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Turmoil and trouble mark the early 

history of Beethoven’s best-known 

symphony and his best-known 

concerto. In the case of the Fifth 

Symphony, which was first performed 

on 22 December 1808, its premiere 

formed a part of a four-hour concert 

exclusively of new music by Beethoven. 

This included the Sixth Symphony, 

the Fourth Piano Concerto (with the 

composer as soloist), movements from 

the Mass in C Major, and (a last-minute 

addition) the Choral Fantasy. Apart 

from the sheer length of the concert, 

which Johann Friedrich Reichardt, a 

Beethoven supporter in attendance, 

described as “too much of a good 

thing,” the hall was bitterly cold and 

the musicians underprepared. As 

Reichardt lamented, “Poor Beethoven, 

who had from this concert his first and 

only ready profit of the whole year, 

found considerable hostility and only 

feeble support in the arrangements and 

performance. The singers and orchestra 

were made up of very heterogeneous 

elements, and it had not even been 

possible to arrange one full rehearsal of 

all the pieces on the program, every one 

of which was filled with the greatest 

of difficulties.” Reichardt went on to 

describe the Fifth Symphony—the 

ninth of eleven programmed pieces—

laconically as “very elaborate and too 

long.”

The trials of Beethoven’s Fifth Piano 

Concerto instead emanated from the 

period of its composition in 1809, which 

coincided with Napoleon’s invasion 

and then occupation of Vienna. During 

a particularly intense bombardment 

of the city, Beethoven took refuge in 

the cellar of his brother Carl’s house, 

with pillows pressed against his ears to 

protect what remained of his hearing 

from the noise of the explosions nearby. 

In July of that year, he complained to 

his publisher: “since May 4th I have 

produced very little coherent work, at 

most a fragment here and there. The 

whole course of events has in my case 

affected both body and soul ... What 

a destructive, disorderly life I see and 

hear around me, nothing but drums, 

cannons, and human misery in every 

form.” But fortune turned for Beethoven 

in the case of both pieces: he pushed 

his piano concerto to completion later 

in 1809; and, in 1810, the eminent critic 

E. T. A. Hoffmann, penned a gushing, 

adulatory review of the Fifth Symphony. 

“Beethoven’s music,” he wrote, “sets in 

motion the machinery of awe, of fear, 

of terror, of pain, and awakens that 

infinite yearning which is the essence of 

romanticism.”

Both works belong to Beethoven’s 

middle compositional period, during 

which he cultivated an emotionally 

profound and boldly extroverted 

style of music. Beethoven, moreover, 

seems to have realized the potential of 

large-scale instrumental to capture an 

audience’s imagination in a way that 

other artworks could not do. Already 

in 1803 (by which time Beethoven 

had composed only two symphonies), 

an anonymous contributor to the 

Musikalisches Taschenbuch had focused 

on the promise of symphonic music: 

“Symphonies are the triumph of the 

art of music. Freely and without limits, 

an artist can conjure up within them a 

whole world of feelings ... and touch 
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the sympathetic strings of the heart, 

the feelings, and the imagination.” 

By the time of Hoffmann’s review, 

Beethoven was the tangible example 

of that ideal, and, indeed, the impact 

of his music reached beyond music 

critics. Arthur Schopenhauer, in his 

path-breaking work of philosophy, The 

World as Will and Representation (1819), 

focused on Beethoven’s symphonies 

as the distilled expressions of human 

experience: “a symphony by Beethoven 

presents us with the greatest confusion 

which yet has the most perfect order 

as its foundation ... All the human 

passions and emotions speak from this 

symphony: joy, grief, love, hatred, terror, 

hope, and so on in unnumerable shades, 

yet all, as it were, only in the abstract 

and without any particularization.”

The Fifth Concerto, too, stirred 19th-

century imaginations, soon acquiring 

the nickname “Emperor” among 

English publishers for the strength 

and incisiveness of its themes (but 

certainly not for any emperors in 

Beethoven’s vicinity at the time of 

composition: either Napoleon, the 

invading tyrant, or Francis I, his 

undistinguished opponent). It begins 

with the orchestral announcement of 

the three main harmonies of the key—

tonic, subdominant, and dominant—

each followed by a commanding piano 

cadenza. Then follows a standard 

adaptation of sonata form to the 

concerto genre in which there are two 

expositions, one for the orchestra and 

the other for the soloist. Development 

and recapitulation combine soloist and 

orchestra. Typical of sonata form is its 

two principal and contrasted themes, 

and this piece offers two sorts of 

marches: the first, a driving, blunt but 

exultant tune; the second, understated 

and haunting. The second movement 

is one of Beethoven’s finest hymns. 

