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Abstract 

This lecture recital thesis will debate, through a comparative study, the validity of 

using the Adagio from Beethoven’s Leonore Overture No. 3 as an orchestral principal 

flute audition excerpt and whether the Adagio from Beethoven’s Symphony No. 4 might 

prove more effective in representing a performer’s skills. The opening flute material in 

Beethoven’s Leonore Overture No. 3 has become paramount in flute auditions 

worldwide. The flute takes part in the ensemble’s harmonic foreshadowing and musical 

symbolism of imprisonment, contributing to the overture’s efficacy in laying the tonal 

and emotional groundwork for the remainder of the opera Fidelio; however, the 

repetitiveness and lack of soloistic content of the flute part make this excerpt a weak 

choice for an audition. In contrast, Beethoven’s compositional style in the Adagio 

movement of Symphony No. 4, as in his prior symphonies, promotes the flute and other 

wind instruments to the roles of soloists; this is one of Beethoven’s many significant 

contributions to symphonic literature and makes this flute solo an excellent choice for an 

orchestral audition excerpt. 

This thesis will introduce the historical context, musical innovations, and 

harmonic structure of both Adagios, as well as their similarities and differences. It will 

also examine the proficiencies considered most important for orchestral principal flutists 

(such as accurate intonation, precise rhythm, stylistic expressiveness, and ensemble 

leadership). The two Adagios’ flute parts will be discussed as they showcase these 

proficiencies, and an argument will be made that the flute excerpt from the Adagio of 
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Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony is a better choice for an orchestral flute audition excerpt 

than the Adagio from Leonore No. 3.   

iv 
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Chapter 1 

Beethoven’s Leonore Overture No. 3 

Beethoven, inspired by the operas of Mozart and Cherubini, began his 

composition of the rescue opera Fidelio in 1805. The libretto, written by Jean-Nicholas 

Bouilly, is based on Bouilly’s own experience as a prison guard during the time of the 

French Revolution.1 Translated from French to German by Sonnleithner, the libretto tells 

the story of a wrongfully imprisoned nobleman named Florestan. Florestan’s courageous 

wife, Leonore, disguises herself as a man and attempts to gain entrance to the dungeon 

where he is imprisoned in order to rescue him. Leonore assumes the name “Fidelio” for 

her famous pants role.  

Beethoven composed four different overtures as part of his many revisions of 

Fidelio. This paper will focus on Leonore Overture No. 3. Regarding the Adagio section 

of this overture, Edgar Istell wrote: 

Beethoven composed this overture for the first revision of his opera Fidelio, 
which premiered at the Theater an der Wien on March 29, 1806, under his own 
direction. In terms of a mood, atmosphere and spirit, this music sums up 
splendidly the dramatic sequence conveying oppression, resolve, hope, and joyous 
deliverance. It is the very essence, not only of opera, but also of the heroic gesture 
in music we associate with Beethoven’s name.2  

1. Edgar Istel, “Beethoven’s Leonore and Fidelio,” The Music Quarterly, 7, no. 2 
(April 1921): 227, accessed February 14, 2013, http://www.jstor.org/stable/738210 
?seq=3. 

2. Richard Freed, “Leonore Overture No. 3, Op. 72a: About The Work” (Program 
notes, National Symphony Orchestra: Leonard Slatkin, conductor/Sol Gabetta, cello, 
plays Shostakovich, June 26-28, 2008), accessed February 2, 2013, http://www.kennedy-
center.org/calendar/?fuseaction=composition&composition_id=2831. 

1 
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Symbolism in Beethoven’s Leonore Overture No. 3 

The Descent to the Dungeon 

Beethoven opens many of his compositions with a shocking, forte, tutti unison 

note. This compositional feature can be found in the opening tutti unison note found at 

the beginning of the Second Symphony and Egmont Overture; Leonore No. 3 follows 

suit, with the entire woodwind and string sections beginning the work with a fortissimo 

tutti pitch of G. This lengthy G, followed by a unison modal scale, ever-softening as it 

descends stepwise, clearly represents Leonore’s treacherous descent down the dungeon’s 

steps. Noted Beethoven scholar Lewis Lockwood calls this opening descending scale “a 

downward groping into the darkness.”3  

Beethoven’s tutti descent-to-the-dungeon motif has social implications. The 

imprisonment of the aristocracy brought on by the French Revolution yielded significant 

repercussions on much of Viennese society. “If one suffers, we all suffer” was certainly 

true for the artists of the early 1800s, who were dependent on the patronage of the 

Viennese aristocracy for their livelihoods. These opening measures thus symbolize not 

only Leonore’s suffering, but society’s as well (see Example 1). 

 

 

3. Lewis Lockwood, The Music and Life of Beethoven (New York: W.W. Norton 
& Company, 2003), 295. 
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Example 1. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 1–9. Opening descending tutti G-
modal scale found in measures 3–4 in the winds and strings.  

Flutists are asked to play the overture’s opening descending modal scale as an 

orchestral flute excerpt in practically every audition. This allows for the assessment of 

candidates’ intonation and tonal control while performing a delicate musical line. Since 

these first four measures are not an actual flute solo, but rather a tutti line, this G-modal 

scale might present a more accurate estimation of a candidate’s intonation capabilities 

3 
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when performed in an actual ensemble setting. In this situation, the orchestral flute 

candidate, instead of playing the G descending scale alone, would need to be able to play 

in tune with the clarinet, the bassoon, the violas, the cellos, and the bass all at the same 

time. In addition, the flutist would also be expected to blend and balance as the top note 

of the unison line. 

