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If there’s an idea connecting the two works in today’s programme – besides their celebration of the 
power and versatility of wind ensembles, of course – it’s rhythm. Beethoven is pretty much obsessed 
with it throughout his Seventh Symphony, as we’ll see. And for Janáček, too, rhythm proved a fruitful 
source of inspiration across a great deal of his music.

In the great Czech composer’s case, that rhythm came predominantly from the flow and cadences 
of his own spoken language, which he mined for both rhythm and melody across his operas and his 
instrumental works. The distinctive, seven-note, sing-song melody that permeates the opening move-
ment of his Mládí, for example, is rumoured to be singing ‘Mládí, zlaté mládí!’ (‘Youth, golden youth!’). 
When you hear it, it makes perfect sense.

Indeed, it makes a lot of sense that Janáček’s instruments are singing so warmly about the golden days 
of youth in a work that’s so openly nostalgic, written by a man just four years away from the end of his 
life who’s looking back with affection to some of his earliest memories. Janáček wrote his wind sextet 
Mládí in the very month of his 70th birthday, July 1924, and the piece was intended for concert  
celebrations of that anniversary. Its premiere performance in Janáček’s home town of Brno in October 
that year, however, was dogged by instrument malfunctions, leaving the composer furious, and he 
had to wait for a performance in Prague the following month before he was happy with it.

Janáček had been initially inspired by hearing flautist Paul Taffanel’s Société de Musique de Chambre 
pour Instruments à Vent ensemble, first in Salzburg in 1923 then later in Brno, and set about writing 
his own work for a distinctive and unusual ensemble of flute (or piccolo), oboe, clarinet, bass clari-
net, horn and bassoon. The addition of a bass clarinet to the conventional wind quintet line-up gives 
Janáček’s ensemble a characteristically rich, resonant sound that he exploits throughout the piece.

His specific subject matter was his time as a young boy chorister studying at the Augustinian Abbey 
in Brno, where he gained a thorough immersion in both music and Czech nationalism, both of which 
would occupy his later life. He’d written an ealier piece inspired by the same institution, called March 
of the Blue Boys, referring to the blue uniforms of the Augustinian students, for the unusual  
combination of piccolo, flute, bells, tambourine and piano, and he adapted this earlier work as the 
third movement of Mládí.
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After the piece’s opening tribute to ‘golden youth’, in which Janáček places his memorable theme in 
sometimes unusual aural settings, his sober second movement, it’s been suggested, refers to the  
composer’s unhappier memories of the school’s strict regulations. The third contrasts the piping  
eagerness of his March of the Blue Boys with a more relaxed trio section, while his finale recalls 
the earlier ‘golden youth’ theme before a more surging, energetic melody takes over, leading to a 
high-spirited conclusion.

If the rhythms of speech informed much of Janáček’s output, Beethoven in his Seventh Symphony 
seems to focus on rhythm as pure energy, an unstoppable force, something from which all else flows. 
Richard Wagner famously described the Symphony as ‘the apotheosis of the dance itself: it is dance in 
its highest aspect, the loftiest deed of bodily motion, incorporated into an ideal mould of tone’.

Listeners have long been keen to interpret Beethoven’s symphonies. Following his heroic ‘Eroica’, 
his triumph-against-adversity Fifth and the evident storytelling of his ‘Pastoral’, commentators and 
fellow composers were eager to find a story behind the Seventh, too. Many saw it as a sequel to the 
bucolic Sixth, picturing harvesters making merry. Schumann heard a peasant wedding, and Berlioz 
thought of peasants dancing. Others imagined it depicted a tale from Moorish legend, or a political 
revolution. In fact, it’s one of Beethoven’s most abstract and story-less symphonies – unless that ‘story’ 
is about the inner workings of music itself. And it’s in those terms that Beethoven focuses so clearly 
on rhythm, deriving from that core musical element a work that feels like a celebration of energy and 
positivity.

It’s ironic, then, that Beethoven wrote it during one of the most difficult periods in his life. His deaf-
ness was growing steadily worse, and in 1811 he’d come down with a serious fever, as a cure for which 
his doctor sent him to the Bohemian spa town of Teplice for several periods in 1811 and 1812. It was 
during these visits that he worked seriously on his new symphony.

Beethoven himself conducted its first performance, on 8 December 1813 in Vienna, at a benefit  
concert for Austrian and Bavarian troops wounded in the Battle of Hanau, an encounter that forced 
Napoleon’s retreat. The concert was one of the high points of the composer’s career – so popular, in 
fact, that it was repeated the following January, and again in February. The Seventh Symphony went 
down well – the audience demanded that Beethoven immediately repeat the second movement – but 
the concert’s wild acclaim really came for another piece. The anti-Napoleon Wellington’s Victory 
clearly captured the mood of the moment, but its popularity hasn’t survived changes in taste. Even 
Beethoven seemed aware that the greater work had perhaps been overshadowed by the lesser one: 
he was furious that the Weiner Zeitung newspaper referred to the Seventh Symphony as a  
‘companion piece’ to Wellington’s Victory.

Nonetheless, the Symphony’s energy and positivity must have matched the celebratory mood, too. As 
must the propulsive rhythmic drive that pushes its music ever onward, even in its not-very-slow ‘slow’ 
movement. The Symphony’s slowest music, in fact, comes right at the start, in the introduction to its 
first movement, although the loud chords that interrupt that opening hint at the energy about to be 
unleashed. The repeated long-short-long rhythm that leads into the movement’s main, faster section 
quickly comes to dominate, as Beethoven plays inventive games with its perky main theme.

The second movement is serious but not slow, its persistent long-short-short rhythm providing an 
implacable tread that’s too quick to be a funeral march or dirge, even if it has something of that char-
acter. This is the movement that the audience demanded to be repeated at the Symphony’s premiere, 
and it’s maintained a remarkable life ever since, cropping up in movies as diverse as X Men:  
Apocalypse, The King’s Speech and John Boorman’s eccentric Zardoz, often to symbolise a strange mix 
of nobility and dread, an inescapable unfolding of events.



The third movement is a bright and bouncing scherzo whose unstoppable rhythm is simply a barrage 
of notes in three time. And if you felt there was any restraint holding back the Symphony’s first three 
movements, Beethoven lets rip entirely in the blazing energy and wild, whirling motion of his finale, 
which truly seems to race towards its conclusion.

Beethoven wrote his Symphony for an orchestra of strings, wind, brass and timpani. The 
arrangement for wind ensemble plus timpani you hear here was made by British bassoonist Nicholas 
Reader, a founder member of the London Sinfonietta and long-standing player with the Royal  
Philharmonic Orchestra, Philharmonia and RSNO, who has arranged many classic works for winds. 

Even if Reader inevitably redistributes material originally destined for stringed instruments to flutes, 
oboes, clarinets and bassoons, he loses none of Beethoven’s detail, and if anything, his arrangement 
makes many of Beethoven’s inner workings more evident. You might even notice details you’ve never 
been consciously aware of before.

David Kettle
November 2020


