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Preface

 


It’s unlikely that very many lovers of
classical music would argue with Beethoven’s credentials as one of
the greatest composers of his or any other epoch. But over the
years, his deserved reputation has been built largely on the esteem
in which his major works emanating from the middle and later
periods of his life are held. The symphonies—Nos. 3,5,6, 7 & 9
in particular—have secured a place in the pantheon of great
symphonic masterpieces. The piano sonatas, long heralded as the
“new testament” of music for the keyboard, are without parallel in
their universe. Beethoven’s choral masterpiece, the
Missa Solemnis, and his sole
opera, Fidelio, have long
been certified as among the greatest of their respective genres
(despite the fact that both have had their detractors over the
years). His string quartets have also been highly esteemed, but
once again it is the middle works, the Rasumovsky Quartets of Op.
59, and the glorious if sometimes ethereal and puzzling late
quartets that have received most critical attention.

There is no question that Beethoven’s
earliest string quartets, the set of six from Op. 18 composed from
1798-1800, have come to be favorites of a number of professional
and amateur string quartets and tend to be heartily embraced by
audiences. But in general they inspire affection more than respect;
they are seldom considered to be among the composer’s greatest
works. And if that is true of the Op. 18 quartets, it is even truer
of the music Beethoven composed in his early years for other
chamber ensembles of various sorts involving wind instruments,
strings and piano. Many of these works are little known, some
seeming to exist only as entries in encyclopedia work lists. Many
of the major Beethoven biographies deal with some of them in a
cursory manner, and even the more specialized studies of
Beethoven’s chamber music, which are often restricted to his string
quartets, cast them no more than a sidelong glance.

This book, with no claims to exhaustiveness
or scholarly rigor, will attempt to address this situation, more
from the listener’s point of view than the academic’s. There is a
great deal of early chamber music by Beethoven that is beautiful
and completely satisfying in and of itself, and there is no
question that the chamber works provide a special window through
which we can observe Beethoven’s genius. Intimate, yet capable of
almost endless variation, chamber music represent an important part
of Beethoven’s total output.

Furthermore, the early chamber works are
also extremely valuable as an introduction to the marvelous works
of middle and late period Beethoven. Of course the whole notion of
the “three periods” of Beethoven, i.e., “early Beethoven” from his
earliest attempts to about 1801 or 1802; middle period Beethoven”
from 1802 to 1815;and the “late” works from that point to his
death, has long been under suspect in some academic quarters. To be
sure, any attempt to categorize Beethoven’s music in simple
chronological terms is doomed to failure at the outset. Still,
there is some merit in separating out Beethoven’s earliest chamber
works as a study in itself. It is in these early works that
Beethoven is forging some of the techniques and aesthetic premises
that he puts to such stellar use later in his career, and it is
here that the basis of his musical character is formed. And that
character, even in its earliest manifestations, is as fascinating
as any in the world of classical music.

So the following is meant as a listening
guide—not a scholarly study—focusing on a repertoire that has come
to be a favorite of the author’s and will, naturally, reflect the
author’s interests and prejudices. Other opinions will be duly
considered along the way, of course, but in the end it is the
reader’s opinions that will matter the most. If this guide
accomplishes its intention, its readers will have a better sense of
what to expect from Beethoven’s early chamber music and what to
listen for. As for any book of this sort, the descriptions and
analyses contained here will be much more meaningful if read right
before (or after) actually listening to the works in question.

If this book can add to the listener’s
enjoyment of Beethoven’s early chamber music, and, if—with the help
of this book— Beethoven’s admirers can discover an entirely new
corner of his world, then it will have fulfilled its purpose.







Chapter 1

The Early Years in Bonn




Personal life, Education and Professional
Development

In the later eighteenth century Bonn was a
prosperous, small to medium-sized German city sitting on the west
Bank of the Rhine River, south of Cologne. Its major claim to fame
(before Beethoven’s birth and early career there) was that it had
been for centuries the historical home of the Electors of Cologne.
Through its patronage, the Elector’s court held a great deal of
significance for the arts, especially music. A number of musicians
were employed by the Elector Maximilian Frederich to entertain
himself and his guests and, when he died and Maximilian Franz
replaced him as Elector in 1784, the situation for musicians was to
become even brighter.

One of the more valuable components of the
Elector’s musical establishment was Ludwig (Louis) van Beethoven,
the grandfather of the famous composer and a well-respected
musician (a bass), who had held professional positions in Belgium
before accepting the position in Bonn in 1733. In 1761, he was
granted the prestigious position of Kapellmeister at the court.
Although fortunate in his musical career, Ludwig was less so in his
private life. His wife developed a drinking problem that developed
into full-scale alcoholism and spent the last years of her life in
an institution.

The elder Ludwig’s son, Johann Ludwig, also
became a professional musician attached to the court at Bonn. But
here the resemblance ended. Johann was, by most reports, a singer
of limited ability whose vocal skills began to desert him
prematurely. As Alan Tyson has bluntly stated, “He was not the man
his father was.” Still, Johann was sufficiently conversant with the
piano and violin to be able to give lessons in both, thereby adding
to his own modest income.

He and his wife, Maria Magdalena Keverich
Leym, were to have seven children, only three of whom survived
infancy. Ludwig van Beethoven was the first to survive, baptized on
17, December (probably born a day earlier), 1770. The date—and even
the year—was to remain a source of confusion for some time,
probably even to Ludwig himself.

Three more of the couple’s children were to
die prematurely and two brothers survived, one of whom in
particular was to play a large role in Ludwig’s life some years
later.

History has been no kinder to Johann as a
father than as a musician. He did recognize his son’s talents at an
early age and began to train Ludwig in the rudiments of music as
well as piano and violin with an eye to increasing the family
income as quickly as possible. (Ludwig was also to study viola as
well, and it became his instrument of choice in later years when
playing string quartets and in the court orchestra). But Johann’s
approach to teaching seems to have been rigid and mechanical, and
he showed no interested in his son’s fledgling attempts at
composing. Thinking perhaps to emulate Mozart’s success as a child
prodigy, Johann arranged to have Ludwig perform in public at age
seven (although he was advertised as even younger by his father who
was hoping to make his talents seem even more remarkable). There is
no record of the sort of brilliant success that would have matched
that of the young Amadeus, and there is reason to think that the
boy might have been less than enthusiastic about the attempt.

Ludwig’s mother appears not to have played
much of a role in her son’s education—musical or otherwise.
Relatively little is known about her, but it is often assumed that
she was kind-hearted, quiet and serious, perhaps even given to
bouts of depression. Johann was clearly the dominant member of the
pair and he appeared more than ready to dominate his son in order
to achieve the desired results.