Leonore’s “Four Note Motif” 

Additional musical symbolism is evident with the appearance of Beethoven’s 

familiar “fate” motif (a short-short-short-long rhythmic pattern) found in m. 24. Marie 

Stolba suggests a nature-loving Beethoven chose the familiar rhythmic motive, the same 

motive from the opening of his Symphony No. 5 in C Minor, from the first notes of the 

yellowhammer’s (a bird’s) song.4 The fate motif first appears in Leonore No. 3’s Adagio 

quietly in the “bird-like” woodwind voices in mm. 24 and 25 (see Example 2). Beethoven 

had already begun work on sections of his Fifth Symphony when composing Leonore No. 

3. This motif, being marked pianissimo, may represent the impending danger for 

Fidelio’s female lead Leonore. 

 

4. K. Marie Stolba, The Development of Western Music, 3rd ed. (Boston: McGraw 
Hill, 1998), 418. 
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Example 2. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 24–25. Beethoven’s familiar 
rhythmic motive appears in mm. 24–25. 

In an NPR interview, Matthew Guerrieri, author of the book The First Four 

Notes: Beethoven’s Fifth and the Human Imagination, discusses Beethoven’s famous 

“fate motif” found in the opening measures of Symphony No 5, stating: 

The most common story that is told is that Beethoven allegedly said that the 
opening of the symphony was supposedly symbolizing fate knocking at the door. 
And this is probably an invention of his biographer, although we can’t really tell.  
. . . The other story going around at the time that Beethoven wrote it was that he 
had gotten the opening motif from the song of a bird, and that the story just sort of 
fell away as the fate symbolism took over. But in Beethoven’s time, and to 
Beethoven, that actually would have been a fairly noble way of getting a musical 
idea.5 

 

5. NPR Staff, “Beethoven’s Famous 4 Notes: Truly Revolutionary Music,” 
Deceptive Cadence, November 19, 2012, accessed September 17, 2014, http://www.npr. 
org/ blogs/ deceptivecadence/2012/11/19/165495617/beethovens-famous-4-notes-truly-
revolutionary-music. 

5 

                                                 



Texas Tech University, Melinda Wade-English, December 2014 

Elliott Forbes also comments on this rhythmic motive: 

Furthermore, it was the repeated notes that inspired the growth of legends. One 
has only to recall Czerny, for example, who claimed—allegedly on the basis of a 
remark by Beethoven—that the rhythmic motive was based on the call of the 
yellowhammer, or Schindler, who claimed—also allegedly according to an 
utterance of Beethoven—that the figure referred to the dominating power of Fate 
over man (“Thus Fate knocks at the door”).6 
 

Leonore Pounds on the Dungeon Door   

Leonore’s soft fate motif (seen in Example 2) quickly grows in mm. 25–27 to the 

dynamic level of fortississimo (see Example 3). Fate seems to come quite quickly and is 

relentless. Edgar Istell suggests that the repetitive E-flat dominant-seventh chords found 

in the orchestra may symbolize Leonore’s pounding on the dungeon door that imprisons 

her husband Florestan (see Examples 3 and 4).7  

6. Elliot Forbes, ed., Symphony No. 5 in C minor (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1971), 179. 

7. Istel, 226. 
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Example 3. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 19–54. Thirty-two repeated eighth 
notes symbolize Leonore’s pounding on Florestan’s dungeon door in mm. 24–31.  

7 
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Example 4: Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 25–27. The repeated E-flat 
dominant seventh chords symbolize the pounding on Florestan’s dungeon door, while the 
first and second violin lines in m. 27 are reminiscent of Beethoven’s early improvisatory-
style piano writing. 

These pounding eighth notes, found in the woodwinds, second violins, and cellos, 

clearly illustrate Beethoven’s economical use of musical material. For orchestral 

auditions, flutists are asked to practice and perfect this thirty-two-note repetitive passage, 

while in these same measures, seemingly more melodic musical material may be found in 
8 
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the first and second violins (see Example 5). If Beethoven had scored it as such, the first 

and second violins’ virtuosic sixty-fourth-note patterns would perhaps have been a more 

exciting choice for an orchestral audition panel to hear than the pounding E-flats of a lone 

flute. 

 

 

Example 5. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, m. 27. Exciting improvisatory flourishes 
of the first violins. 

Love Triangles 

In the story of Fidelio, there are three main characters, three supporting 

characters, and (in the first version) three acts. Leonore’s introduction is in 3/4 time, and 

the flute’s melodic solo line (doubled by the second violins) in mm. 17–19 contains only 

three pitches. This three-pitch (E, F-sharp, and G) flute and violin melody is lyrical and 

dolce, yet its minor quality foreshadows danger ahead for Fidelio’s heroine, Leonore. In 

mm. 20–23, the flute and violins play a hocket-style, arpeggiated triplet pattern (see 

Example 6). This triplet pattern trade-off between the flute and violin is an important part 

of the flute excerpt for the orchestral committee. The committee searches for both precise 

rhythm and even note lengths among the flute candidates. Here again, as this is not a 

solo, having the first violins play along with the flute candidate might give the audition 

panel a better idea of the flutist’s rhythmic precision. 

9 
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Flute part: 

 

  First Violin part: 

 

Example 6. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 20–23. Hocket triplets found 
between first flute and first violins. 

