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Our inability to reconstruct what Ludwig van Beethoven must have sounded like 

as a pianist is one of the more vexing questions of music history. Unreliable sources and 

his short performing career, in addition to a lack of virtuoso public pieces, have 

contributed to this situation. However, we can approach the question of how Beethoven 

played the piano by examining four relatively neglected chamber works: the two Cello 

Sonatas, op. 5, the Quintet for Piano and Wind Instruments, op. 16, and the Horn Sonata, 

op. 17. These scores were chosen because we know that Beethoven wrote them for 

himself to perform, and we know that he did, in fact, perform them. The presumption is 

that any music Beethoven wrote for himself to play in concert would have been written to 

highlight the strengths of his playing. This study seeks to add to our knowledge of 

Beethoven’s technique by focusing on the piano part in these chamber music scores.  

 Chapter One examines the observations of those who heard Beethoven play and 

how some witnesses actually created barriers to knowledge, contributing more to myth 

than to understanding. The main portion of this document, Chapters Two through Four, 
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explores the individual works with regard to their explication of Beethoven as a pianist 

through the use of the scores as authority. Chapter Two will focus on piano technique in 

the op. 5 Sonatas and the significance of Beethoven’s performance of the Sonatas in 

Berlin with the cellist Jean-Louis Duport. Chapter Three explores op. 16 with a continued 

discussion of technique and consideration of improvisation, pedaling, and the interaction 

of the piano with winds. Chapter Four’s treatment of op. 17 emphasizes its placement in a 

transitional period which began around 1801. A gradual shift from virtuoso performer to 

an almost exclusive focus on composition was underway. While it is not possible to say 

with absolute certainty how Beethoven played, this study attempts to elucidate the major 

characteristics of his playing, getting us perhaps closer to how he may have sounded.  
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 INTRODUCTION
 

The topic of this treatise may be reduced to a single question: How did Beethoven 

sound when he played the piano? It is a vexing issue in this age of highly developed 

processes of sound recording when recordings of live performances may be easily found. 

Beethoven, of course, left behind no such resource. This treatise explores the question 

through a consideration of contemporary observations of his playing and the examination 

of the chamber music of opp. 5, 16 and 17. By focusing on the piano technique found in 

these works, we can perhaps get closer to how he may have sounded at the piano. 

While Beethoven is most often remembered as a composer, it was as a pianist that 

he first made his name. In 1792, the year Beethoven moved to Vienna, he was already a 

celebrated pianist in Bonn. There he served in the court of the Elector of Cologne, 

Maximilian Franz, who was the uncle of the Holy Roman Emperor, Franz II of Vienna. 

With these familial ties between the two courts and the support of his long-time patron 

Count Waldstein, Beethoven was able to quickly establish a foothold within Viennese 

aristocratic society. Although he began actively composing and publishing, it was first as 

a pianist that he was best known through his private performances in the salons of 

Vienna. In 1795 he made his first public appearance performing a concerto, possibly op. 

19. In the publication from 1796, Jahrbuch der Tonkunst von Wien und Prag, by Johann 
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Schönfeld, Beethoven appears only among the “Virtuosos and Diletantes of Vienna” and 

not among the composers. A portion of Schönfeld’s entry for Beethoven is as follows: 

Beethoven, a musical genius, has chosen Vienna as his residence for the past two 
years. He is widely admired for the unusual velocity of his playing, and is 
astounding in the way he masters the most formidable difficulties with the 
greatest of ease. He seems already to have entered into the inner sanctuary of 
music, distinguishing himself for his precision, feeling and taste; consequently his 
fame has risen considerably.1 

 
In studying this period in which Beethoven was reaching his full powers as a 

performing artist, one cannot help but wonder what those who attended his performances 

actually heard. How he played the piano — how he sounded at the instrument — is an 

intriguing question with, of course, no easy answers. The resources most frequently 

consulted in the search for information are the observations written by those who heard 

him play. These commentaries, however, are problematic for the following reasons: 

1. Beethoven had a short performing career, performing little in public after 
1802. 

 
2. Many of those who heard him play in his prime wrote their accounts some 

years after the event, so reliability of memory becomes an issue. 
 
3. Some commentators heard Beethoven play only after he was deaf. 

4. Some accounts may be fabricated or, at the least, enhanced. 

The search for information regarding Beethoven’s sound leads to several authors 

who have addressed aspects of that question. Two of them, both students of Beethoven, 

have written important studies of Beethoven: Carl Czerny2 and Ferdinand Ries. 3 

                                                           
1 Johann Ferdinand von Schönfeld, “Jahrbuch der Tonkunst von Wien und Prag,” (Vienna, 1796), quoted in 
H.C. Robbins Landon, ed., Beethoven: a Documentary Study (New York: MacMillan, 1970), 59. 
2 Carl Czerny, On the Proper Performance of All of Beethoven’s Works for Piano, ed. Paul Badura-Skoda. 
(Vienna: Universal, 1970). 
3 Franz Gerhard Wegeler and Ferdinand Ries, Biographische Notizen über Ludwig van Beethoven, 1838, 
trans. F. Noonan as Beethoven Remembered (Arlington: Great Oceans Publishers, Inc., 1987). 
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Czerny discusses interpretation and performance practices in the sonatas, 

concertos, and chamber music. He also provides many descriptions of Beethoven’s 

performances that give concrete images of Beethoven’s playing, often presenting a 

balance to the sometimes inflated commentary of other witnesses. Given that Czerny was 

a student and close associate of Beethoven, his comments carry a degree of authority and 

he is generally considered to be a reliable source.  

 Ferdinand Ries’s reminiscences appear in a book that he wrote in collaboration 

with Dr. Franz Wegeler. Dr. Wegeler and Ries’s family knew Beethoven and his family 

in Bonn, so his commentaries have a long history of association behind them. Ries moved 

to Vienna from Bonn in 1801 and studied piano and composition with Beethoven for four 

years. For this study, his anecdotes concerning the op. 16 Quintet and the op. 17 Sonata 

are especially important and suggest perhaps something of Beethoven’s attitudes about 

performing. Though there are a few discrepancies in his reporting, on the whole he is 

considered a reliable witness.4 

Important secondary sources include books by William Newman5 and Sandra 

Rosenblum.6 Rosenblum’s text examines a broad range of music and composers from the 

time frame in which Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven were working. Her insightful 

treatments of historical technique and the development of the piano helps to establish 

guidelines to the interpretation of music from the period and, as such, provides clues to 

performance practices with which Beethoven would have been familiar. In a section 

                                                           
4 See Alan Tyson,“Ferdinand Ries (1784-1838): The History of His Contribution to Beethoven Biography,” 
19th Century Music 7 no. 3, (1984): 209-221 and Donald W. MacArdle, “Beethoven and Ferdinand Ries,” 
Music & Letters, 46 , no. 1 (1965): 23-34. 
5 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing the Piano His Way (New York: Schirmer, 1989). 
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devoted to Beethoven’s pianism, she includes several contributions of contemporary 

witnesses. 

 Newman’s study is an overview of performance practice gleaned primarily from 

Beethoven’s piano sonatas. The stated aim of Newman’s book is “to get as close as we 

can to the styles of performance Beethoven himself had in mind.”7 He approaches this 

goal through consideration of the “declaration of a trustworthy witness” and “proof in the 

score itself.”8 

Both texts draw heavily from the scores, especially the sonatas, for their ideas, 

offering viewpoints that can be applied to the issue of Beethoven’s playing. Despite the 

valuable information provided in these texts, they do not focus on the chamber music that 

Beethoven wrote for his own performance. The sonatas were for publication, not for 

public performance. Though Beethoven was known to play them occasionally in salons, 

they were not written with the intent of performance that the concertos and these four 

chamber works were. With this in mind, this treatise will attempt to get at the question of 

Beethoven’s technique and the strengths of his playing by examining the two Cello 

Sonatas, op. 5, the Quintet for Piano and Wind Instruments, op. 16, and the Horn Sonata, 

op. 17.9 

When compared to studies of the piano concertos and the sonatas, this music 

emerges as an area that is rather neglected, falling outside of the mainstream of 

Beethoven’s works. Given the difficulties presented by the accounts of contemporary 

                                                                                                                                                                             
6 Sandra P. Rosenblum, Performance Practices in Classic Piano Music (Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 1991). 
7 Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven, 1. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Rosenblum’s analysis of the pedaling in op. 16 will be referred to in Chapter Three. 
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witnesses, these scores may be among the most reliable sources of information regarding 

how he played because we know that he wrote them for himself and that they were 

performed by him.   

Chapter One will present an examination of the observations made by 

contemporary witnesses. A selected collection of their statements will demonstrate the 

divergent nature of their commentary. Chapter Two is a study of the two cello sonatas of 

op. 5. These Cello Sonatas play an important role in the story of one of the few journeys 

to foreign soil that Beethoven ever undertook. Beethoven’s performance in Berlin with 

the celebrated cellist Jean-Louis Duport, for the Prussian King — himself an 

accomplished cellist — was probably among the most promising events in Beethoven’s 

early career. This opportunity forms the background to the study of the piano technique 

that occurs in the sonatas.  Chapter Three will explore the Quintet in the following areas: 

characteristic piano technique, improvisation, pedaling, and the interaction of the piano 

with winds. Beethoven was recognized widely for his improvisations: the history of the 

Quintet provides an opportunity to explore this area of Beethoven’s expertise. Ries’s 

story of an improvisation in the third movement of op. 16 leads to a consideration of 

passages from the Fantasy, op. 77 and the Choral Fantasy, op. 80, as well as the second 

movement of the Quintet, in search of clues to his approach to improvisation. Op. 16 also 

provides the opportunity to consider Beethoven’s pedaling. The Quintet is one of the 

earliest published works by him to include pedal markings. The Horn Sonata will be the 

focus of Chapter Four. A brief history of the horn will set in relief the musical 

characteristics that have come to be associated with the instrument. Additionally, a 

comparison of the sonata with an earlier composition for winds, the Rondino, WoO 25, 
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contributes to the suggestion that the horn sonata represents an important point along a 

period of transition when Beethoven’s focus was shifting from that of pianist-composer 

to composer.  

It is, of course, not possible to say with certainty how Beethoven played the 

piano. Through these particular works, however, perhaps insight into his technical 

strengths may be gained and we may be drawn a bit closer to recapturing the sound of 

Beethoven the pianist. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Beethoven as Pianist: A View Through Contemporary Observers 

EARLY RECOGNITION 
 

We are members of the age of music specialists. One is either a performer, a 

composer or a conductor, but seldom a regular practitioner of two, and very rarely three, 

of those areas. Therefore, it is difficult to envision the musician=s life of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It seems more in keeping with our nature to 

view Beethoven=s career through the filter of our time. To consider him solely as a 

composer seems appropriate in many respects, because it is, ultimately, the area in which 

he was most productive. However, as a young musician in Vienna, he first gained notice 

through his abilities as a pianist. As was the custom, he naturally wrote works for himself 

to perform and as such he may be considered a pianist-composer. It was, however, his 

pianism which enthralled the audiences in those years, roughly 1795-1802 – years which 

provided the greatest number of opportunities for observers to record their impressions. It 

is those impressions which will receive the initial exploration of this study.10 

Before Beethoven made the permanent move to Vienna in 1792 (an earlier visit 

was in 1787), he was a member of the court orchestra at Bonn, playing viola and studying 

music with Christian Gottlob Neefe (1748-1798). Neefe wrote the first notice of 

                                                           
10See the Appendix for a selection of commentary, presented in the order of their publication from 

earliest to latest. Table 1.1 provides a summary of the witnesses. 
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Beethoven=s abilities for Cramer=s Magazin der Musik in 1783. The context in which 

the comments on Beethoven occurred was a third-person account in the form of a letter to 

the journal. It contained information about musical life at the Elector=s court, including 

mention of other musicians.11 However, it is in his writing about Beethoven, age 12, that 

one senses something special. Neefe described qualities of Beethoven=s musicianship 

such as his skillful playing of the clavier and his sight-reading adding that “he would 

surely become a second Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart if he were to continue as he has 

begun.”12 

Another early witness was Carl Ludwig Junker, Chaplain at Kirchberg and an 

amateur composer. He heard Beethoven in 1791. When Elector Maximilian Franz 

traveled to Mergentheim for a meeting of the commanders and knights of the Teutonic 

Order, he took his orchestra which included the violist Ludwig van Beethoven. In 

Mergentheim, Junker did not hear Beethoven play the piano in public, but heard him 

improvise privately, even suggesting a theme for Beethoven=s improvisation. Junker=s 

review was presented as a letter and appeared in Bössler=s Musikal Correspondenz in 

1791. This is significant because it was written and published soon after the experience. 

To get at the salient aspects of Beethoven=s playing, Junker compared him to the 

established pianist Abbé Georg Joseph Vogler (1749-1814) with whom the public would 

have been familiar. Stating that Vogler=s execution was “astonishing” he goes on to say 

that Beethoven possesses this attribute as well, but that his playing is expressive, “more 

                                                           
11Elliot Forbes, ed., Thayer=s Life of Beethoven, rev. ed., 2 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1967), (hereafter Thayer-Forbes), 33. 

12Thayer-Forbes, Beethoven (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967), 66. 
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for the heart.” Junker also finds Beethoven=s playing to be “so different from that usually 

adopted.” It would have been helpful if Junker had gone into some detail regarding how 

Beethoven=s playing was so different.  

Another important witness from this early period is Johann Wenzel Tomaschek.  

Tomaschek heard all the “greatest virtuosos” of the day, including Mozart.13 Having 

heard Beethoven three times in Prague in 1798, he referred to him as “the giant among 

pianoforte players.”14 He wrote that after hearing Beethoven play for the first time, he 

was so “profoundly bowed down” that he himself could not play the piano for days 

afterward.15 Unlike Junker who heard Beethoven and then published his observations in 

the same year, 1791, Tomaschek did not publish his reminiscence until 1845. This brings 

up the issue of memory, but the fact that Tomaschek heard Beethoven in his prime gives 

these observations some weight.  

These two witnesses to Beethoven=s improvisations present contradictions in 

their impressions. Carl Junker wrote of Beethoven=s “inexhaustible wealth of ideas”16 

while Johann Tomaschek described as “evils” the “daring deviations from one motive to 

another” in Beethoven=s improvisation.17 What one man called a “wealth of ideas,” 

another found to be an impoverishment.  

                                                           
13Thayer-Forbes, 207. 

14Ibid. 

15Ibid. 

16Ibid., 105. 

17Ibid. 
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Some of this may be due to subjective perceptions of a performer=s art; however, 

it is worthwhile to consider the contradictions because they are part of the problem of 

recapturing Beethoven=s sound through the contemporary witnesses. Another example 

may be found in two other publications from approximately the same period. In the 

introduction to this paper, a passage from the 1796 publication Jahrbuch de Tonkunst von 

Wien und Prag was given in which Beethoven=s “precision” in playing was noted. An 

article from 1799 in the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung states that while Beethoven=s 

playing is “extremely brilliant” he is occasionally “guilty of indistinctness.”18  

From somewhat vague and contradictory accounts, we turn to two witnesses who 

are possibly the most reliable C Carl Czerny and Ferdinand Ries. Ries=s recollections 

cover the day-to-day in Beethoven=s life with some first-person observations on 

performances as well as his studies with Beethoven. Czerny is an observer who did leave 

some concrete images of Beethoven=s playing. His comments give us a better idea of 

what Junker may have meant when he said that Beethoven=s approach was “so different 

to that usually adopted.” 

 

CARL CZERNY AND FERDINAND RIES 

 
Carl Czerny (1791-1857) was only ten years old when he began his piano studies 

with Beethoven in Vienna. By then Czerny had already developed fluency in playing, 

having works of Clementi, Mozart, and others in his repertoire. As it was around 1801 

                                                           
18Ibid, 205. 
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when he met Beethoven, the period in which Beethoven was performing most frequently 

was already coming to a close.  However, Czerny=s years of study and a long association 

with Beethoven that provided numerous opportunities to hear him play make Czerny=s 

observations invaluable. 

Among the exceptional qualities of Beethoven=s playing that he noted was 

“rapidity of scales, double trills, skips” all of which were unequaled by other pianists and 

a “bearing while playing [that] was masterfully quiet, noble, and beautiful.”19 From his 

first lessons, Czerny recalled that Beethoven insisted on legato technique, “one of the 

unforgettable features of his playing,” noting that the “hammered, detached staccato 

technique of Mozart=s time was still fashionable.”20 Further commentary of Czerny will 

be considered as part of the score analyses in later chapters. 

The commentary of Ferdinand Ries (1784-1838) will be encountered in later 

chapters as well. Ries=s family knew the Beethoven family in Bonn and Ferdinand 

studied piano with Beethoven in Vienna. Like Czerny, he had a long association with 

Beethoven and is considered a reliable witness, despite a few discrepancies which will be 

discussed in Chapters Three and Four. Of his comments on Beethoven and piano playing, 

one that seems to resonate most among pianists is an observation regarding his lessons 

with Beethoven. He related that when he missed elements of expression or the character 

of a piece that Beethoven was most disturbed. Mistakes such as a missed note were “due 

                                                           
19Ibid., 368. 

20Carl Czerny, ARecollections From My Life,@ Musical Quarterly, XLII, No. 3 (July, 1956), 307.  
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to chance,” but a fault in expression or character “resulted from want of knowledge, 

feeling or attention.”21   

Again, though, Ries, like Czerny and others, wrote his commentary years later. 

Ries=s observations were published in 1838 in the collaborative work with Dr. Wegeler, 

Bibliographische Notizen über Ludwig van Beethoven, one of the first contributions to 

the study of Beethoven. 

THE BEGINNINGS OF MYTHMAKING 

 
If Czerny=s comments can be considered helpful in the quest for Beethoven=s 

sound, there are many more which are not. An example is the report from the Viennese 

composer and conductor, Ignaz von Seyfried (1776-1841), about the piano duel he 

witnessed between Beethoven and a younger pianist from Salzburg, Joseph Wölffl. 

Wölffl (1772-1812) seems to have been Beethoven=s only true rival as a pianist. 

Thomaschek heard Wölffl in Prague in 1799 and wrote that he was an “extraordinary 

pianist” who overcame “difficulties which, for other pianists, would be impossibilities.”22 

Seyfried=s comments on Beethoven=s playing at the “duel” include descriptions such as: 

When once he began to revel in the infinite world of tones, he was 
transported also above all earthly things; his spirit had burst all restricting 
bonds, shaken off the yoke of servitude, and soared triumphantly and 
jubilantly into the luminous spaces of the higher ether.23 

                                                           
21O.G. Sonneck, ed. Beethoven: Impressions by His Contemporaries (New York: Simon and 

Schuster, 1963), 52. 

22H.C. Robbins Landon, Beethoven: A Documentary Study (New York: MacMillan, 1970), 103-
104. 

23Thayer-Forbes, 206. 
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Seyfried should be a reliable witness for three reasons: he was from the aristocracy and 

therefore had access to the aristocratic households where Beethoven played, he heard 

Beethoven when Beethoven was in his prime, and Seyfried was a musician himself.24 

However, the problems with his account are twofold. He wrote about his experience 

thirty years after the fact, and the romantic, effusive language cannot be translated 

effectively into a technical description.  

Other commentary represents a convergence of problems: substantial passage of 

time before the observation was written, contradiction with another witness account of 

characteristics of Beethoven=s playing, and, regrettably, the question of veracity. For 

example, Franz Glöggl claimed to have heard Beethoven in 1812 at Linz where his father 

was the music director at the cathedral. He wrote his reminiscence at the request of 

Alexander Wheelock Thayer for a planned biography of Beethoven. Glöggl=s 

reminiscence states that after Beethoven played for guests at a dinner party in 1812, there 

was no more music making that evening because “half of the piano strings were 

broken.”25 Edward Schulz, an Englishman who visited Beethoven in 1816 and again in 

1823, wrote for the Harmonicon in 1824 that “when he plays on the pianoforte, it is 

generally at the expense of some twenty or thirty strings, he strikes the keys with so much 

force.”26 These stories present a portrait of a wild, aggressive, and heavy-handed pianist 

that persists even into the twentieth century. In his book The Great Pianists from Mozart 

                                                           
24Tia DeNora, Beethoven and the Construction of Genius: Musical Politics in Vienna, 1792-1803 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 155. 

25Thayer-Forbes, 541. 

26Sonneck, Impressions, 150-151. 
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to the Present, Harold Schonberg=s description of Anton Rubenstein includes a 

comparison that invokes this characterization:  

He looked like Beethoven and he played like Beethoven, making the piano 
erupt volcanically and not always being very disciplined about it. Wrong 
notes, broken strings C these did not matter. The audience went home 
limp, knowing it had run into a force of nature.27 

 
Recalling Czerny=s description that Beethoven=s “bearing while playing was masterfully 

quiet, noble and beautiful,” these observations are puzzling. Czerny also wrote of 

Beethoven=s “gigantic style of playing” that overwhelmed the “extremely weak and 

imperfect pianos of the day.”28 However, it is notable that he attributes a style C 

“gigantic”C not simply to an aggressive player, but to a player who was dealing with the 

imperfections of the early pianos.  

Two other witnesses commented on Beethoven=s calm demeanor at the piano. 

The artist Willibrord Joseph Mähler (1778-1860) painted two oil portraits of Beethoven 

in 1804 and 1815 respectively.29 He heard Beethoven play and told the biographer Thayer 

that “Beethoven played with his hands so very still. . . there was no tossing of them. . . 

they seemed to glide right and left over the keys, the fingers alone doing the work.”30 

Countess Giulietta Guicciardi (1784-1856), who studied piano with Beethoven in 1801, 

                                                           
27Harold C. Schonberg, The Great Pianists from Mozart to the Present (New York: Simon and 

Schuster, 1963), 253. 

28Thayer-Forbes, 369. 

29Alessandra Comini. The Changing Image of Beethoven: a Study in Mythmaking (New York: 
Rizzoli, 1987), 34. 

30Thayer-Forbes, 337. 
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spoke to the biographer Otto Jahn in 1852. Her statement that Beethoven “made a point 

of playing without effort”31 seems to corroborate the words of Czerny and Mähler. 

