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Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) was one of the most dramatic composers to ever have put 

pen to paper. The intense fire and passion in his music can be heard through themes and 

motives that remain notorious in popular culture today. ‘Short-short-short-long’ evokes a rapid 

and excited response…even in children. Despite having a natural sense for creating drama, 

Beethoven composed only one opera: Fidelio, Op. 72; and one oratorio: Christ on the Mount of 

Olives, Op. 85. Additional dramatic works include a smattering of musical overtures for various 

dramatic contexts. Leonora, Op. 72c, Egmont, Op. 84, and The Creatures of Prometheus, Op. 43, are 

his most lauded overtures, alongside the Coriolan Overture, Op. 62. Beethoven’s overtures have 

been an essential part of the symphonic repertoire, but became especially so following 

Toscanini’s 1939 recordings – issued during the conductor’s Beethoven cycle on 78-rpm vinyl – 

and the infamous Furtwängler recording with the Berlin Philharmonic in 1943. 

 

The Coriolan Overture, Op. 62, is a work full of heroic (German) character, written in 1807 for H. 

J. von Collin’s tragic play. Collin – himself, one year younger than Beethoven – attempted to 

attune the German Romantic poets with William Shakespeare in his telling of Coriolan, 

following his Viennese success in 1801 with his play Regulus. Collin’s Coriolan is based on the 

Roman General Gaius Marcius Coriolanus, as is the famous Shakespeare play with one glaring 

exception: Collin writes Coriolanus’ death as a suicide, whereas The Bard of Avon wrote it as a 

murder. Beethoven’s Op. 62 premiered on a special night in March of 1807 alongside his 

Symphony No. 4, Op. 60, and Piano Concerto No. 4, Op. 58, at the private estate of Prince Franz 

Joseph von Lobkowitz. Using a typical early nineteenth-century instrumentation, the work is 

scored for an evenly paired wind ensemble with two trumpets, timpani, and strings.  

 

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) was born in the German city of Hamburg, but lived nearly half of 

his life in Vienna, from 1869 until his death in 1897. His first major success in Vienna was A 

German Requiem, Op. 45, which premiered in the same year as his arrival…long before he would 

even attempt composing the first of his four legendary symphonies. To the then young Brahms, 

the symphony was almost sacred, a genre dominated by his hero, Beethoven, and highly 

popular amongst his contemporaries in Vienna such as Anton Bruckner, who was at the height 

of his career. After sorting through sketches, Brahms finally began composing his first, 

Symphony No 1, Op. 68, which premiered in November of 1876, with Symphony No. 2, Op. 73, 

premiering in December one year later. Symphony No. 3 in F Major, Op. 90, premiered in 

December of 1883, with Symphony No. 4, Op. 98, completing the progression in October of 

1885. It could be viewed, then, that his four symphonies form two pairs, with each pair 

embodying powerful contrasts: heroic to cheerful, calm to tragedy. The four symphonies 

together have an enduring legacy that stand as a crowing accomplishment for a great composer 

routinely known for his lieder and choral works, piano works, and string quartets.  

 



Symphony No. 3 in F Major, Op. 90, opens boldly, and is unmistakably the music of Brahms. 

The opening key of F Major collides with passages in opposing F minor, darkening the timbre, 

painting unresolved tension with the parallel shift in the tonal center. But the opening is simply 

a foretaste of things to come, as this magnificent symphony reveals many ambiguities and 

intricacies that clearly demonstrate the rare genius of the mind of Johannes Brahms. Gentleness 

and lyricism are dominant features of the first movement, which explores distant keys and 

harmonic shifts that would have sounded stark and fresh at the 1883 premiere, occurring 

during a period of advancing harmonic expansion. The composer associated with the greatest 

harmonic expansion of the Romantic Era would undoubtedly be Richard Wagner, who passed 

away not long before the premier of Symphony No. 3 by Brahms in 1883. Classical music fans 

like to enhance the rivalry between the two great composers, which, came to fruition on the 

night of the premier of Brahms third symphony on December 2, with Hans Richter conducting 

the Vienna Philharmonic…an entourage of Wagner fans attempted to petition and interfere, 

nearly resulting in a duel between the opposing factions. The Wagnerian’s crack to spoil the 

initial success of this glorious symphony – ironically – spawned one of the most successful 

symphonies of all time.  

 

Jean Sibelius (1865-1957) was Finland’s greatest Romantic composer, reconciling the German 

musical tradition with Scandinavian elements. His style is an infusion of regional folk music 

with expanded harmonic modalities and color, contextualized in mainstream classical culture. 

His compositional methods developed from the use of formal classical conventions to a new 

style based on variation and repetition. Sibelius is best known today for his seven symphonies, 

a notation software program that bears his name, and his Violin Concerto in D Minor, Op. 47, 

the only concerto he wrote.   

 

The creative journey that led to what we hear and play today as the Violin Concerto in D Minor, 

Op. 47, came about as a result of process: a painful, dramatic, and exhausting process that is 

worthy of publication. The original dedication of the concerto was to the skilled violinist Willy 

Burmester, who comes in and out of the story, but never actually plays the work…at one point 

refusing to ever play it, so, eventually Sibelius re-dedicated the concerto to the prodigy Ferenc 

von Vecsey, who was twelve years old, but very skilled. Burmester – originally – was to play 

the premier in Berlin, but then it got changed to Helsinki, and Burmester could not make the 

trip. Hence, Sibelius contracted with Victor Nováček, who disfigured the 1904 premier in 

Helsinki so horribly that Sibelius immediately began a major revision of the concerto, chiefly to 

cut passages more than to improve upon them. The concerto revision premiered in October of 

1905, with Richard Strauss conducting in Berlin, but Sibelius was not present, instead, he would 

not conduct the revised work until 1924 in Stockholm, himself. Burmester was again asked to 

play for the Berlin premier of the revision, but due to a conflict the concertmaster (Bohemian 

violinist Karel Halir) jumped in and performed in his absence. That episode led to Burmester’s 

earlier-mentioned refusal proclamation.  

 

The Violin Concerto in D Minor is a demanding work, requiring an advanced technical mastery 

of the violin, but also flexible musicianship and stage presence. This is due in part to the weight 



and balance given to the soloist, who is equal in voice and importance to the orchestra, a 

marked shift from earlier generations of the concerto where the soloist was the dominant voice, 

getting all the ‘good parts.’ The orchestra does not serve merely as the accompaniment in 

Sibelius’ mind, but as a balance. Sibelius adheres to the common concerto structure of three 

movements: fast-slow-fast; with the same scoring as the Beethoven overture, with two 

additional horns and three trombones.  
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