When Ludwig was eight, he was sent briefly
to a local organist for further instruction in keyboard skills and
perhaps elementary music theory. He interacted briefly with a
series of other teachers, including a relative who gave him further
lessons on the violin and viola. But in his early general
education, young Ludwig was not so favored, never going beyond the
equivalent of an elementary school education. This was typical for
the time and place for a boy whose family was of modest means and
who showed no particular academic propensities. Historians have
long speculated on the after-effects of this limited education,
some pointing out that the adult Beethoven was notoriously weak in
mathematics and sometimes seemed haphazard in regard to the finer
points of written communication (especially spelling and
punctuation). Still, it is clear that Beethoven did eventually
develop strong intellectual interests beyond music and his adult
tastes in literature (including the writings of Goethe, Schiller
and Kant among others) were impressively varied.

While Johann does not seem to have
dealt with his son with particular sensitivity, he did see the
value of connecting him in 1779 with Christian Gottlob Neefe, when
he arrived in Bonn as the director of an opera company. Neefe was a
more substantial musician and composer than anyone the young Ludwig
had encountered up to that point and their association paid off
immediately. When Neefe also became court organist for the Elector,
he chose the young Beethoven to fill in for him in his absence. It
was in this capacity—limited and informal though it was initially—
that Ludwig gained his first important performing experience as an
organist. By the age of fifteen, Ludwig would be playing the organ
every morning at 6:00 mass and would eventually be officially
recognized as Neefe’s assistant. Neefe also helped to introduce the
young composer to more sophisticated music, requiring him to come
to terms with some of the keyboard music of J. S. Bach, including
the collection of preludes and fugues in the Well-Tempered Clavier, an unusual repertoire for
a young man to master at the end of the eighteenth century.
Although generous by nature, Neefe’s standards were strict, and
young Beethoven sometimes chafed under them.

When Neefe was also put in charge of the
court’s secular music, he was able to find a temporary place for
the young man as cembalist in the court orchestra, a position that
gave Beethoven some initial exposure to some of the popular operas
of the period, including Mozart’s singspiel “The Abduction from the
Seraglio.” About this time, Ludwig probably began studying violin
and viola with Franz Ries, a family friend whose son, Ferdinand,
would become a close friend of Beethoven’s and a valuable source of
information about the composer’s younger years. This advanced
instruction would eventually lead, by 1789, to Ludwig’s
professional success as a violist in the court orchestra, an
experience that was to be of lasting benefit as a composer, giving
him first hand-experience with negotiating the inner parts of
string writing.

Under Neefe’s caring but rigorous
tutelage, Beethoven made his first attempts at composition. One of
them, a set of variations on a march by Dressler (WoO 63), even
found a publisher, thanks to Neefe. His relationship with Ludwig
was crucial to his development at this point. Since the young
Beethoven lacked an affectionate relationship with his father,
Neefe’s encouragement to Ludwig—both as a composer and as a
pianist—played an important role in giving a young man somewhat
lacking in social skills the confidence he needed to succeed.
Neefe’s pride in his young charge can be seen in this description
he wrote of him for Cramer’s
Magazine in March, 1783:

Louis van Beethoven, son of the tenor singer
mentioned, a boy of eleven [actually twelve, his father had
exaggerated Ludwig’s youth to make his abilities seem all the more
remarkable] and of most promising talent. He plays the clavier very
skillfully and with power, reads at sight very well, and—to put it
in a nutshell—he plays chiefly “The Well-Tempered Clavier” of
Sebastian Bach, which Herr Neefe put into his hands…As 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 [by Ernst Christoph Dressler] engraved at
Mannheim. This youthful genius is deserving of help to enable him
to travel. He would surely become a second Amadeus Mozart were he
to continue as he has begun.

 


While it’s the purpose of this guide
to focus on Beethoven’s early chamber music, we’ll stop for a
moment to take a quick look at Beethoven’s first publication,
his Nine Variations on a March by
Dressler (WoO 63).

The piece was dedicated to Countess
Wolf-Metternick in 1782 and, as was the custom of the time,
probably earned Beethoven a valuable gift from the Countess in
return. At first glance, it’s a little difficult to determine why
this particular march would attract the young composer’s ear.
Dressler’s piece is largely unremarkable, although not complete
devoid of atmosphere. The first of two eight-bar sections consists
of two groups of four-bar phrases, the first beginning and ending
in the key of C minor, and the second migrating to the relative
major key of E-flat major. The second eight-bar section begins in
E-flat, touches briefly on a closely related key, and then
concludes in C minor.

Block chords in repeated march-like dotted
rhythms anchor a simple, mostly stepwise and somewhat repetitive
melody that leaps modestly and predictably up or down a fourth from
time to time.

Harmonically, the little piece is fairly
simple: the first section is dominated initially by alternations of
tonic and dominant chords. The second four-bar phrase offers a
little more harmonic variety as it makes it way to E-flat
major.

The second section of eight bars, starting
in E-flat, begins by tonicizing the subdominant chord (F minor),
i.e., by preceding it with a “secondary dominant.” This technique
had been a common one in music since the baroque period. A
secondary dominant is a chromatic chord that serves to give the
impression that the chord that follows it is temporarily serving as
the new tonic chord. But the effect is generally short-lived, as it
is here; the key soon settles back solidly into the original tonic
of C minor and concludes there six bars later. In short, Dressler’s
march is fairly conventional and his harmonic accompaniment only
mildly colorful.

Beethoven’s treatment of Dressler’s theme is
generally straightforward. He transforms the original block-chord
accompaniment in the first part into a variety of Alberti
bass-styled patterns (i.e., those based on ascending or descending
arpeggios or broken chord patterns). His first and third variations
leave the original melody mostly intact. In the other variations,
he varies the tune in rather conventional ways, frequently by
embroidering the original shape with fast moving scale lines and
arpeggio patterns. Beethoven seems perfectly happy to leave the
rather commonplace harmonic pattern in place for the most part,
although he does stretch the progression out to twice its original
length in one variation and enriches it slightly with new secondary
dominant chords in another.

Beethoven’s melodic ornamentations are
idiomatic enough, and some commentators have found touches of
originality in his piano figuration, which does manage to show off
the young pianist’s improving technique in places. But his refusal
to bend the rather mundane original chord progression in any new
direction soon makes the piece tiresome. Beethoven will eventually
become a master at transforming simple little tunes in highly
imaginative ways but, in this case, one can only suggest that
Beethoven’s work is a more-than-respectable start for a boy of not
quite thirteen.