Beethoven’s economical use of material can be found in the frequent use of the 

interval of a minor third and the groupings of threes in the three-repeated-note pattern of 

the previously-discussed fate motif (the short-short-short-long pattern, found in m. 24, m. 

25, m. 31, and m. 37), the strings’ G-diminished-triad pattern (m. 26), the three-eighth-

note off beats (m. 30), the minor third outlined in the flute’s grace notes (mm. 33–35), the 

triplets in the lower strings (mm. 24–26), and the first and second flutes’ last three high 

Fs and D-naturals (mm. 35–36). The first and second flutes, along with the first and 

second oboes, finish the Adagio section with three repeated notes juxtaposed at an 

interval of a minor third apart (see Example 7). Again, this is not a solo flute line. 

10 
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Example 7. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 34–36. Flutes and Oboes close the 
Adagio in the interval of a minor third. 

These three flute notes are followed by a short, three-note ascending scale in the 

bass and cello that represents Florestan’s ascent from the dungeon. The use of the bass 

register reinforces the characterization of the ascent as Florestan’s (see Example 8). 

 

 

Example 8. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 34–37. Bass voice final G-
dominant-seventh cadence pattern and the ascending G-major scale that mirrors the 
opening woodwind and string descending line. 

11 
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Even though Beethoven’s approach to the Adagio of Leonore No. 3 is fully 

thought out compositionally from beginning to end, this does not necessarily make it an 

extraordinary choice for a flute audition excerpt. If the flute’s descending line at the 

beginning of this piece is to be included on flute auditions, maybe the bass’s and cello’s 

ascending line should be included on low-string auditions? These passages bookend the 

overture, representing Leonore’s stepwise descent into the dungeon and Florestan’s 

stepwise escape, yet neither seems to be of the outstanding musical quality appropriate 

for an orchestral flute or cello audition. 

Foreboding Harmonic Patterns 

Leonore is indeed facing an uncertain future in the Adagio of this opera overture. 

The harmonic instability creates a tempestuous, foreboding feeling. Though it is written 

in C major, this Adagio explores F-sharp, A-flat, B, and E-flat tonal centers. These 

distantly-related shifts in tonality are certainly perplexing to the ear and help create an 

overall sense of anxiety. Table 1 shows the different tonal centers present in the Adagio 

section.  

12 
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Table 1. Harmonic analysis of the Adagio section of Leonore Overture No. 3. 

Measures Tonality, Chord, or Scale Symbolism 
   
1–4 G modal mixture descent to dungeon 

5–6    F-sharp dominant seventh  

7  B major  

8  G major  

9–13  A-flat major quote from dungeon scene 

15–16 F major  

17–19 transition to B major three note melody 

20–21  B major  

22–23  E minor  

24–25 E diminished fate motive 

26 E-flat dominant seventh pounding on dungeon door 

27  A-flat major  

28     A-flat major pounding continues 

29   E-flat dominant seventh more pounding 

30   F minor seventh alternating pounding 

31 B diminished  

32 (with anacrusis) G dominant seventh fate motive 

33–36 G dominant seventh (cadential) 
 

 

37 (first measure of 
Allegro)  

C major (first appearance of 
tonic) 
 

 

 

13 
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As shown in Table 1, Beethoven sets up a dominant-tonic relationship in mm. 5–7 

(shifting from an F-sharp dominant seventh to a B major tonality) and mm. 15–21 

(transition section from F major to B major). In C major, the F-sharp dominant seventh 

outlined in mm. 5–6 functions as the dominant seventh of the leading tone, which yields a 

deeply unstable tonal center. Adding to this harmonic instability, Beethoven emphasizes 

the key of A-flat major, a chromatic mediant in the key of C major. Tonality shifts to the 

lower chromatic mediant in mm. 8–13 and in mm. 26–30 (see Table 1). 

The dominant of C major does appear in mm. 1–4 (in a modal context) and m. 8, 

but it does not truly function as a dominant-seventh chord until mm. 33–36. It is only in 

the final measures of the Adagio that Beethoven begins his transition to the key of C 

major with the appearance of the dominant G-major tonality in mm. 31–33 (see Table 1). 

This harmonic complexity provides a reason for considering whether Leonore No. 

3 is an appropriate choice for orchestral flute auditions. The harmonic instability, which 

is essential to the overall portrayal of this passage, cannot possibly be conveyed by a 

nonchordal instrument such as the flute.  

Like its orchestration, the scenes, themes, and underlying sentiment of Fidelio are 

dominated by the ensemble rather than the individual. The French Revolution, with its 

hope for the rise of the common man, strongly influenced the opera, and power to the 

masses and not just the chosen few is a recurring theme of the Age of Enlightenment. 

With the exception of Florestan’s famous dungeon-scene aria “Gott Welch Dunkel 

Hier!,” the memorable moments of this rescue opera are the ensemble pieces, such as the 

Canon Quartet (“Mir ist so wunderbar”) and the Prisoners’ Chorus (“O welche Lust”).  

14 
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The orchestration of the overture’s Adagio is written in the same manner, 

emphasizing the ensemble, shown by the tutti descending scale found at the beginning of 

Adagio’s opening. In this excerpt, Beethoven treats the flute as an ensemble instrument, 

not a solo instrument, which leads to the questions about the excerpt’s suitability for 

orchestral principal flute auditions. 

