
About Heroes and Humans 

The Spring Season opens with three favourites of the public. The Overture to 
Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro, Hummel’s Trumpet Concerto, and Beethoven’s 
Eroica Symphony all have something in common with daring undertakings by 
individuals.  

Mozart’s best-known comic opera was a risky undertaking, being based on material 
by the dramatist/musician Beaumarchais and which was seen as more or less 
subversive. The French play was banned by Louis XVI in 1781, and only released in 
1785. Mozart and his librettist seized the opportunity to produce an opera on the 
topic the following year. The contents centre around satirical criticism of the French 
government and the aristocracy.  The basis of the opera is the tale of the lecherous 
count’s flirtations with one of his female servants, Susanna, and the attempts by her 
and her fiancé Figaro to make a fool of the cheating count. The brief overture does 
not contain any material from the opera, but suggests playfulness and satire. The 
whispering string motif at the beginning is soon followed by more victorious and 
rowdy sounds. 

For more than 200 years Beethoven’s heroic third symphony, op. 55 (Sinfonia 
Eroica) has been known to be something out of the ordinary. Historically it may well 
be seen as a simultaneous end and beginning of different eras. After the same 
composer’s fifth symphony it may be called the best known work of its kind. It is 
extraordinary in structure and sound, and popular among academics and amateurs 
alike. The Eroica is certainly the first piece of music of its kind that may carry some 
serious political and/or personal ideals.  

This is not in accordance to the humble beginnings of the genre. At least in the early 
18th century the need for orchestral entertainment music led to the performance of 
operatic overtures (the Italian name was sinfonia) separate from the opera. That 
works such as these should stand on their own was a natural result of the needs of 
the time. Like those overtures, the work would be in three sections: a fast first 
section, followed by a slow one, with either a repeat of the fast section, or a new 
replacement.  The next stage would be the severance of these sections into three 
separate movements. The first minuet (as third movement) included in the sinfonia 
occurred around 1740, thereby completing the final four-movement structure, and 
can be seen as a significant concession to the popular taste of the emerging 
bourgeois target audience.  

Leaving Mozart’s unique approach to all musical genres aside (and he also had 
something special in mind with at least his last three symphonies), this is what 
Beethoven found: His first two works were much in the same historical vein as those 
by Haydn, though more complex in many respects. For reasons not absolutely clear 
the third symphony would be different; Beethoven himself referred to it as the 
beginning of a “new road” in his career. It may have been suggested to him to 
produce music commemorating the great deeds of the French Consul Napoleon, an 
idea to which almost any other composer would probably answer by means of the 
worldwide popularity of the opera genre. It is probably for this purpose that the 
composer planned to send the score to Paris.  



Recent research into the symphony’s origins (1803) tends to look more inwards, i.e. 
towards the composer himself, to at least one other composition of his, and to his 
personal circumstances at the time. The reception of the Eroica symphony was 
mixed: although admired as an important work by the great Beethoven, with more 
than 2000 bars (lasting almost an hour if all repeats were played) it was found to be 
too long; the “crude noises” were too much for listeners used to Haydn and the 
popular young Rossini; the construction confusing and complicated .... It was the first 
example of a major musical art work in history to be based on an abstract subject, 
and would change music for ever. 

Firstly one has to take note of the fact that the musical ideas for the last movement of 
the Eroica are the same as those of the closing scene from Beethoven’s ballet music 
on the Greek myth of Prometheus (op. 43) from 1801. The composer was fond of the 
classics; he appreciated Homer, Plutarch and others, and clearly took Prometheus 
seriously. This hero is remembered for his courageous defiance of the gods, by 
giving humankind access to fire, and enabling them to harness the power of science, 
education and culture in general, for which he was condemned forever, but also 

remembered forever. 
Secondly, some Napoleon-
connection with the work is 
factually correct: 
Beethoven dedicated the 
Sinfonia grande to the 
French consul with the 
words Intitolata Napoleon 
Buonaparte (= dedicated to 
Napoleon Bonaparte), as 

can vaguely be seen on the original title page, in spite of the composer’s crude 
attempt to delete his own handwriting when he learnt of Napoleon’s plans to become 
emperor (See example).  

When all of these factors are taken into account, including Beethoven’s worsening 
deafness, and the hints at suicide in his famous Heiligenstadt Testament of October 
1802, the explanation of the work becomes more interesting. For the final published 
score of the work (1808) it is officially named Sinfonia Eroica, and the composer 
provided a new subtitle: “... celebrating the memory of a great man...” It is clear that 
neither Napoleon nor any other person is the main idea here, but heroism as such. 
The “hero” is at once Prometheus, the saviour of humanity, as well as Napoleon’s 
earlier heroism, and Beethoven the deaf composer struggling to overcome fate 
himself. (The composer allegedly dealt later with Lady Fate in the fifth symphony.) 
Furthermore the story of the Prometheus ballet, and the narrative of the symphony 
are virtually identical, and the choice of the final theme from the ballet therefore could 
not be avoided.  

The next artistic problem to overcome was how to get to the triumphant Promethean 
finale of the work. The simple, even bare arpeggio theme of the first movement is 
well-known from countless 18th century musical works (such as in the first opera of 
the child prodigy Mozart, Bastien und Bastienne).  



 

It calls to mind many a military fanfare, characterised by the “natural” and limited 
pitch variety of a brash brass instrument (remember the bugle in the school cadet 
band?), and it appears not to be completed, but wanders aimlessly around in as 
many as 20 different forms in the course of the movement. The strange last three 
notes in the example (eflat –d-c#) is a recurring motif on its own elsewhere in the 
whole symphony. Eventually harsh dissonances and rhythmic instability lead to a 
new process (from bar 284 onwards), where – according to the myth – the crude 
unformed world around Prometheus is suddenly transformed by a command by a 
voice from above, into a world of beauty, as expressed by Beethoven’s unheard-of 
idea to introduce a brand new theme close to the middle of the movement.  