As modest as this first effort may have
been, Neefe clearly saw something in Beethoven’s variations that
showed some promise of greater achievement and so took the trouble
of having the work published. Neefe’s assistance to the young
Beethoven in securing a publisher for this work certainly helped to
provide a confidence boost for the young man. But Neefe contributed
to Beethoven’s growth in a number of other ways as well, many of
them of greater lasting importance. For example, Neefe’s erudition
in literary and philosophical matters were also eye-opening to the
young Beethoven, who would have encountered little intellectual
stimulation at home. Now, through Neefe, he was exposed—at least to
a limited degree—to some of the newer literary trends, including
the emotionally intense German “Sturm und Drang” movement
associated with the younger Goethe among others. Ludwig remained
grateful to Neefe for broadening his horizons and later expressed
the view that, if he were to become a great composer, part of the
credit would go to Neefe.

If the young Beethoven was fortunate to have
such a friendly, productive relationship with Neefe, he was equally
fortunate to develop a good relationship with Maximilian Franz, who
acceded to the position of Elector in 1784. At that point Beethoven
began to receive a modest salary as court organist and his
compositional activity increased somewhat, producing an unpublished
piano concerto in E major among other works.

With the encouragement of Neefe and funding
from the new Elector, Beethoven made a visit to Vienna, far and
away the most important music center of the German-speaking world,
in 1787. There he met Mozart and may have had a few lessons from
him. Hearing him improvise on a theme provided by Mozart himself,
Wolfgang is purported to have announced that the young Beethoven
would someday “give the world something to talk about.” While
Mozart’s statement may well be apocryphal, there seems little doubt
that Beethoven was encouraged by his visit with the great
composer.

But Beethoven’s visit to Vienna was cut
short. Word was passed to him that his mother’s health—fragile for
some time—had taken a turn for the worst. He returned to Bonn to
find her dying of tuberculosis in July of 1787. Beethoven was
heart-broken when she passed away and expressed his intense grief
openly. Thereafter, things went from bad to worse in the Beethoven
household. His father, Johann, had begun to drink heavily even
before his wife’s death (and after the death of yet another
infant), and the blow of her passing apparently exacerbated the
situation profoundly. This problem, along with Johann’s generally
unstable behavior and his failing voice, drove Ludwig to take the
exceptional step of petitioning for half of his father’s salary so
that he could support himself and his brothers. Johann willingly
passed half of his stipend on to his son and Ludwig began, in
effect, to function as the head of the family, which at that point
consisted of Beethoven, his two brothers Caspar Carl and Johann,
and a little girl of eighteen months, who was to die some four
months later.

Although this was unquestionably a period of
stress for Beethoven, frantically busy with his lessons, playing
viola in the court and theatre orchestras and still recovering from
his mother’s loss, there were some consolations and pleasures in
this period as well. The families of his friend, Franz Anton Ries,
and, in particular, the von Breuning family, headed by matriarch
Helene von Breuning and her husband, Stephan, took the young
composer under their wing. Beethoven became fast friends with the
three von Breuning children, especially Gerhard, and Mrs. von
Breuning was eventually to become almost like a second mother to
Beethoven, trying (not always successfully) to smooth out some of
the rough edges in his personality and demeanor. Beethoven
sometimes stayed with the von Breunings in their country home where
they welcomed him into their social circle and introduced him to
various elegant young ladies, some of whom Beethoven became (at
least temporarily) smitten with. In the bosom of the von Breuning
family, Beethoven met and connected with a number of the
intellectual notables of the day, further expanding his
intellectual and literary interests.

Also in this period (and probably through
his connection with the von Breunings), Beethoven developed a
relationship with Franz Wegeler who, although five years older, was
destined to become one of Beethoven’s greatest lifetime friends
and, later, an important source of information about the composer.
Beethoven also met in this period Count Waldstein, with whom he was
to develop a lasting friendship and to whom he later dedicated his
powerful Piano Sonata No. 21 in C Major, Op. 53. His connection to
Waldstein was to pay dividends right from the beginning as the
Count would sometimes bring the young Beethoven as a guest to
various intellectual and literary gatherings to which the Count was
privy and would also support him financially.

According to Anton Reicha, later to become
an important composer and theorist in his own right, Beethoven and
Reicha attended some classes at the newly upgraded Bonn University.
Here Beethoven would reportedly encounter, among others, Eulogius
Schneider, a fire-breathing professor of philology famous for his
anti-clerical taunting and generally revolutionary views. Beethoven
was apparently a subscriber for one of Schneider’s books of poems,
but the extent to which the young man was a follower of the
author’s more radical views at that point is difficult to
determine.

The most important composition of this
period is Beethoven’s cantata in commemoration of Emperor Joseph
II, who died in February, 1790. Joseph, the Elector’s older
brother, was well known for his devotion to the ideals of the
Enlightenment (as he understood them) and the relatively liberal
policies based on those ideals. Although Beethoven received a
commission to produce the work (somewhat remarkable in itself for
an unproven young composer), the work was never performed, either
because the score was not completed in time (the celebration was
planned for March 19) or, as it was reported, because the musicians
found the parts too difficult to deal with on short notice. Since
Beethoven was subsequently asked to write another work for the
coronation of Joseph’s brother Leopold (also unperformed), it seems
that there was little question about the quality of Beethoven’s
first effort. And even though the composition was not then
performed (it had to wait until 1884 to receive a full
performance), it still served a useful purpose. Beethoven showed
the score to Franz Joseph Haydn, presumably when the latter was
travelling through Bonn in 1792, and Haydn was impressed with the
work, urging Beethoven to continue on with his efforts and
promising to take him on (tuition-free) as a student were he to
move to Vienna.

The commissioning of the two cantatas, their
failure to be performed, and the encouragement offered to Beethoven
by Haydn, combined to prompt Beethoven to consider a permanent
relocation to Vienna. Beethoven was increasingly convinced it was
time for him to make his mark on the most musical city of the
German-speaking world. And although Mozart, clearly Beethoven’s
greatest inspiration at this point in his life, had recently died,
Beethoven was convinced that working with Haydn would be a valuable
experience. The Elector had promised to pay Beethoven’s expenses in
Vienna with the thought that the young composer would return to
Bonn an even greater adornment for the court. Count Waldstein’s
views in this matter appear to have been pivotal. In an oft-quoted
letter to Beethoven, Waldstein declared:

 


Dear Beethoven,

You are going to Vienna in fulfillment of
your long-frustrated wishes. The Genius of Mozart is still mourning
and weeping over the death of her pupil. She found a refuge but no
occupation with the inexhaustible Haydn; through him she wishes
once more to form a union with another. With the help of assiduous
labor you shall receive Mozart’s spirit from Haydn’s hands.

