
It has been called the Bonaparte Symphony, called that 
by no less an authority than Beethoven himself. The 
occasion was a letter to the Leipzig-based publisher 
Breitkopf und Härtel, to which he wrote August 26, 
1804, about this newest symphony, observing, “I think 
it will interest the musical public.” Certainly, Napoleon 
was a name in the news at the time, and Beethoven 
was favorably impressed by the man’s efforts to reform 
society so that the working classes would enjoy more 
equality. Writing a symphony inspired by the Corsican’s 
spirit not only spoke to Beethoven’s heart, but also to 
that of the general public. Besides, at the time, Bee-
thoven was planning a concert tour to France.
 At least, that was the case when the composer com-
pleted the symphony and sent that letter to his publish-
er. A few months later—specifically on December 2, 
1804—Napoleon had himself named Emperor of 
France. According to his friend and student Ferdinand 
Ries (1784–1838), Beethoven greeted that news with 
fury: his hero had become a tyrant, and the composer 

would not dedicate a symphony to such a person. In 
disgust, the composer tore the title page from the sym-
phony and cancelled the French tour.
 He gave the symphony a new sub-title, Eroica, implying 
more of a general heroism than specific deeds. A further 
inscription added the thought “composed to celebrate the 
memory of a great man,” seemingly referring to the earlier 
Napoleon, that idealistic young hero who now lived only in 
memory. When the work was published in 1806, it was 
dedicated not to Bonaparte, but to Prince Franz Joseph 
von Lobkowitz (1772–1816), one of Beethoven’s most loyal 
patrons. That Lobkowitz had offered to pay handsomely 
for the privilege even before Beethoven became disen-
chanted with Napoleon may well have precipitated the 
composer’s action.
  In one particular fashion, Symphony No. 3 remained 
Napoleonic. It was a hugely ambitious work that refused 
to stay within boundaries, stunning in its epic scope and 
emotional impact. The work premiered in Vienna April 7, 
1805. Beethoven’s friend and colleague Carl Czerny later 
recalled hearing an audience member call out, “I’d give 

another kreutzer if it would stop.” That listener would not 
have been the only one in the concert hall who was 
overwhelmed. Audiences that had become accustomed to 
music being purely for entertainment suddenly faced a 
radical new idea, that like a literary masterpiece, a sym-
phony could present its creator’s image of the world. That 
concept lay at the heart of the Romantic revolution, of 
which Beethoven was one of the early adherents.
 Four years later, Beethoven himself conducted the work 
at a charity concert at Vienna’s Theater-an-der-Wien. By 
the time of the latter performance, France and Austria had 
fallen into war. The French had occupied Vienna, and 
French troops filled the streets. Napoleon was in town, 
but did not attend the concert. Whether the diminutive 
ruler ever knew of the work’s connection to himself is 
uncertain.
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1 Allegro Con Brio 14:45
2 Marcia Funebre: Adagio Assai 15:35
3 Scherzo: Allegro Vivace 5:45
4 Finale: Allegro Molto 12:55
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