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Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) was the most significant German composer of the early 

Romantic generation. He transformed music through his creative spirit and his innovative 

musical developments. When comparing Beethoven to his Classical Era predecessors, his music 

may be more like the renovation of an older home rather than a reconstruction. In terms of 

musical structures and instrumentation, his legacy lies in the expansion of Classical models; but 

his ability to express and transform musical ideas remains why he is truly peerless. From the 

sublime to the grotesque, Beethoven ushered in Romanticism like a lion. The first published 

findings of the term “Romantic” appear around 1810 in direct association with his music, the 

inferred characteristic of which was boundlessness, or a freedom from limitations. It is not a 

coincidence that these ideas profoundly permeate his fifth and final concerto for the piano. 

 

Piano Concerto No. 5 in E-flat Major, Op. 73, subsists as the only piano concerto that he did not 

perform himself, due to his increasing deafness. The concerto was composed in Vienna in 1809, 

but premiered in Leipzig in November of 1811 under the facile hands of pianist Friedrich 

Schneider, with Carl Czerny – Beethoven’s student – performing as soloist for the eventual 

Viennese premier in 1812. Similar to his fourth piano concerto, Beethoven’s fifth endeavor in 

this genre is essentially a three-movement symphony that features a piano, but more 

ingeniously so. For example: he puts three short cadenza-like passages near the beginning of the 

first movement, and then fully notated another cadenza with specific instructions for end of the 

movement (something not terribly common during this time), instead of a typical soloist 

improvised cadenza reserved only for the ending. The fifth concerto is also more dramatic than 

the fourth – listen for the inventive use of timpani – which could be construed as introverted 

and much less confident, by comparison.  

 

The enormity and complexity of the first movement (Allegro) is parried lyrically with the 

second, written in B Major, an enharmonically misspelled third relation to E-flat (or, a C-flat, if 

you will). The Adagio un poco mosso opens with an introduction in the strings, who eventually 

bend to the contrasting liquid passages for the piano. The hovering long trills in the middle of 

this movement are the result of Beethoven’s need to sustain sound: a decay issue stemming 

from the technological limits of early nineteenth-century pianos. The final movement (Rondo: 

Allegro) is as grand as the first, known for clearly stated themes and a defined development 

section. The “Emperor” closes dramatically with a final statement of the third movements’ main 

theme. 

 

Ironically, history recalls Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 5 by the nickname “Emperor,” 

something that Beethoven plausibly would not have supported given the terror suffered by 

Vienna at the hands of the then ‘Emperor’ Napoleon Bonaparte…for whom Beethoven 

christened – and then ceremoniously undesignated – his Symphony No. 3, Op. 55, the “Eroica,” 

also in E-flat Major. Austria declared war on France early in 1809. Napoleon was in Vienna by 



May, where his forces would remain until 1814. Rumors claim the “Emperor” name originally 

came from a French soldier in the audience who exclaimed something akin to that at the Vienna 

premier (presumably because he was so overcome with emotion from the music) and the 

moniker stuck, despite being dedicated to Beethoven’s lower-ranking patron: Archduke 

Rudolph. 

 

Paul Hindemith (1895-1963) was the most significant German composer of his generation. 

Categorized as a Neoclassicist, Hindemith composed music that shares characteristics with 

eighteenth-century models, chiefly in form and structure – but also counterpoint – with 

distinctively modern harmonies. Béla Bartók is often labelled a Neoclassicist, as is Igor 

Stravinsky (although the latter is often called a Primitivist or an Expressionist), with their 

common link being a reliance on traditional musical forms. This group is distinctly different 

from the Post-Romantics like Mahler, Wolf, and Strauss, and from the Second Viennese School 

of Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern, who in turn represent an inversely different approach from 

the French Impressionists, Post-Impressionists, Les Six, and the Americans. The British, Italians, 

Spanish, and all other Eastern Europeans not named Bartók or Stravinsky have purposely been 

omitted for comparison, as well as popular music artists…the era that followed Wagner was 

indeed diverse, confusing, and tumultuous. Through it all, Hindemith found a place. 

 

Hindemith made a number of notable contributions to music, including the composition of a 

sonata for every orchestral instrument, and specific music for amateurs known as 

Gebrauchmusik. He was a viola virtuoso, who subsequently had strong beliefs about conductors 

and composers who were not proficient on an individual instrument. He wrote choral music, 

volumes of chamber music, and a few books in relation to music theory. Most notorious was his 

Craft of Musical Composition (1937), where he ranked scale degrees and harmonic intervals in a 

specific order from the most consonant (unison/octave) to the most dissonant (augmented 

fourth/tri-tone), providing a justification for the primacy of the triad. Ironically, he was not able 

to follow his own rules; and, theoretically, he was the most successful composer of quartal and 

quintal chords – that is to say chords that are built on fourths and fifths rather than triads – 

during this period.  

The horrific wars that were encapsulated within his lifetime helped shape his personality, and 

therefore his music. He participated in a band during The Great War while studying at the 

Hoch Conservatory in Frankfurt. The eventual rise of the Nazi party helped accelerate his leave 

for Switzerland in 1938 after his music fell under official disapproval. He then – reluctantly – 

moved to The United States in 1940, where he became a citizen, gaining a teaching post at Yale 

University. His Symphony in E-flat was composed in 1940 while spending time at Tanglewood, 

the summer home of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. He composed the work specifically for 

the BSO on commission from Sergei Koussevitzky, referring to it in letters as his ‘grown-up 

symphony.’ The symphony was completed by Christmas of that year, but Koussevitzky pulled 

the work from the ultimate program causing a rift between the two men. The Symphony in E-

flat was then premiered the following year in Minneapolis under Dmitri Mitropoulos and the 

MSO, and received fair reviews.  



 

While composers like Ravel and Strauss were primarily using non-traditional titles for their 

musical works, Hindemith took a conservative step in giving this work a traditional title with 

the inclusion of a key area. Stravinsky and Schoenberg followed similarly: the Symphony in C 

and the Violin Concerto, respectively, were both composed in 1940. Despite the traditional title 

by Hindemith, the Symphony in E-flat is anything but conservative. The first movement is bold 

and rhythmic, and stems from his view of himself as the continuation of the German line of 

symphonists. The brass are heavily featured here, an unmistakable link to Bruckner, Wagner, 

and Mahler. The second movement is lyrical, and the third is like a scherzo, featuring the oboe. 

The fourth and final movement begins as a march, climaxing and ending with resonant major 

triads. The instrumentation includes strings, piccolo, two flutes, two oboes, English horn, two 

bassoons, contrabassoon, two clarinets, bass clarinet, four horns, three trumpets and trombones, 

tuba, timpani, and three additional percussionists.  
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