 


But political events were moving quickly and
Beethoven left for Vienna just in time. With the French army
advancing rapidly into Germany and the Hessians rallying to meet
the challenge, Beethoven reported that he had to tip the driver of
the coach “one small thaler” because he “went like the devil right
through the Hessian armies” to get to Vienna before active
hostilities broke out. By 10 November, 1792, Beethoven was safely
ensconced in that famous city and had entered an important new
phase of his life.

The compositions of those last years in
Bonn, other than the two unperformed cantatas, were mostly piano
works and lieder (songs). But there were three piano quartets of
particular importance composed in this period and we’ll take a look
at them in the next chapter.

 


A note on sources:

A good starting place for anyone
seeking a more complete account of Beethoven’s life would be the
article on Beethoven by Joseph Kerman and Alan Tyson in Stanley
Sadie, ed., The New Grove Beethoven
(W. W. Norton & Company, 1997).

Of the many other Beethoven general
biographies (or related studies) readily available, among the best
are: Lewis Lockwood, Beethoven: The Music
and the Life (W. W. Norton & Company, 2003), a
well-rounded approach with a number of keen musical insights,
including commentary on some of Beethoven’s earliest chamber works;
Maynard Solomon, Beethoven,
rev. ed. (Schirmer, 2001); and also Solomon’s
Beethoven Essays (Harvard University
Press, 1990), both particularly known for their psychoanalytical
approach; Barry Cooper, Beethoven (The
Master Musicians) (Oxford University Press, 2000), as
well as Cooper’s Beethoven and the
Creative Process (Clarendon Press, 1990), and Cooper,
ed., The Beethoven Compendium
(Thames and Hudson, 1991); Scott Burnham’s
Beethoven Hero (Princeton University
Press, 2000); also Scott Burnham, ed. and Michael P. Steinberg,
ed., Beethoven and his World
(Princeton University Press, 2000); and George R.
Marek, Beethoven: Biography of a
Genius (Apollo Editions, 1972). Not as recent as the
others but still very valuable is Donald Francis Tovey,
Beethoven, ed. Hubert J. Foss
(Oxford University Press, 1944).

Perhaps the most comprehensive of the
general biographies is Elliot Forbes, ed., Thayer’s Life of Beethoven, Parts I & II
(Princeton University Press, 1991 & 1967), still considered
definitive by many, although critics have pointed out a number of
errors. A special category of books offering insights into
Beethoven’s life are those written by Beethoven’s peers and
colleagues. Perhaps the most famous of these is Anton Felix
Schindler’s Beethoven as I Knew
Him, ed. Donald W. MacArdle & trans. Constance S.
Jolly (Dover Edition, 1966). Historians have challenged the
accuracy of a number of his anecdotes over the years and Schindler
does show a pronounced tendency toward self-aggrandizement.
Nevertheless, it’s a valuable study insofar as it reflects the
early beginnings of the myth-making that began even when Beethoven
was still alive. A similar but more trusted eye-witness account is
Gerhard von Breuning’s Memories of
Beethoven: From the House of the Black-robed
Spaniards, ed. Maynard Solomon (Cambridge University
Press, 1992). Another important source of first-hand information
from Beethoven’s contemporaries is The
Biographical Notes of Franz Wegeler and Ferdinand Ries,
trans. Frederick Noonan (Great Ocean Publishers, 1987).
Somewhat similar in nature is Oscar Sonneck’s, Beethoven: Impressions by his Contemporaries
(Dover Edition, 1967), which must be approached with a little
caution but still can be a valuable resource.

No two sources tell Beethoven’s story in
exactly the same way, partially because the record is sometimes
vague about some details of Beethoven’s life and because
eye-witness accounts (or what are presented as eye-witness
accounts) are not always equally trusted by everyone.







Chapter 2

The Piano Quartets, WoO 36


The Piano Quartets

As a classic period chamber music genre,
Piano quartets—consisting of piano, violin, viola & cello— are
not as familiar as string quartets (two violins, viola, cello),
piano trios (piano, violin, cello) or even string trios (usually
violin, viola, cello). Mozart’s Piano Quartet No. 1, K. 478,
composed in 1785, is often described as the first major work in
this genre. (Mozart was to write only one more piano quartet, and
Haydn—so prolific in other chamber music forms—composed none).

Whether or not inspired by his beloved
Mozart, Beethoven turned to the genre in 1785 and wrote three
ambitious works. Although they may have served as entertainment for
the court, all three were most likely meant—at least initially—to
be played in an informal context: four musician friends playing for
their own enjoyment, with Beethoven himself quite likely
contributing as pianist. Joseph Kerman has made the point that
Beethoven’s early chamber music, especially his string quartets
through at least the Op. 18 collection of six, was composed
primarily for a “collegial” audience, an audience for which the
players themselves formed the core. Playing chamber music in a
small group was probably seen by most musicians (at least the more
confident ones) as an experience superior to laboring away on the
orchestral repertoire in a group of sixteen other strings with all
parts doubled.

In a quartet, musicians were able to make an
important contribution to the overall results and perhaps even add
subtle expressive details of their own without derailing the group
experience. Much has been said about the “conversational” nature of
late eighteenth century chamber music, the idea that all of the
participants are contributing equally to the whole and commenting
wittily on each other’s contributions. In most mature chamber music
of this period (including Beethoven’s string quartets of Op. 18),
that quality is almost always present. These three early piano
quartets show flashes of realizing that ideal but, on the whole,
the piano tends to dominate a bit too much and the strings
sometimes contribute too little to be considered equal partners.
Still, that is, at least to a degree, to be expected. The piano was
Beethoven’s primary instrument. As a soloist, he was already
starting to become known for his improvisational skills as well as
for his interpretive skills. Besides, it had long been the
tradition that when the piano was included in the chamber music
mix, it often acted as the “first among equals.” So perhaps the
young Beethoven can be forgiven an over-zealous use of the piano
and an underuse of the strings from time to time in this early
works.

All three of the quartets show authentic
points of interest, but we’ll take our closest look at the first of
the three piano quartets.

 


Piano Quartet in E-flat Major, WoO 36, No.
1

Mozart’s Piano Quartet No. 1 in G Minor may
have inspired Beethoven to take up the genre, but his first essay
in the style is, as Lewis Lockwood has pointed out, modeled firmly
on a different work by Mozart—his Sonata for Piano and Violin No.
35 in G major, K. 379.

The form for Beethoven’s piano quartet is a
bit unusual: only two movements, the first with a long slow
introduction followed by an Allegro section, and the second a theme
and variations—the exact same form used by Mozart in his
sonata.