How can the impressions of these observers be reconciled with the conflicting 

statements of Glöggl and Schulz? It has been suggested that, in the case of Glöggl and 

Schulz, their accounts may have been elaborated upon in an attempt to make their 

experience of hearing Beethoven accord with the myth growing around Beethoven=s 

personality, if they heard him at all.32 The act of having heard Beethoven play gave their 

stories of meeting him more value and made the narrators more important. Thus it is 

possible that some of these types of reports are fabrications.33 There is an element of 

commonality among these observers, however, and that is that their commentary was 

written some years after they heard Beethoven. The exception may be Schulz who met 

Beethoven twice: in 1816 and 1823. If it was the 1823 visit that he wrote of, one could 

attribute the striking of the keys “with so much force” to Beethoven=s deafness in 1823. 

Even this is suspect as a pianist who had achieved the high level of pianism that 

Beethoven achieved would still, more than likely, retain a degree of sensitivity to touch 

and weight. Another issue, as Knittel points out, is the lack of cajoling it took to get 

Beethoven to play. At this point in his life, he rarely played and when someone managed 

to get him to play, some trickery was usually involved.34 The observations of Seyfried, 

                                                           
31Sonneck, Impressions, 33. 

32See K.M. Knittel, “The Construction of Beethoven” in The Cambridge History of Nineteenth-
Century Music, ed. Jim Samson (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 128-129. 

33Ibid. 

34Ibid., 128. 
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Glöggl, and Schulz effectively summarize the most serious of the problems with the 

contemporary witnesses set out in the introduction: the passage of time between the event 

and the writing about the event, hearing Beethoven after he was deaf, and the likelihood 

that some accounts were enhanced or possibly fabricated.35 

Even with the best intentions, though, the commentaries, when taken together, 

leave us with more contradiction, legend, and vagueness than helpful information. With 

the commentary serving as a loose guideline to expectations, we therefore embark on an 

examination of the scores. 

                                                           
35 The observations of Anton Schindler have been called into question and therefore are not 

included in this study. See William S. Newman “Yet Another Major Beethoven Forgery by Schindler?” in 
The Journal of Musicology 3 (Fall 1984): 397-422 and Beethoven on Beethoven, 22-24. 
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Table 1.1 

COMMENTATORS 

 
 

 
Witness 

 

 
Biographical 
information 

 
First appearance of 
account 

 
Observations on the 
Witness 

 
Christian Gottlob 
Neefe (1748-1798) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Organist of the Court 
Chapel in Bonn; 
composer; 
Beethoven=s early 
teacher. 

 
Cramer=s Magazin 
der Musick, 1783. 

 
Important as 
Beethoven=s first 
formal teacher and 
the first to 
disseminate 
information on 
Beethoven through 
publication.  

 
Carl Ludwig Junker 
(1748-1797) 
German 

 
Composer; essayist 
on art and music;  
heard Beethoven in 
1791 at the Electoral 
chapel in 
Mergentheim.  

 
Wrote his account  in 
1791 for  Bössler=s 
Musikal 
Correspondenz; was 
Beethoven=s first 
published review. 

 
His commentary is 
particularly striking 
and valuable because 
he wrote about the 
experience soon after 
it happened. 

 
Carl Czerny 
(1791-1857) 
Austrian 

 
Began his piano 
studies with 
Beethoven in 1801;  
he remained close to 
Beethoven for the 
rest of Beethoven=s 
life; taught 
Beethoven=s 
nephew, Carl. 

 
A prolific writer, 
commentary about 
Beethoven is found 
throughout his works, 
especially in his 
memoirs, 
Recollections of My 
Life and op. 500: The 
Art of Playing the 
Ancient and Modern 
Piano Forte Works. 

 
Probably the most 
reliable witness to 
Beethoven=s 
playing. 

 
Franz Glöggl 
(no dates available) 
German 

 
Heard Beethoven 
play in 1812 in Linz, 
where Beethoven=s 
brother Johann lived; 
Glöggl became a 
music publisher in 

 
His commentary was 
written at Thayer=s 
request for inclusion 
in Thayer=s  
biography of 
Beethoven=s life to 

 
The thirty year span 
between the 
experience and the 
writing of his account 
calls into question the 
accuracy of his 
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Witness 

 

 
Biographical 
information 

 
First appearance of 
account 

 
Observations on the 
Witness 

Vienna.   1816; published in 
three volumes, 
beginning in 1866.  

recollection. 

Cipriani Potter 
(1792-1871) 
English 
 
 

 

Composer, pianist, 
teacher; studied 
piano for five years 
with Joseph Wölfll, 
Beethoven=s rival in 
the 1799 Piano Duel;  
met Beethoven in 
Vienna in 1818; gave 
the English premieres 
of Beethoven=s 1st, 
3rd, and 4th Piano 
Concertos. 

His account first 
published as 
“Recollections of 
Beethoven” in The 
Musical World in 
1836. 

By the time he heard 
Beethoven, the 
decline in 
Beethoven=s 
playing, due to his 
loss of hearing, was 
very obvious; 
comments are 
valuable especially 
for what they tell 
about Beethoven=s 
reluctance to play for 
others. 

 
Ferdinand Ries 
(1784-1838) 
German 

 
Studied piano with 
Beethoven 1801-
1805; successful 
career as pianist; 
relationship to 
Beethoven goes back 
to Ries=s father=s 
friendship with the 
Beethoven family in 
Bonn. 

 
With long-time 
friend of Beethoven 
Franz Wegeler, 
published 
Biographische 
Notizen über 
Beethoven in 1838 

 
The English 
translation of the  
Wegeler and Ries 
book was published 
in 1987; has been 
considered a fairly   
reliable source, 
though some 
conflicts in details 
have arisen. 

 
Ignaz von Seyfried 
(1776-1841) 
Austrian 

 
Composer, 
conductor, teacher; 
heard Beethoven in 
the 1799 Piano Duel 
with Wölfll 
conducted the 
premiere of Fidelio in 
1805. 

 
His recollections first 
appeared in a book 
that he published in 
1832 entitled 
Beethoven Studien.  

 
His accounts use 
colorful, descriptive 
language, but do not 
give concrete 
information about 
Beethoven=s 
playing. 

 
Johann Wenzel 
Tomaschek 
(1774-1850) 
Bohemian 

 
Teacher, composer; 
heard Beethoven 
three times in Prague 
in 1798; according to 
Thayer, Tomaschek 
heard all of the 

 
Recollections of his 
encounters with 
Beethoven were 
included in his 
autobiography 
published in the 

 
Valuable for 
information 
regarding the two 
periods in which he 
met Beethoven, 1798 
and 1814. He did not 
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Witness 

 

 
Biographical 
information 

 
First appearance of 
account 

 
Observations on the 
Witness 

Agreatest virtuosos@ 
of the day, including 
Mozart. 

“Libussa” year-book, 
1845. 

hear Beethoven play 
in 1814, but 
observations from the 
visit are interesting. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The Sonatas for Cello and Piano, op. 5  

INTRODUCTION 
 
 In writing the op. 5 cello sonatas, Beethoven essentially created a new genre.36 In 

the Classical period, the role of the cello was evolving from that of providing support to 

the orchestra with the bass section to greater independence of line in the string quartet.37  

With these sonatas, Beethoven placed the cello in a duo partnership that allowed the 

instrument new expressiveness and prominence. The two sonatas were composed for a 

performance in 1796 with the principal cellist of the Prussian court orchestra, Jean-Louis 

Duport. The King of Prussia, Friedrich Wilhelm II, was himself an accomplished cellist 

and the recipient of the sonatas’ dedication. The works were published the following 

year, 1797, in Vienna by Artaria.38 They were probably first performed in Vienna that 

year by Beethoven and Bernard Romberg (1767-1841), a friend and colleague from 

Bonn.
39  

The Berlin performances were part of Beethoven’s only lengthy concert tour 

which also included Leipzig, Dresden, and Prague. The catalyst for the tour may have 

                                                           
36 David Watkin, “Beethoven’s Sonatas for Piano and Cello: Aspects of Technique and Performance,” in 
Performing Beethoven, ed. Robin Stowell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 89. 
37 William Drabkin, “Beethoven’s Music for Cello and Piano,” notes for Beethoven Cello Sonatas, Mischa 
Maisky and Martha Argerich, Deutsche Grammophon 4537482, 1991. 
38 Georg Kinsky and Hans Halm, Das Werk Beethovens, thematisch-bibliographisches Verzeichnis 
(Munich: G. Henle Verlag, 1955), 14. 
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been his friend and patron Prince Karl Lichnowsky (1756-1814) who accompanied 

Mozart on a similar journey in 1789.40 While there is little information available 

regarding Beethoven’s stay in Berlin, it is known that he remained there for two or three 

months.41 Some details may be deduced from the types of paper that Beethoven used for 

sketches of the sonatas and other works performed during the tour. Johnson claims that 

the paper Beethoven regularly used in Vienna was Italian, an assertion based on the 

watermarks commonly found on paper of northern Italian origin.42 Sketches for the op. 5 

sonatas appear on paper that was available in Prague and Berlin43 Johnson speculates that 

these non-Italian papers indicate that Beethoven wrote the cello sonatas after he arrived 

in Berlin.44 Another type of non-Italian paper, the origins of which are not known, 

contains cello fingerings in a hand other than Beethoven’s.45 Possibly, Duport contributed 

to the composition of the sonatas, at least as an advisor on cello technique. In his 

biography of Beethoven, Thayer notes that Beethoven welcomed the opportunity to write 

for accomplished performers of other instruments.46 Lewis Lockwood further states that 

the sonatas of op. 5 contain writing for the cello that “reflects the approach that is given 

full description and codification” in Duport’s treatise Essai sur le doigté du Violoncelle et 

                                                                                                                                                                             
39 Valerie Walden, One Hundred Years of Violoncello (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 38. 
See also Thayer-Forbes, 190.  
40 Barry Cooper, Beethoven (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 62. Also Maynard Solomon, Mozart: 
A Life, (New York: Harper Collins, 1995), 62. 
41 Cooper, 65. 
42 Douglas Johnson, “Music for Prague and Berlin: Beethoven’s Concert Tour of 1796,” in Beethoven, 
Critics, and Performers ed. Robert Winter and Bruce Carr (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1980), 
35. See also Douglas Johnson, Alan Tyson, and Robert Winter, The Beethoven Sketchbooks: History, 
Reconstruction, Inventory (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1985) for more detail 
on paper types. 
43 Johnson, Music for Prague and Berlin, 28. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
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la conduite de l’archet (published 1806).47 Given the length of Beethoven’s stay in 

Berlin, it is possible that the two artists shared a close working relationship which 

culminated in these two works. 

JEAN-LOUIS DUPORT 

 
Duport, like many Europeans of the eighteenth century, found his life shaped by 

the events of war. Born in Paris in 1749, by age eighteen he was already well-established 

in Parisian music circles.48 In 1790 he was forced to leave Paris because of the 

Revolution and joined his brother Jean-Pierre, also a cellist, at the Prussian court in 

Berlin. Jean-Pierre began his service at the court in 1773. His tenure began under 

Frederick the Great, a flutist, composer, and patron of music who employed C.P.E. Bach. 

The next King, Friedrich Wilhelm II, continued the high standard of court music and was 

himself an accomplished cellist. When Jean-Louis arrived, his brother became the 

conductor of the kapelle and Jean-Louis became the principal cellist.49 

After the Battle of Jena, which precipitated the breakup of the court orchestra in 

Berlin, Jean-Louis returned to Paris. Post-revolutionary Paris was a difficult environment, 

and Duport did not find employment easily, but eventually he was awarded a position at 

                                                                                                                                                                             
46 Thayer-Forbes, 256. 
47 Lewis Lockwood “Beethoven’s Early Works for Violoncello and Contemporary Violoncello 
Technique,” in Beethoven Kolloquium 1977: Dokumentation und Aufführungspraxis, ed. Rudolf Klein, 
(Kassel: Barenreiter, 1978), 174. 
48 Valerie Walden, “Jean-Louis Duport,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. 
Stanley Sadie and John Tyrell (London: MacMillan Press Limited, 1984), 29 vols VII:726. 
49 Lewis Lockwood, “Beethoven’s Early Works for Violoncello,” 175. 
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the Conservatoire.50 Unfortunately, the position lasted only a year as he was forced to 

retire when the conservatory was reorganized in 1814.51 Duport died in Paris in 1819.  

Though little is known of the only collaboration between Duport and Beethoven, 

it seems that there may have been qualities the two shared in their aesthetics that made 

the partnership very fruitful. In addition to the technical strength in their playing, both 

artists were concerned with tone production. David Watkin’s summary of Duport’s 

treatise reveals the emphasis Duport placed upon the production of good sound.52 Areas 

which are of most interest for the purpose of this paper are: 

1. The concept of resonance: The end-pin was not yet commonly used among 

cellists, making it necessary to hold the instrument off the floor, supported by the cellist’s 

legs. This positioning made continuous vibrato difficult, thus the emphasis in playing was 

on the production of maximum resonance.53 In this pursuit, Duport defined what he 

called the “coalition of vibrations” necessary to achieve a “pure tone.”54Fingering was 

also an important component of creating resonance. Those fingerings advocated by 

Duport, compared to fingerings in other treatises, yielded greater resonance as well as 

variety of color.55  

2. Use of the bow: Duport promoted a bowing technique that allowed equalization 

of tone among the strings rather than an emphasis on the differing characteristics of each 

                                                           
50Walden, “Duport” 726. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Watkin, “Beethoven’s Sonatas for Piano and Cello,” 96-107. 
53 Ibid., 93. 
54 Ibid, 96. 
55 Ibid.  
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string. This technique was advocated as a method for achieving beautiful tone, an effort 

that he compared to singing: 

The most celebrated singers have achieved the degree of perfection for which they 
have been or are acknowledged, only by laboring constantly to equalize the tones 
of their voice, although it may at first seem that it is only the modulation, the 
inflections, the variety, and the agility which have constituted the charm of their 
singing.56 
 
Duport was recognized for his beautiful sound as was Beethoven. The cellist 

Bernard Romberg described Duport’s playing as having “the purest and most beautiful 

tone,”57 while Blanchard described its “clear intonation and most expressive sound.”58 

Those qualities are perhaps the motivation, at least in part, for the sentiment attributed to 

Beethoven that “of all instrumentalists, Duport gave him the greatest enjoyment.”59 

 In addition to the pleasure of working with Duport, Beethoven may have had 

further opportunity for employment while in Berlin. In his biography of Beethoven, 

Alexander Wheelock Thayer wrote that the King desired to have someone provide 

chamber music “of a high order.”60 In one of his letters, Czerny referred to an invitation 

that Beethoven received from the King. Thayer speculates that the “invitation” may have 

been to stay and compose chamber music for the court.61 Of course, it is impossible to 

know if that invitation was really an offer to join the musical forces at court. 

Unfortunately, Friedrich Wilhelm died the next year and there was no opportunity for the 

                                                           
56 Ibid., 107. 
57 Valerie Walden, One Hundred Years of Violoncello 287. 
58 Ibid. 
59 “Berlinische Musikalische Zeitung,” no. 45 (1805), 178 in Valerie Walden, One Hundred Years of 
Violoncello, 192. 
60 Thayer-Forbes, 185. 
61 Ibid. 
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invitation to be re-issued.62 However, if that had been the case and Beethoven had hoped 

to secure such a position, it does seem likely that he would have incorporated his best 

technical features within the sonatas to show himself to best advantage. Therefore, these 

works might offer a small window on his range as a pianist. 

PIANO TECHNIQUE FROM THE SCORES 

 
In order to explore the scores in terms of what they may tell us about Beethoven 

as a pianist, three categories of technique will be observed: rapid figuration, leaps, and 

legato playing. Rapid figuration will be further categorized into subdivisions of broken 

chords, trills, scales, octaves, and fast triplets. Example 2.1 illustrates a facet of the rapid 

figuration that occurs near the end of the slow introduction of the first cello sonata. The 

cadenza-like passage utilizes patterns of descending broken chords with minor seconds, 

scales, and a written out trill.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
62 There is a record of Beethoven having received, as a gift from the King, a gold snuff box filled with 
coins. Beethoven described it as not an “ordinary” box, but as one which might have been presented to an 
ambassador. See Thayer-Forbes, 185. 



 
 26

Ex. 2.1, Op. 5/1/i, mm. 29-32.  

 

 

 

 

The next example is taken from the allegro which follows the slow introduction of 

the F Major sonata. It represents a small compendium of piano technique represented in 

the sonata. Passages of a) diatonic and chromatic scales, b) broken octaves, and c) hand 

crossing involving leaps spanning three octaves, appear one after another in quick 

succession. 
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Ex. 2.2, op. 5/1/i, mm. 127-143.  
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Example 2.3 illustrates an example of fast figuration from the second sonata in G minor. 

Triplets of this sort permeate the movement. In this example, the triplets begin with an 

ascent on a scale pattern in measures 179-181. They are then transformed for the next 

three measures as they move in contrary motion. Measures 185-186 incorporate the leap: 

a seventh on beat two of measure 185 and a leap of a fifth on beat two of the next bar. 

Although the passage is based on the same figuration, Beethoven keeps it very active for 

the pianist through the varying appearance of the triplet figure.  

Ex.2.3, op. 5/2/i, mm. 179-186.  
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Figuration based on fast triplets is found in the “Kafka Sketchbook,” a collection 

of Beethoven’s sketches from roughly 1786-1799. The collection is important because it 

contains sketches of Beethoven’s early works, including two from op. 5 and op. 16. Also 

of interest is the inclusion of what appears to be finger exercises. Joseph Kerman 

speculates that such passages are either exercises or memoranda for improvisations.63 

Example 2.4a is one such exercise or memoranda. 

 

Ex. 2.4a, Kafka, p. 228, 88r. 

 

 

Also from the sketchbook is example 2.4b, utilizing the triplet figure in a different, more 

developed fashion. It also includes hand crossing, a technique found in the “compendium 

of technique” from example 2.2. Beethoven’s instruction, which is written under the 

passage in the sketchbook, is to play all of the bass notes with the third finger in the first 

line and combined fingers 3 and 4 in the second line. Sandra Rosenblum states that this 

fingering allows the strong third finger to produce solid, consistent sound throughout. the 

passage, while the combination of 3 and 4 would produce the “maximum possible 

fortissimo.”64 

                                                           
63 Joseph Kerman, ed. Ludwig van Beethoven, Autograph Miscellany from circa 1786 to 1799, (London: 
Trustees of the British Museum, 1970), xviii.  
64Rosenblum, Performance Practices, 206. 
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Ex. 2.4b, Kafka, p. 256, 139v. 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 2.5 is from the G minor sonata, the coda of the first movement and has a similar 

character to the example 2.4b from the sketchbook.  

Ex. 2.5, op. 5/2/i, mm. 508-516. 
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Perhaps Beethoven applied the fingering suggested in the sketchbook for the 

passage in example 2.5 in order to strengthen the lower weak register in the piano of the 

1790s. 

The next category is the leap. Czerny remarked that no one could match 

Beethoven’s leaps. This technique is also found in the brief passages in “Kafka.” The 

next two examples, 2.6a and 2.6b, appear to be exercises, though it is possible that 

Beethoven utilized these gestures in improvisations.  

 

Ex. 2.6a, Kafka Sketchbook, p. 186, 89v. 

 
 

 

 

 

Ex. 2.6b, Kafka Sketchbook, p. 188, 40r. 

 

The first of these two examples, 2.6a, has a difficult fingering which may serve to 

accomplish two goals: greater ease in octave playing resulting from the exaggerated 

difficulty of the exercise and the development of hand rotation. Beethoven instructs that 

the passage is to be played with a “thrown” hand, a technique that is useful for passages 
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in which a melody may be placed in a difficult location for projection. The second 

exercise, 2.6b may serve the same purpose. It is interesting to note, however, that 

Beethoven added the instruction to play this one with the right hand only. It is this 

instruction that suggests most forcefully that these passages represent an attempt to 

produce a piano method or a book of exercises.65 One imagines a student’s delight to 

think that it is a simple exercise because it may be divided between the hands. An 

amusing pedagogical insight on Beethoven’s part may be at work here. 

These passages in “Kafka” are dated 1793-1795, a period when Beethoven 

appeared in private performances (his first public performance in Vienna took place in 

1795) and taught piano to members of the aristocracy. Therefore, it is possible that they 

were either intended for his own practice, for a potential piano method or book of 

exercises, or both. In any event, the above passages would be good preparation for 

playing example 2.7 from the rondo of the second sonata. In this passage Beethoven 

combines fast staccato articulation with leaps. 

Ex. 2.7, op. 5/2/iii, mm. 27-30. 

 

                                                           
65 Beethoven spoke of eventually writing a piano method, but never wrote one. See William S. Newman, 
Beethoven on Beethoven, 81, 175-176. 
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In example 2.8, fast rotation is required for the speed and strength needed to 

project the theme while careful control keeps the other voices in balance. 

Ex. 2.8, op. 5/2/iii, mm. 251-259. 

 
 

Czerny praised Beethoven’s legato technique as “one of the unforgettable features 

of his playing.”66 A stylistic shift was taking place from the “hammered, detached 

staccato technique of Mozart’s time,”67 to the “more cantabile and refined style of 

performance,” a characteristic of Clementi’s playing.68 Legato playing was an attribute of 

                                                           
66 Czerny, “Recollections,” 307. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Rosenblum, Performance Practices, 151. 
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the English school, an aesthetic possibly influenced by the differences in their pianos 

from the Viennese instruments, one of which was a deeper key dip.69 Beethoven admired 

the pianists and music of this school: Jan Ladislav Dussek, Johann Baptist Cramer, 

Muzio Clementi, and John Field.70 and was doubtless influenced by the English style. In 

a letter from 1796 to the piano builder Johann Streicher, Beethoven wrote: 

There is no doubt that so far as the manner of playing it is concerned, the 
pianoforte is still the least studied and developed of all instruments; one often 
thinks that one is merely listening to a harp. And I am delighted, my dear fellow, 
that you are one of the few who realize and perceive that, provided one can feel 
the music, one can also make the pianoforte sing. I hope the time will come when 
the harp and the pianoforte will be treated as two entirely different instruments.71 
 

The comparison of the piano to a harp and the reference to singing suggests that 

Beethoven is writing about the issue of sustaining sound — an ideal of legato. 