Too Much Symbolism for an Operatic Overture 

Early audiences and critics thought Leonore No. 3 was too complete to be used 

for the opening of Fidelio. Instead of being a mere introduction to the rescue opera, as 

were most Classical-period overtures, Leonore No. 3 takes the audience through the 

entire plot of the opera. It resolves the crisis of Florestan’s imprisonment and release 

before even the first scene of Fidelio begins.  

Istell cites Richard Wagner's simultaneous regard for the overture and 

dissatisfaction with its function within the opera. Wagner opined, “Far from furnishing a 

mere musical introduction to the drama, in itself it presents this drama more completely 

and movingly than we find it in the ensuing disjointed stage action. This work is not 

simply an overture, but in itself a most powerful drama.”8  

Noted Beethoven scholar William Kinderman writes: “Beethoven had 

spectacularly overindulged his characteristic practice of musical foreshadowing,” and 

Leonore No. 3, “had to be cut from the opera to which it was inextricably bound.”9       

8. Istell, 226. 

9. William Kinderman, Beethoven (Berkley: University of California Press, 
1995), 103. 

15 
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Not only is Leonore No. 3, Adagio, not the best choice for a flute orchestral excerpt, the 

overture also failed to meet its musical purpose. 

Review of the Symbolism found in the Adagio of Leonore Overture No.3 

 

  

Example 9. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 1–5. Leonore’s descent-to-the-
dungeon motive: G-modal scale. 

16 
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Example 10. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 10–14. Clarinet part of Florestan’s 
Dungeon Aria, “In the Spring days of life,” in A-flat major. 

 

 

 

Example 11. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 24–25. Fate motif in E minor. 

17 
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Example 12. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 25–27. Pounding on the dungeon 
door, depicted by E-flat dominant seventh chords. 

 

 

 

Example 13. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 34–37. Florestan’s ascent from the 
dungeon mirrors the Adagio’s opening and first establishes C as tonic.

18 
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Chapter 2 

Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony: Adagio 

The tragic Adagio of Leonore Overture No. 3 was first performed on March 29, 

1806. The first performance of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony in B-flat major took place 

a year later in March of 1807, “on one of two all-Beethoven concerts sponsored by Prince 

Lobkowitz in Vienna.”1 Beethoven’s Symphony No. 4 was extremely influential and 

popular with early-nineteenth-century Romantic composers Berlioz, Schumann, and 

Mendelssohn. The second movement of Symphony No. 4 was an Adagio of significant 

beauty and lyricism. Berlioz made the following statement regarding this movement: 

It seems to elude analysis. Its form is so pure and the expression of its melody is 
so angelic and of such irresistible tenderness that the prodigious art by which this 
perfection is attained disappears completely. From the very first bars we are 
overtaken by an emotion which, towards the close, becomes so overpowering in 
its intensity that only amongst the giants of poetic art can we find anything to 
compare with this page of the giant of music. 2 
 

Woodwinds Finally Receive Treatment Equal to the Strings in Beethoven’s 
Orchestrations  

Beginning with his first symphony, Beethoven changed the role of woodwinds 

from accompanimental (the common practice at the time) to soloistic, both surprising and 

displeasing his audiences. Beethoven’s critics thought he placed too much emphasis on 

1. Richard Rodda, “Symphony No. 4 in B-flat major, Op. 60: About the Work” 
(program notes, National Symphony Orchestra: Phillipe Jordan, conductor/Lynne Harrell, 
cello, plays Schumann, January 8–10, 2009), accessed April 4, 2013, http://www. 
kennedy-center.org/calendar/?fuseaction=composition&composition_id=3742.  

2. Ibid. 

19 
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the wind parts and strongly encouraged Beethoven to continue the classical practice of 

predominant use of strings in orchestrations. Christopher Gibbs writes: 

One of the first reviews from January 1808 of the Fourth Symphony generally 
praised the work: The first Allegro is very beautiful, fiery and rich in harmony, 
and the minuet and trio also have a distinct, original character. In the Adagio, one 
might sometimes wish that the melody were not so much divided up among the 
various instruments.3  
 

The divided melody Gibbs mentions refers to the battle over the role of soloist between 

the first violins and the flute throughout the Fourth Symphony’s Adagio movement. 

Undaunted by his critics, Beethoven maintained his course. His rebellious scoring 

for independent winds is deliberate. To this point, Elliot Forbes relates Beethoven’s clear 

instructions to his copyist, as seen on the score of his Fifth Symphony:  

On the first page of the 5th Symphony Beethoven has written “Sinfonie di L. v. 
Beethoven.” with a red chalk pencil. He has inclined to use red chalk for his last 
notations. By the same token this represented the final stage of his creative work. 
He had held on to this habit since his youth. . . . On the first page of the autograph 
there is another indication for the copyist: “Flauti, Oboe, Clarinetti, Fagotti, 
Corni tutti obligati.” The copyists thus informed that all winds are handled 
independently and not bound to the strings as in many of the works of 
contemporaries.4  
 
The Adagio movement of the Fourth Symphony opens with a jagged musical idea 

played by the second violins, which sounds like a musical portrayal of stiff-collared, 

cranky old men walking with canes. (Beethoven was perhaps poking a bit of fun at his 

musical critics.) The key of E-flat major is established from the first beat. In the second 

3. Christopher H. Gibbs, “Notes on Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony” (program 
notes, The Philadelphia Orchestra Association, June 08, 2006), accessed September 16, 
2014, http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5459338. 