 


Movement I

Adagio Assai,
E-flat major,
2/4

The introduction begins in E-flat
major with a simple but elegant melody that circulates around the
third of the chord (G) initially, and adds a touch of poignancy
with an accented major seventh dissonance in the second measure.
This is followed shortly thereafter by an ascending leap and a
quick move to tonicize C minor. Right from the beginning Beethoven
is manipulating dynamic levels in an attempt to generate a little
drama. Fortes
(“F” indicating loud)
alternate with pianos
(“P” indicating soft),
sometimes with fortepianos
(“FP” indicating
suddenly loud followed immediately after by soft) inserted between
them. All of this takes place in just the first four
measures.

Ex. 1-A

[image: tmp_576f8843144ecdeb34ccc4f6a3bd4168_L9pmtL_html_3a84e40b.jpg]

From the relative minor (C minor), the
tonality is shifted abruptly (and a little clumsily) back to E-flat
and the first phrase is repeated with variation, solidly on tonic.
To this point, all of the interesting melodic activity is in the
piano, although the strings contribute a warm, full backdrop due to
the double stops (two strings bowed at the same time) in the violin
and viola parts. As indicated earlier, it isn’t uncommon for the
piano to dominate in chamber music combining strings and piano,
although Beethoven’s reliance on it in his earliest works may be a
bit more than usual.

These first few bars provide the essence of
the movement, or at least of the slow introduction that takes up
more than half its length.

For the next several measures, the piano
offers a series of embellished flourishes with some passing
chromaticism spicing up a mostly conventional harmonic backdrop.
But even here there are a few surprises. At one point the tonic
chord of E-flat is given a flat seventh that transforms it into a
secondary dominant. You would then expect such a chord to resolve
up a fourth to the subdominant chord (on the fourth scale degree)
according to the conventional harmonic grammar of the period. But
it doesn’t. Instead, the bass of that E-flat chord moves up a step
chromatically and then resolves to an F minor chord (supertonic in
the key). As soon as Beethoven introduces this subtlety, we
immediately get a sense that we have moved on quite a bit from the
Dressler Variations in terms of harmonic sensitivity.

The slow introduction is long and complex.
After the initial theme in the tonic key of E-flat, there is a
contrasting—and at times sweetly lyrical—theme in the key of the
dominant (B-flat major), given over mostly to the violin and viola.
Following this is a new and attractive (if largely conventional)
closing theme. After a double bar and a repeat sign (although
musicians since the twentieth century would be very unlikely to
take that repeat), there is a coda that takes on the function of a
development section in which some of the earlier themes are
developed and the tonal center moves quickly from key to key, often
wandering far afield from the original tonic key. So although this
entire section initially appears to be “merely” a slow introduction
to the movement, it takes on some of the functions of a sonata form
in and of itself.

Slow introductions that seem to be
mini-sonata forms are not particularly common, at least not at this
point in history. Where does the idea come from? Probably from
Mozart’s Sonata No. 35 for piano and violin. Beethoven’s form may
be a bit unusual here, but it is unusual in much the same way that
Mozart’s movement is unusual.

Does Beethoven’s long introduction
match Mozart’s in terms of its effectiveness or its appeal? Perhaps
not. In the brief coda/development section at the end of the
introduction, the piano and strings probably recycle some melodic
ideas a little longer than they should. Even the interesting
harmonies beneath can’t prevent some passages from eventually
becoming a bit tedious. Beethoven tries to compensate for that with
sharp dynamic contrasts, but they eventually become predictable and
lose their effectiveness. Nevertheless, when the
Allegro con spirit arrives, it does
so with an exciting burst of energy.

Once again the piano takes the lead.

Ex. 1-B
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This section, in the somewhat unusual key of
E-flat minor, is in the typical sonata form and the first theme
consists of a rapidly ascending triad (a type of theme sometimes
referred to as a “Mannheim skyrocket”) that makes a powerful
opening statement. Beethoven used a similar theme in the first
movement of his first Piano Sonata in F Minor, Op. 2, No.1, to
similar effect. Once again the strings are relegated to a secondary
role, although the violin does pick up some significant activity
briefly in measure 3. While the corresponding passage in Mozart’s
sonata uses a different sort of theme (but still one with a strong
rhythmic identity), Mozart shifts the key to the parallel minor
(from G major to G minor) to start the faster section of the
movement just as in Beethoven’s quartet.

Following this dramatic first theme, a
modulation is made not to the
relative major key of G-flat, which would be the conventional
maneuver in a sonata from movement based on a minor key, but rather
to the minor dominant (B-flat
minor). The corresponding section in the Mozart sonata made the
more conventional modulation to the relative major key of B-flat
but, while Beethoven’s scheme is somewhat unusual, there was ample
precedent for modulating to the minor dominant in the works of
Haydn and others. This modulatory transition to the new key of
B-flat minor is energized by an (initially) ascending four-note
motive that has inherited much of its dynamic quality from the
first theme.

When the second theme arrives, it is linked
to both the transition motive and the first theme in its triadic
outline. The second theme is followed by a closing theme in which
violin, viola and cello all take an active part and, after that, a
quick drive to the cadence to end the exposition.

The development section begins by developing
a free inversion of the first theme, but soon forsakes standard
motivic manipulation to luxuriate in the rich sonorities of some
slow moving chromatic chords (first hinted at in the modulatory
transition) of which Beethoven seems quite proud. Perhaps the most
exotic is a chord familiarly called a “Neapolitan sixth,” a major
chord in first inversion (i.e., the third of the chord in the bass)
built on the flat second scale degree of the key.

It’s a short development section, only
twenty-five measures long, and the return of the first theme in the
original key signals the start of the recapitulation somewhat
before we expect it. From there on, things proceed more
predictably: the two main themes return in the tonic minor key as
expected. The coda takes a quick look backward at the first theme
while displaying some clever harmonic ploys if its own. The whole
movement ends on a surprisingly soft note with a simple, almost
delicate cadence.

 


Movement II

Cantabile
(Theme and Variations), E-flat major, 2/4

Although the first movement has some mildly
unorthodox features, the young Beethoven was making no attempt to
challenge tradition in this movement. His goal was simply to
provide a pleasant tune and a series of attractive and idiomatic
variations. The variation tradition of the late eighteenth century
was, with some notable exceptions, a conservative one. Variation
composers had no obligation to “transform” the original theme or
reveal greater depth or profundity within it. This was done,
occasionally, by composers on the level of Haydn and Mozart. But
even those masters were at times perfectly content to take a
pleasant melody—whether a popular tune of the day or one of their
own composing—and spin out a set of attractive variations that were
merely decorative in nature.