                                                           
69 Edwin M. Good. Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos, 2nd ed. (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 73. See also Rosenblum, Performance Practices, 151. 
70 Alexander L. Ringer, “Beethoven and the London Pianoforte School,” The Musical Quarterly 4 
(October, 1970): 743.  
71 Emily Anderson, ed. The Letters of Beethoven, 3 vols. (London: MacMillan and Co., 1961), 25-26. 
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The first illustration of legato playing, example 2.9, comes from the second 

sonata, the opening of the slow introduction. Both instruments have long slurs and the 

tempo indication includes sostenuto. This passage seems to reflect the possibility of the 

cellist’s use of the Tourte bow, developed in France in the 1780s. The innovation of this 

bow made it possible to play more notes in a single bow. By the time Duport and 

Beethoven played together, it was well accepted and it is probable that Duport played 

with a Tourte bow.72  

Ex. 2.9, op. 5/2/i, mm. 1-9. 

 

The next example, 2.10, features a passage of thirds for the piano which are notated under 

one long, continuous slur. These thirds set up the entrance of the cello statement of the 

first theme, a long cantabile line. It is accompanied by legato counterpoint in the piano. 

The overlapping legato of both instruments possibly would create the maximum 

                                                           
72Watkin, “Beethoven’s Sonatas for Cello and Piano,” 106. 
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sustained tone — almost organ-like — despite the fact that the piano of the 1790s had a 

very quick decay. There are no pedal (knee lever) markings in the op. 5 sonatas, but 

based on the analysis of pedal use in op. 16 (see Chapter Three), it is very likely that 

Beethoven would have raised the dampers from the strings of the piano for some of these 

examples in order to assist with the legato in the keyboard. 

 

Ex. 2.10, op. 5/.2/i, mm. 307-322. 

 

With the trill, we return to the idea of rapid figuration. Trills represent one of the 

best features of Beethoven’s playing, according to Czerny, and, perhaps, one of his 

favorite gestures. There are numerous examples throughout his piano works of 

Beethoven. The written out double trill in the B-flat Concerto or the long trills of the late 

sonatas are all examples of the varied and ingenious approaches he took to these 
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ornaments. Example 2.11 illustrates a long trill, a type that is particularly associated with 

Beethoven. Here it is sustained for eight measures:  

 

Ex. 2.11, op. 5/1/i, mm. 232-243. 

 

Example 2.12 illustrates a passage from the same sonata. The double trill for the piano 

becomes a triple trill when the cello joins in. Ex. 2.12, op. 5, no.1, mm. 380-385. 

Ex. 2.12, op. 5/1/i mm. 380-385. 
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The examples from the two cello sonatas illustrate that Beethoven did not reject 

the conventional keyboard language of the eighteenth century. He utilized it thoroughly, 

but in an expanded way. He often made his way through a variety of techniques in a short 

span as in example 2.2 from the first sonata. The common ornament of the trill became 

something much larger than usually encountered not only by its length, but, as illustrated 

above, the addition of three trills sounding simultaneously. He took advantage of all 

registers of the piano introducing a variety of keyboard color in these sonatas. As he 

wrote to highlight his brilliant execution of these techniques, he also had an awareness of 

the problems inherent in the combination of cello and piano. He created musical solutions 

that allowed his virtuosity full rein without impeding the independence and 

expressiveness of the cello. In doing so he not only created a new genre, he created a new 

sound. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The Quintet for Piano and Winds in E-flat Major, op. 16 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Beethoven=s Quintet, op. 16 was published in 1801 by Mollo. Its first 

performance took place on April 6, 1797 in a Viennese restaurant with Beethoven 

performing the piano part. The work for piano, oboe, clarinet, horn, and bassoon is cited 

in Kinsky-Halm as having been composed over a period from 1796 to1797.73 Douglas 

Johnson, however, posits that the Quintet may have been composed while Beethoven was 

in Berlin giving it a completion date of 1796.74 Johnson bases his assertion on the type of 

paper that Beethoven used when he sketched the Quintet. The most common manuscript 

paper used in Vienna in the 1790s was of Italian origin, but based on the watermarks 

found on the paper containing the Quintet sketches, Johnson argues that this paper was 

made in Northern Germany.75 Therefore Beethoven could have composed the work in 

Berlin. 

                                                           
73Kinsky and Halm, Das Werk Beethovens, 38. 

74Johnson, AMusic for Prague and Berlin,” 35.      

75Johnson, 35. See also Douglas Johnson, Alan Tyson, and Robert Winter, The Beethoven 
Sketchbooks, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1985) for more detail on the paper 
types. 
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Another type of paper found among these sketches is a type from Bohemia. On 

this paper are ideas for an unknown work for piano and winds. Johnson believes it is 

possible that while in Prague in 1796, Beethoven heard the unpublished Mozart Quintet, 

K. 452, written for the same combination, and began experimenting with ideas for a 

similarly constructed work.76 If this is the case, perhaps Beethoven found the effect of the 

combination of instruments surprising as there are no extant works for this combination 

prior to Mozart’s.77 

While details of its conception may be somewhat vague, once written the Quintet 

clearly proved to be a popular work. A notice from 1803 in Der Freymüthige, a literary 

journal published in Berlin, stated: 

The most excellent fortepiano pieces that were admired at the last carnival were a 
new quintet by Beethoven, brilliant, serious, full of deep meaning and character, 
but now and then too harsh, here and there sublime leaps in the manner of this 
composer.78 

 

                                                           
76Douglas Johnson, “Music for Prague and Berlin,” 35. 

77Eric Paul Ohlsson, AThe Quintets for Piano, Oboe, Clarinet, Horn and Bassoon by Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart and Ludwig van Beethoven@ (DMA diss., Ohio State University, 1987), 8. Wind music 
in Vienna was championed by that level of society known as the “second rank.” Their music was viewed as 
less than that of the “first rank” who promoted Aserious music,@ the focus of which was on symphonic 
works and chamber music for strings. It is possible that there were, in fact, other compositions for the 
combination of piano and winds that were deemed inconsequential and were not preserved. An example is 
given by David Whitwell who cites a catalogue of works by Johann Sperger which includes pieces for 
Harmonie and piano, none of which are believed to be extant. See Whitwell, The Wind Band and Wind 
Ensemble of the Classic Period, vol 4, The History and Literature of the Wind Band and Wind Ensemble 
(Northridge, California: Winds, 1984), 70. 

78“Vienna” in Der Freymüthige I, no. 58 (April 12, 1803) in The Critical Reception of 
Beethoven=s Compositions, 2 vol., ed. Wayne M. Senner (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1999), 150. 
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After its initial publication, it appeared in a number of arrangements. Two of its 

incarnations include an arrangement by Beethoven himself for piano and strings (violin, 

viola, and cello), published at the same time as the first edition of the wind version. 

Another is an arrangement, by whom it is not known, for string quartet, published by 

Artaria as no. 75.79 Kinsky-Halm lists a number of other arrangements of the work, such 

as one from 1817 for two pianos and another published in 1824 for piano, four hands.80 

EARLY PERFORMANCES 

 
The location of the first performance of the Quintet provides a glimpse into 

concert life in Vienna. The concert took place in a restaurant owned by the entrepreneur 

Ignaz Jahn, who opened the business in 1788.81 This type of location for public concerts 

was important in a city where performance venues were few and securing dates in the 

court theaters very difficult.  

Jahn=s restaurant consisted of a large hall with the capacity for about four-

hundred used for concerts and dancing. Smaller side rooms were available for meals and 

gaming.82 Mozart=s performance there in 1791 was the first documented concert to have 

taken place at Jahn=s.83 It is interesting to note that the clarinetist Josef Bähr performed 

                                                           
79Kinsky and Halm, 38. 

80Ibid. 

81Mary Sue Morrow, Concert Life in Haydn=s Vienna: Aspects of a Developing Musical and 
Social Institution, (Stuyvesant, NY: Pendragon Press, 1989), 101. 

82Ibid., 101-102. 

83Ibid. 101. 
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with Mozart on that program84 C the same clarinetist who performed with Beethoven six 

years later in the first performance of the Quintet. 

One year later, in 1798, the piece was performed again in another public venue. 

This time the concert took place in the Bergtheater, one of the court theaters, and was 

sponsored by the Tonkünstlersocietät as part of a benefit for widows and orphans of 

composers.85 The only known player in the 1797 premiere, other than Beethoven, was the 

clarinetist Josef Bähr.86 While it is unknown who the other performers were in the 1797 

premiere, there is a surviving record of the wind players for the Bergtheater concert. 

They were: 

oboe     Herr Triebensee 
clarinet           Herr Bähr 
bassoon           Herr Matuschek 
horn  Herr Nickel87 

 

Again, Bähr is the clarinetist and while it may be possible that the others played in the 

premiere performance, it seems that of the four performers, it is Bähr who had the closest 

professional relationship with Beethoven.  

The Austrian Josef Bähr (1770-1819) was a court musician at Oettingen-

Wallerstein and Liechtenstein, and became well-known as a soloist in Vienna.88 Among 

                                                           
84Ibid. 

85Thayer-Forbes, 204. Forbes notes that the inclusion of chamber music on a public concert was 
unusual. 

86Pamela Weston, “Beethoven’s Clarinetists,” The Musical Times 111 (December1970): 1212.  

87Morrow, Concert Life, 297. 

88Weston, “Clarinetists,” 1212. 



 
 43

Beethoven=s most important compositions involving clarinet, in addition to the Quintet, 

were the Trio, op. 11 (1798), the Septet, op. 20 (1799-1800) and the Sextet op. 71 (1796).  

These works coincide with the period just after 1796 C the period following Bähr=s first 

performance in Vienna.89 It was Bähr who played in the premieres of opp. 20 and 71.90 

While Beethoven may have composed the Quintet in Prague in 1796 as Johnson suggests, 

it is possible that he was already acquainted with the ability of Bähr and it was with him 

in mind that at least the clarinet part was composed.91 Unlike the other works examined 

in this paper, it is not clear what circumstance may have served as a stimulus to the 

creation of the Quintet. Certainly for a pianist attempting to forge a performing career in 

Vienna creating such a work had practical aspects. With its almost concerto-like 

proportions for the pianist, it possibly served the purpose of the de rigueur concerto 

performance with greater ease logistically than was possible with an orchestra. The 

review found in the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung of Beethoven=s 1800 Akademie, 

where he performed one of his piano concertos, indicates some of the frustration that 

could attend the staging of a concert with orchestra: 

The orchestra of the Italian Opera made a very poor showing. First, 
quarrels about who was to conduct. Beethoven thought quite 
rightly that he could entrust the conducting to . . . Herr Wranitzky. 
The gentlemen refused to play under him. . . . When [the orchestra] 
accompanied, the players did not bother to pay any attention to the 
soloist. As a result there was no delicacy at all in the 

                                                           
89Ibid. 

90Ibid. 

91Unlike Mozart’s Quintet, in which the oboe is prominent among the winds, Beethoven made the 
clarinet prominent in his Quintet. It is interesting, however, that the slow movement of op. 16 features the 
horn and the bassoon rather than the clarinet in extended solo passages.  
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accompaniments and no response to the musical feeling of the solo 
player.92 

 
Adding to the practical aspects of writing and performing a quintet are two more 

points:  there were numerous wind instrumentalists in Vienna and the wind bands known 

as Harmonie were very popular. All of this probably worked together to mitigate the 

difficulties of gathering an ensemble of this type and to make such a work an attractive 

proposition in late eighteenth-century Vienna.  

 

THE HARMONIE 

 
Wind players were plentiful in Vienna for several reasons. Compared to string 

players, trumpeters, and drummers, the wind players’ training was less expensive (as was 

the upkeep of their instruments). For example, oboists frequently received their training 

at institutes such as that run by Pepusch for King Friedrich Wilhelm I in Germany.93 

They then had a wide range of opportunities for work, ranging from low paid entertainers 

to the higher-status of municipal player, or city-piper, or as a member of a court 

orchestra. Military service was also a possibility. However, they were regarded socially 

lower than the trumpeters and drummers who were required to go through lengthy 

                                                           
92Thayer-Forbes, 255. 

93Werner Braun, “The Hauboist, Evolving Careers and Functions” in The Social Status of the 
Professional Musician from the Middle Ages to the Nineteenth Century, ed. Walter Schein, trans., Herbert 
Kaufman and Barbara Reisner (New York: Pendragon Press, 1983), 130. 
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apprenticeships and then become members in highly restrictive guilds.94 The lower status 

of wind players and the numbers of them who were available (a certain segment were 

retirees from military service) probably made these musicians less expensive when hired 

for musical performances. They were thus accessible to the lower-ranked society of 

hierarchical Vienna known as “second-rank nobility” or the Asecond society.”  

The Harmonie, the name given to the type of ensemble in which many of these 

musicians played, was built around pairs of oboes, clarinets, horns, and bassoons. 

Harmoniemusik finds its roots in the concerto de camera of sixteenth-century Italy as 

well as the court of Louis XIV where Les Grande Hautbois, a band of twelve oboes and 

bassoons, performed.95 The immediate predecessor to the Harmonie can be traced to the 

German Baroque and ensembles at court that ranged in size from five to thirteen wind 

instruments, but featured the core of instruments described above.96 When the taste for 

these ensembles arrived in Germany C a development that is not at all surprising since 

European courts of the seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries followed the fashions of 

France C they were first known by the french name, Hautboisten.97 There were two 

contingents of the Hautboisten performing simultaneously: one for military functions and 

                                                           
94See Johann Ernst Altenberg. Trumpeters and Kettledrummers Art, 1795, trans.Edward H. Tarr 

(Nashville: The Brass Press, 1974). 
 

95David Whitwell, “The Birth of Harmoniemusik” in The Wind Band and Wind Ensemble of the 
Classic Period, vol, 4, The History and Literature of the Wind Band and Wind Ensemble, (Northridge, 
California: Winds, 1984), 1-2, 4. 
 

96Ibid., 1-2. 

97Ibid., 4. 
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one for concerts. It is from the latter that Harmoniemusik developed.98 Thus the 

Harmonie, replete with its rich history, is represented in the Quintets of both Mozart and 

Beethoven with single wind instruments instead of pairs. It is left to the multi-voice 

capability of the piano to complete and augment the texture. 

THE HARMONIE AS A REFLECTION OF VIENNESE SOCIETAL HIERARCHY 

 
When Beethoven arrived in Vienna, the sources of musical support in the city 

were shifting from the court to the ranks of the nobility. An examination of the social 

structure that served as the underpinning for the cultural life of the city may clarify some 

of the musical choices Beethoven made in the first decade of his professional life in 

Vienna. Vienna=s society followed a strict hierarchy. At the head of this social structure 

was the Imperial Court. The next rung down was the first rank of the aristocracy, families 

who achieved their position through ancestry. By contrast, the secondary level of 

aristocracy achieved their positions through Aenoblement,@ a practice by which members 

of the professional classes received the bestowal of aristocratic recognition. This level of 

society was described by Johann Pezzl (1756-1812) in his series of descriptions of 

Viennese life, Skizze von Wien (“Sketch of Vienna”) published between 1786 and 1790.99  

His narrative, under the heading “The Nobility of the Second Rank,” brings to life this 

society:    

                                                           
98Ibid. 

99 Johann Pezzl, “Skizze von Wien” in Mozart and Vienna, H.C. Robbins Landon (New York: 
Schirmer Books, 1991), 51 
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This is the class of the newly created barons. . .those otherwise referred to 
as the Honoratiores [sic] C such as councillors, commissioners, doctors, 
also bankers and business people. The class contains a nucleus of 
businessmen who assist the leading figures in the affairs of state, who are 
the cogs of the machine, as it were; they are liked and respected for their 
patriotism, honesty, diligence, discernment and hard work. . .Membership 
of this group (unlike the carefully restricted first noblesse) is open to 
honorable but non-titled sons of the earth, hence it embraces so many 
different classes of the public and is pluralistic in outlook.100 

 
Pezzl goes on to elaborate on the entertainments of the “second rank,” giving particular 

praise to the women who played important roles in the organization of these evenings: 

Here we must single out the merits of several ladies of these houses...in 
their houses one does not yawn with boredom over miserable card parties. 
Intimate musical entertainment, good conversation among friends, literary 
novelties, discussions about books, travels, works of art, theatre, 
interesting pieces of news, daily events, all related with spice, judged and 
illuminated C such are the entertainments that shorten the winter evenings 
of such a familiar circle.101 

 
 

The types of entertainments provided by each of these social groups can be interpreted as 

projections of class identity and it is the Aintimate musical entertainment@ that has 

relevance for the Quintet.  

From roughly 1619, the year that Ferdinand and his Italian wife Eleonora 

Gonzaga ascended the throne in Vienna, the Viennese royal families maintained an 

ensemble known as the Hofkapelle,102 a full complement of orchestral players and singers 

that made the performance of almost unlimited repertoire possible. The development of 

the royal house ensemble grew steadily between the years 1723 and 1740, growing to 134 

                                                           
100Ibid., 72.  

101Ibid. 
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musicians then declining to only 20 by 1822.103 The aristocracy, taking its cue from the 

royal court, presented concerts featuring similar forces, the Hauskapellen. Another group, 

the so-called “second society,” desirous of imitating the aristocracy, but unable to afford 

the Kapellen, instead became supporters of smaller house orchestras or of the Harmonie. 

While this support has been viewed historically as a labor of love born of a special 

knowledge of music, Tia DeNora, in her sociological study of music in Vienna, 

Beethoven and the Construction of Genius, suggests that the aristocratic support of music 

grew equally from a concern with fashion and a bit of “one-upmanship.”104 For example, 

the establishment of the Hauskapellen was a way for members of the first rank nobility to 

prove their connections with the Imperial Court C a type of homage through imitation. As 

the Imperial Court became aware that the next lower society rivaled them in terms of 

their entertainments, the Hofkapellen began to decline with the Hauskapellen eventually 

following.105 This would account for the decline noted above. 

Thus, rather than a product nurtured solely by a love of music, the in-house 

ensembles of musicians rose and fell, according to DeNora, on the whims of fashion.  She 

cites a principle that sums up this phenomenon: “a particular source of prestige, when 

                                                                                                                                                                             
102DeNora, Construction of Genius, 39. 

103Ibid., 40. 

104Ibid., 37. 

105Ibid., 42.  
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adopted by a given social class quickly lost its prestige among the next higher social 

class.”106 

The Quintet represents the overlap that existed in Vienna at the time of its 

composition. It clearly represents the interests of the second-rank with its use of wind 

instruments, but it is dedicated to a member of the old aristocracy, Prince Josef 

Schwarzenberg. By 1799, Beethoven=s acquaintances and network of support included 

aristocrats such as Schwarzenberg, Prince Lichnowsky, Countess von Thun, Prince 

Lobkowitz, among others107 as his fame grew. But it was in the earlier years, before his 

support among the established aristocracy was assured, that he produced the majority of 

his music for winds, roughly 1792-1800.  

Aesthetic assumptions regarding the genre suggest that Beethoven was simply 

honing his craft in preparation for the larger symphonic works:     

Beethoven=s chamber music for winds was but preparatory for his orchestral 
work, that it was symphony in miniature, is proved by the fact that he abandoned 
it as soon as he found his powers equal to the greater task and that the 
compositions for wind instruments came to an end as the symphonies began to 
appear.108 

Beethoven=s chamber music for winds, or for wind supported by strings or piano, 
did not survive the century that adored such combinations. In terms of 

                                                           
106Julia V. Moore, “Beethoven and Musical Economics.” Ph.D. diss., University of Illinois, 

Urbana-Champain, 1987, quoted in DeNora, Beethoven and the Contruction of Genius, 45. Economic 
reasons are often cited for the decline of the Hauskapellen and while an attempt at frugality may have 
played a role, especially under the rule of Maria Theresa, DeNora states that the older aristocratic families 
did not experience serious decline until “well after 1800.” See De Nora, 44. 

107Ibid., 162. 

108Paul Bekker, Beethoven, trans. M. M. Bozman (London and Toronto: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 
1927), 291. 
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Beethoven=s further development, these works may be regarded as preparations 
for his long-delayed entry in symphonic music.109 

 
or, in the case of op. 16, that he was merely imitating Mozart: 
 

I shall frequently cite the Beethoven Quintet to show how Mozart solves 
problems that Beethoven, in his imitation of Mozart, hardly so much as 
perceived.110 

 
In the Quintet for pianoforte and wind instruments, op. 16, Beethoven is, 
indeed, obviously setting himself in rivalry with Mozart=s Quintet for the 
same combination; but if you want to realize the difference between the 
highest art of classical composition and the easy-going, safety-first 
product of a silver age, you cannot find a better illustration than these two 
works, and here it is Mozart who is the classic and Beethoven who is 
something less.111 
 

Continuing the theme that the wind music is “something less” in a more recent 

assessment: 

[Beethoven] undoubtedly came to recognize that wind instruments were 
more limited in scope than, say, the piano or string quartet. Wind chamber 
music was thus only an attractive proposition to Beethoven during what 
Charles Rosen has called his ‘classicising’period . . .works such as the 
Septet or the Quintet for piano and wind ‘are reproductions of classical 
forms based upon the exterior models, the results of the classical impulse 
rather than the impulse itself.’112 

 
 
It is perhaps better to consider a work like the Quintet on its own merits C that written by 

and for the performance of a young pianist building a career in a difficult city. Not only 

does the Quintet illuminate the social milieu in which Beethoven worked, but it also leads 

                                                           
109Maynard Solomon, Beethoven, (New York: G. Schirmer,1977), 102. 

110Donald Francis Tovey, Essays in Musical Analysis: Chamber Music, 5th ed., (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1962), 109. 

111Donald Francis Tovey, Beethoven (London: Oxford University Press, 1945), 88. 
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to an opportunity to examine one of the most celebrated qualities of Beethoven=s 

pianism: his ability to improvise.  