4. Forbes, 14. 

20 
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measure, a melody enters with a lyrical E-flat descending scale that is reminiscent of 

Leonore No. 3’s opening descending scale. The Fourth’s Symphony’s scale, however, is 

not as stark in nature and melodic contour as Leonore’s. The second violins play the 

jagged rhythmic motif, while the first violins play a descending lyrical melody based 

entirely on the E-flat major scale. While the first violins descend, the violas’ melody 

ascends up in contrary motion. Beethoven employs an enormous amount of contrast 

throughout the entire movement by repeatedly placing the jagged motifs between two 

legato melodic lines moving contrary to one another (see Example 14). The independence 

of the string voices here resembles the part writing found in most of Beethoven’s string 

quartets.  

21 
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Example 14. Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, second movement, Adagio, mm. 1–
4. In these opening measures, Beethoven has written a legato descending solo violin line 
(clearly established in E-flat major) over a jagged rhythmic motif in second violins. 

At the end of the first statement of the primary theme, all the instruments join in 

on the jagged motif. The texture becomes very dense, and the mood becomes 

suspenseful, setting up the flute’s first entrance. Doubled by the clarinet, the flute softly 

and lyrically presents the second statement of the primary theme in the tonic key of E-flat 

major. The winds’ statement of the primary theme in the tonic key is significant: In 

concerto form, the second statement of the primary theme in the tonic key is reserved for 

the soloist. In this scoring choice, Beethoven has elevated the winds to soloist status. 

22 
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Interestingly, at this point, the first violins join the second violins, playing the continuous 

jagged, accompanimental motif. Perhaps the first violins, as the critics, are not pleased 

with this shift in the hierarchy of parts (see Example 15). 

 

 

23 
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Example 15. Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, second movement, Adagio, mm. 9–
12. The second statement of the primary theme is moved to the flute and clarinet 1, and 
strings are used as accompaniment. 

Throughout the Adagio, Beethoven combines woodwind and string instruments to 

create interesting timbres. For example, in m. 18, the first violins play transitional 
24 
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material in B-flat major doubled by the oboe; in m. 20, the violins play transitional 

material, doubled by the flute, in C minor (the relative minor key of E-flat major). The 

accompaniment begins to transform from jagged to a gentler legato quality. The strings 

become more accepting, and their opposition to the woodwind soloists diminishes; this 

may symbolize Beethoven’s hopes that his audiences might also become more accepting 

of his use of winds. 

This calm acceptance lasts only a moment. Beethoven’s fate (or “pounding”) 

motif, similar to that found in Leonore No. 3, appears in the upper winds in mm. 23–26. 

This musical pounding begins softly and quickly increases in intensity, in Beethoven’s 

typical manner (see Example 16). 

Calm returns, and in m. 26 the clarinet presents the second theme, a theme with 

“resonances from the previous symphony,”5 in the dominant key of B-flat major. 

Beethoven juxtaposes a clarinet solo in duple meter and an accompanying triplet pattern 

in the strings, creating an unsettling cross-rhythms effect. Then, in m. 33, the entire 

woodwind section joins in to reinforce the solo clarinet. Beethoven’s use of contrast can 

be seen in comparing the primary theme’s descending scale to the second theme’s 

ascending line (compare Example 15 and Example 16). 

5. “Symphony No. 4,” All About Beethoven, accessed February 2, 2013, 
http://www.all-about-beethoven.com/symphony4.html. 
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Example 16. Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, second movement, Adagio, mm. 
23–32. The pounding motif, as in Leonore No. 3, is seen in high winds in mm. 24–25. 
Measures 27–29 show the ascending second theme (duplet rhythms) in the clarinet 
against the string accompaniment (triplet rhythms). 

The turmoil builds as the fate motif reappears in the bassoon in mm. 34–35 and 

again in the upper winds in mm. 36–37. In m. 38, the jagged rhythm is passed within the 
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orchestra, building to fortissimo (see Example 17). The flute reaches a climatic high A-

natural in m. 40 (interestingly, this A-natural is also the highest note in Leonore No. 3). 

Now the entire orchestra plays the jagged motif. This dramatic moment subsides, and the 

recapitulation begins in m. 42. The cantabile primary theme, ornamented with sextuplets, 

returns in E-flat major (the tonic) in the first violins.  

 

 

Example 17. Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, second movement, Adagio, mm. 
39–41. The jagged theme, presented throughout the orchestra. 

In mm. 61–63, Beethoven passes the first four notes of the primary theme 

between the members of the wind section as though looking for the best instrument in 

which to place the solo. The motif from the primary theme’s opening measure is passed 

around the wind section and finally comes back to the flute, which presents the entire 
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primary theme melody. The accompaniment figure is now no longer jagged; the violins 

play a rather smooth, hocket triplet pattern (see Example 18). 

 

 

Example 18. Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, second movement, Adagio, mm. 
61–63. In the recapitulation, after the strings’ statement of the theme, the flute plays the 
primary theme in the tonic key while strings accompany. 