Beethoven’s melody is a noble if modest
little tune, featuring the piano with fully textured string
accompaniment. It unfolds in two repeated eight-measure sections
and features a rhythmic figure employing a dotted eighth note
followed by two thirty-second notes as it circulates around the
third of the chord (G once again). It proceeds in a graceful if
conventional manner with a little “lift” provided in the sixth
measure where the leap of a minor seventh coincides with a
secondary dominant seventh chord—a V7 of V (i.e., an F-A-C-Eb chord
that tonicizes the B-flat major chord that follows it). (See Ex.
2.) By no means unusual in itself, the coordination between the
melodic leap and the chromatic chord that accompanies it is one of
the best features of the melody and is nicely exploited in some of
the variations to come.

Ex. 2
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The most effective variation is probably the
second, where the violin takes the lead with a decorative pattern
of sixteenth-note triplets. In variation three, the viola takes
over with a flurry of thirty-second notes, peaking nicely in
measure 6 along with the one chromatic chord in the theme.

The rhythmic
activity slows down a bit in the next variation as the cello takes
over, but the fifth variation represents the climax as the piano
introduces a series of leaping dotted-note figures that stride
briskly and authoritatively through E-flat minor. The drama may
seem a little forced in places, but the general effect remains
stirring.

Variation six is predictably more
low-key, but the string sonorities are at their most resonant and
the entire variation makes an appropriate preparation for the final
statement of the theme, no longer marked Cantabile but a perky little Allegretto. At first glance it may seem as if
the theme has outworn its welcome, but the rousing little coda that
follows it brings the movement to a satisfying, if surprisingly
quiet, conclusion.

It would be difficult to contend that this
early piano quartet is an “undiscovered masterpiece” or anything of
that sort. On the other hand, both movements have their charms. The
first shows some harmonic imagination surprising for such a young
composer, with the modulatory transition and development sections
in particular showing admirable rhythmic energy. So although the
overall form of the piece seems a little out of proportion
(notwithstanding the fact that it is based on a Mozartean model),
this is a work worth exploring.

 


Piano Quartet in D Major, WoO 36, No. 2

The second in the set of early piano
quartets follows a somewhat more conventional formal approach with
three movements: the first is in the standard sonata allegro form,
the second a more lyrical andante in binary (two-part) form, and
the third a brisk rondo.

 


Movement I

Allegro
Moderato, D Major, Common
(4/4)

The first movement begins with a
forceful (fortissimo) if
unremarkable subject that asserts the tonic triad in octaves in the
piano, evoking a military mood, especially in connection with the
dotted eight and sixteenth note rhythms. The opening chord
progression of I (D Maj)-vi (B Min)-IV (G Maj)-ii (E Min)—each
chord a third lower than the one before it— is common enough, but
nevertheless makes an emphatic statement. After a quiet,
contrasting two-bar link, the strings present the same theme a bit
more softly. A conventional modulatory passage follows in which the
key transitions to the expected key of the dominant (A major). Here
the second subject is presented quietly, first by the piano with
the upper strings filling in the harmonies. This theme is also
characterized by strong rhythms, including some light syncopations.
The first four-measure phrase is then repeated more vigorously with
the violin taking the lead. Another transitional passage occurs,
and the third theme (sometimes called “closing theme” or “closing
section”) is presented in the first violin. This theme contrasts
nicely with the two previous ones; it’s dominated by eighth-note
triplets and features an effective mix of slurs and staccato notes
that help to distinguish it. The piano accompanies the theme with
eighth-note triplet arpeggios and the viola and cello add off-beat
chords to provide a little additional rhythmic interest. All things
considered, this is probably the best “tune” in the movement. All
of this, including the somewhat extended codetta area that follows,
stays in the key of A major, as the exposition section comes to an
end.

The development section is a bit
disappointing. It’s dominated by gently syncopated motives that
have little to do with any of the main themes of the exposition.
Beethoven uses typically abrupt fluctuations of loud and soft in an
effort to add a bit of intensity, but these sharp contrasts don’t
really seem inherent in the material and they come across as a bit
forced. Understandably, it takes the youthful composer a little
more time to learn how to come up with the sort of musical ideas
that better lend themselves to sharp dynamic contrasts of the sort
he employs here. At this point the spirit is willing but the
motivic ideas do not keep pace.

When, after the brief, obligatory dash
through a number of different tonal areas has run its course,
Beethoven begins the recapitulation with a repeat of the first
subject back in the home tonic of D Major, opening as before with a
statement by the piano followed by one from the strings. After a
short transition (which does not really modulate this time), the
second theme returns, not in its original key of A (the dominant)
but in the home tonic of D. The third (or “closing”) theme then
also comes back in the key of D and, as it is spun out (in a
section that corresponds loosely to the original codetta), we
encounter some of the most interesting chromatic progressions of
the movement. Of course it’s all for show, because before long
we’re solidly back in D major. Following this somewhat adventurous
recapitulation of the original codetta section, we launch into the
“real” coda, which drives to the final cadence with syncopated
rhythms in the strings and flashing sixteenth notes in the piano.
Nevertheless, the movement again ends rather quietly, with an
unexpected plagal cadence (IV-I, or subdominant [G] to tonic
[D]).

 


Movement II

Andante con
moto, F-sharp Minor, 3/4

The slow movement is a mild disappointment.
The initial melody, doubled by piano and violin with accompanying
chords, is centered closely around the outlines of the tonic and
dominant chords and only its “off-beat” quality lends it real
interest. After a move to the relative major (A major) brought
about by conventional figuration patterns, the second theme is
introduced. Somewhat more interesting because of its combination of
dotted rhythms and syncopations and its variety of articulations
(balanced between slurs and staccatos), the melody is entrusted to
the violin and it soars impressively over the rhythmic
accompaniment provided by the piano. The viola takes over briefly
and the two flow lyrically in thirds to bring the melody to a
close.

This, unfortunately, represents the
high point of the first half of the movement. The remainder
descends into somewhat sinuous but repetitive scale patterns and
half-hearted attempts at picking up the rhythmic momentum. The
closing idea for this first half is built on a rather unobtrusive
stepwise motive marginally enlivened by the use of
pizzicato in the strings.

As the second half of the movement
begins, still in A major, it seems clear that the young composer
believes that there is still more to be squeezed out of the
stepwise motive that ended the first half. And it’s possible that
later Beethoven could in fact have worked some magic in this
regard. But there’s little evidence of magic here, and the
development of the already over-worked idea is somewhat tedious. A
listener may find it a welcome relief when the music starts to
modulate to C# minor, in which key we eventually hear a variant of
Beethoven’s first theme reintroduced. But Beethoven grows weary of
his tune and it soon becomes clear that it’s just a vehicle to take
us to the next tonal area. The second theme returns once again,
this time in F# minor and, in its minor key transformation, it’s
more impressive than before. But it soon dies away and Beethoven
resorts once again to the sinuous, yet ultimately dry idea with
which he closed the first half of the movement. Once again the use
of pizzicato in the strings
adds some temporary color, but the conclusion of the movement is
fairly weak, perhaps to set up a strong contrast with the sparkling
rondo movement that is to follow.

