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December 8 Program Notes: 

Ludwig van Beethoven  
(1770-1827)

Piano Concerto No. 4 in G 
major, Op. 58
Born on December 16, 1770, in Bonn; died 
on March 26, 1827, in Vienna. Beethoven 
composed the Piano Concerto No. 4 in 1805-
06. 

First performance: Following its private 
premiere in March 1807 at the palace of one 
of Beethoven’s patrons, the public premiere 
was on December 22, 1808 in Vienna, with 
the composer as the soloist. In addition to 
solo piano, the Concerto is scored for flute, 
2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 2 horns, 2 
trumpets, timpani, and strings. Duration: 
approximately 35 minutes.

Ludwig van Beethoven’s fascination 
with the piano concerto format 

stretches back to his teenage years 
in Bonn. He was around 13 when he 
made his first effort to compose such a 
concerto. It’s intriguing to realize that 
just at this time Mozart was beginning 
to produce his famous series of piano 
concertos in Vienna—works that 
would elevate the genre to the same 
level of artistry and imagination as 
the Classical symphony. All the while, 
Mozart’s innovations went hand in 
hand with producing a much-needed 
source of income to support his 
freelance career in the big city. After 

Beethoven moved to Vienna in 1792, he 
put a personal stamp on the Mozartian 
legacy when he performed his late 
predecessor’s D Minor Concerto (K. 466) 
in public, provided with cadenzas of his 
own making.

The genre of the concerto was 
especially attractive during the years 
before deafness forced Beethoven to 
abandon his career as a piano soloist. 
It allowed him to combine the roles 
of composer and performer in a big 
public setting: like Mozart, it was as a 
keyboard virtuoso that the ambitious 
young musician from Bonn made his 
name. Indeed, the Piano Concerto 
No. 4 would mark the occasion of 
Beethoven’s final appearance as a solo 
performer with orchestra.

That took place as part of a legendary 
concert on December 22, 1808, which 
also happened to include the premieres 
of the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies, 
as well as still other pieces, such as 
the unusual Choral Fantasy for piano, 
orchestra, and chorus (again featuring 
Beethoven as soloist), which looks 
ahead in some respects to the Ninth 
Symphony and which concluded 
this marathon event. Perhaps the 
sheer aesthetic overload numbed the 
impression made by the Concerto 
(not to mention the underrehearsed 
orchestra and a lack of heating in the 
theater on a bleak, cold Vienna night). 
In any case, the Fourth Concerto fell 

into neglect until Felix Mendelssohn 
posthumously made a case for this 
extraordinarily appealing score.

In his first three mature piano 
concertos, Beethoven had already 
fully absorbed what he could learn 
from the models Mozart had left 
behind. The Concerto No. 4 ventures 
into strikingly new territory. And, as 
mentioned, it represents Beethoven’s 
unintended farewell as a solo performer 
of his own concertos, since worsening 
deafness would make it impossible for 
him to premiere his final completed 
piano concerto, the Fifth (“Emperor”). 
The Fourth Concerto also shows the 
impressive variety of guises Beethoven’s 
so-called “heroic” style from his middle 
period could assume. Here, that style’s 
signature dramatic energy is combined 
with a serenely lyrical outlook. The 
early-20th-century German music 
critic Paul Bekker eloquently captured 
this aspect when he observed that 
the Fourth is “characterized by quiet, 
reflective gravity, by a latent energy, 
capable from time to time of expressing 
intense vitality, but usually preserving 
the mood of tranquility.”