In his book Biographische Notizen über Ludwig van Beethoven, Ferdinand Ries, 

one of Beethoven=s students, related a story linking the op. 16 Quintet and Beethoven=s 

skill at improvisation. At a performance given in 1804 for Prince Lobkowitz, the Quintet 

was part of a program that featured the Symphony no. 3 which Beethoven conducted. The 

celebrated oboist from the Bavarian Electoral Court Orchestra, Friedrich Ramm (1744-

1813), was in Vienna and participated in the performance of the Quintet. According to 

Ries, in the last movement Beethoven created an unexpected improvisation much to the 

surprise of his ensemble of wind players: 

On the same evening he played his Quintet for Pianoforte and Wind-
Instruments with Ramm as soloist. In the last Allegro there are several 
holds before the theme is resumed. At one of these Beethoven suddenly 
began to improvise, took the Rondo for a theme and entertained himself 
and the others for a considerable time, but not the other players. They 
were displeased and Ramm even very angry. It was really very comical to 
see them, momentarily expecting the performance to be resumed, put their 
instruments to their mouths, only to put them down again. At length 
Beethoven was satisfied and dropped into the Rondo. The whole company 
was transported with delight.113 

 

Thayer reported the minutes of the Tonkünstlergesellschaft, dated May 10, hinted that 

Beethoven probably improvised in the Quintet at an earlier concert as well. Though not 

clear regarding the year, the minutes state that this performance took place on “the 

second day.” This wording suggests that the performance was part of the benefit concert 
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Colin Lawson, “The Development of Wind Instruments,” Performing Beethoven, Robin Stowell, ed. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 73-74. 

113Wegeler-Ries, 90. 
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for widows and orphans given in two programs on successive days, April 1-2, 1798, at 

the Bergtheater. It is documented that Beethoven performed the Quintet on that day.114 

With the history of the Quintet=s relationship to Beethoven=s skill as an improviser, it is 

worthwhile to consider this aspect of his career.  

IMPROVISATION AS A FACET OF BEETHOVEN=S PIANISM 

 
The ephemeral art of improvisation is a problematic issue, but an examination of 

Beethoven as a pianist cannot overlook this very important characteristic of his pianism. 

His ability in this area was cited frequently, suggesting that as an improviser, Beethoven 

was without peer. Carl Junker, who wrote after he heard Beethoven improvise in1791, 

reminds us of the impression Beethoven=s extemporaneous playing made: 

The greatness of this amiable, light-hearted man, as virtuoso, may in my opinion 
be safely estimated from his almost inexhaustible wealth of ideas, the altogether 
characteristic style of expression in his playing, and the great execution which he 
displays.115 

 
Carl Czerny privileged improvisation above Beethoven=s performance of published 
works: 
 

Although his playing was extraordinary when he improvised, it was often much 
less good when he played his published compositions, for he never took the time 
or had the patience to work something up again.116 
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William S. Newman, in his 1988 book, Beethoven on Beethoven, seems to echo Czerny=s 

opinion in his assessment of Beethoven=s playing: 

At his best Beethoven played with great technical facility, though revealing some 
impatience with the perfection of technical details. . . . With a true creator=s 
tendency to live in the present, he did some of his most inspired playing in his 
extraordinary improvisations.117 

 
While one cannot make broadly conclusive statements regarding this aspect of 

Beethoven=s playing, considering contemporary observations in tandem with certain 

scores and other sources may be useful in coming to at least some understanding of this 

side of his playing.  It certainly can be said that he was well-informed regarding tradition 

and current practice. What we know about his studies with Neefe suggests a traditional 

approach from which he worked in these early years as a pianist, probably relying heavily 

on the practices outlined in such works as C.P.E. Bach=s Versuch über die wahre Art das 

Clavier zu spielen.   

IMPROVISATION IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

 
Eighteenth-century keyboard players were expected to develop improvisational 

skills. The practice dates back to the free improvisations of sixteenth-century Italy known 

as intonatione used to establish the tonality of the vocal or instrumental piece that 

followed.118 While much of improvisational style came from vocal practice where the 
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118Imogene Horsley, AImprovisation,@ The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. S. 
Sadie 20 vols.(London: Macmillan, 1980), IX: 35. See also The New Harvard Dictionary of Music, 1986 
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performer was free to embellish at will, by the second half of the eighteenth century, 

composers were increasingly careful to notate their intentions rather than leave it to 

others to elaborate on their work.119 The composer himself, though, may have played 

from a sketch of his works, creating, in essence, an improvisation at each performance.120 

For example, in a letter Mozart wrote to his father, he referred to a concerto 

already sent to his sister, but which contained an incomplete passage and lacked 

cadenzas. Mozart stated that he would send her a completed passage for the concerto (D 

Major, K. 451) as well as cadenzas.121 This is particularly interesting as one suspects that 

Nannerl received instruction in improvisation: she grew up in a musical home at a time 

when it was within the usual sphere of activity for keyboardists to improvise. It is 

difficult to imagine that she was not capable of providing the embellishments, but 

perhaps it was simply her way to defer to her brother on these questions. Indeed, Leopold 

seemed wary of the efforts of performers in adding embellishments and warned as such in 

his treatise on violin playing: 

Many imagine themselves to have brought something wonderfully beautiful into 
the world if they befrill the notes of an Adagio cantabile thoroughly, and make 
out of one note at least a dozen. Such note-murderers expose thereby their bad 
judgment to the     light, and tremble when they have to sustain a long note or play 
only a few notes singingly, without inserting their usual preposterous and 
laughable frippery.122 

                                                           
119Eva Badura-Skoda, “Improvisation,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 

(London: Macmillan, 1980), ix, 46. 

120Robert D. Levin, “Instrumental Ornamentation, Improvisation and Cadenzas,” in Performance 
Practice: Music After 1600, (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1989), 270. 

121Anderson, 880. 

122Leopold Mozart, Violonschule in Eva Badura-Skoda, “Improvisation,” 44. 
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Beyond this concern by composers that their, or other=s, works would be 

Amurdered@ by interpreters lacking requisite taste, there was an item perhaps unique to 

Beethoven. In 1794, he complained in a letter to Eleonore von Breuning that others 

attempted to claim his improvisations as their own works:    

Some people in Vienna after hearing me extemporize of an evening would note 
down on the following day several peculiarities of my style and palm them off 
with pride as their own.123 

 
It is not known if Beethoven=s concern was ever realized, but the former issue C that 

expressed by the Mozarts and, doubtless, other composers C prompted an increasing 

tendency of composers to write more thoroughly their variations and embellishments. 

This practice created a fortunate circumstance as these scores provide clues regarding 

contemporary extempore playing. Some of the most valuable information we have is 

found in the written-out embellishments that Mozart provided such as those found in the 

Rondos in F Major, K. 494 and A Minor, K. 511.124 In a similar way, the second 

movement of the Quintet may reveal something about Beethoven=s improvisations.  

THE QUINTET SECOND MOVEMENT AS A WINDOW ON BEETHOVEN=S IMPROVISATIONS  

 
Although it was from the third movement rondo of the Quintet that the famous 

improvisation story sprang, the second movement, also a rondo, might contain 

                                                           
123Anderson, Letters, 14-15. 

124Levin, “Instrumental Ornamentation,” 272. 
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information concerning Beethoven=s style of improvisation. Its rondo theme is 

introduced as a piano solo and is restated twice with elaborations of the melody. These 

melodic variations have been referred to as examples of the extempore style of the 

period, with the caveat attached that once written, the idea of improvisation is 

abandoned.125 However, what is written may be viewed as an indication of the types of 

ideas that Beethoven employed.  

Pianists of the eighteenth-century regarded improvised variations as a favored 

domain for the display of their skills, a preference that was spread through the travels and 

appointments of Italian musicians throughout Europe.126 Beethoven could have been 

influenced through his Italian connections in Bonn where Maximilian Franz employed 

Italian musicians for the highest positions.127 There are fourteen sets of piano variations 

dating from 1782 to 1800 C one published set from his years in Bonn and thirteen more 

from his early years as a pianist in Vienna. One wonders how many of those may have 

begun as improvisations and how many, perhaps, were submitted for publication in order 

to outwit unscrupulous audience members.128 In any event, with this emphasis on 

variation in mind, the rondo theme and its embellishment will be considered. 

                                                           
125Ibid., 272. See also Robert Levin, “Improvisation,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 

Musicians, 29 vols. ed. S. Sadie and J. Tyrell (London: MacMillan, 2001), XII: 113-114. 

126Eva Badura-Skoda, “Performance Conventions in Beethoven=s Early Works,” in Beethoven, 
Performers, and Critics, ed. Robert Winter and Bruce Carr, (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1980), 
57. 

127Ibid 57. Also see Thayer-Forbes, 34, 68. Andreas Lucchesi was appointed Kapellmeister to the 
court in 1774 and served until 1783. Cajeto Mattioli was appointed concertmaster in 1774 and musical 
director in 1777. 

128See Beethoven=s letter to von Breuning, note 123. 
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  The rondo theme is a symmetrical eight-measure phrase. The simple construction 

of the theme is itself embellished by the placement of a turn symbol preceding a written-

out figuration of the same type which creates an augmentation. This simple 

ornamentation foreshadows the elaborate variations to come. Example 3.1 is the 

consequent phrase of the rondo theme as it appears in its first statement, illustrating the 

use of the turn in the first measure. 

            Example 3.1, op. 16/ii, mm. 5-8. 

           

 

 

 

Using the consequent phrase of the theme as the basis for comparison, example 

3.2 illustrates the embellishments that Beethoven employed in the first variation. Note the 

expansion of the use of the turn. 

Ex. 3.2, op. 16/ii, mm. 45-48. 
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Two elements stand out. The turn from the original statement of the theme is repeated 

and compressed into the melodic line in measure 46 as a diminution. Then, in measure 

47, he incorporated scale passages in sextuplets of thirty-second and sixty-fourth notes, 

creating a moment of relatively fast scale passages within the slow movement. 

While the bass line of the consequent phrase is the same in the first variation as it 

was in the original statement of the theme, the second and final variation of the theme 

utilizes a different approach to the bass, illustrated in example 3.3. 

 

              Ex. 3.3, op. 16/ii, mm. 83-85. 

 

Now, rather than being confined within a small range, each grouping of sixteenth notes 

spans an octave from a lower register. The effect creates spaciousness between the 

accompanying and melodic lines as well as a fuller harmonic texture.  

Additionally, the overall shape of this variation of the consequent phrase consists 

of two long descents, reflecting the initial appearance of the antecedent phrase. This 

creates a balance in the architecture of the theme referring back to the opening downward 

gesture of the first measure of the movement.  
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The descending lines are framed in chromaticism featuring minor seconds in the 

first descent and a diatonic B-flat major scale in the second. The combination of broken 

chords and seconds recall instruction from C.P.E. Bach=s discussion of improvisation in 

his important text Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen.129 Bach states: 

All chords may be broken in many ways and expressed in rapid or slow 
figuration. . . . In the interests of elegance the major or minor seconds may be 
struck and quitted below each tone of a broken triad or a relationship based on a 
triad. This is called ‘breaking with acciaccature.’130  

 
The descending E-flat diminished triad of measure 83 and the B-flat major triad in 

measure 84, with their attendant minor seconds, nicely illustrate one of C.P.E. Bach=s 

recommendations for embellishing a melody in an improvisation. 

While there are no known descriptions of Beethoven=s third movement 

improvisation, Ries tells us that he chose the rondo theme at one of its returns for the 

basis of the improvisation. This information suggests the possibility of theme and 

variation. In the published version of the Quintet, a fermata precedes the return of the 

theme in measure 75, a sure invitation for a brief embellishment of the cadence, to lead 

into the theme. For publication, Beethoven included a written-out embellishment of that 

cadence. However, the nature of the story intimates that Beethoven played for a longer 

period than would have been usual in a chamber work C certainly longer than the written 

embellishment indicates. His playing seems to have been deceptive since, according to 

                                                           
129Beethoven may have studied the book with his father. His first formal study outside of his 

family was with Christian Gottlieb Neefe who also studied this text. See Thayer-Forbes, 66. 

130Carl.Philipp.Emanuel. Bach, Versuch über die wahre Art das Klavier zu spielen, William J. 
Mitchell, trans. and ed. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1949), 439. 
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Ries, the players put their instruments to their mouths more than once as they prepared to 

make their entrance. Perhaps as Beethoven approached a cadence, the ensemble made 

ready only to delay again as Beethoven created another variation on the rondo theme. 

Other published works also reveal information about his extempore style. Not 

surprisingly, it is their titles which beckon further examination of their link to 

Beethoven=s improvisations. 

IMPROVISATION STYLE IN THE FANTASY, OP. 77 AND THE CHORAL FANTASY, OP. 80 

 
Carl Czerny, whose writings on Beethoven provide valuable insights into many 

areas of the composer=s compositions and style of playing, wrote of three types of 

improvisational style in Beethoven=s playing: 

Beethoven could improvise in several ways, whether on a theme of 
his own choosing or on a suggested theme.  

                        1.  In the form of a first movement or rondo Finale 
of a Sonata. He would play a normal first section, 
introducing a second melody, etc., in a related key. 
In the second section, however, he gave full rein to 
his inspiration, while retaining the original motive, 
which he used in all possible ways. Allegros were 
enlivened by bravura passages, many of which were 
even more difficult than those found in his sonatas.  
2.  In free variation forms somewhat like the Choral Fantasy Op. 
80 or the choral Finale of the Ninth Symphony; both of those 
pieces give a true picture of his improvising in this manner.  
3.  In a mixed form, one idea following the other as in a potpourri, 
like his Solo Fantasy, op. 77.131  

 
The Fantasy, op. 77, was commissioned by Clementi in 1807. As such, it was 

written for the purpose of publication and not for a specific performance anticipated by 

                                                           
131Czerny, Proper Performance, 15. 
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Beethoven. Although it cannot be said with certainty that he played it, or something very 

much like it, in his improvised performances, the fact that Czerny cited the work as an 

example of a type of improvisation heard from Beethoven makes it a resource that bears 

examination. 

Scales present an opportunity for considering a familiar technique and how it may 

be transformed in the context of improvisation. Czerny stated that bravura passages in 

Beethoven=s improvisations were often more difficult than those found in his sonatas. It 

is presumed that Czerny is referring to the piano sonatas, works that were not written for 

Beethoven=s public performances. A scale passage found in the Fantasy indicates how 

the use of scales may have been expanded in improvisations as suggested by Czerny. 

Example 3.4 illustrates one such passage from the Fantasy. 

           Ex. 3.4, Fantasy, op. 77, m 221. 
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Broken chords are also an important element in the Fantasy. C.P.E. Bach recommended 

the use of chords broken Ain many ways@ for improvisation. In the second movement of 

the Quintet, there were triads with minor seconds in the second variation that were 

evocative of improvisatory style. Another use of the broken chord can be found in the 

Fantasy. Reminiscent of the rondo of the Quintet with its 6/8 meter and bouncy theme, 

the Fantasy includes a section in 6/8 with a lilting character. The section is set up as 

though it were going to be a sixteen-bar symmetrical period, but after eleven bars there 

occurs a burst of broken diminished triad quintuplets in six groupings. This configuration 

occurs twice more and makes a striking effect of virtuosity while, harmonically, the 

passage serves to get to the next key, D minor. Example 3.5 illustrates the first of three 

groups based on the quintuplet figure. 

           Ex. 3.5, Fantasy op, 77, m. 38. 

 

 

 

 

 

Harmonic language is another aspect of Beethoven=s improvisations that the 

Fantasy may illuminate. Perhaps this work illustrates one of the criticisms directed 

toward Beethoven The Fantasy, which begins in G minor and ends in B major via the 

keys of B-flat major, D minor, and B minor, has been described as an apparent 
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demonstration that “a great work does not have to have thematic, structural, or even tonal 

unity.”132  

In his autobiography, Johann Wenzel Tomaschek (1774-1850), a reliable and 

informed observer who heard Beethoven improvise in 1798 in Prague, complained that: 

His frequent daring deviations from one motive to another, whereby the 
organic connection, the gradual development of idea was broken up, did 
not escape me. Evils of this nature frequently weaken his greatest 
compositions, those which sprang from a too exuberant conception. It is 
not seldom that the unbiased listener is rudely awakened from his 
transport. The singular and original seemed to be his chief aim in 
composition.133 

 
Apparently one did not have to be a member of the ensemble playing with Beethoven to 

be disturbed by his forays into improvisation. Displeasure seems to be the minority 

appraisal however. Czerny wrote the following statement describing the response to 

Beethoven=s improvisation in an article for Cock=s London Musical Miscellany in 1852: 

In whatever company he might chance to be, he knew how 
to produce such an effect upon every hearer that frequently 
not an eye remained dry, while many would break out into 
loud sobs. . .134 

 

The Choral Fantasy, op. 80, is another work whose title suggests improvisation 

and which was also cited by Czerny as representative of Beethoven=s extempore style. 

The Choral Fantasy was composed in 1808, underwent a revision in 1809, and was 

published in 1811. It was premiered at Beethoven=s Akademie in 1808, advertised in the 

                                                           
132Barry Cooper, Beethoven, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 187. 

133Thayer-Forbes, 208. 

134Ibid, 185. Czerny also goes on to state that Beethoven was impatient with these types of 
emotional responses to his playing, sometimes even considering it an insult. 
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Wiener Zeitung as “Fantasia for the Pianoforte which ends with the gradual entrance of 

the entire orchestra and the introduction of choruses as a finale.”135  

In the long  passage for piano solo that opens the work, the familiar pattern of 

broken chords is presented at measure 14 and is based on the diminished seventh. The 

following example illustrates the beginning of the pattern: 

Ex. 3.6, Choral Fantasy, op.80, m. 14. 

 

 

 

 

 

After the pattern is transformed into a sequence of dominant seventh chords (E7, A7, D7) 

it brings the music to the next key by way of chromatic scales and written-out trill 

figures. Once again, the bravura style serves to frame harmonic movement to a new 

section.  

Beethoven was noted for his playing of trills and they are certainly a characteristic 

device in his published piano works. It is easy to imagine that they were prominent in his 

improvisations. In the section Adagio, ma non troppo of the Choral Fantasy, there are 

three striking uses of the trill. The first, in example 3.7, demonstrates a long trill 

accompaniment to a woodwind variation of the main theme. 

                                                           
135Ibid., 446. 
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            Ex. 3.7 Choral Fantasy, op. 80, mm. 293-298. 

                                             

 

 

 

 

 

 

A second use of the trill is found in the same adagio section. This trill, shown in example 

3.8, is played with alternating crossing hands and covers a range of three octaves for two 

measures, expanding to four in the third measure of the passage.  

  

           Ex. 3.8 Choral Fantasy, op. 80, mm. 302-304. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A third use of the trill, seen in example, 3.9, mm. 318-323, finds it integrated into the 

overall texture as an accompaniment to a rhythmic motive occurring first in the piano and 
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then the bassoons followed by horns. It serves as a transition to the march section of the 

work. 

              Ex. 3.9, Choral Fantasy, op. 80, mm. 318-323. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These examples, while far from exhaustive, suggest some of the ways that Beethoven 

may have shaped his improvisations. Along with the variations of the rondo theme in the 

second movement of the Quintet, the examples offer a few suggestions regarding the 

features Beethoven may have favored when he improvised: 

1. The use of color contrasts through widening the range between keyboard 
registers.  

 
2. Variation of the melodic line through the use of characteristic 18th century 

embellishment such as the turn and broken chords with seconds.  
 

3. A concern with elegant balance and unity in design as illustrated in the 
consequent phrase of the final variation in the Quintet=s second 
movement, imitating the descending gesture of the opening antecedent 
phrase. 

 
4. On the other hand, in larger-scale formats, he may have had little regard 

for such unity as illustrated through the potpourri style of the Fantasy, op. 
77. 
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5. Bravura passagework based on traditional and familiar, but greatly 
expanded, techniques, such as trills, broken chords, and scales, often 
framing harmonic movement to new sections. 

CZERNY=S EMBELLISHMENT 

 
The story of the Quintet and its link to improvisation has one more chapter. 

Although Czerny wrote a book on improvisation, one of many instructional texts that he 

published, he was not known for his skill as an improviser. It is presumed that Beethoven 

instructed him at least somewhat in this area during the years that Czerny studied with 

him. However, when Czerny himself added notes to a performance that he gave of the 

Quintet C a performance that Beethoven attended C he was criticized by the composer. 

The concert took place in 1815 and was a farewell concert for a longtime associate of 

Beethoven, the violinist Ignaz Schuppanzigh (1776-1830).  

Schuppanzigh played in Prince Razumovsky=s string quartet for eight years until 

the quartet was disbanded after a fire destroyed Razumovsky’s palace at which time 

Schuppanzigh went to St. Petersberg. It was prior to his departure that this concert took 

place. Czerny=s account is as follows: 

When once, for instance, I played the Quintet with Wind-Instruments with 
Schuppanzigh, I permitted myself, in a spirit of youthful carelessness, many 
changes, in the way of adding difficulties to the music, the use of higher octave, 
etc. C Beethoven quite rightly took me severely to task in the presence of 
Schuppanzigh, Linke, and the other players.136 

 
Beethoven sent a letter to Czerny the next day and in it he included the following: 

                                                           
136Ibid., 640. Joseph Linke (1783-1837) was the cellist in Count Razumovsky=s quartet.  
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I burst forth so yesterday that I was sorry after it had happened; but you must 
pardon that in a composer who would have preferred to hear his work exactly as 
he wrote it, no matter how beautifully you played in general.137 

 
This story of op. 16 brings the unique work in Beethoven=s output and its link to 

improvisation back to its beginning in a sense. It was a concert for Schuppanzigh at 

which the Quintet received its premiere at Jahn=s restaurant in 1798. 

CHARACTERISTIC PASSAGE-WORK 

 
The piano part of the Quintet features many of the technical demands found in the 

op. 5 Cello Sonatas. Beethoven draws upon the stylistic features of eighteenth-century 

piano writing favoring certain types such as those found in example 3.1 where, within the 

space of ten measures, the pianist performs: octaves in both hands (m. 40-43), broken 

octaves (m. 44-45), rapid figuration based on scales (m. 47-48), and quick trills (m. 49-

50). 

                                                           
137Ibid, 641. 
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           Ex. 3.10, op. 16/i, mm. 40-50. 

One other previously-noted technique is also present in op. 16 in a very striking way: the 

leap. Remembering that Czerny described Beethoven=s rapid playing of leaps (“skips”) 

as “unequaled,” it is interesting to see how this gesture is treated in the first movement of 

the Quintet, for it is expanded to a level of difficulty unlike any skips found in the cello 

sonatas.  

