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THE FIFTH OF BEETHOVEN AND THE TRAGIC

PROGRAM
Luigi Cherubini (1760-1842)

 Lodoiska, overture        

Étienne Nicolas Méhul (1763-1817)

 Symphony No. 1 in G minor       
  I. Allegro         
  II. Andante         
  III. Allegro moderato-Trio       
  IV. Allegro agitato
   
    INTERMISSION

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827)

 Symphony No. 5 in C minor Op. 67 “Fate Symphony”     
  I. Allegro con brio       
  II. Andante con moto       
  III. Scherzo : Allegro-Trio       
  IV. Allegro-Presto       
       
AKADEMIE FÜR ALTE MUSIK BERLIN
Bernhard Forck, violin and leader

PROGRAM NOTES 
On Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5

Musically and politically, 1809 was a year of upheaval all across Europe. A certain Ludwig van 
Beethoven (1770–1827) was both a main cultural figure and a dismayed witness of events. 
That year, Beethoven completed and began two works dedicated to his patron and pupil, 
the Archduke Rudolf of Austria, forced to flee Vienna following the Battle of Wagram against 
Napoleon’s troops: respectively, the Piano Concerto no. 5, known as “the Emperor,” and the 
Piano Sonata no. 26, “Les Adieux.” It was then that Beethoven also decided to bring his career 
as a virtuoso pianist to an end, his hearing loss having worsened to the point where he could no 
longer play before an audience.  

Added to this series of dramatic events was the publication of two of his symphonies, including 
the “Fate” Symphony no. 5 in C minor, which was disseminated slowly but surely throughout 
Europe. Its nickname refers to Beethoven’s own comment about the well-known four-note motif 
that opens the first movement: “Fate knocking at the door.” Three years earlier, in his Piano 
Sonata no. 23 in F minor, he had devised a succession of gripping arpeggios and thundering 
motifs, in their most rudimentary form, out of which emerged this very motif. The victorious 
energy of the Fifth Symphony’s fourth (and last) movement also impressed many critics of the 
time, including E. T. A. Hoffmann, who hailed it as an “impetuous swell of powerful imagination 
of the kind one scarcely finds in any other symphony.” This finale, which bursts forth in a blaze 
of brass with the same impetus as the previous movement, set off a small musical revolution 
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in the early 19th century, and undoubtedly contributed to the effect of orchestral power that 
surrounds the work and which has never waned, even after 200 years.  

Also in 1809, the French composer Étienne Nicolas Méhul (1763–1817) composed his Symphony 
no. 1 in G minor. The concurrence between Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and Méhul’s First goes 
well beyond fortuitous timing. One of the first to connect these two works was Robert Schumann, 
following a series of concerts given in Leipzig in 1837 and 1838. In his capacity as a composer 
and music critic, Schumann judged that Méhul’s symphony, “though stylistically different from 
German symphonies, [is] so spirited and well worked out, if not always free of mannerisms, that we 
could not recommend it highly enough to German orchestras.” To which Schumann added: “The 
resemblance between the symphony’s last movement and the first movement of Beethoven’s 
Symphony in C minor, and between the scherzi of these two symphonies is remarkable. Obviously, 
one composer was influenced by the other.” The nature of the obsessively repeated motif in the 
last movement of Méhul’s Symphony no. 1 leaves little doubt as to Beethoven’s influence on him. 
Beyond the “Fate” motif itself, we find a characteristically Beethovenian verve, a vitality, and a 
style characterized by fragmenting the musical material into its most concentrated form. In 
the third movement, Méhul, like Beethoven, alternates between very gentle passages featuring 
delicately plucked strings, and more powerful ones, where the strings swell and grumble.   

Conversely, the works of Luigi Cherubini (1760–1842) had a considerable influence on Beethoven, 
as the German composer himself avowed. On March 15, 1823, Beethoven wrote an impassioned 
letter to Cherubini, then Director of the Conservatoire de Paris, in which he declared, “True 
art is imperishable, and the true artist finds profound delight in grand productions of genius. 
I am enraptured whenever I hear a new work of yours and feel as great an interest in it as in 
my own.” Cherubini was, with Méhul, one of the main exponents of opera at the time of the 
French Revolution. His “rescue operas” made a strong impact throughout Europe, including the 
premiere of Lodoïska in Vienna, in March 1802. This opera not only inspired the music, but also 
the subject matter of Beethoven’s opera Fidelio, completed two years later. In the Overture to 
Lodoïska, arpeggios take on gigantic proportions and the musical phrases, especially in the 
codas, stretch out endlessly. Here, we have at least two distinctive traits, two aesthetic markers 
in Cherubini which the composer of the “Fifth” adopted in his own writing.

After Beethoven’s death in 1827, tributes simply poured in. In Paris, the Société des concerts du 
Conservatoire devoted entire seasons in his honour, presenting the first performances of the 
Symphony no. 5 in the French capital, in turn marvellously described by another composer and 
critic, Hector Berlioz. But even though Berlioz’s account may appear a bit overstated, one can 
very well imagine the audience’s jubilation at the triumphant bursts of this masterpiece’s finale.  
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Get to know him, his passion for 
acting and the importance of music
in his everyday life. READ+

Benoit Brière
A passionate spokesperson 
Mr. Brière is basically wedded to classical music, 
given that his spouse is a cellist—and in addition, 
Joliette-born. “A person who marries must adopt 
their wife’s hometown.” One might say that our 
Spokesperson is steeped in classical music 
everyday from morning to night!

“Don’t search for me this summer: I’ll be at the 
Festival de Lanaudière.”

This program was produced by the Festival de Lanaudière.
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