
other symphonies is often clearly delineated, the Eighth Symphony is, in many respects,
harder to fathom – a reason, perhaps, why it is not always hailed as one of Beethoven’s
‘great’ symphonies. This, perhaps, was the composer’s own meaning: ‘Little’ as opposed to
‘Great’.
Early sketches for the opening movement show that Beethoven had intended to begin the
work with a propulsive accompanimental figure. Eventually, this was replaced with a concise
six-note figure of simplicity and vitality, beginning the work with an immediate sense of
momentum. This sets the tone for the whole symphony, which has a forthright, direct
manner that is key to what makes its nature so hard to pin down: Beethoven’s declamatory
music has moments of confrontational power, as well as spirited good-humour, all
consistent with the direct, unapologetic tone of the work.
The first movement brims with spacious vigour, creating an exhilarating, unbuttoned
atmosphere. This is punctuated by moments of drama, as well as lighter exchanges and
moments of invigorating rhythmic interest. Beethoven’s cerebral humour is in evidence
when he subverts the conventional modulation before the second subject area, which would
usually involve a shift to the dominant of the dominant key. Instead, he takes the music to
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Yondani Butt ~ conductorthe subdominant of the subdominant key. For many listeners this is, of course, more a joke
on paper than one which is clearly audible, yet it reveals that Beethoven’s mindset while
composing this work was playful, subversive, even sardonic. He was lampooning tradition,
and relishing the process. The movement also includes passages for the bassoon poking fun
at the strings, and ends with a wittily delicate gesture. Originally, Beethoven had planned to
conclude with a more characteristically emphatic fortissimo, but changed the tone entirely
with the charming, understated humour of this ending.
Rather than structuring the work to include a slow movement and Scherzo, as had become
his custom, Beethoven chose for the central movements a moderately paced scherzando, and
a Minuet. In his earlier symphonies, Beethoven had transformed the usual Minuet
movement into the faster-paced Scherzo. The Symphony No 7 also omits a conventional
slow movement, but the quirky inclusion of both a Scherzo and a Minuet in this symphony
was unprecedented.
The Allegretto scherzando sets in motion a rhythmic pulse of clockwork precision. Above this
meticulous foundation, snatches of orchestral conversation are exchanged in a charming,
mannered fashion, and humour is created with sudden unison fortissimos. There is sly
rhythmic play, too, with a five-note scale played five times in such a way as to undermine
the music’s main pulse.
The Minuet playfully recalls the elegance of the Classical epoch, a conscious but rather
tongue-in-cheek harking back to the symphonic precedents of the 18th century. Yet the
opening movement’s expansive, pastoral quality is audible here, too; this is not a restrained
Minuet, but one of exuberance and joie de vivre.
Following this unusual choice of internal movements, Beethoven concludes the symphony
with his longest finale yet, a movement which consequently dominates the entire work.
More than this, the movement’s structure is highly unusual and expansive. It has been
described as having an exposition, two development sections rather than the usual one, a
double recapitulation (again, instead of a stand-alone section), and a coda. Far from being
unwieldy, Beethoven uses this vast plan to unfold moments of intense drama, which contrast
powerfully with the lighter, wittier moments of the preceding movements. Particularly
climactic is the blast of F-sharp minor during the ‘second recapitulation’, which is only
resolved through the brute force of brass and timpani. Yet the sense of comedy remains – in



this case of a broader, more rumbustious, almost slapstick kind, and the symphony ends
with that emphatic power denied us at the end of the first movement.
The Symphony No.8 was premiered at Beethoven’s academy of 27 February 1814, and later
published by Steiner in 1817, but was initially overshadowed by the Seventh Symphony and
by Wellington’s Victory. The critic of the Wiener Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung stated that
“the applause which it received was not accompanied by that enthusiasm which
distinguishes a work which gives universal delight; in short – as the Italians say – it did not
create a furor.” The subtle, ambiguous aspects of the work denied it immediate acclaim,
perhaps, but it has since been recognised for its remarkable qualities. Richard Wagner
described Symphonies Nos.7 and 8 as creating an idyllic, if temporary, musical Elysium –
his use of the philosophical term “phenomenal world” refers to the world as experienced 
by humans:

“Their effect upon the listener is precisely that of emancipation from all guilt, just as
the aftereffect is the feeling of Paradise forfeited, with which we return to the
phenomenal world.”

Beethoven composed the incidental music to Goethe’s play, Egmont, between October 1809
and June 1810. The play tells of a 16th-century Flemish aristocrat arrested and condemned
by Spanish conquerors; the burgher’s daughter, Klärchen, fails to rescue Egmont, and
consequently poisons herself. Egmont goes to his death in a spirit of defiance, foretelling the
rebellion that will free his country from its Spanish oppressors. Beethoven, aware of his own
Flemish ancestry, felt deeply stirred by this tale, which resonated with his principles of
individual and national freedom. Specifically, the occupation of his adopted home of
Vienna by the French in 1809 provided a very real feeling for the message of Goethe’s play.
The incidental music to Egmont is intense and dramatic, with the Overture the most
frequently performed of all the pieces. The imposing slow introduction, similar in tone to
the slow movement of the Seventh Symphony (which was written not long afterwards), is
followed by a nervous string accompaniment and a yearning six-note motif passed around
the orchestra. The pacing is exquisitely judged; quick enough to create a sense of
anticipation, but slow enough to ratchet up the tension gradually, as though provoking
listeners to hold their breath in suspense. Then, at last, comes a sense of release, the
nervousness transformed into a nobler, more powerful, atmosphere. Throughout, Beethoven