Carl Czerny, Beethoven’s student and 

the soloist of the Vienna premiere 

of the Fifth Concerto insisted that 

“when Beethoven wrote this Adagio, 

the religious songs of devout pilgrims 

were present to his mind, and the 

performance must therefore perfectly 

express the holy calm and devotion 

that such an image naturally excites.” 

A holy calm there may be, but the 

initial deceptive cadence of the main 

theme and subsequent dips into minor 

establish and maintain a poignant mood 

as well. The coda in this movement 

explores some of the most mysterious 

harmonic territory of the concerto, 

before leading to a quiet transitional 

prefiguring of the finale, whose main 

theme then bursts out of the stillness. 

That boisterous theme and its galloping 

meter lift the mood for a rousing rondo-

form finale. Rondo forms typically play 

upon our expectations as to when and 

how the main theme will return after 

each development-like digression from 

it. In this movement, the tension of 

expectation is extended into the coda 

in which the timpani steps out of its 

usual role of cadential reinforcement to 

set down a very quiet rhythmic motif 

derived from the main theme. That 

motif is the only accompaniment to the 

piano solo as it winds down and almost 

fades away before jumping back in with 

a final cadential flourish.

The Fifth Symphony, whose opening 

four-note motto may be the most 
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recognizable theme in Western classical 

music, uses that motto in all four 

movements in a cyclic conception that 

is remarkable in a symphony of its time. 

Of that pervasive motto, Beethoven is 

claimed to have said, “Thus Fate knocks 

at the door” by his early but not always 

reliable biographer, Anton Schindler. 

If we will never know the truth of 

Schindler’s claim, it at least rings true 

in echoing Beethoven’s acknowledged 

struggle with fate when confronting 

his difficult personal circumstances, 

above all his encroaching deafness. 

In describing that struggle to an old 

friend from his native Bonn, Franz 

Wegler, Beethoven wrote in a letter of 

1801, “I will seize Fate by the throat; 

it shall certainly not bend and crush 

me completely.” Fate, then, was on 

Beethoven’s mind.

The first movement captures our 

attention with its opening bald 

statement of that “fate” motto, and the 

sonata form that follows is saturated 

with its repeated appearances. 

Beethoven’s facility in developing 

even such a brief motive is evident 

here in its winnowing down to a two-

note motive heard in high versus low 

(winds versus strings) alternations 

that then reduce the two notes further 

into single-note alternations, a ne 

plus ultra of developmental reduction. 

Just as dramatic is the coda to this 

movement in which we are seemingly 

thrown back to the beginning of the 

piece, suggesting yet more storm 

and struggle, before Beethoven 

unexpectedly slams the door with 

a peremptory cadence. The second 

movement offers shelter from this storm 

in the form of a theme and variations 

on two contrasted themes. Here too, 

as a nagging accompaniment to the 

second of the themes in variation, 

the fate motive slips in. The third 

movement begins with a quietly moody 

scherzo until that motive, now adapted 

to triple meter, returns again. The 

spirited trio that intervenes, a romp in 

imitative polyphony, quiets down to 

reprise the scherzo, which then leads 

to a wondrous transition in which 

the scherzo’s eerie moodiness gives 

way to the fourth movement’s main 

theme of deliverance and exaltation. 

But even here, as a reminder of that 

once-menacing fate, the fate motive 

in its triple-meter form returns briefly 

before the recapitulation of the main 

theme. That recapitulation effectively 

banishes the gloom from this piece, 

and the concluding coda takes that fate 

motive and transforms it into a motive 

of breathless jubilation.

Whether we pin “fate” onto this 

symphony or have some other looming 

presence in mind, the sequence of 

moods in its four movements—turmoil, 

consolation, premonition, triumph—taps 

deeply into our shared experience of 

victory over adversity. As the musical 

expression of that shared human 

experience, the Fifth Symphony 

exemplifies the Romantic-era status 

of the symphony as the most deeply 

meaningful genre of instrumental music 

and of the composer’s seriousness 

purpose in arousing a powerful 

emotional response from his audience.