            Ex. 3.11, op. 16/i, mm. 87-91. 
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The right- hand jumps 

begin with a simple interval of a fourth and progressively increase in range by intervals 

of a sixth, an octave, an eleventh, and finally, a thirteenth. This passage is presented three 

times in quick succession, its speed and horizontal distance covered on the keyboard 

making its effect both brilliant and acrobatic. The winds in this passage hover discreetly 

in a thin texture as the piano carries the moment. 

These passages for piano parallel much of what has been noted in terms of piano 

technique in the cello sonatas, or, at least in the case of the last example, show an 

evolution of sorts toward a more difficult rendition of a Beethovenesque gesture. They 

reinforce the idea that these were features of Beethoven=s playing that he performed 

rather well and knew that he did. 

INTERACTION OF THE PIANO AND WIND INSTRUMENTS 

 
Though the Quintet clearly places the piano at the forefront of the ensemble, the 

broader conception of the work, i.e., an ensemble of five rather than two, affords the 

opportunity to expand consideration of the piano and the pianist. The previous examples 

from the Quintet illustrated the tendency of Beethoven to treat the winds similarly to the 

melodic instrument of an accompanied sonata:  the keyboard provides the main material 
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and figuration and a second instrument plays material that if omitted would still permit 

the keyboard part to stand on its own. The second movement of the Quintet, however, 

finds the piano cast in a very different role, contrasting to the first movement on several 

levels  

First, the second movement of op. 16 is unique in the context of this study 

because it is the only truly developed slow movement of the four chamber works. Both 

cello sonatas have slow introductions and perhaps they can be considered as substitutes 

for a slow movement, but in the end their function serves to introduce the first allegros. 

The horn sonata has a second movement that begins with the promise of being a slow 

movement, but, in reality, is very brief C only seventeen measures C and serves as a 

transition to the final movement. With the Quintet, Beethoven wrote something more 

akin to the slow movements found in the concertos which were, of course, written for 

public performance. 

One of the most striking features of the second movement is the piano=s step 

back into an extended secondary role when both the horn and the bassoon are each given 

lyrical themes. These instruments do not double a melodic line that the piano, clarinet, or 

oboe have, but are featured as true solo instruments. As Beethoven=s Quintet has often 

been compared to Mozart=s, it is interesting to consider how the two composers treated 

the other instruments in the slow movements of their Quintets. Both give beautiful lines 

to the winds, but Mozart=s winds finish each other=s phrases and interact as in dialogue 

with one another and with the piano. Beethoven=s approach gives first the bassoon and 
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then the horn an independence that, albeit momentary, hints at a nineteenth-century 

character piece for each instrument with piano accompaniment.  

The bassoon begins its solo starting in measure 21 and completes an eight-bar 

phrase. The other winds are tacet while the piano=s chordal accompaniment provides 

quiet harmonic support. 

            Ex. 3.12, op. 16/ii, 
mm. 21-28. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The horn is featured similarly in the middle section of the movement, beginning at 

measure 57 and continuing for eight measures. After a four measure interlude involving 

all instruments except the horn, the horn=s solo resumes, unlike the bassoon=s, for 
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another eight measures.138 The piano continues the discreet harmonic support here as 

well. 

Example 3.5 presents the first of the horn=s two solo phrases. 

 

                            

 

            

 

 

Ex. 3.13, op. 16/ii, mm. 57-64. 

 

 

                                                           
138The four-bar interlude may have been included out of consideration for the hornist. The horn 

that Beethoven wrote for was the valveless instrument known as the natural or hand horn and its demands 
probably required a resting spot for the hornist after the initial eight-measure phrase. More information 
about the natural horn will be given in chapter four.  
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The bassoon and horn solos in the second movement reveal Beethoven as pianist 

in a secondary role, providing a stark contrast to the concerto-like playing required in the 

first movement. The extended piano accompaniments are written in such a way that the 

pianist can easily follow the line as interpreted by either the bassoonist or hornist and 

suggests that Beethoven was probably a sensitive ensemble player as well as a 

commanding soloist. 

BEETHOVEN’S USE OF THE PEDAL IN OP. 16 

 
Another aspect of the interaction between the piano and the rest of the ensemble 

may be found with Beethoven=s pedaling instructions. Of the four works examined for 

this study, the Quintet is unique with its inclusion of indications for pedaling and joins 

the concertos, opp. 15 and 19, as his first published pieces to include such markings. 

Before considering the use of pedal in op. 16, it will be helpful to consider the type of 

pedal that was available to Beethoven and how it functioned. 
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The Viennese pianoforte of the 1790s had a system of levers that permitted 

dampers to be raised off of and lowered back onto the strings.139 On the earliest 

keyboards, the dampers were controlled by hand stops, similar to the stops utilized with 

the organ and harpsichord.140 A 1778 Walter piano,141 described by David Rowland in A 

History of Pianoforte Pedaling, had three hand stops: two for raising dampers and one for 

engaging a moderator, a device by which leather or cloth could be inserted between the 

hammers and the strings, thus altering the timbre.142 Mozart=s piano of the early 1780s 

may be representative of a period of transition in the construction of the pianoforte with 

its three hand stops as well as two knee levers that shared the function of raising 

dampers.143 Knee levers eventually replaced hand stops and became the norm in 

Germany and Austria.144 The multiple devices for lifting dampers allowed what Joseph 

Banowetz terms “selective divisions of damper activation” — dampers could be lifted 

either in the treble or in the bass areas of the keyboard.145 Rowland notes that the later 

                                                           
139 David Rowland, A History of Pianoforte Pedaling  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1993), 18. For the purpose of this paper, the term “pedal” will be used for references to the knee lever. The 
foot-controlled damper pedal appeared only in England in the 1770s and was patented by John Broadwood 
in 1783. See Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos, sec. ed, (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press,2001), 71 

 
140Rosenblum, Performance Practices, 39. 
 
141In his recollections of his first visit to Beethoven in 1801, Czerny identifies Beethoven=s piano 

as a Walter describing it as “then the best.” See Sonneck, Impressions, 26. 

142Rowland, 18. 

143Ibid. 

144Ibid. 

145Joseph Banowetz, The Pianist=s Guide to Pedaling (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1985), 2. 
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eighteenth-century Walter pianos had a “standard disposition” of two knee levers: one 

each for the damper and one for the moderator.146 Beethoven used knee levers until about 

1802, when foot pedals began to come into vogue in Vienna. To indicate the use of 

damped or undamped strings in a score, he used the terms con sordino (with damper) and 

senza sordino (without damper) in which case the performer used their knee to press the 

knee lever upward.147 Before these terms appeared in the cited published scores, his only 

prior indication for the use of pedal was in a sketch using the words mit dem Knie (with 

the knee), a phrase that literally describes the technique used for lifting the dampers from 

the strings. This term, dating from the early 1790s, represents only the second time that a 

pedal marking had been used in piano music. The first known marking for the “pedal” 

(probably a hand stop), con sordini, was written by Louis Jadin (1768-1853), a professor 

at the Paris Conservatory, in his First Sonata (c. 1787).148  

The use of pedal was not unusual at this stage of piano development. Czerny tells 

us that Dussek and Cramer of the English School played with “a fine legato combined 

with the use of pedals.” 149 Beethoven heard the English pianist Johann Baptist Cramer 

(1771-1858) play in Vienna in 1799.150 Cramer was already indicating pedal markings in 

his music in London and no doubt influenced Beethoven, who admired Cramer=s 

                                                           
146 Rowland, History of Pedaling, 18. 
 
147Ibid., 144. 

148Ibid., 53. Rowland suggests that Jadin’s indication is for the lute stop.  

149Carl Czerny, “Vollstandige theoretisch-practische Pianoforteschule,” op. 500, 3 vols., Vienna 
1838-9, II:100 in A History of Pianoforte Pedaling, David Rowland, 38. 

150Thayer-Forbes, 209. 
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playing.151 Although the premiere of op. 16 pre-dated Beethoven=s acquaintance with 

Cramer, the pedal marking mit dem Knie had already appeared in one of Beethoven=s 

early sketches, indicating even at that early date an awareness of its use. Rowland asserts 

that the “developed nature” of the sketch indicates that he may have used pedal in 

performance in the 1790s.152 Another important contemporary was Johann Nepomuk 

Hummel (1778-1837) whose style inspired a following of supporters who favored him 

over Beethoven C one group preferring the clarity of Hummel, the other preferring the 

emotion of Beethoven.153 Regarding the pedaling of the two, Czerny provides some 

insight: 

Hummel partisans accused Beethoven of mistreating the piano, of lacking 
all cleanness and clarity, of creating nothing but confused noise the way 
he used the pedal.154 

 

This statement is further illuminated by Czerny=s observation that Beethoven “used a lot 

of pedal, much more than is indicated in his works.”155 William Newman, in his 1988 

book on Beethoven, describes Beethoven as “a leader in performance practices of his 

time” and also states that Beethoven was “the first front-rank composer to call for pedals 

                                                           
151Rowland, 55. 

152Rowland, History of Pedaling, 78. This is, of course, an issue that cannot be resolved with any 
certainty given that it was not possible to record Beethoven=s playing, but the manner in which the 
published pedal indications of op. 16 appear with the other instruments within the ensemble strengthens the 
assumption that Beethoven did pedal in his public performances of this work. The question will be 
examined in the following section on pedal analysis of op. 16.  

153 Czerny, “Recollections of My Life,” 309 
154Ibid. 

155Czerny, On the Proper Performance 16.  
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to any extent.”156 The commentary regarding Beethoven and pedaling indicates an 

appreciation for the resonance and color that undamped strings provided.  

The effect of the pedal seems to have charmed pianists from its earliest use. In 

part two of his Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments, from 1762, 

C.P.E. Bach wrote a comparative summary of which keyboard instruments were best for 

improvisation. He concluded that the damping mechanism made the pianoforte the best 

choice: 

The undamped register of the pianoforte is the most pleasing and, once the 
performer learns to observe the necessary precautions in the face of its 
reverberations, the most delightful for improvisation.157 
 
It is known that Beethoven studied Bach=s Essay, that he recommended it to 

Czerny, and that he used it as one of several texts chosen for the instruction of Archduke 

Rudolph.158 Though it is a brief statement within a much larger context, C.P.E.=s 

enthusiasm for the pedal C expressed in a publication that Beethoven knew well C may 

have exerted some influence on Beethoven’s use of it.  

The Quintet presents the only examples of pedal markings in the four chamber 

works examined in this study. Czerny=s comment that Beethoven pedaled more than was 

indicated in the scores.159 leads us to reasonably presume that Beethoven pedaled in all of 

these works. Yet it is worthwhile to explore the nature of the pedal indications in op. 16 

                                                           
156Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven, 229, 231. 

157C.P.E. Bach, Essay, 431. 

158Thayer-Forbes, 66, 228, 467. 

159Czerny, “Pianoforteschule,” 100, in A History of Pianoforte Pedaling, David Rowland, 18. 
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and consider why he may have written them and what the implications may therefore be 

for furthering our understanding of him as a pianist. 

In his study of Beethoven=s pedal markings, primarily in the piano sonatas, 

William S. Newman has gleaned seven types of pedaling employed by Beethoven. They 

are: sustaining the bass, improving legato, creating a collective or composite sound, 

dynamic contrasts, interconnecting sections or movements, blurring sound through 

harmonic clashes, and contributing to thematic structure. 160 Some of these features can 

be seen in the Quintet, although it is likely that the presence of other instruments proves 

to be the greatest influence in pedal choices in this case.  

In the first movement, there are nine instances where pedal, including instructions 

for both lifting and lowering the dampers, is notated. The pedaling appears to be bound to 

the wind ensemble. While he may have pedaled where there are no pedal markings, the 

evidence provided by the score points to a desired acoustic effect specifically in these 

measures as indicated by the interaction of the piano within the ensemble. Whether or not 

he experimented with pedaling in performance or had even decided absolutely on 

pedaling before the premiere we can never know, but we do know that he wrote the 

markings for the publication of op. 16 whereas he did not include pedal markings in 

either opp. 5 or 17. The fact that the Quintet is for piano and a larger ensemble places it 

closer in this respect to the concertos, opp. 15 and 19 C works which also include pedal 

markings C than to the duos with horn or cello. Like the concertos, the piano is clearly 

the dominant force within the ensemble. It is the first to state thematic material and it 

                                                           
160Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven, 236. 
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abounds with virtuoso passages. The use of pedal in the Quintet may provide some clues 

that further illuminate our picture of Beethoven as a pianist: the virtuoso writing for best 

display of his abilities and the composer writing with an apparent equal interest in sound 

and color. 

Before examining the role of the pedal in op. 16, it is useful to consider a few 

points of view. One of the seven categories of pedal use that Newman catalogued is that 

of contributing to thematic structure. Sandra Rosenblum, develops this idea beyond the 

local level of theme and considers the pedal as one way in which Beethoven delineated 

larger sections within the framework of sonata form.161 She charts the appearance of the 

pedal in the first movement to demonstrate that the pedal occurs regularly at the end of 

the exposition, the beginning of the development, at the end of the recapitulation and at 

the beginning of the coda.162 David Breitman, in his dissertation devoted to Beethoven’s 

use of the pedal in the piano sonatas, points out that in the concertos, pedaling often 

occurs with a change in orchestration.163 Both analyses give credence to the idea that, for 

Beethoven, the pedal served as coloration which helped to define form. With the Quintet, 

the idea of coloration and blend of sound through the use of pedal will be further 

explored. 

The period in which Beethoven composed opp. 5, 16, and 17 saw great 

development in many instruments and in playing technique. The improvements of 

instruments and advancing technique did not resolve, however, the problem of combining 

                                                           
161 Rosenblum, Performance Practices, 130-131. 
162 Ibid., 132. 
163 David Breitman, “The Damper Pedal and the Beethoven Sonatas: A Historical Perspective” (D.M.A 
diss., Cornell University, 1993), 100. 
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instruments as diverse in timbre and sustaining capability as piano and winds or 

strings.164 The piano=s ability to sustain tone was minimal and without lifting the 

dampers from the strings, the decay of tone was almost immediate. With the concertos 

and the chamber music, Beethoven played with instruments that could sustain tones far 

beyond the capability of the piano. In the passages where pedal is marked in the Quintet, 

the winds have long note values suggesting that perhaps Beethoven perceived a particular 

blend of sound that could only be achieved by engaging the pedal, thus bringing the piano 

closer in color to the sustaining instruments of the ensemble. 

The first markings for pedal occur in the first movement. Example 3.14 illustrates 

a passage in which the piano has a staccato G Major scale in triplets. All of the wind 

instruments sustain G for the two-measure duration of the scale. The same type of 

passage occurs later at measure 139. The first edition has senza sordino at measure 135 

with con sordino appearing only at measure 141 where the piano and winds begin a 

rhythmic passage on the same chromatically ascending pitches. This may be a clue that 

he meant for the dampers to be lowered also in the short version of this passage found at 

measures 137-138 because the textures are the same: homophonic with notes of short 

duration. The placement of the con sordino in measure 141 suggests also that he desired 

the dampers be lifted again at measure 139, a passage identical, except in its key 

transposition, to that at measure 135 which carried with it the instruction senza sordino

                                                           
164Kaplan, Mark, ABeethoven=s Chamber Music with Piano: Seeking Unity in Mixed Sonorities,@ in The 
Cambridge Companion to Beethoven, ed. Stanley Sadie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 
127. 
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           Ex. 3.14, op. 16/i, mm. 135-142.  

 

(The pedal markings in example 3.14 illustrate those from the first edition, senza 

and con sordino, and the indications employed after use of the foot pedal was established) 

 

A comparison of two passages bearing similarity to each other further illustrates 

the point. Example 3.15 contains a moving line in the horn while the other winds sustain 

a pitch or have a rest. The piano is marked staccato and there is no indication of pedal. 

Four measures later, at measure 326, however, pedal is indicated even though that 

passage is almost identical in texture and thematic content to that found at measure 322. 

The difference is that now the clarinet and bassoon sustain pitches throughout the 
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passage. Again, the piano is marked staccato, but Beethoven has now added the marking 

to engage the pedal throughout the two measures C the same length that the winds, except 

for the horn, sustain their pitches. We will see that subsequent pedaled passages also 

involve sustained winds. This suggests that the use of pedal within the ensemble is tied in 

part to the suspension of pitches by the winds. Furthermore, in the present example, the 

bassoon sustains D-flat, the seventh of the given E-flat seven harmony. This active pitch 

is doubled in the piano, thus the pedal serves to sustain the D-flat yielding a very colorful 

and strong effect. And, finally, the pedal helps create the overall dynamic of fortissimo. 

Of the seven uses of pedal identified by Newman in the piano sonatas, this single passage 

in the Quintet includes three: to sustain the bass, to create a collection of composite 

sound, and to implement dynamic contrast. 

Another pedal marking occurs at measure 334, and again the winds, including the 

horn, sustain. The very next measure includes con sordino. This is the first indication of 

any pedal change since measure 326 (senza sordino). Does this mean that Beethoven 

pedaled through measures 328-333? It does not seem that he would have. The repeat of 

the instruction senza sordino in measure 334 makes it fairly clear that he expected that 

the dampers would have been lowered in the preceding passage. Example 3.15 illustrates 

all of the above usages of pedal in conjunction with the wind parts. 
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        Ex. 3.15, op. 16/i, mm. 322-336. 
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Another indication for undamped sound is given in example 3.16. The piano 

enters alone, pianissimo, and after three measures of piano solo, the horn enters. By 

measure 380 all winds are present, sustaining their respective pitches for the seven 

measures of the pedaled phrase in the piano. The undamped passage for the piano 

includes three chords of different harmonies as well as scales C a passage that brings to 

mind the criticism by Hummel=s devotees that Beethoven created nothing but “confused 

noise the way he used the pedal.”165 If Beethoven did pedal this in performance as it was 

marked for publication, it may possibly have had a Aconfused@ effect to some ears, but 

when taking the passage as it occurs with the wind instruments into account, the overall 

timbre and blend emerges as the most important consideration rather than the sole 

consideration of an undamped passage for piano.166 

 

 

                                                           
165Czerny, “Pianoforteschule,” op. 500, in Rowland, History of Pedaling, 38. 

166Sandra Rosenblum makes suggestions regarding the pedaling of passages in op. 16 based on her 
experience playing pianofortes. See Performance Practices, 131. 
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Ex. 3.16, op. 16/i, mm. 377-384. 

 

In the third movement there are only two markings for undamped sound in the 

piano. The first, shown in example 3.17 occurs well into the movement at measure 138. It 

is interesting on two levels. First, the piano passage begins on the highest key of 

Beethoven=s piano, the high F. It is with this pitch that the pedal is engaged and it is the 

first pitch of a four-measure descending chromatic scale that is to be pedaled throughout. 

The quick decay of piano tone, especially in the highest register of the piano, would 

probably have allowed this passage to be pedaled with minimal blurring, even though its 

effect might be somewhat impressionistic.  

Secondly, the principle of sustained tone in the winds noted in the first movement 

examples is present, though somewhat less pronounced since it is only the horn that 

sustains through the four measures. The piano=s initial high register and the 

characteristic quick decay of tone of the Viennese instrument would alleviate the 

dissonance created by a pedaled chromatic  
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scale, creating an aura of color around the moving bassoon and clarinet parts.  

            Ex. 3.17, op. 16/iii, mm. 138-142. 

 

 

When considering Beethoven=s pedaling in a work where the pedal is clearly 

indicated by him, it is helpful to also look at certain passages where he did not indicate its 

use. The case is made that the use of pedal is tied to the appearance of sustained 

passages in the wind instruments. In the third movement there are passages, however, 

where the winds have sustained pitches but there is not a pedal mark. By analogy, one 

might suppose this, too, would be a passage for extended pedal. As can be seen in 

example 3.18, the quick moving, step-wise passage work for the piano and its busy 

descent through three keys (G-flat major, e-flat minor, b-flat minor) obviates the need of 

any pedal for special effect or otherwise. The desired effect seems clear: the winds are a 

background for the pianist’s display of technical skill. 
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            Ex. 3.18, op. 16/iii, mm. 254-257. 
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Another passage involving sustained winds occurs in the third movement at 

measure 214 (example 3.19). Here the winds have a dotted quarter note tied to a dotted 

half-note that lasts for three measures. No lifting of the dampers is marked for the piano, 

however. Beethoven created a passage analogous to that in measure 138 where pedal was 

indicated. This time, though, the piano is given an elaborated inversion of the scale line 

that the clarinet and bassoon had at measure 138 (see example 3.17). For this reference in 

the piano to a previous wind line, the wind instruments again provide backdrop to a piano 

variation on what was earlier a simple scale for the winds accompanied by the pedaled 

color of the piano. Now this derivation is to be presented in the piano with, perhaps, the 

articulation and clarity of a clarinet or bassoon. 

             Ex. 3.19, op. 16/iii, mm. 214-217. 
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In this respect, it may be inferred that the similarities in the passage work and 

technical demands for the piano in op. 5 and op. 16 suggest that Beethoven was still 

concerned with writing to his technical strengths for the works he composed for public 

performance. However, the way in which he employed the pedal as part of the piano’s 

interaction with the winds indicates an equally pervasive and continued interest with 

over-all sound and effect. 



 
 91

CHAPTER 4 

The Sonata for Horn and Piano in F Major, op. 17 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

With op. 17, Beethoven created a new genre, that of the sonata for horn and 

piano.167 Like op. 5, it was composed for a celebrated virtuoso C the hornist Giovanni 

Punto. When Punto=s concert tour took him to Vienna, he and Beethoven premiered the 

work at the Bergtheater on April 18, 1800, the same year of its composition. Subsequent 

performances by Punto and Beethoven were given on May 7, 1800 in Budapest as part of 

the birthday celebration for Archduchess Alexandra Pavlovna and in Vienna on January 

30, 1801 for a benefit concert supporting the war-wounded of the Imperial Royal Army. 

The Sonata was published March 1801 by Mollo in Vienna with the dedication to 

Baroness Josephine von Braun. 

