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 BEETHOVEN Piano Concerto No. 5 in E-flat Major, Op. 73 (“Emperor”)
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    Adagio un poco mosso [attacca]
    Rondo: Allegro
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    Scherzo: Molto vivace
    Allegro con fuoco
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LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (1770–1827)
Piano Concerto No. 5 in E-flat Major, Op. 73 (“Emperor”)

Scored for two flutes, oboes, clarinets, horns, and trumpets, timpani, strings, and solo piano

No nickname could less aptly portray the circumstances surrounding the Piano 
Concerto No. 5 than the present-day “Emperor.” Beethoven began labors on this 
his final concerto following Napoleon’s second military incursion into Vienna in 
1809. The people’s champion, to whom Beethoven once considered dedicating his 
Symphony No. 3 (“Eroica”; 1803), had transformed into another brutal overlord by 
proclaiming himself emperor and launching an imperialistic conquest of Europe. 
The French occupation of Vienna had a chilling effect on Beethoven and his cir-
cle. Many politically connected friends fled the city to avoid suffering persecution. 
Economic pressures brought about by the prolonged war effort ultimately jeopardized 
Beethoven’s annual salary, paid by three aristocratic music-lovers so the composer 
could remain in Vienna and 
“devote himself to a single de-
partment of activity and create 
works of magnitude which are 
exalted and which ennoble art.”

Disillusioned by Napoleon’s 
betrayal of republican ide-
als, Beethoven experienced a 
stirring of patriotic feelings that 
he openly declared through his 
music. The first, though less 
overt, demonstration of nation-
alistic sentiment became appar-
ent when Beethoven required 
German tempo markings and terminology (such as “Hammerklavier” for “piano”) 
in his published scores. His expressions of patriotism later flourished nearer to the 
surface in such works as the “battle symphony” Wellington’s Victory (1813) and the 
cantata Der glorreiche Augenblick (The Glorious Moment; 1814), which celebrated the 
Congress of Vienna and the return of relative peace to Europe. Beethoven composed 
his Piano Concerto No. 5 in 1809, midway between the Napoleonic crisis and his 
full-blown musical nationalism. Its overtly triumphant character seems an antidote 
to the air of disappointment surrounding the “Eroica” Symphony, which Beethoven 
originally planned to call “Bonaparte.” Both works, in fact, share the common key of 
E-flat major. Recognizing this ideological opposition, some writers have suggested 
“Anti-Emperor” as an alternative moniker for the concerto.

Beethoven also confronted a more personal conflict while writing the Concerto No. 5. 
Near total deafness effectively prevented him from playing piano in public. Clearly, 
unlike his earlier piano concertos, this last composition could not possibly have func-
tioned as a self-serving virtuoso piece, the genre’s traditional role. In fact, Beethoven 
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played the first public performances of all of his piano concertos with the exception of 
the Fifth, which was introduced by Friedrich Schneider in 1811. Beethoven dedicated 
the score to his friend, pupil, and generous Viennese patron, Archduke Rudolph.

Three noble orchestral chords, separated by bravado solo piano flourishes, launch 
the monumental 600-measure Allegro. In traditional fashion, the orchestra continues 
alone with two memorable themes, a heroic march tune and a rhythmically delicate 
dance. Gradually, the piano segues into the texture with a rising chromatic scale and 
sustained trill. Intricate keyboard orna-
mentation makes the heroic theme even 
more imposing as melodic phrases contin-
ue to alternate between solo and orchestra. 
Growing complexity in the piano part—
countermelodies, distant modulations, and 
continued virtuosic embellishment—pro-
vides forward momentum into the develop-
ment section and its weightless expansion 
of the previously heard melodic phrases. 
The piano resumes its leading role as the 
main themes are ingeniously reorchestrat-
ed. Beethoven integrated his own cadenza, 
based on the dance-like theme, directly 
into the score. Full orchestra and piano 
combine during the spacious coda.

The Adagio un poco mosso begins with 
a solemn hymn for muted strings, high-
lighted by the winds. An expressive piano 
theme completes the quasi-religious theme. 
Nobility and lyricism characterize the movement as a whole. Near the end, sustained 
octaves in the horns support what at first evokes another fantasy-like piano idea. This 
hesitant phrase contains melodic traces of the finale’s main theme. The piano contin-
ues without pause into this climactic movement.

Beethoven transforms the frequently superficial rondo into something more substan-
tive and heroic. This strength of purpose emerges within the solo piano statement 
of the refrain theme. Contrasting ideas evolve quite naturally from this refrain. The 
protagonists—piano and orchestra—reach a musical unanimity in the final refrain 
with their rapid exchange of phrases. Dynamics and texture diminish to an unprece-
dented extreme (piano and timpani), before the solo’s rapid scalar outburst and a bold 
thematic confirmation in the orchestra.

–Program notes © 2016 Todd E. Sullivan

Program notes for Dvořák’s “New World” Symphony can be found on page 110 of Ravinia magazine.
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GARRICK OHLSSON, Piano 
Born in White Plains, NY, pianist 
Garrick Ohlsson began his musical 
studies at the Westchester Conservatory 
of Music at age 8, five years later en-
tering The Juilliard School. Under the 
tutelage of such keyboard luminaries 
as Claudio Arrau, Olga Barabini, Tom 
Lishman, Sascha Gorodnitzki, Rosina 
Lhévinne, and Irma Wolpe, he became 
the first-prize winner of both the 1966 
Busoni and the 1968 Montreal Piano 
Competitions. To this day, Ohlsson 
retains the distinction of being the 
only American to earn the gold medal 

in Warsaw’s International Chopin Piano Competition (in 1970), and he has since 
conducted many concert tours of Poland. His honors also include the Avery Fisher 
Prize in 1994, the University Musical Society Distinguished Artist Award from the 
University of Michigan in 1998, and Northwestern University’s 2014 Jean Gimbel 
Lane Prize, which included a multiweek residency at the school. Additionally, 
Ohlsson won a Grammy Award in 2008 for the third disc of his acclaimed cycle of 
Beethoven’s piano sonatas for Bridge Records. His discography also includes albums 
on the Arabesque, RCA Victor Red Seal, Angel, BMG, Delos, Hänssler, Nonesuch, 
Telarc, and Virgin Classics labels, and he recently appeared on concert recordings by 
the Czech Philharmonic and Sydney and Melbourne Symphonies, playing concertos 
by Dvořák, Tchaikovsky, and Brahms, respectively. In 2010 Ohlsson was featured in 
the documentary The Art of Chopin, co-produced by European and Chinese media, as 
well as a DVD including performances of the composer’s two concertos the following 
year. In addition to solo appearances with orchestras and in recital, he also regularly 
collaborates with violinist Jorja Fleezanis and cellist Michael Grebanier as the FOG 
Trio. Ohlsson has also performed chamber recitals with the Cleveland, Emerson, 
Takács, and Tokyo String Quartets, and he has accompanied such vocalists as sopra-
nos Magda Olivero and Jessye Norman and contralto Ewa Podleś. Garrick Ohlsson 
was on the faculty of Ravinia’s Steans Music Institute last summer, having been a 
regular performer at the festival since 1981. Tonight marks his 19th season at Ravinia.