 The clarinet reintroduces the second theme in the tonic in m. 82. The primary 

theme returns once more at the end of the movement in the flute and clarinet, with a very 

sparse pizzicato accompaniment in the violins. The strings, which have effectively faded 

away, suddenly reappear with a virtuosic flourish in m. 95. The movement concludes 

with one final appearance of the jagged melody in the timpani and a perfect authentic 

cadence from the orchestra (see Example 19). 
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Example 19. Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, second movement, Adagio, mm. 
95–104. The last statement of the primary theme in fragmentation. Strings show their 
virtuosity in mm. 100–101, and the timpani have the final statement of the jagged motif 
in m. 102.  
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In the Adagio movement of his Fourth Symphony, Beethoven propels the 

instruments of the wind section into the realm of nineteenth-century symphonic solo 

instruments, taking advantage of the expanded pallet of timbral colors offered. Hector 

Berlioz enjoyed this second movement of Symphony No. 4 so much that he thought its 

composition could be attributed to the Archangel Michael, rather than a human 

composer.6  

The freshness and spontaneity of themes, the lack of tragic motives, and the 
perfection of form triggered the enthusiasm of his contemporaries. German 
composer Robert Schumann compares this Adagio to “a supple Greek girl, 
standing between two giants from the West,” while Mendelssohn Bartholdy chose 
it to be performed at his first concert at Gewandhaus in Leipzig.7 
 
Fellow composers were influenced by Beethoven’s innovative use of winds. 

Following the premiere of Symphony No. 4, Mendelssohn wrote two important lyrical 

flute duets in his Fourth Symphony (1833), and Hector Berlioz cleverly captured the flute 

and piccolo colors in his Symphony Fantastique (1830). 

The flute participates as an important ensemble member in the Leonore Overture 

No. 3. In Symphony No. 4, however, Beethoven promotes the flute and other winds to the 

roles of featured soloists, thereby revolutionizing symphonic orchestration. This 

historical significance provides a compelling reason (along with the other musical 

considerations mentioned previously) for the flute solo from Beethoven’s Fourth 

Symphony to replace Leonore No. 3 as a selection in orchestral flute auditions.

6. Oscar Thompson, How to Understand Music (New York: The Dial Press, Inc., 
1935), 171. 

7. “Symphony No. 4,” All About Beethoven, accessed February 2, 2013, 
http://www.all-about-beethoven.com/symphony4.html. 

30 

                                                 



Texas Tech University, Melinda Wade-English, December 2014 

Chapter 3 

 The Qualities of Orchestral Flutists, and Beethoven’s Adagios as 
Effective Assessors of those Qualities  

Ensemble Leadership  

  When members of the Philadelphia Orchestra were asked what the most 

important quality of an orchestral musician was, several orchestra members 

simultaneously answered, “The ability to count rests.” In orchestral auditions, the ability 

to count long rests accurately has yet to find an efficient way to be tested. In addition to 

leading in with confidence on entrances, a principal flutist serves as a wind-section leader 

in a variety of ways: He or she must be confident on entrances, interpret stylistic gestures 

skillfully, show sensitivity in responding to the conductor, lead the other flutists, and 

blend with the other wind principals. Top finalists in major orchestral auditions are often 

given the opportunity to rehearse and perform with the entire orchestra. In this setting, 

flutists are given an opportunity to demonstrate sensitivity of phrasing, leadership, and 

comradery with colleagues. In such situations, Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3’s Adagio 

would be an excellent choice of repertoire, as the piece’s emphasis on the ensemble 

affords the flutist ample opportunities to demonstrate leadership abilities. 

Unlike the ensemble-dominant Leonore, the independent lines of Beethoven’s 

flute solos in the Adagio movement of the Fourth Symphony can easily be excerpted as 

solo audition repertoire. Because the themes are passed from section to section, tutti 

statements of the primary or secondary themes are never played by the entire orchestra. 

In fact, the primary theme is never placed in more than two voices at a time. This Adagio 
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is composed as Beethoven’s early period, classical-style pieces with three-part 

compositional structure: melody, harmony (or countermelody), and rhythm. 

Compositions written in this manner are easily separated for use as orchestral excerpts.  

Accurate Intonation 

When Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3 is placed on orchestral auditions lists, flutists 

are asked to perform tragic musical motives that are heavily symbolic. The tutti descent-

to-the-dungeon motive (mm. 1–5) requires playing a high G sustained for 10 beats (the 

quarter note here is subdivided into eighth notes in 3/4 time), starting at fortissimo with a 

one measure decrescendo to piano, followed by a continued diminuendo for two 

additional measures; executing this passage with accurate intonation is extremely 

challenging (see Example 20).  

 

 

Example 20. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 1–5. Challenging intonation in the 
passage at the opening of the overture. 

A flutist who is able to play fortissimo without being sharp and decrescendo to 

piano while staying in tune possesses tonal control that is evidence of his or her musical 

maturity. Usually, modern flutists decrescendo much more quickly than notated, reaching 

piano by the second beat (of six beats) in the first measure; this creates the shocking 

effect that is typical of Beethoven’s openings. This quick decrescendo is commonly in 
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practice and accepted as the norm, but it is not accurate. Performance practice for pieces 

of this era generally dictates a fastidious adherence to what is notated by the composer. 

This accepted inaccuracy of stylistic interpretation offers another reason to request the 

withdrawal of Leonore Overture No. 3 as a principal flute audition excerpt. 

If the Adagio of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony were to replace Leonore No. 3 as 

an audition excerpt, flutists would still be afforded an opportunity to show good 

intonation on a descending scale melody pitched in E-flat. The Fourth Symphony offers a 

similar dynamic challenge to Leonore, beginning with the forte anacrusis followed by a 

subito piano downbeat in m. 10. In comparing the scalar contours of the two excerpts, it 

is apparent that the Fourth Symphony’s Adagio has the more elaborate shape. The scale 

shown in Example 20 is a mere outline in comparison to the ornate melody shown in 

Example 21. Additionally, the excerpt from the Fourth Symphony offers the musician the 

opportunity to play an expressive, cantabile melody while showing tonal control, smooth 

technique, and sensitive phrasing in a variety of rhythmic patterns. 

