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All manner of imagery has been invoked 
to get to the heart of this urgent music. 

�e �rst movement has been said to suggest 
scenarios ranging from a metaphoric battle�eld 
(with the assertive opening chords as “cannon 
shots,” etc.) to the tireless energy of early 
industrialism. What is unmistakable is the 
driving, epic force that resonates. �e famous 
“surprise” note of C-sharp (outside the home 
key of E-�at major), which appears when the 
cellos come to rest as they state the �rst theme, 
is an emblem for this musical eagerness to 
encounter experience head on, no matter 
where it leads.

And this certainly includes pain along with 
joy, although the music as a whole seems to 
be reaching for an optimistic outlook. Unlike 
the Fi�h Symphony, which achieves drama via 
intense compression, the Eroica uses expansion 
to convey this sense of experience: through 
distant keys, a plenitude of thematic material 
and a swelling of the form traditionally used 
for the opening movement of a Classical 
symphony. �e thrilling coda, for example, is 
no longer a quick wrap-up, but an enormous 
counterweight to the development of ideas 
preceding it.

Beethoven writes a monumental funeral 
march rather than a lyrical slow movement, 
a meditation on death to follow the epic life 
journey of the opening movement. Mahler 
would later turn to this as a template for some 
of the marches in his own symphonies. Here, 
Beethoven balances public mourning against 
private grief. Notice the “personal” sound of 
the oboe, highlighted as a leading character 
in each of the four movements, set against the 
more formal public rhetoric of the strings. 

Where Beethoven introduced pain into 
the surging course of the �rst movement, he 
reverses the pattern here: a bright streak of 
hope intrudes (again, introduced by the oboe) 
before the march returns to its tragic C minor, 

now unfolding in a fugue of overpowering 
majesty. The final pages of the march are 
almost cinematic, as Beethoven suggests an 
individual mourner breaking down, unable to 
go on, while the crowd eventually proceeds.

In place of a classical minuet, the Scherzo 
brings a return to the surging life force of the 
�rst movement, yet on a more elementary level. 
Beethoven focuses on the inherent tension — 
and playfulness — of pairs of chords jostling 
against a backdrop of triple meter. �e reason 
behind his choice of three horns becomes 
apparent when that section gets its spotlight 
in the echoing calls of the trio.   

Capping the Eroica is a marvelously 
innovative final movement made up of 
variations: not only on a theme (the tune 
introduced a few minutes in by the oboe), 
but on the simpler bass line underpinning 
it as well, which we hear as a sort of teasing 
prelude. Beethoven had used the theme in 
several earlier compositions, including a 
ballet titled �e Creatures of Prometheus, and 
that mythological reference adds yet another 
dimension to the Eroica. Some see the de�ant 
god Prometheus, who endured terrible su�ering 
to bring humanity enlightenment, as the true 
hero of the work. Beethoven reconsiders this 
previously used musical material in the light 
of the “new path” we have heard throughout 
the Eroica. �is unassuming tune is revealed 
to contain enormous potential, from the 
chattering virtuosity of the �ute to the nobly 
triumphant climax for the entire orchestra, 
which wells into a frightening reminiscence 
of the tragic depths of the Funeral March. In 
his ingenious transformations, Beethoven 
uncovers the creative self as the true hero of 
the music.

The Eroica is scored for pairs of �utes, oboes, 
clarinets, and bassoons; 3 horns; 2 trumpets; 
timpani and strings.

— Thomas May is the Nashville Symphony’s 
     program annotator.
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