The Baroness was the wife of Baron Peter von Braun, a wealthy banker, 

industrialist, and director of the court theaters in Vienna from 1794 to 1807. He was 

enobled in 1795, thus making him a part of the “second society.” The Brauns maintained 

a Harmonie, the wind ensemble favored by the lower aristocrats, and hosted weekly 

                                                           
167John Humphries, The Early Horn: A Practical Guide (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2000), 17. 
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concerts at their home.168 Their apparent taste for wind music probably was not the 

reason Madame Braun received the dedication of the Horn Sonata, however. Baron 

Braun, as director of the court theaters, sometimes became an obstacle for those artists 

who wished to engage concerts there. First of all, it was simply difficult to secure a date 

because the theater customarily was reserved for opera except during Lent. It is possible 

that Beethoven=s dedication of the op. 14 Piano Sonatas to the Director=s wife helped 

him to get the date for his first Akademie at the Bergtheater in April 1800.169 Another 

dedication to her would not hurt matters and shortly after the Akademie, Beethoven=s 

Horn Sonata was performed at the Bergtheater as part of Punto=s Viennese concert. A 

year later it appeared in print with the dedication to Madame Braun clearly indicated. 

However, if the intent of this dedication was to assure another Bergtheater date, it did not 

work out as planned. Beethoven expected to give a second Akademie during Holy Week, 

April 11-17, 1802, but Baron Braun canceled the concert.170 A letter written by 

Beethoven=s brother Karl on April 22 C the week after the cancellation C to the publisher 

Härtel in Leipzig reflects the difficulty that followed the relationship between Braun and 

Beethoven throughout its duration: 

My brother would have written to you himself, but he is not inclined to do 
anything just now, because the Theater Director Baron von Braun, who is known 
to be a stupid and crude fellow, has refused him the Theater for his concert and 
has rented it to the most mediocre artists. I believe that it must really vex him to 

                                                           
168DeNora, 44. Josephine von Braun was a pianist and the recipient of an earlier dedication, 

Beethoven=s two Piano Sonatas, op. 14. 

169Cooper, 90. 

170Ibid., 113. 
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see himself treated so unworthily, especially since the Baron had no cause [to do 
so] and my brother has dedicated several works to his wife.171 

 
It was the last dedication from Beethoven that Madame Braun received. 
 

The Horn Sonata provides another example of Beethoven writing with specific 

circumstances in mind during the period when he was most active as a pianist. However, 

one notes a different approach to the piano writing in the Horn Sonata when compared to 

the Cello Sonatas, op. 5 and the Quintet, op. 16. Although many of the same piano 

techniques are used that are found in other works of Beethoven during the period C  

broken octaves, arpeggio figures, a particularly strenuous fast scale in the last movement 

C the piano part does not seem to be designed as the vehicle for expressing piano 

virtuosity that was seen earlier. Ries’s claim that Beethoven began composing the Sonata 

only the day before the first performance should be considered.172 However, a more 

satisfactory answer is suggested by the examination of a combination of several factors, 

one of which is the increasing security Beethoven must have felt in his support among the 

aristocracy who favored chamber music with strings and symphonic works C the core of 

so-called serious music for which Beethoven became known as a Aconnoisseur=s 

musician.@173  

                                                           
171Theodore Albrecht, ed. and tr., Letters to Beethoven and Other Correspondence, 3 vols. 

(Lincoln, NE and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), I:70. Karl acted as a secretary to 
Beethoven for approximately four years. 
 

172Wegeler and Ries, 71. 

173DeNora, 19. 



 
 94

Most of his wind music is from the earliest period with only two works appearing 

later, the two sets of National Airs with Variations for Flute and Piano, opp. 105 and 107 

from 1818-1819. Another high opus number is attached to the Octet, op. 103 (for pairs of 

oboes, clarinets, horns, and bassoons), but it was written in Bonn, revised in Vienna, and 

published posthumously.174 

While the horn appeared in Beethoven’s early wind ensembles, the Horn Sonata 

represents the only instance in which he treated the horn as a solo instrument. The history 

of the horn, and the hornist for whom Beethoven wrote the sonata, will provide 

background for an examination for the score.   

A SOCIAL HISTORY OF THE HORN 

 
The closest ancestor to the hand-horn played by eighteenth-century virtuosi was 

the cor-de-chasse, an instrument that played an important role in hunting. The hunt was a 

royal pastime and, far from being a utilitarian activity, it was replete with the ceremony 

and pomp associated with European courts. Given the importance of the horn and the 

players who knew the specialized repertoire of field signals, the horn came to be 

associated with the upper classes, imparting to the sound of the horn itself an aristocratic 

aura 175  

                                                           
174Nicholas Marston, “Chamber Music with Wind,” in The Beethoven Compendium, Barry Cooper, 

ed. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 227. 

175Cor-de-chasse is the French term frequently encountered when referring to the early horn. 
Terminology can be confusing as one may find the German Jagdhorn or Parforcejagd or the Italian corno 
da caccia for similar types of instruments.  
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The players= calls, known as cornures, dated from the 14th century and consisted 

of rhythmic passages based most frequently on a single pitch.176 These calls, or signals, 

served to announce various events of the hunt such as the freeing of the dogs177 or 

fanfares to announce the presentation to the King of the slaughtered animal=s front 

hooves on a silver platter.178 The following examples from the hunt manual by Jacques 

du Fouilloux, La Vénerie, illustrate signals used to (1) alert hunters that a stag had been 

cornered, example 4.1a, and (2) announce the reward for the dogs, example 4.1b:179 

 

    Ex. 4.1a, Horn signal. 

 

 

       

 

       

                                                           
176Reginald Morley-Pegge, The French Horn, 2d ed. (New York:W.W. Norton & Company Inc., 

1973), 74. 

177Ibid., 77. 

178Heinrich Wilhelm Döbel, AJäger Practica, oder der wohlgeübte und erfahrener Jäger,@ (AHunter 
Training, or the Well-Practiced and Experienced Hunter@), (Leipzig: Heinsius, 1746), ii: 90; quoted in 
Horace Fitzpatrick, The Horn and Horn-Playing and the Austro-Bohemian Tradition from 1680-1830 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1970), 18, n. 2. 

179Examples are from the article by Reginald Morley-Pegge, Frank Hawkins, and Richard 
Merewether, AThe Horn,@ in The New Grove Dictionary of Musical Instruments, 3 vols. ed. Stanley Sadie 
(London: Macmillan Press Limited, 1984), II:237. Here the examples have been transcribed to modern 
notation. 
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Ex. 4.1b, Horn signal 

 

 

 

 

Horace Fitzpatrick, in his book on the history of horn playing, illustrates the multi-

faceted activities of these horn-players by the inclusion of instructions from a hunt 

manual published in Leipzig in 1746: 

The Head Huntsman. . . must display particular firmness in all his skills. . . but 
especially he must have stag-sense, play a good horn and ride well. . . For a hunt 
to be truly well-equipped, a further three or four huntsmen are necessary, who 
have a trained stag-sense, ride perfectly and blow a stout horn.180 

 
The hunting horn tradition began in France, but was taken to Bohemia by Count Franz 

Anton Sporck, who was known as a great patron of music as well as the “premier 

Huntsman of Europe.”181 He was as interested in the development of good horn playing 

as he was the development of hunting skill in the field. Indeed, the musical aspect of the 

hunt became a great source of pride for the nobility and their musician=s skills served as 

a measure of their status. 

                                                           
180Heinrich Wilhelm Döbel, “Jager Practica,” cited in Fitzpatrick The Horn and Horn-Playing, 18, 

n.2. 

181Fitzpatrick, The Horn and Horn-Playing, 12. Count Sporck (1662-1738) owned one of the 
largest estates in Bohemia during the time that the country was a German-speaking region under the control 
of Austria. It was during a visit to the court of Louis XIV in 1680 that he first heard the signals of the 
French hunt.  
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It is important to point out this background to the horn=s future as an orchestral 

and solo instrument because it was in the Aforestry@ schools B institutions that were 

under the patronage of the wealthiest estates B that horn playing was taught, along with 

riding and hunting skills.182 This was the tradition that produced most of the horn players 

who eventually joined the court orchestras.183  

Horns appeared in an opera orchestra for the first time in 1705 performing 

Octavia by Reinhard Keiser.184 During the 1720s and 1730s they became more common 

in orchestras and by the 1750s many symphonic scores called for two horns.185 Thus, 

from roughly the last quarter of the seventeenth century to about 1750, the horn served 

dual purposes: an essential element in  the hunt and a burgeoning orchestral instrument, 

such as was known to J.S. Bach.186  The phenomena of aristocratic and noble associations 

of the horn within the context of concert music is suggested in Michael Marissen=s 

interpretation of Bach=s Brandenburg Concerto no. 1: 

[The] bridging of the social distance between the horns and the rest 
of the ensemble in the First Brandenburg Concerto would have 
been more readily apparent to the early eighteenth century=s 
musical connoisseurs than today=s, who are likely to be unaware 
of the configuration of performing organizations in Bach=s time. 

                                                           
182Ibid., 18, n 2. 

183Ibid. 

184Ibid., 53. Fitzpatrick further states that horns had been used in Italy on occasion for opera, but 
that Keiser=s score represents the horn as a Afull-fledged member of the opera orchestra.@ See n. 1.  
Reinhard Keiser (1674-1739) received his musical training at the Thomasschule in Leipzig and later 
managed the opera house in Hamburg. He is known primarily as a composer of operas.  

185Spitzer and Zaslaw, Birth of the Orchestra (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) 311. 

186Morley-Pegge, The French Horn, 70. 
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In this work, Bach juxtaposes three groups of instruments (the 
pairs of horns, the oboe choir, and the string choir) that are 
somewhat disparate from a social perspective. In the way Bach 
initially uses them, the horns would doubtless have been associated 
with the nobleman=s mounted hunt, thus referring to a rather high 
social status within the musical hierarchy. Bach=s string choir 
would have been most readily associated with the ripieno of the 
court instrumental ensemble, pointing up a respectable status 
within the hierarchy but one beneath the horns and the other 
soloists within the court instrumental ensemble (court soloists 
carried the distinguishing title of Cammermusiker [sic] and were 
paid a much higher salary than musicians who were used only as 
ripienists). The oboe choir might have been associated with 
military bands or with the Stadtpfeifer (municipal musicians), 
reflecting a respectable status within the musical hierarchy but one 
somewhat lower than that of court musicians.187 

 
Consideration of the horn within the social context suggested by Marrisen further 

expands the milieu in which the horn was examined in Chapter Three where it was 

defined in terms of Harmoniemusik. The rise and fall in popularity of Harmoniemusik 

signaled a shift in court and aristocratic musical tastes. Generally astute in his choice of 

projects and awareness of his social surroundings, Beethoven eventually abandoned 

writing for winds outside of the symphonic medium. Leaving behind chamber music for 

winds was emblematic of his increasingly assured sanction by the aristocratic classes. 

Carl Dahlhaus commented on the effect of this shift in taste in his book Nineteenth 

Century Music: 

We seldom think of how much we lost as the Beethoven tradition 
took root. His characteristic first-period works, which drew on the 
divertimento tradition, especially that of chamber music with wind 
instruments, vanished virtually without a trace from the late-
nineteenth-century repertoire and sank into oblivion. . . .the 

                                                           
187Michael Marissen, The Social and Religious Designs of J. S. Bach=s Brandenburg Concertos 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 25-26. 
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reasons why this group of works has disappeared in its entirety are. 
. . to be found in the evolution of musical institutions. . . Once the 
>grand concert= had crystallized into the >symphony concert= 
around the middle of the century, there was no longer any room for 
works of a divertimento character; and these works likewise 
slipped through the gaps of chamber music culture, which came to 
be dominated by string instruments and the piano.188 
 

          Composing a horn sonata at this time, however, may have been attractive to 

Beethoven for two reasons: (1) an opportunity to write for and perform with a great artist 

and (2) a market for the sonata because of the presence of horns in the still-existent 

Harmonie. Marketability was increased further by the inclusion of an alternative solo part 

for cello provided by the composer for publication. In his notes for the Decca recording 

of the Horn Sonata, Cliff Eisen states that the practice of writing the solo for another 

instrument was common when music for “difficult instruments” was published.189 

 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF HORN CONSTRUCTION AND PERFORMANCE UP TO THE LATE 
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

 
Due to his political connections with the Emperor’s court in Vienna, Count Franz 

Anton Sporck resided there for several months of the year, generally from October to 

April — a period known as the Court Season.190 His horn players accompanied him to the 

Vienna residence and Fitzpatrick surmises that it was through these musicians that the 

                                                           
188Carl Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, trans. J. Bradford Robinson (Berkeley, Los Angeles: 

University of California Press, 1989), 77.  

189Cliff Eisen, notes for The Fortepiano and Wind Quintets of Mozart and Beethoven, Decca 
London PY 925, 1998. Compact Disc. 

190Fitzpatrick, The Horn, 30-31. 
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cor-de-chasse was introduced to Vienna. Hence, Sporck continued to exert influence on 

the development of the horn as it now reached the hands of Austrian instrument-builders 

Michael and Johannes Leichnambschneider and began its transformation into the 

orchestral Waldhorn.191  

The older instruments were single-coiled, completely non-mechanized and were 

reliant solely on the overtone series. By the beginning of the eighteenth century they 

could reach the twelfth harmonic.192 This was sufficient in the field, but the demands of 

the orchestra necessitated having the flexibility to play in more than one key. The 

problem of playing in a variety of keys was addressed by the use of “crooks,” devices 

first mentioned in the literature in 1703.193 These metal coils of tubing of various sizes 

were added to the horn by the player as needed to affect the length of the air column and 

thus enabled playing in different harmonic series. In order to do this, the mouthpiece had 

to be removable so that the crooks could be attached to the remaining mouthpiece socket. 

Because of the varying lengths of these devices, an unwieldy situation arose: the length 

between the mouthpiece and the bell also varied depending upon the size crook that was 

used. This problem was addressed with the development of the Inventionshorn which 

featured a return to the fixed mouthpiece and provided for the application of crooks in the 

                                                           
191Ibid.,. The Leichnambschneider brothers, Michael (b. 1676) and Johannes (b. 1679) began their 

careers as trumpet-makers in Vienna, starting their business together around 1700. 

192Morley-Pegge, The French Horn, 75. 

193Fitzpatrick, The Horn, 32. 
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middle section of the horn=s hoop rather than at the mouthpiece socket thereby 

eliminating the problem of varying distance between mouthpiece and bell.194 

The ability to play in different keys was an important step along the path of 

development to the kind of horn for which Beethoven composed. However, the use of 

crooks did not mean that the horn was a chromatic instrument. A technique that increased 

the array of pitch choices for the horn, known as Ahand-stopping,@ developed after 1750. 

Hand-stopping involves placing the hand in the bell of the instrument and moving it so 

that the air column is either increased or decreased. In doing so the pitch is either lowered 

or raised. This gave an instrument that had been limited to pitches of the harmonic series 

greater access to the diatonic and chromatic spectrum of sound.195 

The hornist credited with the development of the crucial hand-stopping technique 

as well as influencing the design of the Inventionshorn is Anton Joseph Hampel of 

Dresden, an important center for the development of horn innovation, composition, and 

playing in the eighteenth century.196 Thomas Hiebert points out that Hampel=s role in the 

development of hand-stopping was more likely that of one who further systematized a 

                                                           
194Information on the construction of horn and developments in playing are from several sources: 

Morley-Pegge, The French Horn, 18-23, 70-91; Fitzpatrick, The Horn and Horn-Playing, 9-49; Reginald 
Morley-Pegge, Frank Hawkins, and Richard Merewether, “Horn,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Musical 
Instruments, Stanley Sadie, ed., London: MacMillan, 1984), 235-242 

195Valves were not introduced until 1814-15 and so the horn was not completely chromatic until 
that time. By the addition of extra tubing, valves made it possible to move the air column immediately, thus 
raising or lowering pitch without the use of the hand in the bell. Morley-Pegge, Hawkins, and Merewether, 
“Horn,” The New Grove Dictionary Musical Instruments, 242.  

196Thomas Hiebert, AVirtuosity, Experimentation, and Innovation in Horn Writing from Early 18th-
Century Dresden,@ Historic Brass Society Journal 4 (1992):122, 112. Hampel (1710-1771) was a 
Bohemian hornist who played in the Dresden Hofkapelle. 
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practice already in use for some time rather than one who invented a completely new 

approach to playing.197 Through his teaching and performing, however, Hampel was an 

important exponent of hand-stopping.  

During this period the ability to play in more keys became common among horn 

players and they began specializing in one of two ranges. Hand-horn players developed 

their range as either first horn (cor alto players) or second horn (cor basse players). The 

majority of the well-known horn soloists played in the cor basse range as the tone of this 

range was considered to be the most pleasing.198  

Hampel was a second hornist and it was for him that Dresden composers such as 

Johann Georg Pisendel (1687-1755) and Johann Adolf Hasse (1699-1783) developed the 

cor basse independence from the first horn, thus increasing its technical demands. Now 

second horn players began to acquire a new dexterity of technique in order to accomplish 

the more ornate lines and the larger intervals that the second horn part featured.199 

PUNTO 
 

By the mid-eighteenth century, the horn as a solo instrument enjoyed great 

popularity among audiences. One of the greatest and most popular horn soloists of this 

                                                           
197Ibid., 123. 

198R. Morley-Pegge, AThe Evolution of the Modern French Horn from 1750 to the Present Day,@ 
in Proceedings of the Musical Association, 69th Session (1942-43): 41. 

199Hiebert, “Virtuosity, Experimentation, and Innovation,” 123-125. Hiebert also cites an example 
of the new style emerging at Dresden in a violin concerto by Franz Benda (1709-1786). The original 
scoring by Benda did not include horns, but handwritten additions to the score for two horns feature the 
virtuosic second horn style of playing for which Hampel was known. The additions were made by Pisendel 
and dated 1740 
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period was Giovanni Punto, whose given name was Johann Wenzel Stich (1748-1803). 

He was from Bohemia, born into service to Count Wenzel Johann Thun. Having already 

served as a violinist and hornist in the Count=s orchestra, Stich was provided further 

opportunity to develop his obvious talent when Thun sent him study in Prague, Munich, 

and finally Dresden, where he studied with Hampel. After he returned to Bohemia and 

the service of Count Thun in 1764, Stich became dissatisfied with the resumption of 

orchestral playing in service to the nobility and his life of servitude. He fled to Germany 

where he adopted the name Giovanni Punto to facilitate his escape200 C perhaps because 

Italian musicians were highly regarded throughout Europe. Outraged, Count Thun sent 

his men in pursuit with instructions to “capture Stich alive or at least to knock out his 

front teeth.”201 The escapee was never apprehended and he apparently kept his front 

teeth, essential for any wind player, for he went on to enjoy one of the most illustrious 

careers of any soloist of the eighteenth century. 

Punto took an enormous risk in fleeing the security of a post with a patron who 

had invested a good deal in his talent. However the restrictive nature of his employment 

may have discouraged him after experiencing some independence during his years 

abroad. In the chapter “The Life and Times of an Eighteenth-Century Orchestra 

Musician” from The Birth of the Orchestra, Spitzer and Zaslaw describe the working 

conditions of the Esterhazy Kapelle in Eisenstadt, where Haydn arrived in 1761, and later 

at Esterháza. Among the provisions given to the musicians and their families were 

                                                           
200Fitzpatrick, The Horn,. 168. Punto is the Italianized version of Stich. 

201Ibid. 
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lodging with furniture, linens, firewood, and even maids. Instruments and performance 

clothing were provided as well. However, the combination of professional demands and 

personal restrictions stipulated in the musicians= contracts could be stringent. For 

example, one contract stated that the player must be available at any hour and may not 

leave without permission. Permission was also needed to marry.202 It is likely that Punto 

experienced a similar existence, though in his situation the curtailment of personal 

freedom may not have carried with it the scale of provisions that the Esterhazy musicians 

were offered. But there certainly would have been a degree of security in such 

circumstances; a desire for some level of financial comfort may explain why Punto 

initially sought employment in small court orchestras such as that at Hechingen. There he 

was employed as principal horn followed by approximately one year in Mainz. In Mainz 

he was employed in the Hofkapelle by a fellow Bohemian, J.M. Smid, and served as a 

composer as well as hornist.203 His departure from Mainz came as a result of being 

denied the position of Concertmeister. That post required a violinist and apparently Punto 

considered himself qualified, but he seems to have been the only one who thought so 

highly of his violin playing.204    

                                                           
202Spitzer and Laslaw, “Orchestra,” 399-401. 

203Herbert Schneider and Günter Wagner, AMainz,@ The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians ed. S. Sadie and J. Tyrrell (London: MacMillan, 2001), XV: 641. 

204Fitzpatrick, The Horn, 168. 
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By 1768 he was traveling through Europe as a horn soloist, arriving in London in 

1772, where he performed at least ten times.205 London must have been very much to his 

liking as its market for music represented the opposite end of the spectrum from the 

Kapelle. Regarding the opportunities in London, Spitzer and Zaslaw state: 

In this >free market= model the instrumentalist sells his labor, not his 
person. Music and music performance are commodities; patrons are 
consumers. . . . Instead of working for a single patron as in the Kapelle 
system, an orchestra musician in London sold his services to many 
patrons, and instead of being a member of a single musical establishment, 
he typically played in several orchestras in several venues. 

 
The following year, he performed for the Elector in Coblenz where Charles Burney heard 

him and wrote the first published account of his playing: 

The elector has a good band in which M. Ponta [sic], the celebrated 
French horn from Bohemia, whose taste and astonishing execution were 
lately so much applauded in London, is a performer.206 

 
By this time he had a reputation of increasing renown, having performed in Hungary, 

Spain, and Paris. The music critic Joseph Fröhlich wrote of Punto=s playing: 

What distinguished Punto, in a way that one has never heard in any other 
artist heretofore, was his most magnificent performance, the gentlest 
portrayals, the thunder of tones and their sweetest indescribable blending 
of nuances with the most varied tone production, an agile tongue, 
dexterous in all forms of articulation, single and double tones, and even 
chords, but most important, a silver-bright and charming cantabile tone.207 

                                                           
205Reginald Morley-Pegge, Horace Fitzpatrick, and Thomas Hiebert, “Giovanni Punto,” The New 

Grove Dictionary of Musc and Musicians,29 vols. ed. S. Sadie and J. Tyrell (London: Macmillan, 2001), 
XX: 601. 

206Charles Burney, “The Present State of Music in Germany,” (London, 1775), i, p. 74 quoted in 
Fitzpatrick, The Horn and Horn-Playing, 168. 