 


Movement III

Allegro, D
major, 6/8

Beethoven’s rondo theme (often referred to
as a “refrain”) is not of striking originality, but it’s effective
in the context of this fast-paced movement.

It begins with a robust two-bar phrase
that arpeggiates first the tonic and then the dominant chord before
returning to tonic. (See Ex. 3.) This is followed by a more
sensuous stepwise passage doubled in thirds that ends on the
dominant and provides a nice contrast with the first phrase. The
entire four bars are repeated, this time ending on tonic. The
entire eight-bar section is then repeated, this time with the
strings joining in and the volume pushed up to forte. The first violin takes up the theme with
the piano switching over to an even more active accompaniment of
pulsating sixteenth-note arpeggios.

So the refrain theme, sixteen measures in
total, may be conventional in its form and presentation, but it
displays a lot of energy and gets the movement off to a flying
start.

Ex. 3
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The typical late eighteenth century
rondo form alternates the refrain theme with a series of
contrasting episodes. These episodes may have a distinctively
melodic nature or they may simply be contrasting passages of
figuration, i.e., fast moving scale passages and chordal
arpeggiations (or they can be a combination of both). The first
episode in this rondo falls more into the second category. It
begins with a sixteenth note flurry of arpeggiated notes (albeit at
the dynamic level of piano)
expressing B major. But the B major chord is quickly seen as s
preparation for E minor (since it is the secondary dominant of E
minor) and E minor soon gives way to A major, the dominant of the
key and the typical destination for a first episode. But while it
arrives on an A major chord,
it never really succeeds in being in the key of A major. After a brief chromatic
link supplied by the piano alone, we plunge back into the original
key of D major and the refrain theme recurs at its original dynamic
marking of piano. This time
it’s truncated into a single eight-bar statement shared by piano
and strings with the violin picking up the tune in the fifth
measure and the dynamic level raised back to forte. All of this is pretty normal; when the
refrain theme comes back in a rondo, it’s typical (but not
automatic) for the refrain theme to be somewhat
abbreviated.

At this point the experienced
late-eighteenth-century listener would expect a second episode. And
that’s what we get, although not before a transition section of
some length. Initially in this transition we seem to be making a
serious attempt to modulate in the direction of B minor, But in the
end it’s all a mirage, and in a passage dominated by vigorous
sixteenth-note scale passages alternating with softer arpeggio
patterns, Beethoven once again makes his way to the dominant of A
major. What is of most interest in transitional passages like this
is not the melody (which is often on the non-distinct generic side)
or even the final tonal destination (which in a case like this is
probably going to be the dominant) but the harmonic route taken to
get to the goal. And in this case Beethoven’s route is an
interesting one and has you guessing for a little while. But when
all is said in done, we still end on an A major chord, which acts
as a dominant to launch us into the next episode, back in the
original tonic of D major.

Counting this new episode, the form of the
movement to this point is: A (original refrain in tonic)—B (episode
no. 1, ending on the dominant)—A (a return of the original refrain
in truncated form)—C (the new episode, starting securely in the
original tonic of D major but, as we will see, modulating off into
other areas).

The experienced listener would expect
something very much like this. Certainly the performing musicians
themselves would, as well as any other musicians—professional or
amateur—in the audience. But even the (at this point) largely
aristocratic audience members would have fairly well developed
expectations as to form and style when sitting down to listen to a
piece of chamber music. Could they have articulated these
expectations in precise musical terms? Probably not. But they would
have possessed them nevertheless, particularly if listening to this
sort of music was a common pastime for them, as it probably was,
especially those connected with the Elector’s court.

This is not to suggest that chamber music of
this type was not sometimes used as “mere” background music with no
one—or at least not the entire audience—paying rapt attention to
every nuance. As with any experience of the arts, different
listeners bring different backgrounds and different levels of
experience and commitment to fully focusing on the artistic
experience. But there were enough listeners who had well developed
expectations for listening to this type of music so that composers
like Beethoven could take advantage of those expectations. At times
the composer would fulfill the listener’s expectations to the
letter, giving the listener a secure sense that they knew what was
going on in the music—that they were “keeping up,” as it were. But
at other times the composer—especially the older and more
experienced Beethoven—would play with those expectations—sometimes
fulfilling them, sometimes denying them, and sometimes appearing to
deny them only to fulfill them in a roundabout way (or vice
versa).

In this movement, Beethoven would seem to be
satisfying the listener’s expectations most of the time, simply
filling up a standardized form with interesting, attractive
content. But the second episode (indicated as “C” above) presents a
mild surprise; the second episode normally comes in the key of the
subdominant (or IV, which would be G major in the key of D) or
submediant (or vi, which would be B minor in the key). But this
episode, based on a clever little three-note motive echoed back and
forth between the piano and the upper strings, begins in A major,
the key of the dominant. It doesn’t stay there long, however; after
eight bars, it is restated in the key of D, the key of the
subdominant, which is one of the “normal” key areas for the second
episode.

So Beethoven’s little “surprise”—i.e.,
introducing the second episode in the “wrong” key—doesn’t last for
very long. And, frankly, it probably wouldn’t have sounded very
surprising to most of the audience members to begin with. But the
device of starting in the “wrong” key allows Beethoven to inject a
little tonal variety so that his clever little melody doesn’t
quickly become tedious. Following the two statements of his episode
melody (one in A major, the other in D major), Beethoven introduces
a new two-bar motive in A major. It’s a clever little
motive—sounding very much like a phrase out of a Mozart opera
buffa—and Beethoven repeats it a number of times before moving on
to a passage that is best described as a retransition to the
original tonic key in preparation for the return of the refrain.
Beethoven has one more small trick up his sleeve when it comes to
bringing back the refrain: he initially brings it back, not in the
key of the original tonic as expected, but in the key of the
dominant, sort of a “preview” of its official return when the key
actually does arrive at the original tonic of D a few measures
later.