 

 

Example 21. Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, second movement, Adagio, mm. 1–
20. Flute solo enters in measure 9.  

When comparing the two Adagios, it is important to note that Beethoven’s choice 

of E-flat major for Symphony No. 4 would made the work difficult to perform on the 
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wooden flute of the time, as would his harmonic rovings into B major and A-flat major in 

his Leonore No. 3. Figure 1 shows an example of such a flute.  

 

 

Figure 1. Freyer flute, 1805. Source: “19th century German simple system flutes.” Rick 
Wilson’s Historical Flutes Page, accessed September 17, 2014, http://www.oldflutes.com 
/german.htm. Reproduced with permission from Rick Wilson.  

The early flute is built in the key of D major, making the notes D-sharp/E-flat, G-

sharp/A-flat, and A-sharp/ B-flat stuffy, out of tune, and unresponsive. Also, pitches 

higher than D6 do not speak easily, and both Adagios’ highest pitches (A6) are well past 

the comfortable D6 range. The following passage describes the experiences of the 

composer Hector Berlioz and his reaction to Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3.  

Berlioz, when he was about ten years old, learned to play the flute, and in 1819 is 
said to have acquired one with eight silver keys (then the standard, but still a 
simple system). In 1826, then 23 years old, he still toyed with the idea of 
becoming an orchestral flute player, but in 1834 was calling the flute “the most 
idiotic instrument of all.” Years later (1860), he wrote that the well-known flute 
solo in Beethoven's Leonora overture (#3) was “unworthy of the rest.”1 
 

From this quotation, it is unclear whether Berlioz is speaking of the Adagio or the 

Allegro section flute solos as “unworthy of the rest.”  

1. “Virtual Tour of ‘Beethoven & Berlioz, Paris & Vienna: Musical Treasures from the 
Age of Revolution & Romance 1789–1848,’” National Music Museum, last modified 
February 26, 2014, accessed September 17, 2014, http://orgs.usd.edu/nmm 
/Exhibitions/Beethoven Berlioz/BBGrenserflute.html. 
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Rhythmic Accuracy 

Rhythmic accuracy is paramount for orchestral flutists. In m. 9 of the Fourth 

Symphony (shown in Example 21), the flute enters as the oboe plays the jagged rhythmic 

motif. A precise entrance at this point would be a good challenge for auditioning flutists. 

The double-dotted eighth followed by the thirty-second note in m. 13 and the tied quarter 

and eighth notes in m. 14 can also be used to assess rhythmic precision. The opening 

phrase for the flute in Leonore No. 3 (see Example 20) does not offer such intricate 

rhythmic challenges.  

Both Adagios have four measures of hocket triplet notes. Leonore’s hocket triplet 

notes (see Example 22) are tongued and the downbeat high F-sharp on beats two, four, 

and six in m. 21 is a temperamental note on the flute. These F-sharps are difficult to play 

without cracking, especially at the designated dynamic level of pianissimo. Flutists 

playing this passage strive to make all the eighth notes exactly of the same duration.  

 

 

Example 22. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 19–54. The staccato hocket triplet 
pattern alternates with the first violin in mm. 20–23. 
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The Fourth Symphony’s hocket triplets (seen in Example 23) are slurred and, 

unlike Leonore’s hocket triplet notes, have no downbeat note immediately following 

them. Additionally, Symphony No. 4 has two tied notes of different rhythmic lengths 

(seen in mm. 66–68 of Example 23) that offer extra rhythmic challenges. Audition panels 

looking for opportunities to check for impeccable rhythmic accuracy may with this 

excerpt assess whether flutists can come off the ties at precisely the right time. This 

excerpt, a variation of the primary theme, additionally offers four grace notes to help the 

audition panel determine stylistic and rhythmic integrity.  

 

 

Example 23. Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, second movement, Adagio, mm. 
65–86. Measures 68–71 show four measures of hocket slurred triplets, similar to that 
found in the Adagio section of Leonore No 3. 

Expression and Melodic Contour 

Additional rhythmic challenges are found in the closing passages of each Adagio. 

In comparing the melodic contours of the two excerpts, it is observed that the closing 

melody of the Adagio from Leonore No. 3 has a melodic range of a minor seventh (from 

B5 to A6) and contains five sets of repeated notes (see Example 24), while the closing 

passage of the Adagio from the Fourth Symphony range is an octave plus a major seventh 
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(from B4 to A6) and contains only three sets of repeated notes (see Example 25). The 

wider, more varied melodic contour found in the Fourth Symphony’s Adagio provides 

auditioning flutists a broader canvas upon which to demonstrate their expressive 

capabilities. 

 

  

Example 24. Beethoven’s Leonore No. 3, Op. 72, mm. 29–55. The eighth-note pattern in 
m. 30 must be played evenly. The fate motif is found in mm. 30–31. Measures 32 and 34 
require accurate counting for the ties to be held correctly. Measures 33 and 35 have 
grace-note triplets that require rhythmic precision. 

 

 

Example 25. Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, second movement, Adagio, mm. 
87–104. Measure 88 includes a large dynamic change over a tied eighth-note plus 
sextuplet figure and a dotted-sixteenth thirty-second note figure. The fate motif is found 
in mm. 91–92. Measures 93 and 94 have an eighth-note pattern that requires rhythmic 
precision. 