207Morley-Pegge, Fitzpatrick, and Hiebert, “Giovanni Punto” in The New Grove, 2nd ed., XX: 601. 
Franz Joseph Fröhlich (1780-1862) began his career as a violinist in the court orchestra of Würzburg. He is 
best known for his writings on a variety of musical subjects ranging from theory to performance 
instruction. Most important were his music criticisms including articles on Beethoven=s late music for the 
journal Caecilia. 
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Punto=s sound was praised by the father of François Fétis who reported to his son on 

hearing Punto in 1780: 

One cannot imagine a more beautiful sound than his, more assurance of attack, a 
more touching singing style, nor more precise playing of passagework. He played 
a silver horn because he found the timbre to be more pure and penetrating.208 

 
The horn was a compelling instrument for eighteenth century audiences. Horace 

Fitzpatrick points out that it was the horn=s affinity with the human voice that must have 

made this comparatively limited instrument so appealing, or, as he puts it, it was “the 

sheer beauty of the natural horn=s tone which packed the music-rooms.”209 Frohlich=s 

and Fetis= impressions of Punto=s sound seem to bear this out and recall some of the 

commentary on Beethoven=s playing in chapter one. Both seem to have had the ability to 

play in a beautiful cantabile style and possessed the flexibility necessary to do many 

things well in performance. 

In 1778, Mozart heard Punto in Paris and wrote to his father that “Punto plays 

magnificently.” In the same letter he expressed an interest in composing a work, probably 

the Sinfonia Concertante in E-flat, specifically for Punto. It is not known if Punto ever 

                                                           
208François Fétis, “Giovanni Punto” in Biographie Universelle de musiciens et bibliographie 

generale de la musique, 2nd ed. (Bruxelles: Culture et Civilisation, 1963) VIII:136. AMon pére, qui 
l=entendit en 1780, m=a dit qu=on ne peut imaginer de plus beau son que le sien, une sûreté plus grand 
dans l=attaque, une manière de chanter plus touchante, ni plus de précision dans les traits.@ 

209Fitzpatrick, The Horn, 178. 
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performed this work though some scholars think that the virtuoso writing for the horn 

reflects Mozart=s knowledge of and admiration for Punto=s brilliant style of playing.210 

It is certain that Beethoven wrote the Sonata for Horn and Piano in F, op. 17 for 

Punto and performed it with him, although details regarding the circumstances that led to 

the collaboration are scarce. Both Thayer and Fitzpatrick place the year of the musicians= 

meeting in 1800, during a period of time when Punto gave concerts in Vienna, as does 

Fétis, who states that Punto made an enduring impression on Vienna and that Beethoven 

was “enthused by the beauty of his talent.”211 Considering that the Sonata was dedicated 

to Madame Braun, who had already received the op. 14 dedication, and that her husband 

Peter was the director of the court theaters, of which the Bergtheater was one, it seems 

highly likely that the Brauns could have had a role in bringing Punto and Beethoven 

together. Perhaps they met in one of the weekly salons held in the Braun home. In any 

event, considering that the Viennese world of music was rather small, there was probably 

little chance that they would not have met during Punto=s stay in Vienna. Given Punto=s 

independence as well as his presence in Paris in its post-revolutionary political milieu, it 

is possible that Beethoven found in him an interesting companion as both expressed 

support for the ideals of the revolution. 212 

                                                           
210Kurt Janetzky and Berhard Brüchle, The Horn, (Portland: Amadeus Press, 1988), 64. 

211Thayer-Forbes, 256. Fitzpatrick, The Horn, 171. Fétis, “Giovanni Punto,” 137. 

212Citizen Punto revealed “revolutionary aspirations” in his composition “Hymn to Liberty,” 
commisioned by the General Counsel for the celebration of "Reason@ in Year Two of the French Republic, 
1793.  See Henri Kling, “Giovanni Punto, célèbre corniste,” Bulletin français de la Société Internationale 
de la Musique, (1908): 1069. 
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There is more certainty about the reception of the Sonata. After the premiere of 

the piece at the Bergtheater in Vienna on April 18, 1800, a notice appeared in the 

Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung: 

The famous, and now probably the greatest horn-player in the world, Herr Punto, 
is at present sojourning in Vienna. A short time ago he gave a musical academy in 
which a Sonata for Fortepiano and Horn composed by Beethoven so excelled and 
pleased that despite the new Theatre Ordinance, which forbids loud applause and 
encores, the two virtuosi were compelled by loud clapping to start the piece from 
the beginning and play it through again.213 

 
They performed the Sonata again on May 7 in Pest as part of a five-day celebration of the 

birthday of Archduchess Alexandra Pavlovna. A subsequent notice of the concert 

appeared in the Ofner und Pest Taschenbuch: 

Who is this Bethover [sic]? The history of German music is not acquainted 
with such a name. Punto of course is very well known. Punto is his name 
as an artist, his real name is Wenzel Stich . . .Three weeks before his 
concert in Ofen-Pest Punto appeared in a concert in Vienna, indeed in the 
company of a certain Beethoven.214 

 
Der Ungarische Kurier also included a report on the performance as part of a summary 

of the birthday celebration. After describing a theatrical production given on the first day, 

May 3, followed by a ballet and a ball on the next several evenings, the concert of May 7 

is covered: 

[As the closing event of the festivities]. . . after which a concert was given 
in the theatre, at which a famous musician by the name of Beethoven drew 
the attention of all those present by his artistic playing on the 
Fortepiano.215 
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Outside of Vienna, Beethoven was known somewhat but was not yet the celebrated 

composer he would later become. Although his career as a pianist was probably at its 

highest point in 1800, he had toured outside of Vienna only three times. Punto, who had 

traveled extensively by 1800, naturally received the greatest recognition.  

It is not known if the Sonata was written as the result of a formal commission or 

simply a verbal agreement made between Punto and Beethoven. It is easy to imagine that 

Beethoven saw an important opportunity to write for one of the day=s greatest 

performing artists. Furthermore, in his biography of Beethoven, Thayer remarked on 

Beethoven=s delight in writing for particular performers whose skills presented 

opportunities to explore new techniques and expressive possibilities for orchestral 

instruments.216 The cello sonatas, written for Duport in Berlin, are such examples.217 

In context of the present study, the horn sonata is striking at first glance because 

of the comparatively spare texture in the piano part. Perhaps Beethoven was considering 

the limits of the horn, something that Czerny referred to regarding Beethoven’s horn 

writing in general.218 On the other hand, clues to Beethoven=s approach may be found in 

Ries=s account of the composition of op. 17: 

                                                           
216Thayer-Forbes, 256. 

217Although Beethoven did not write specifically for the contrabassist Domenico Dragonetti (1763-
1846 ), he was told that Dragonetti, considered the Agreatest contrabassist known to history,@ could play 
music for cello on the contrabass. Thayer relates that when Dragonetti visited Vienna for several weeks in 
1799, he and Beethoven played the op. 5 no. 2 Cello Sonata. At the end of the performance, Beethoven was 
so happy with Dragonetti=s playing that he jumped up and embraced both Dragonetti and his bass together. 
According to Thayer, this experience influenced the composer=s writing for orchestral basses. See Thayer-
Forbes, 208. 

218 Czerny, Proper Performance, 18. 
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Beethoven almost always postponed the composition of the majority of his 
works due by a certain date until the last moment. He had, for instance, 
promised Ponto [sic], the famous horn player, that he would compose a 
sonata (opus 17) for piano and horn and would play it with him at a 
concert given by Ponto. The concert with the sonata was announced, but 
the sonata was not yet started. On the day before the performance 
Beethoven began the work and had it ready for the concert.219 

 
If it is accurate that Beethoven composed the work in one day, the very day before the 

performance at that, it may be that his part was at least partially improvised and the piano 

score served as a sketch for his intentions.220 Some caution must be exercised in 

evaluating Ries=s statement, however. His collection of reminiscences (Biographische 

Notizen über Ludwig van Beethoven) is considered to be reliable on the whole, but it was 

published ten years after Beethoven=s death. It is possible that Ries misjudged some 

memories. For example, in an early collection of sketches known as Autograph 19e, the 

close proximity of a sketch of the Horn Sonata=s slow movement and a movement for 

string quartet dating from 1799 suggests at least that the second movement of the Sonata 

had been considered earlier than Ries indicates.221 There is also some confusion about 

dates in Ries=s account of his first acquaintance with Beethoven.222 Henri Kling believes 

that the notion that Beethoven actually waited until the day before the concert to begin 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
219Wegeler and Ries, Bibliographische Notizen, 71. 

220Thayer suggests this to be the case. Thayer describes Beethoven=s habit of sketching his part 
and relying on “memory” and “inspiration of the moment” as habitual. See Thayer-Forbes, 256). 

221Douglas Johnson, Alan Tyson, and Robert Winter, The Beethoven Sketchbooks, 96. 

222Maynard Solomon, Beethoven, 2nd ed. (New York: Schirmer Books, 1998), 151, 450, n. 12. See 
also Alan Tyson, AFerdinand Ries (1784-1838): The History of His Contribution to Beethoven 
Biography,@ Nineteenth-Century Music, 7 (April 1984): passim. 
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composing the Sonata is based more on “fantasy than fact.”223 The idea that Beethoven 

would have waited until the last moment to compose a piece for an artist who enjoyed the 

stature that Punto did, and then improvise much of it in performance fits nicely into the 

Beethoven “myth” that was already growing during his lifetime and hit full-stride in the 

years following his death.224 Nevertheless, the autograph is lost, as is the unfortunate case 

with all of the works under study for this paper, so any clues it may have provided are not 

to be seen until that day when perhaps it will be found in some so-far-unconsidered dusty 

corner. 

A COMPARISON WITH THE RONDINO IN E-FLAT, WOO 25 

 
At the time Beethoven composed op. 17 several factors were emerging that may 

have influenced the direction his musical career would take and thus his approach to the 

Sonata. In order to place the Horn Sonata within the context of a transitional period of his 

life it may be useful to look at the Sonata in comparison with another genre utilizing the 

horn. The Rondino, whose scoring includes two horns, will be examined as a basis for 

comparison with the Horn Sonata C a comparison in which the piano may be considered 

the representation of another instrument in certain passages. The piano, with its capability 

of sounding multiple lines, is a natural representative of other instruments. The role of the 

piano in creating a “complete ensemble” when used with one other solo instrument is 

described by Leonard Ratner as the beginning of a new market in the early eighteenth 

                                                           
223Kling, “Giovanni Punto,” 1076. 

224See K. M. Knittel, “Construction of Beethoven,” 118-150.  
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century for what had once been primarily pianoforte sonatas with an ad libitum solo 

instrument.225 The integration of the two parts of the Horn Sonata suggests that 

Beethoven had in mind a piano part closer to a wind ensemble. This characteristic seems 

to reflect Ratner’s distinction of the piano’s role in creating a “complete ensemble,” but 

through the integration of the two parts it seems entirely possible that Beethoven had in 

mind a piano part closer to a wind ensemble or perhaps, at times, even a horn choir. The 

Rondino is an example of wind music that Beethoven composed in Bonn. It is an octet 

scored for pairs of oboes, clarinets, horns, and bassoons and was originally intended as 

the last movement of another octet for wind instruments composed around 1792 in Bonn, 

revised in Vienna, yet not published until 1829 by Diabelli as op. 103. It is interesting to 

note that these eight instruments represent the traditional instrumentation of 

Harmoniemusik after 1780,226 indicating that Beethoven was well-aware of the style and 

its market. 

Although Beethoven composed several works for small ensemble using the horn, 

the Rondino is an especially good example for comparison because it provides, on a 

small scale, a window on Beethoven=s treatment of the horn before its use as a solo 

instrument in the sonata. An example of the horn’s role in the overall texture of the 

Rondino is illustrated in example 4.2. The passage features close voicing of the two horns 

and their interaction with the bassoon.  

            

                                                           
225Leonard Ratner, Nineteenth Century Music (New York: Schirmer Books, 1980), 138. 

 

226The New Harvard Dictionary of Music, (1986), s.v. “Harmonie.” 
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Ex. 4.2, Rondino. 

 

The first use of the piano with the solo horn that is suggestive of a wind ensemble may be 

found in the chorale-like passage from the first movement of op. 17 beginning at measure 

31. Example 4.3 illustrates the close voicing of the horn and piano in thirds.227 

              Ex. 4.3, op. 17/i mm. 31-36. 

 

 

                           

                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
227 In all examples from the Rondino and the Horn Sonata, the horn parts have been transposed to 

concert pitch. 
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The prominent use of thirds in both passages creates a similar sound texture. Also, in the 

Rondino, the first horn has the melodic and rhythmic interest as does the solo horn in the 

Sonata. All voices under the “first” horns provide fairly static support. The bassoon, with 

its repetitive emphasis on the motion from V to I, creates an overall more active character 

in the Rondino. However, it is the predominance of close voicing in both examples that 

links the two styles compositionally. 

It is helpful to remember that the Viennese pianos at that time had distinct 

registral colors. The lower registers of some German pianos were described as having the 

sound of a bassoon.228 That quality of blend, practically lost in this day of performance 

with the valve horn and modern grand pianos, may have had some influence on 

Beethoven=s conception of timbre.229 

Another illustration of the closeness of voicing between the two instruments is 

indicative of a chorale, or, perhaps, a horn choir in which the piano completes the phrase 

in a continuation of the voicing style. Example 4.4 is from the second movement of the 

Sonata. Once again the close upper voicing imitates the relationship of the two horns of 

the Rondino, while the piano’s bass line suggests that of the bassoon. 

  

                                                           
228Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos 75. The bassoon reference is for 

the softer tone quality of the descendent of an earlier instrument known as Adulcet@ and not the modern 
bassoon whose tone is brighter. 

229Today we occasionally get a glimpse of what that sound may have been through performances 
on period instruments. An example is the striking blend between horn and pianoforte in the recording of 
this work by natural hornist Andrew Clark and fortepianist Geoffrey Govier: Ludwig van Beethoven, 
ASonata for Horn and Piano in F, op. 17," Beethoven, Brahms, Mozart: Music for Horn, audio CD, Angel 
72822. 
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               Ex. 4.4, op. 17/ii, mm. 5-8. 

 

 

 

 

 

Texture is another area that may be compared between the two compositions. 

Beginning in measure 102 of the first movement of the Sonata, the piano figuration of 

sixteenth-notes mirrors a similar figuration found in the first horn part of the Rondino at 

measure 26 where the second horn punctuates the momentum of the sixteenths with leaps 

comparable to the solo horn line in the Sonata. The following examples demonstrate the 

similarities. 

  

           Ex. 4.5, Rondino, mm. 26-29. 
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           Ex. 4.6, op. 17/i, mm. 102-105. 

 
 

THE PIANO IN A DIFFERENT GUISE 

 
The concept of the piano as a representation of other instruments goes back to 

earlier keyboard instruments. Ralph Kirkpatrick describes his perception of the 

phenomenon as found in Scarlatti=s harpsichord sonatas in his book Domenico Scarlatti: 

The imaginary orchestration of harpsichord sound is seldom absent from 
Scarlatti=s thinking. In this imaginary orchestration there are endless 
possibilities for shift of solo instruments, for changes of accompaniment 
color, for alternations of groups of instruments of varying sizes and color 
C in short, for all the resources of the eighteenth-century classical 
orchestra, strings, woodwind, brass, and percussion, as well as the 
castanets, mandolins, and guitars of Mediterranean popular music.230 
 

If, in the Horn Sonata, Beethoven desired to use the piano occasionally as a second horn 

to the solo horn line, an examination of what constitutes a horn topic may illuminate 

Beethoven=s 

                                                           
230Ralph Kirkpatrick, Domenico Scarlatti (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), 291. 



 
 117

musical masquerade. Among the various categories of topics described by Leonard 

Ratner in Classic Music are military and hunt music. The imitation of fanfares and 

signals from the hunt may be found in a broad range of eighteenth-century works.231 The 

horn=s history as a field instrument and its early dependence on the harmonic series for 

pitch production, contributed to the development of several characteristic gestures that 

have emerged as essential aspects of horn-playing.  Punto himself incorporated some of 

these gestures into exercises composed for inclusion in his manual, Exercice 

Journalier.232 The following excerpt from the exercises illustrates the practice of leaps: 

 

           Ex. 4.7, Punto, Exercice Journalier. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
231Leonard Ratner, Nineteenth Century Music (New York: Schirmer Books, 1980), 18. Examples 

given by Ratner include the Quintet in E-flat, K. 614 by Mozart and Beethoven=s Sonata in E-flat. Op. 81a 
in which the opening three chords correspond to “the final call or parting signal.” 

232Examples are from Reginald Morley-Pegge, The French Horn, 210. In his book, Morley-Pegge 
states that he owns the only extant copy of the exercises that he knows of. Since his death in 1972, his 
collection of instruments, papers, and books has been donated to the Bate Collection of Musical 
Instruments at Oxford University. 
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Example 4.8 features arpeggiated figuration. 

  .          Ex.. 4.8, Punto, Exercice Journalier.               

  

 

 

 

 

These challenging exercises are described as Avery irksome@ by Morley-Pegge, 

but serve as the basis for acquiring “an impeccable acrobatic technique.”233 They require 

constant shifts of the embouchure in order to execute the pitches quickly. The Sonata 

seems to purposely exploit Punto=s ability to play wide leaps and fast arpeggios well, 

thus suggesting that the horn part is, in those ways, similar to piano writing.  

Beethoven naturally gives leaps and arpeggios, staples of piano technique, to the 

piano in the Horn Sonata. The effect of these gestures is quite different, though, when 

heard in conjunction with the horn, an instrument for which they have become so closely 

identified in expressing its character. For example, the opening theme of the last 

movement is stated first by the piano and is not particularly pianistic in its exposed and 

broad gesture of an octave followed by a twelfth but is rather more horn-like.   

     

                                      

 

                                                           
233Ibid., 91. 
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            Ex. 4.9, op. 17/iii, mm. 1-2. 

                                  

 

 

 

The longer values of the half notes are sustainable by the horn and the leaps are 

characteristic of cor basse playing. Pianistically, there is no technical difficulty in 

executing these. The point here is not virtuosic display by the pianist, but is rather a clear 

reference to the kind of melodic leap that is identified with the horn. As if to compensate 

for this non-pianistic quality, however, Beethoven provides later statements of the same 

motive with varied filler, such as triplet figures beginning at measure 106: 

 

              Ex. 4.10, op. 17/iii, mm. 106-107. 
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and broken octaves at measure 114: 

              Ex. 4.11, op. 17/iii, mm. 114-115. 

  

 

 

  

 

These fillers are typical eighteenth-century figurations that may be found in any of 

Beethoven=s solo works as well as the works of his contemporaries. Thus the piano 

completes the ensemble with a dual role: that of a second horn and that of a piano part 

very much a product of its time. 

Recalling the early history of horn-playing and its role in the hunt, examples of 

fanfares may set the stage for passages of similar character in the Sonata. For example, in 

illustration 4.7, a fanfare entitled The View from a horn manual of c. 1746 combines a 

leap and a scale with the repeated note figure of the signals illustrated earlier.234  

Ex. 4.12, The View, (unmeasured). 

  

 

                                     

                    (example from Morley-Pegge, 77.) 

                                                           
234From Compleat Tutor for the French Horn, c. 1746, cited in Morley-Pegge, The French Horn, 

77. 
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The fanfare idea is taken further in an example from opera: Le nozze di Teti e di 

Peleo by Cavalli, first produced in 1639.235 This is an example of the musical topic of the 

hunt as described by Ratner. In a scene entitled Chiamata alla caccia (ACall of the 

Hunt@), multiple horns play the fanfare forming triads as they move in parallel motion. 

Example 4.8 is an excerpt from one of the parts: 

              Ex.4.13, Fanfare, Cavalli,(unmeasured). 

  

(example from Morley-Pegge, 79) 

Examples of arpeggios that recall the fanfare of horn-signals are featured in both 

the piano and horn at the end of the third movement and provide good examples of the 

blurring between characteristic eighteenth-century piano figuration and the piano 

presented as a second horn. Example 4.14 illustrates the piano as a second horn in the 

first two measures followed by the return of a familiar pianistic device that was noted in 

the op. 5 Sonatas and the op. 16 Quintet C the fast scale passage: 

 

                             

 

                                                           
235From Le nozze di Teti e di Peleo by Cavalli cited in Morley-Pegge, The French Horn, 80. 
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Ex. 4.14, op. 
17/iii, mm. 
143- 147. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another example that utilizes the broken chord is the fanfare-like passage 

occurring near the end of the Sonata. The piano leads and the horn responds to and finally 

echoes the descending figure: 

              Ex. 4.15, op. 17/iii, mm. 162-166.  
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The repeated note phrase of triplets given to the horn in example 4.15 recalls the early 

history of the horn as well. The cited phrase is reminiscent of the single-note hunting 

signal. In the context of the Sonata, the horn gesture at measure 162 (example 4.15) is a 

variation on an earlier Asignal@ played by the horn at measure 81 in the same movement, 

shown in example 4.16:  

             Ex. 4.16, op. 17/iii, mm. 81-82. 

 

 

 

 

Beethoven in turn gives this figure to the piano in measure 89:  

 

             Ex. 4.17, op. 17/iii, mm. 89-90. 

 

 

 

 

He does not, however, write the triplet version of the gesture for the piano. The execution 

of the repeated notes shown in the piano part at example 4.17 does not require as fast a 

key repetition as would the repeated note triplets from the horn figuration in example 
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4.15, if he had given them to the keyboard as well. It is interesting that Beethoven does 

not share the triplet gesture between the instruments.  

One possible reason for the omission may have to do with the Acheck,@ or Aback 

check,@ that part of a piano action that allows quick repetition of a key by stopping the 

motion of the hammer after it strikes the string thus avoiding its rebound. Viennese 

pianos between 1785 and 1805 were built both with and without checks.236 It is known 

that Beethoven owned a Walter piano during the period in which opp. 5, 16, and 17 were 

composed and all Walter pianos had the check mechanism.237 However, because the 

Sonata was composed expressly for performance and because in 1800 it was still possible 

that the piano that Beethoven would have played in concert did not include the back 

check, he may have been reluctant to assign himself figuration that could not be 

accomplished reliably on certain instruments. If he used his own piano for these 

performances, even with its checking device, it probably could not have executed the 

faster repetition required to imitate the horn=s triplets because, without the later 

invention of the “double escapement,” no piano could reliably produce extremely fast 

repetitions.238 It was not until 1821 that the French piano builder Sébasatien Erard 

                                                           
236Michael Latcham, AThe Check in Some Early Pianos and the Development of Piano Technique 

Around the Turn of the 18th century,@ Early Music (February 1993): 29, 30. 

237Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos, 2d ed. (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2001), 77. 

238It is possible that Beethoven did use his piano in at least some of his public performances since 
the moving of one=s instrument to performance sites has been documented. In a letter written to his 
daughter while visiting his son in Vienna, Leopold Mozart commented that Wolfgang=s fortepiano was 
“taken at least a dozen times to the theater or to some other house.” See Emily Anderson, The Letters of 
Mozart and His Family, (New York: St. Martin=s Press, 1966), II:888-889. A statement to Prince 
Lobkowitz=s cashier concerning expenses for a concert given January 23, 1805 includes a bill from 
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received the patent for one of the most important developments in the evolution of piano 

design: the “double escapement” or “repetition action,” an innovation that allows a very 

fast repetition of the key by the performer. 239 

At any rate, it is interesting to note that in none of the four works explored in this 

study, all of which were conceived for immediate performance by Beethoven, are there 

passages of fast repeated notes for the piano comparable to those given to the horn in 

example 4.10. There are, of course, repeated notes; for example, in the Allegro and 

Allegro vivace movements of the Cello Sonata, op. 5 no. 1 where they create both 

accompaniment momentum and motivic cells. But, as in the Horn Sonata, the 

presentation of repeated notes is in a rhythm that requires a slower repetition than that 

required to match the speed of the triplet repetition of pitches played by the  

horn. It was in this way that perhaps Beethoven as pianist-composer was at times limited 

by the instruments he played. Or, is it possible that the omission indicates a weakness in 

his playing? This intriguing idea is suggested by Edwin Good’s discussion of repetition 

action and the playing of pianists such as Czerny, Hummel, and Field. He notes that 

while they wrote to demonstrate “the full ranges of their own powers,” fast repeated notes 

did not figure prominently in their works and that they “omitted to make demands on 

their weaknesses.”240  

                                                                                                                                                                             
Beethoven for “transporting and adjusting the piano.” See Theodore Albrecht, tr. and ed., Letters to 
Beethoven and Other Correspondence, 2 vols. (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), 
I:154.  

239Edwin, M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos, 167. 

240Ibid., 169-170. 
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Nonetheless, even without this particular horn-like figure, in the Sonata for Horn 

and Piano, Beethoven created a work that can be viewed as an ensemble in which the 

piano frequently acts as another horn similar to the role of the second horn in the 

Rondino. Moreover, it is a work that is, perhaps, a transitional point along the continuum 

that was leading away from his career as a virtuoso pianist and toward that solely of a 

composer.  

IMPORTANT NEW PROJECTS 

 
By the time Beethoven became involved with Punto and the Horn Sonata, he had 

just published the piano sonatas opp. 13 and 14 and the Piano Variations WoO 75, all by 

December 1799. In addition to this activity he was already committed to one of his most 

important commissions up to that time: the 1798 commission by Prince Lobkowitz for a 

set of six string quartets, Beethoven=s first string quartets, published as op. 18. The 

importance of this commission lay in the fact that it provided Beethoven with the 

opportunity to learn the craft of writing in a genre of chamber music that was very highly 

valued. In his biography of Beethoven, Lewis Lockwood states: 

The quartet became a test of compositional ability for young composers, a way of 
showing their skill in writing idiomatically for four equally important parts. . . by 
the time Beethoven came around to quartet writing in the later 1790s, Mozart=s 
mature quartets were all very recent classics, prominent on the horizon. Haydn, 
the law-giving master of the genre from its inception, was still turning out new 
quartets on the same high level to which he had accustomed the musical world 
since the early 1770s.241 

                                                           
241Lewis Lockwood, Beethoven the Music and the Life (New York, London: W.W. Norton, 2003), 

160-161. 
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These works were the result of “massive preparatory work and extensive 

revision”242 and were published in two sets of three, the first in June and the final set in 

October, 1801. Not only was this period a very busy and productive one, but he must 

have felt the pressure of producing string quartets at a time when Haydn himself was still 

composing them. In fact, at the same time Prince Lobkowitz commissioned the op. 18 

Quartets from Beethoven, he also commissioned a set of six quartets from Haydn.243 

Another very important project came early in 1801 and it, too, represented his 

first major work in a genre he had not presented in Vienna: the ballet. This form of 

theater was very popular at the Viennese court under Leopold II. His son Franz I, who 

became Emperor in 1804, was married to the Italian Maria Therese, an accomplished 

musician herself and enthusiastic patron of music. It was she who commissioned 

Beethoven to write the music for the ballet, Die Geschöpfe des Prometheus (Creatures of 

Prometheus).244 Adding to the importance of such a commission was the fact that the 

highly regarded ballet master Salvatore Vigano (1769-1821) was the choreographer.245  

                                                           
242Ibid., 162. 

243Ibid. The elderly Haydn wrote only two of the six quartets that the Prince commissioned; they 
were published as op. 77. 

244John A. Rice, Empress Maria Therese and Music at the Viennese Court, 1792-1807, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 4. Barry Cooper does not attribute the commission to 
anyone in particular stating rather that “there must have been some commission and some guarantee of a 
performance that spring.” See Barry Cooper, Beethoven, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 98. 
Thayer suggests that the ballet could be a reason that Beethoven did not give an Akademie during the spring 
of 1801, a somewhat surprising circumstance given the success of the Akademie of 1800. He also attributes 
the commission of the ballet to no one person, but states that Beethoven=s dedication to Maria Therese of 
his Septet, op. 20, may have placed him in a favorable position for such a commission. See Thayer-Forbes, 
271. 

245Thayer-Forbes, 271.  
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The commission was made in January, 1801 and the premiere took place at the 

Bergtheater, March 28. This undertaking yielded his longest work thus far C over two 

thousand measures C and was a success, having fourteen performances given in 1801 and 

nine in 1802. To further assure its success, Beethoven quickly arranged the entire ballet 

for piano, an arrangement that was published within three weeks of its premier.246 

As the following table shows, the period from 1798-1801 was busy for 

Beethoven.  

TABLE 4.1 

        1799-1801 

 
Date 

 
Activity 

 
1798 

 
Commission from Prince Lobkowitz for 6 string quartets  

 
June 25, 1799 

 
Presented the first version of the first of these quartets to friend, 
Karl Amenda. 

 
Late 1799 or early 1800 

 
Made acquaintance of Punto in Vienna; plans for a horn sonata 
and performance together ensue. 

 
April 2, 1800 

 
Beethoven=s first Akademie (benefit concert) 

 
April 18, 1800 

 
Premiere of the Sonata for Horn and Piano, op. 17 with Punto 

 
May 7, 1800 

 
Performance in Budapest of op. 17 with Punto  

 
January 30, 1801 

 
Performance of op. 17 with Punto for charity concert 

 
January, 1801 

 
Received commission to write ballet Prometheus 

 
March 21, 1801  

 
Announcement appears for publication of opp. 15, 16, 17 

 
March 28, 1801 

 
Premiere of the Ballet 

                                                           
246Barry Cooper, Beethoven, 102. 
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April, 1801 

 
Publication of piano arrangement of Ballet 

 
June, 1801 

 
Publication of the first three of op. 18 String Quartets 

 
October, 1801 

 
Publication of op. 18 completed 

*The information for this table is based on four sources.247 
 

The surge of important activity, i.e., the commission for the string quartets before 

he met Punto and the machinations that would have brought about a commission as 

prestigious as Prometheus, may have played a role in the formation of the transitional 

character of op. 17 and its position among the chamber works of opp. 5 and 16. However, 

occurring simultaneously with all of this activity was Beethoven=s growing concern 

regarding his increasing loss of hearing, the implications of which were severe for a 

virtuoso performer. 

REVEALING HIS HEARING LOSS 

 
Beethoven=s auditory problems are thought to have appeared sometime between 

1796 and 1798.248 The first documented revelation of his fear of losing his hearing came 

in the form of a letter to his long-time friend Dr. Franz Wegeler (1765-1848).249  In the 

letter dated June 29, 1801, Beethoven wrote in a manner that reflected the friendship he 

felt for Wegeler: with openess and warmth he wrote about his activities in Vienna, his 

productivity in composition; he made friendly commentary on mutual friends and 

                                                           
247Cooper, The Beethoven Compendium and Beethoven, Thayer-Forbes, Life of Beethoven, and 

Lockwood, Beethoven: the Music and the Life. 

248Lockwood, Beethoven, 503 n3. 
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requested that Wegeler send a portrait from Bonn of Beethoven=s grandfather.250 Most 

arresting in this document is the chronicling, at length, of his attempts to deal with what 

he had begun to realize was not merely an ear ailment, but deafness. He wrote to 

Wegeler: 

 

That jealous demon, my wretched health, has put a nasty spoke in my wheel; and 
it amounts to this, that for the last three years my hearing has become weaker and 
weaker. . . .For almost two years I have ceased to attend any social functions, just 
because I find it impossible to say to people: I am deaf. If I had any other 
profession I might be able to cope with my infirmity; but in my profession it is a 
terrible handicap. And if my enemies, of whom I have a fair number, were to hear 
about it, what would they say? . . . Already I have often cursed my Creator and 
my existence.251 

 
 
Another letter dated July 1 of the same year was to his friend Karl Amenda (1771-

1836), a violinist who was the recipient of the first version of the first string quartet of op. 

18. The main theme of his letter to Amenda was also his increasing deafness: 

 

Let me tell you that my most prized possession, my hearing, has greatly 
deteriorated. When you were still with me, I already felt the symptoms; but I said 
nothing about them. Now they have become very much worse. . . . my best years 
will rapidly pass away without my being able to achieve all that my talent and my 
strength have commanded me to do C Sad resignation, to which I am forced to 
have recourse. Needless to say, I am resolved to overcome all this, but how is it 
going to be done? . . .when I am playing and composing, my affliction still 
hampers me least; it affects me most when I am in company. . .I am convinced 

                                                                                                                                                                             
249Dr. Wegeler was a friend of Beethoven=s in Bonn. They resumed their close friendship in 

Vienna when Wegeler moved there in 1794 and lived there until 1796.  

250Anderson, Letters, 57-62. 

251Ibid., 59-60. 
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that my luck will not forsake me. Why, at the moment I feel equal to anything. . . . 
My pianoforte playing too has considerably improved.252 

 
 
The reference to his improved playing was a reference to his idea, stated later in the 

letter, that Amenda would tour with him as an assistant if his affliction proved to be 

“incurable.” These two letters together reveal a growing anxiety regarding his future. The 

Sonata for Horn and Piano does not represent the end Beethoven’s public performing 

career. There were more concertos to come and he did perform the Trio, op. 97, in 1814. 

It does seem to be, however, the last chamber work composed for public performance 

with a specific partner in mind for a specific concert. It is hard to say at this time how 

much the hearing problems affected him and his ability to perform. It does seem clear, 

though, that he was making the initial steps away from his first career as a pianist and 

moving increasingly toward that of composer. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
252Ibid., 65 
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Chapter Five 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

 There are at least one hundred and fifty contemporary reminiscences written by 

people who came into contact with Beethoven under a variety of circumstances.253 Some 

of the commentators heard him play and their descriptions of his playing are fairly broad 

in scope. Some of them are merely fanciful while others are suspicious. Ignaz von 

Seyfried’s comparison of Beethoven’s playing to a “wildly foaming cataract” does not 

help to form a technical image of Beethoven’s pianism.254 The stories told by Edward 

Schulz and Franz Glöggl of breaking strings seem too exaggerated to be completely 

accepted. Breaking strings is certainly possible on occasion for anyone who played the 

delicate Viennese instruments of the 1790s (or, for that matter, the much sturdier pianos 

of today), but in the case of Beethoven, such stories took on legendary proportions and 

they may not have even occurred.  

The accoutrements of legend began accumulating in Beethoven’s lifetime and 

persist into the present. Turning again to Harold Schonberg’s book, The Great Pianists 

From Mozart to the Present, we recall the title of his chapter devoted to Beethoven: 

“String-Snapper, Hands on High.”255 Most likely, he wrote the book for broad appeal and 

                                                           
253 Sonneck, Impressions, iv. 
254 Thayer-Forbes, 205. 
255 Schonberg, Great Pianists, 71. 
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giving it “snappy” chapter titles was probably in the interest of good marketing. 

However, certain passages perpetuate the stereotypical image of Beethoven. For example:  

He would get carried away, pound the piano, and the strings of the delicate 
Viennese instruments would pop, or hammers would break . . No piano was safe 
with Beethoven. Czerny says that Beethoven’s bearing, while playing, was 
‘masterfully quiet,’ but that does not quite jibe with the impression of most others 
who saw him in action. A quiet player does not snap strings and break 
hammers.256 
 

His dismissal of Carl Czerny’s description is striking. Given that Czerny is generally 

considered to be a reliable witness, the statement is a testament to the power of myth257 

The search for information that could help form an idea about Beethoven’s piano 

playing is confused by the contributions of some of the witnesses. There are several 

reasons for this difficulty: Beethoven had a brief performing career, some witnesses 

elaborated on or possibly fabricated their accounts, and some of the commentators heard 

Beethoven only after he was deaf. During the period when he rarely played for audiences, 

Beethoven agreed to perform his Trio, op. 97, in 1814 for a military charity.258 Louis 

Spohr heard a rehearsal of the Trio and wrote that “on account of his deafness, there was 

scarcely anything left of the virtuosity of the artist which had formerly been so great.”259 

The time frame in which it was possible to hear him in his prime was very small.  

What concrete images of Beethoven as a pianist are perceived after this 

examination of the chamber music? A profile emerges of a pianist with sensitivity to 

                                                           
256 Ibid., 73. 
257 See K.M. Knittel, “Pilgrimages to Beethoven: Reminiscences by His Contemporaries,” Music & 
Letters, 84, no. 1 (2003): 19-54 and Alessandra Comini, The Changing Image of Beethoven: A Study in 
Mythmaking, (New York: Rizzoli, 1987). 
258 Thayer-Forbes, 577. 
259 Ibid.  
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instrumentation possibly gained from the experiences of playing these chamber works 

with other great artists. His use of long passages of undamped sound, his range of color 

through the use of registers, and his distinctive legato may perhaps be attributed, in part, 

to these experiences. He apparently had great facility for fast motion over the keyboard, 

as evidenced especially by passages with leaps. A certain amount of freedom in the upper 

body was probably one of his physical attributes in order to execute the many examples 

of fast broken octaves and passages requiring rotation of the arm and hand.  

It must be conceded that it is not possible to really know Beethoven’s sound and 

the scores cannot tell us everything. However, it may be that the scores themselves are 

where we find the best suggestions for approaching Beethoven’s playing and how he may 

have sounded. It might be said that they are the closest thing we have to a recording of 

Beethoven. A mere fifty years after Beethoven’s death, Thomas Edison spoke the words 

of “Mary Had a Little Lamb” as he recorded them onto a tinfoil cylinder. It was not long 

thereafter that music was recorded. Even the most primitive, rudimentary sound 

recording of Beethoven’s playing would be welcome: this is something we can only wish 

for, thus the scores can help us to get, perhaps, a bit closer to what his sound might have 

been.  
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 Appendix 

 

QUOTATIONS 
The first publication date for each commentary is to the right of the author’s name. 
Sources are Thayer’s Life of Beethoven, Elliot Forbes, ed., and Sonneck, Beethoven: 
Impressions by His Contemporaries. Additional sources for Carl Czerny are 
Recollections from My Life and On the Proper Performance of All of Beethoven;s Works 
for Piano. 
 
 Christian Gottlob Neefe 1783 

“Louis van Betthoven [sic], son of the tenor singer mentioned, a boy of eleven 
years and of most promising talent. He plays the clavier very skilfully [sic] and with 
power, reads at sight very well, and C to put it in a nutshell C he plays chiefly The Well-
Tempered Clavichord of Sebastian Bach, which Herr Neefe put into his hands. Whoever 
knows this collection of preludes and fugues in all the keys C which might almost be 
called the non plus ultra of our art C will know what this means. So far as his duties 
permitted, Herr Neefe has also given him instruction in thorough-bass. He is now training 
him in composition and for his encouragement has had nine variations for the pianoforte, 
written by him on a march C by Ernst Christoph Dressler C engraved at Mannheim. This 
youthful genius is deserving of help to enable him to travel. He would surely become a 
second Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart were he to continue as he has begun.”  

 
Carl Ludwig Junker 1791 

“The greatness of this amiable, light-hearted man, as a virtuoso, may in my 
opinion be safely estimated from his almost inexhaustible wealth of ideas, the altogether 
characteristic style of expression in his playing, and the great execution which he 
displays. I know, therefore, no one thing which he lacks that conduces to the greatness of 
an artist. I have heard Vogler upon the pianoforte . . . have often heard him, heard him by 
the hour together, and never failed to wonder at his astonishing execution; but Bethofen 
[sic], in addition to the execution, has greater clearness and weight of idea, and more 
expression C in short, he is more for the heart C equally great, therefore, as an adagio or 
allegro player. . . . His style of treating his instrument is so different from that usually 
adopted, that it impresses one with the idea, that by a path of his own discovery he has 
attained that height of excellence whereon he now stands.” 

 
Ignaz von Seyfried 1832 

“It would have been difficult, perhaps impossible, to award the palm of victory to 
either one of the gladiators in respect of technical skill. Nature had been a particularly 
kind mother to Wölffl in bestowing upon him a gigantic hand which could span a tenth as 
easily as other hands compass an octave, and permitted him to play passages of double 
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notes in these intervals with the rapidity of lightning. In his improvisations even then 
Beethoven did not deny his tendency toward the mysterious and gloomy. When once he 
began to revel in the infinite world of tones, he was transported also above all earthly 
things; his spirit had burst all restricting bonds, shaken off the yoke of servitude, and 
soared triumphantly and jubilantly into the luminous spaces of the higher ether. Now his 
playing tore along like a wildly foaming cataract, and the conjurer constrained his 
instrument to an utterance so forceful that the stoutest structure was scarcely able to 
withstand it; and anon he sank down, exhausted, exhaling gentle plaints, dissolving in 
melancholy.” 

 
Carl Czerny 1839, 1842 

“During the first lessons Beethoven made me work solely on the scales in all keys 
and showed me many technical fundamentals, which were as yet unknown to most 
pianists, e.g., the proper position of the hands and fingers and particularly the use of the 
thumb; only much later did I recognize fully the usefulness of these rules. He then went 
through the various keyboard studies in Bach=s book and especially insisted on legato 
technique, which was one of the unforgettable features of his playing, since the 
hammered, detached staccato technique of Mozart=s time was still fashionable.” 
 
 
“Nobody equaled him in the rapidity of his scales, double trills, skips, etc. - not even 
Hummel. His bearing was masterfully quiet, noble and beautiful; his fingers were very 
powerful.” 
 
           “He enriched the pianoforte by new and bold passages, by the use of the pedals, by 
extraordinary characteristic manner of execution, which was particularly remarkable for 
the strict legato of the full chords, and which therefore formed a new kind of melody; and 
by many effects not before thought of. His execution did not possess the pure and 
brilliant elegance of many other pianists, but on the other hand it was energetic, 
profound, noble, and particularly in the adagio, highly feeling and romantic.” 
 
Cipriani Potter 1836 
            “Beethoven=s playing was doubtless much impaired by his cruel malady. 
Although, from experience and a knowledge of his instrument, a musician may imagine 
the knowledge of his instrument, a musician may imagine the effect of his performance, 
yet he cannot himself produce that effect when wholly deprived of the sense of hearing, 
more especially a sensitive man like Beethoven. His infirmity precluded his ascertaining 
the quantity or quality of tone produced by a certain pressure of his fingers on the 
pianoforte; hence his playing, latterly, became very imperfect. He possessed immense 
powers on the instrument; great velocity of finger, united with extreme delicacy of touch, 
and intense feeling; but his passages were indistinct and confused. Being painfully 
conscious, therefore, of his inability to produce any certain effect, he objected to perform 
before any one, and latterly refused even his most intimate friends. These, however, 
would at times succeed in their desire to get him to the instrument, by ingeniously 



 
 137

starting a question in counterpoint; when he would unconsciously proceed to illustrate his 
theory; and then branching out into a train of thought (forgetting his affliction) he would 
frequently pour out an extemporaneous effusion, of  marvelous power and brilliancy.” 
 
 
Ferdinand Ries 1838 

“When I left out something in a passage, a note or a skip........or struck a wrong 
key, he seldom said anything. Yet when I was at fault with regard to the expression, the 
crescendi or matters of that kind, or in the character of the piece, he would grow angry. 
Mistakes of the other kind, he said, were due to chance; but these last resulted from want 
of knowledge, feeling or attention.” 

 
Johann Tomaschek 1845 

“In the year 1798, in which I continued my juridical studies, Beethoven, the giant 
among pianoforte players, came to Prague.” 

 
“Beethoven=s magnificent playing and particularly the daring flights in his 

improvisation stirred me strangely to the depths of my soul; indeed I found myself so 
profoundly bowed down that I did not touch my pianoforte for several days.” 
 

“I admired his powerful and brilliant playing, but his frequent daring deviations 
from one motive to another, whereby the organic connection, the gradual development of 
idea was put aside, did not escape me. Evils of this nature frequently weaken his greatest 
compositions....it is not seldom that the unbiased listener is rudely awakened from his 
transport.”  
 
Franz Glöggl 1866 

“Pieces were played and some of Beethoven=s songs were sung, and he was 
requested to improvise, which he did not wish to do. A table had been spread with 
food...and finally the company gathered about it. Search was made for (Beethoven) in 
vain and finally the company sat down without him. He was in the next room and now 
began to improvise...I remained standing beside him at the pianoforte. He played for 
about an hour and one by one all gathered around him. Then it occurred to him that he 
had been called to the table long before - he hurried from his chair to the dining-room. At 
the door stood a table holding porcelain dishes. He stumbled against it and the dishes fell 
to the floor. Count Dönhoff, a wealthy cavalier, laughed at the mishap and the company 
again sat down to the table with Beethoven. There was no more thought of playing music, 
for after Beethoven=s fantasia half of the pianoforte strings were broken.” 
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