leavens the dramatic intensity with lyrical woodwind solos, balancing the mood of
foreboding with sweeter gestures. After a brief slow interlude towards the Overture’s end the
music rushes towards a triumphant conclusion. Goethe himself had to acknowledge
Beethoven’s “remarkable genius.”
The Overture to Collin’s Coriolan, Op.62, was written in 1807, in the wake of the Fourth
Symphony and Fourth Piano Concerto. Collin’s tragic play of 1804 follows the Roman leader
Gaius Marcus Coriolanus, banished from Rome and determined to march upon the city in
an attempt to avenge his disgrace. In the end, Coriolanus realises his only means of regaining
his honour is to kill himself. Beethoven seems to have relished depicting this anti-hero and
his melodramatic story, using every means at his disposal to create a vivid musical equivalent.
The Overture begins in suitably arresting vein, with a unison C in the strings answered by
thrilling, punchy chords. There follows some of Beethoven’s most gripping music, full of
rhetorical gestures – and ending with a grave whisper.
Beethoven was commissioned to write incidental music to August von Kotzebue’s Prologue
(König Stephan) and Epilogue (Die Ruinen von Athen), in 1811. At the time, Beethoven was
staying at the spa in Teplitz in north-western Bohemia, and there, in July, he finally met
Goethe, whose writings had so inspired him. The writer summed up the composer thus:

His talent amazed me; unfortunately he is an utterly untamed personality, who is not
altogether in the wrong in holding the world to be detestable but surely does not make it
any the more enjoyable either for himself or for others by his attitude. He is easily excused,
on the other hand, and much to be pitied, as his hearing is leaving him, which perhaps
mars the musical part of his nature less than the social.

The uncompromising aspects of Beethoven’s character, as described here, are borne out by the
fact that he did not have his heart in the composition of the incidental music to Kotzebue’s
works. The music was written to please a patron rather than from Beethoven’s own sense of
inspiration, and while a sunnier disposition may have relished such a challenge, it seems
Beethoven did not. Perhaps this half-heartedness shows; certainly the prestigious Royal
Philharmonic Society of London rejected the Overtures when it received them in 1816.
The Ruins of Athens tells of Minerva awakening from a 2000-year slumber to discover that
Athens is occupied by the Turks and the Parthenon in ruins. Only at Pest are culture and
reason preserved by the enlightened Emperor Franz. This is not the type of tale which usually

caught Beethoven’s imagination, but the Overture nevertheless has some striking qualities.
The opening is enigmatic, its tonal centre unsettled by creeping figures, before a sorrowful
melodic line sets the scene. There follows a lyrical oboe solo floating above gentle
accompaniment, before Beethoven releases bright, bustling music replete with more
woodwind solos, culminating in a breezy, concise conclusion. Beethoven later composed a
different overture to this play, entitled The Consecration of the House, in 1822.
Whereas works such as the Egmont Overture show Beethoven’s extrovert side, the Leonore
Overtures – all linked to the complex history of his opera, Fidelio, Op.72 – are more
introspective in character. The plot to J.-N. Bouilly’s Léonore, ou L’amour conjugal follows a
political prisoner, Florestan, who is rescued from a Spanish Bastille by his wife, Leonore,
disguised as a man. As well as delighting in the opportunity to write a ‘rescue’ opera in the
manner of Luigi Cherubini, whose influence is evident in many of his overtures, Beethoven
must have related strongly to the protagonists. Florestan, imprisoned with no hope of
escape, may have represented Beethoven’s own imprisonment by his increasing deafness. But
Leonore, too, with her devoted love and longing, clearly exhibits facets of Beethoven’s own
character. Leonore No.3 (1806) is a revision of the first production’s overture, Leonore No.2
(1805). Absurdly, the overture which has since been labelled Leonore No.1, was written later,
in 1807 – at around the same time as the Coriolan Overture. To complete the confusion,
Beethoven wrote a Fidelio Overture in 1814.
Leonore No.3 is one of Beethoven’s most varied overtures, full of activity and shifts in tempo
and atmosphere. It opens in mysterious vein, with exchanges between woodwinds and
strings emerging from the mists. This swells into more full-throated orchestral writing, the
steady woodwind pulse answered by bold chords. A hushed passage heralds the start of an
extended orchestral crescendo, which propels the music forwards, unleashing a glorious
blaze of sound. The drama which develops is punctuated by striking brass writing, especially
a heraldic solo trumpet – surely one the most theatrical musical devices ever used by
Beethoven, and no doubt part of the inspiration behind later off-stage trumpet
pronouncements by Gustav Mahler and others. There follows a brief duet for flute and
bassoon, enigmatic string writing, and an array of musical twists and turns before an
ebullient ending.

© Joanna Wyld, 2014
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