With so many flutists at orchestral auditions, panels are often forced to target their 

listening to eliminate as many flutists as possible. A missed or cracked note can 
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immediately end a candidate’s chances. Sadly, the more pressure the flutist feels the need 

to be perfect, the more likely it is that he or she will make a mistake. A circle begins. The 

panel looks for a mistake that will eliminate the candidate, while the flutist tries 

desperately to avoid a mistake in order to keep from being eliminated. Orchestral 

auditions are fundamentally mistake focused. Hopefully, music is not defined by the 

absence of mistakes, but more by the presence of beauty. 

In this intense audition environment, asking to hear the dolce espressivo melody 

of the Fourth Symphony’s Adagio might help performers relax enough to show their 

innate musical talent and expressive capabilities. Requesting a stark, intense, tortured, 

imprisoned, plodding excerpt such as the Adagio of Leonore No. 3 only exacerbates the 

intensity of the situation. With the heightened awareness of stress-related injuries among 

musicians, perhaps musicians’ unions should establish guidelines for auditions urging 

committees to choose less repetitive excerpts in favor of more cantabile ones.
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Chapter 4 

The Adagios of Leonore No. 3 and the Fourth Symphony: a Comparison 

Both Adagios were completed in 1806. The compositions share many similar 

melodic and rhythmic structures, and both begin with an important descending, scalar 

passage. The opening scale in Leonore No. 3 is modal and ominous in nature, while the 

melodic line beginning in m. 2 of Symphony No. 4 has a dolce descending scale in E-flat 

major. 

Beethoven’s two Adagios, both in 3/4 meter, show similarities in their 

orchestration. In both pieces, the strings begin by playing a single eighth note on the 

downbeat, followed by silence for the rest of the measure, and the violins have occasional 

improvisatory flourishes. The fate motif is employed in a similar fashion by both 

Adagios.  

Another feature shared by the two pieces is Beethoven’s awarding important 

musical lines to the woodwind instruments. In m. 10 of Leonore No. 3, Beethoven gives 

the clarinet and bassoon an important quotation from Florestan’s dungeon aria, “In des 

Lebens Frulingstram.” In the Adagio movement of Symphony No. 4, Beethoven has the 

clarinet present the first statement of the secondary theme (reminiscent of Beethoven’s 

Symphony No. 3).  

Harmonically, however, the two Adagios are strikingly different. In the Adagio 

section of Leonore No. 3, Beethoven delays tonicization of the home key, C major, while 

in the Adagio of Symphony No. 4, the tonality is clearly established in E-flat major.  
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 Leonore No. 3’s tragic Adagio has a feeling of harmonic unrest throughout, while 

Symphony No. 4 is very classical in style, with traditional harmonic progressions. The 

Adagio of Leonore No. 3 is only a 36-measure introduction to the Allegro, while the 

Fourth Symphony’s Adagio is a complete movement that can be interpreted in either 

rondo or theme-and-variations form. Phrase lengths vary between the Adagios. Leonore 

No. 3 has an extended eight-bar phrase, and the secondary theme presented by the 

clarinet is six measures in length. Leonore’s tutti opening is fortissimo, and Symphony 

No. 4 begins piano with a second violin rhythmic motif. 

Of the 33 measures of Leonore No. 3’s Adagio, the flute has twelve measures of 

rests, six measures of scales and arpeggios, five measures of pounding eighth notes, and a 

mere six measures of melodic content. Of the 104 measures in the Adagio of Beethoven’s 

Symphony No. 4, the flute has thirty-six measures of rest, four measures of pounding 

eighth notes, two measures of the jagged motif, and thirty-seven measures of melodic 

content, which inspired Beethoven’s fellow composers with its compositional perfection 

and angelic beauty. 
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Chapter 5 

Summary 

This comparison study has evaluated the use of the Adagio section from 

Beethoven’s Leonore Overture No. 3 in orchestral flute auditions and has examined 

aspects of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, movement two, Adagio, that might qualify it 

as a better choice for such auditions. Musical and historical specifics of Beethoven’s use 

of symbolism, his orchestrations, and critical reviews have been included alongside 

performance-specific topics such as register, intonation, and rhythm.  

The tonal control required for the opening descending line, the rhythmic accuracy 

needed to effectively execute the triplet section, and the important solo that that succeeds 

the Adagio in the Allegro section are among the reasons the Adagio section of Leonore 

No. 3 has remained on audition lists for so long. However, the repetitiveness and limited 

soloistic moments of Leonore No. 3 are definite drawbacks, and a lone flutist cannot do 

justice to the stark and forceful nature of this dramatic portrayal of wrongful 

imprisonment.  

On the other hand, the flute plays an extremely important role in the Adagio 

movement of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony. With the composition of this work, 

Beethoven chose to defy his critics and promote the use of woodwinds as soloists. Had 

Beethoven not promoted the flute to the role of soloist, it is possible it would remain in 

use primarily as an accompanimental instrument, and many fewer flutists would be 

competing for principal flute positions today. The Adagio of the Fourth Symphony has 

true cantabile solo passages and offers ample rhythmic challenges and sudden dynamic 
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changes as evaluation points for orchestral auditions. The time to recognize the historical 

importance of Beethoven’s Adagio from his Fourth Symphony, as well as its suitability 

as a primary orchestral flute audition excerpt, has come. 
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