The second movement (Adagio assai) – a funeral march – is equally new in 
symphonies (but already applied in Beethoven’s piano sonata op. 26). At least since 
Händel the orchestral funeral march was a well-known genre in French music of the 
time – especially played at the funerals of high-ranking officers – and it makes a lot of 
sense to include it in an essentially “revolutionary” symphony with Napoleon 
somewhere in the background. Still in line with the Prometheus story, it can be 
explained as the hero’s visions of death. In the fast scherzo – one of the first 
examples in Beethoven’s oeuvre where it replaced the older stately minuet – the 
pace is audibly accelerated, and in the trio section the composer relies heavily on the 
novel trio of three horns to express yet another development of the first movement’s 
rough theme skeleton.  

Then comes the final “solution” of the Promethean finale, Allegro molto. As 
mentioned above, the main idea is by and large a copy from the finale of the 
Prometheus ballet (See example.) 

 

 

It starts off with a remnant of the first movement’s main theme, but is immediately 
completed to become a hearty and lively melody. One form of the completion of the 
idea lies in the addition of a counterpoint to this melody, which is used later as a 
theme on its own. Beethoven’s addiction to the variation principle can be seen right 
from his op. 1; and translates as the economic use of even the most unseeming little 
ideas, to be developed into the masterworks we know, of which the Eroica’s finale is 
the prime example. He had time and opportunity to develop this art, and his earlier 
piano variations of op. 35 are based on exactly this same theme. The symphony’s 
finale consists of six complex variations, with several interludes, among which an 
Andante section – clearly a reminder of the funeral march long past. The rousing 
climax is the Presto Coda in the last 40 bars.  

The Eroica symphony is here to stay, not only because of its massive historic and 
aesthetic meaning as a work of art, but also as a very personal document, that can 
be understood by anybody: a striving for ideals and perfection; hard work, and the 
glory of accomplishment. When the composer referred to the work as him taking a 



“new road”, it did not only mean a novel approach to the sound and structure of the 
symphony as a genre, but maybe also an example of turning around things in his 
own life, like Prometheus did.  

Monumental works such as the Eroica symphony could only emerge from a tradition 
of instrumental music culture matching that of the older vocal practice.  The 
prominence of organised vocal music during the Renaissance – mainly for church 
services – would only allow for instrumental music on a rather lowly level, such as 
informal folk dances and domestic music-making. The gradual emancipation of 
instrumental music – which was used mainly for entertainment purposes – created 
the need for more suitable music. This was done at first by transcribing existing 
choral music for instruments. In fact the commercial value was soon recognised, and 
published music that could be performed vocally OR instrumentally was common 
practice. Naturally, because of their supposed “vocal” qualities the string family were 
the first to attract the attention of composers, which can be seen by the early 
structural perfection of stringed instruments. Brass instruments were the last (early 
19th century) to be fully developed for concert use. Before that time the small range 
of pitches of horns and trumpets limited their application to exclusively festive effects, 
or punctuation, usually in collaboration with the (equally limited) tympani.  

The trumpet (lit. a diminutive for French trompe) is structurally a bent metal cylinder 
with a small bore. Depending on the player’s lip technique (embouchure) the older 
instrument (commonly referred to as the “natural” instrument) could only produce a 
few “overtones” of the ground note, which in practice meant that an instrument could 
only be applied in a single key.  Orchestral trumpeters therefore had several 
instruments at hand for different keys, even in one and the same work. Of special 
interest is the clarino, a small soprano instrument (popularly known as the Baroque 
trumpet), enabling the highest pitches of the overtones (i.e. the smallest intervals), 
and often used for intricate solo playing, such as Sebastian Bach still used in his 
scores, such as the first Brandenburg concerto. Thanks to the the invention of 
separate crooks to be inserted into the tube by Viennese trumpeter Anton Weidinger, 
or the later valves for brass instruments later in the same century, the full range of 
chromatic notes became available for horns and trumpets. The resultant loss of the 
natural instrument’s clarity was lamented in certain quarters. The older virtuoso 
clarino style vanished almost completely in favour of the new instrument. The modern 
valved orchestral instrument is usually built as a B flat instrument, but of course 
capable of all chromatic pitches. 

Apart from Haydn’s single work, Hummel’s Trumpet Concerto in E major (i.e. for 
an E-trumpet) is the best known work from that time. Like Beethoven’s Eroica it dates 
from 1803, and, as in Haydn’s case, it was composed for Weidinger. The first public 
performance of the work took place a year before that of the Eroica, also in Vienna.  

Johann Nepomuk Hummel (1778-1837) filled the historical gap between the Classic 
era and that of the nineteenth century. He followed in the footsteps of Haydn after the 
latter’s retirement at the Eszterhazy household. His compositions were popular, and 
their inventive use of “romantic” harmony would later play a significant role in 
Chopin’s style development. As can be expected, the concerto follows the three-
movement tradition of the time. As a work for solo trumpet, though, it surpassed 
everything written before that date. Although the instrument’s natural quality as 



military device is abundantly audible in the first and last movements, it clearly speaks 
with a new voice, characterised by swift leaps and scale passages, often involving 
chromatic inflections. The lyrical, songlike middle movement would have been a 
sensation at the time. In style reminiscent of that of Mozart’s slow concerto 
movements, it can easily be described as a tender aria, accompanied by a soft 
pulsating string section. The orchestration is much more sympathetic and sensitive 
than that of Haydn’s. For practical reasons a transposed version of the concerto from 
E major to E flat major was already made available early in its history, for which 
purpose the modern B flat trumpet is often used.  
 