From this point on, things proceed more or
less in accordance with expectations. The refrain theme, slightly
altered, is brought back in its “long” version. It’s followed by a
long transition of swirling sixteenth note patterns, mostly in B
minor but eventually modulating more freely through G major and
elsewhere. This transition, although it displays a lot of energy
and some interesting harmonic progressions, would seem to go on a
little longer than necessary. But eventually, after a two-measure
break where the tempo shifts to Adagio and a long, chromatic line
toys with the listener for a bit, we have a return to the shortened
version of the refrain theme. Following the return of the refrain
is a short transition to the third episode (B’) which is, not
surprisingly, a variant of the first episode, now appearing in the
tonic key and sounding more coquettish than ever.

This is followed by a short and more highly
ornamented return of the refrain theme, which is interrupted
prematurely by a sparkling drive to the final cadence. So the
overall form for this rondo is A-B-A-C-A-B’-A, often referred to as
a “ternary rondo” and rather typical for the period, with the only
slight deviations being the keys chosen for the middle episode and
the fact that Beethoven brings back the third refrain in the
“wrong” key for the first few measures. While neither of those
deviations from standard late-eighteenth century rondo form can be
seen as particularly earth-shattering, they do show that Beethoven
was at this point perfectly willing to take a few liberties with
the established forms of the period if he thought they would make
for a more interesting composition.

Although by no means groundbreaking, this
quartet has a few interesting quirks of its own, as well as some
rhythmically energetic themes and some intriguing harmonic
passages. It does not display any particular adroitness when it
comes to developing motives or themes, but that may be less a
question of instinct than of experience, and the young Beethoven,
at this point in his career, was more richly endowed with the
former than with the latter.

 


Piano Quartet in C Major, WoO 36, No. 3

Beethoven’s third piano quartet follows the
traditional three movement form of a fast first movement in sonata
form, a slower, more lyrical second movement, and a faster third
movement in rondo form.

 


Movement I

Allegro
vivace, C major, Common time (4/4)

The Allegro
vivace begins somewhat mundanely with a first theme
that starts with a gradually elaborated tonic chord accompanied by
alternating sf and
piano markings.

Ex. 4
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Of course it’s not unusual for late
eighteenth century composers to make use of simple triadic patterns
for thematic material. The military connotations for triad-based
melodies have already been mentioned and the “heroic” operas of
composers such as Mehul were notorious for them.

Beethoven used major triads as primary
melodic material on a number of occasions, perhaps most famously
eight years later in the first movement of his Symphony No. 3 in
E-flat Major, Op. 55, the “Eroica” Symphony. Of course Beethoven’s
use of the tonic triad in that instance was somewhat more
sophisticated, introducing into the unfolding E-flat triad an
“alien” C#, the meaning of which only becomes clear many measures
later in the recapitulation section of the movement.

No such ambiguity colors Beethoven’s
reliance on the tonic triad here, although trills and the use of
lower neighbors do provide a little local color. And the relatively
slow-moving opening measures are soon balanced by faster passages
including eighth and sixteenth notes suggesting, once again, the
bustling atmosphere of an opera buffa overture.

Harmonically, the opening is equally static,
consisting basically of an alternation of tonic and dominant
chords. In fact, in respect to both melody and harmony, this is
probably Beethoven’s least promising opening to a movement among
the three piano quartets.

But things perk up fairly quickly. The
modulatory transition that will carry us to the key of G major
makes use of some clever ideas, especially a series of interlocking
dotted rhythms between the piano and upper strings creating
something like a musical hiccup effect.

The second subject is more sustained and
lyrical, if lacking any sharply distinctive features. Harmonically,
it’s a bit more interesting than the first subject, employing
secondary dominant chords and some expressive nonharmonic tones to
give it a little more flavor. The theme is spun out to a length of
thirteen measures and is followed by a closing section in the key
of G minor. The closing section, dominated once again by the piano,
is actually quite active harmonically speaking; the strong
chromatic chord progression is generated by a descending bass line
that falls from G down to C# before starting to ascend. As the
closing section moves toward the codetta, it reintroduces the
interlocking dotted rhythms first heard in the transition to the
second subject. The codetta mirrors these interlocking rhythms
before driving briskly to the final cadence in G that closes the
exposition.

In a typical classic period sonata form, the
development section begins where the exposition ends—the key of the
dominant (in this case, G major). But Beethoven begins this
development by plunging into E-flat major, a key remote from both
the tonic of C major and the dominant of G major.

It’s mostly for shock value, of course;
Beethoven doesn’t stay in this “exotic” key for very long. The root
of the chord—the Eb—soon slips up a half step to an E natural as
part of a dominant seventh chord (C-E-G-Bb) that will, just a few
measures later, resolve to F major. Beethoven decides to stay in
this new key for a while and presents the first subject in it.
Considering that this is a development section, there isn’t really
a lot of “developing” going on, at least not initially. The first
theme is quoted almost note-for-note, and then the composer starts
to churn through a number of standard arpeggio figures as we race
through a few different tonal centers—first D minor and then G
minor—neither very far removed from F major. Beethoven does throw
in a few interesting chromatic chords along the way, including the
use of an unexpected diminished seventh chord to bring about an
abrupt and unexpected change of harmonic direction.

Beethoven also engages in some more typical
“development” procedures as he gets closer to G minor; the first
measure of the closing section theme makes an appearance and gets
tossed around a bit. After about 4 bars, Beethoven grows weary of G
minor and we arrive at C minor, at which point the violin and viola
begin to make more important contributions to the action with
plunging sixteenth-note scale lines and references to the
interlocking dotted-note motive of the codetta. An effective
harmonic sequence (chromatic chords dropping down by fifth) speeds
up the harmonic rhythm (i.e., the speed at which new chords are
introduced) but puts us right back where we started in C minor.
Soon after that, a dissonant diminished chord on F# (over a pedal
on G) gets us ready for the recapitulation section.

Unfortunately, we lose a little momentum at
this point as the development section more or less peters out with
the repetition of a stepwise chromatic motive that keeps doubling
back on itself and, when the first theme is reintroduced in the
original tonic of C major, it really doesn’t seem like a
particularly climactic moment. But there is at least some novelty
to behold; the transition section following the first theme is
characterized by a new syncopated idea in the first violin that
adds some rhythmic life to the proceedings. In classic sonata
forms, the transition in the recapitulation section is always
different from the comparable transition in the exposition if for
no other reason than this time around (i.e., in the
recapitulation), the key will ultimately stay in the tonic, whereas
in the exposition section, the key would have modulated to the
dominant (usually) at that point. So the transition section in the
recapitulation will sometimes “feign” rather elaborate modulations
by introducing secondary dominant chords that give the fleeting
impression of a change the key, but no lasting modulation will
actually take place.

In this particular instance, Beethoven’s
transition doesn’t do much of anything, harmonically speaking,
mostly going back and forth between the tonic and dominant chords.
But there is
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