In a sense, the Fourth ruminates on 
the concerto idea itself, taking a step 
back to reflect on still-untapped 
possibilities in the interplay between 
the one and the many. This is obvious 
from the stunning opening gesture: 
Beethoven casts aside the convention 

Ludwig van Beethoven

of an introductory orchestral 
exposition of the themes. Instead, 
the piano-as-protagonist launches a 
solo statement, the entire orchestra 
stepping aside. Even more unusually, 
this involves no dramatic fireworks but 
rather emanates a subdued, almost 
prayerful attitude—though embedded 
within those opening measures is 
an energetic rhythmic pattern that 
will carry through the movement. 
It’s worth noting that this pattern 
is a cousin, rhythmically speaking, 
of the “fate” motto from the Fifth 
Symphony—indeed of several works 
from this period, including the Sixth 
Symphony—on which Beethoven was 
also working when he composed the 
Fourth Piano Concerto. (The Fifth is 
often described as “exhausting” the 
potential of that rhythmic idea—yet 
Beethoven clearly knew much more 
remained to be mined from it.) Brief as 
it is, the opening piano solo embodies 
a tension, between the lyrical and the 
propulsively dynamic, that will prove to 
be fundamental to the work.

The magical point of transfer when 
the (likewise subdued) orchestra takes 
over from the piano brings a luminous 
change of key, thus prolonging the 
aura of reverie and further signaling 
that much of the Fourth’s drama will 
play out as new ways of presenting and 
staging the rapport between soloist 
and orchestra. In his study of all of 
Beethoven’s concertos, the eminent 
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musicologist Leon Plantinga discusses 
what he calls a “ruling conundrum” of 
the entire first movement, according 
to which the piano appears “as leader, 
showing occasional fine bursts of 
virtuosity, but remaining all the while 
devoted to the cause of tranquil and 
nuanced reflection, a curb on the 
orchestra’s propensity for energetic 
motion, for direct action.”

The brief Largo was interpreted by 
later Romantics as a hidden miniature 
“tone poem” re-enacting the ancient 
myth of Orpheus—specifically, the 
epi-sode in which the legendary 
musician-poet succeeded in taming 
the Furies in the Underworld in order 
to seek out his beloved Eurydice. (In 
this connection, it’s interesting to 
note the association sometimes made 
between the otherwise abstract Fifth 
Symphony and ancient tragedy.) 
To be sure, Beethoven establishes 
a sense of dramatic dialogue in the 
movement’s structure, which is also 
based on a rethinking of how the 
soloist can dialogue with the ensemble 
(reduced to strings in this case). The 
great musicologist Joseph Kerman 
has pointed out that we perceive 
the confrontations between the 
orchestra’s stern declamations and 
the piano’s soft, lyrical pleading not 
as non-sequiturs but “as a precisely 
modulated series of responses”—as a 
musical “conversation” that implies 
“crisis and reconciliation,” with that 
process also happening between the 
lines, as it were. This is the musical 
reading of the transformation that 
occurs (without reliance on an implied 

program). The result, according to 
Leon Plantinga, is that “this movement 
joins many others among Beethoven’s 
instrumental works that conjure up the 
idea of voices and song and dramatic 
situation.” Eventually, “as the two 
forces contend, they come to inhabit 
the same musical universe.” Concertare 
(the Latin root behind “concerto”) 
as struggle metamorphoses into 
concertare as harmony. Eventually, 
after the orchestral ferocity is 
assuaged, the piano erupts in a dazzling 
fountain of trills.

The rondo finale, not unexpectedly, 
contains the most straightforwardly 
extroverted music of the concerto. 
The main theme is propelled by an 
irresistible rhythmic charge; to this 
sound picture Beethoven adds the 
martial sonorities of timpani and 
drums. Yet he continues to explore 
the implications of the contrast 
between the lyrical and the dynamic so 
characteristic of the Fourth Concerto: 
a sweetly pensive second theme strays 
far from the battlefield spirit implicit 
in the call-to-arms rondo theme. 
Beethoven even seems to foreshadow 
something of the rhetoric of war and 
peace to which he will later turn to 
illuminate the “Dona nobis pacem” in 
the Missa Solemnis. At the same time, 
the sheer playfulness of this music is 
so refined that the Piano Concerto No. 
4 remains a perennial source of joy for 
performers and audiences alike.
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