
Intruder in the Temple: 
The Credentials of an Amateur Scholar 

 

(© Stefan Romanó, 2021) 

Contents 

Beethoven’s Ending the Fifth – the story  of how I became an amateur scholar      1 

The question (1) — Some authoritative answers (1) — Serendipity (3) —  

A musicological article (4) — The rest of the story (5) 

A Short History  of the Most Famous Motive of Classical Music                              6 
The little-known well-known Beethovenian motive (6) — Invented or borrowed? (11) — 

Tracking the motive back in the history of music (12) — Hidden in full sight during the 

Classical Age (14) — The meager Baroque crop … including, however, all the great names 

(17) — The birth of the motive at the dawn of Renaissance (18) — The perennial motive 

(20) — The end of the story (22) — Appendices.  Use of the motive (27) 

 

Not a musician or musicologist, and even a non-native English speaker, I am an intruder in 

what had become a “temple” to Beethoven English scholarship, in which only the accredited high 

priests can officiate.  All my attempts to publish as individual articles my original findings now 

coalesced in the two books accessible on this website have been rejected by the music journals I 

submitted them to.  I managed, however, to have a few articles published which can vouch for the 

quality of my scholarly work: 

Stefan Romanó,”Politicizing Music in Communist Romania”, Summer 1999, Volume 14, 

Number 1, pp. 27-30.  

Stefan Romanó, “Ending the Fifth.  The Myth That Beethoven Did Not Know How to Finish” 

The Beethoven Journal, Summer 2009, Volume 24, Number 2, pp. 56-71.  (The manuscript 

sent to the journal in 2007.)  

Stefan Romanó, “La Contesse Marie Erdödy est-elle l’Immortelle Bien-Aimée?” [Is Countess 

Erdödy the Immortal Beloved?], Beethoven, La revue de l’Association Beethoven France et 

Francophonie, No 9 – 2008, pp. 18-38. 

Stefan Romanó, “[Le dossier de l’Immortelle bien-Aimée. La candidate ‘étatsunienne’: 

Antonie Brentano” [The Immortal Beloved File. The American Candidate, Antonie 

Brentano], Beethoven. La revue de l’Association Beethoven France et Francophonie, No 14 

– 2012, pp. 39-54. 

Stefan Romanó, “A Short Story of the Most Famous Motive of Classical Music.”  This article 

was accepted to be presented at the Convention of the American Beethoven Society in 

September 2020.  Unfortunately, due to the Covid19 Pandemics, the Convention was put 

off for September 2021.  (Poor Beethoven chose to be born the wrong year.) 

I am including here only those of the mentioned English texts that are genuine scholarly works: 

the story of the “Ending the Fifth” article (including a terse abstract of the printed article) and the 

full text of the Convention paper, which may or may not be included in the published transactions 

of the Convention.  The “Politicizing” paper fits better elsewhere. 
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Beethoven’s Ending the Fifth – the story  

of how I became an amateur scholar 

There is little doubt that the four notes opening Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony constitute the 

most famous motive in classical music.  And yet, this symphony, a universal cultural icon, is also 

paradoxically responsible for an equally universal derisive comment.  Has there ever been a music 

lover who did not, at the end of a performance of the Fifth, wonder how it is possible for a work 

that is so perfect in every other aspect, to end with an interminable, aggravating series of hammered 

chords? 

The question.  I was so overwhelmed when, as an early teen in Romania, I first heard the 

symphony on my little radio, that it took me some time to come to not like this conclusion of the 

finale, which I otherwise found exhilarating.  As sources of information one could access in a 

Communist country were very limited, I was not even aware that my doubts were shared with near-

unanimity by the Beethoven scholarly world.  I discovered that much later in the United States, 

when I bought my first “free world” biography of Beethoven: “the question” had troubled ardent 

Beethovenians ever since his work conquered European concert halls.  Hector Berlioz did not spare 

the superlatives in his analysis of the symphony, but also maintained that “possibly our feeble 

organization would be better suited to a more laconic peroration.”*  If a fervent adept like Berlioz 

nourished doubts about the last chords, it comes as no surprise that Beethoven’s detractors made 

the ending of the symphony into justification for their derogatory judgments of the whole.  

Beethoven’s almost-forgotten contemporary, Ludwig Spohr (1784-1859), found the Fifth a 

complete failure and “the last movement, with its empty noise, the least satisfactory of all.”†  

Another acerbic critic, the Russian Alexander Oulibicheff (1794-1858), described the symphony’s 

coda as “filled up with commonplaces of military music.”‡  Such opinions were summed up, 

unexpectedly, by a resolute early partisan of Beethoven, Joseph Fétis (1784-1871), who wrote in 

1828 an enthusiastic review of the symphony ending on a sour note: “unfortunately, Beethoven 

does not know how to finish.”§  Fétis’s assertion seems to have echoed, but with more neutral 

wording, in the authoritative voice of Sir George Grove (1820-1900): in his influential 1896 

monograph on Beethoven’s symphonies, Grove wrote that the movement ends “in an apparently 

interminable succession of the common chord of C…”**  As late as 1925, a certain Walter Krug 

(1875-1955) dismissed the finale in his monograph titled Beethoven’s Achievement as “nothing 

but shouts and shrieks.”†† 

Some authoritative answers.  With Beethoven’s gradual rise to god-like status a century after 

his death, critical voices dimmed.  Recent musical scholarship has endeavored to justify the 

conclusion of the symphony on purely musical grounds, yet the bewilderment of the public 

remains. In 1984, it found expression in the play Beethoven’s Tenth by the late Peter Ustinov, a 

                                                 
*  Hector Berlioz, A Critical Study of Beethoven’s Nine Symphonies, trans. Edwin Evans (Urbana, Illinois: 

University of Illinois Press, 2000), p. 68. 
†  Ludwig Spohr, “Lebenserrinerungen”. Quoted in Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor: an authoritative 

score, the sketches, historical background, analysis, views and comments (edited by Elliot Forbes), 

Norton, New York, 1968, p. 187. 
‡  Alexander Oulibicheff, Beethoven – ses critiques et ses glossateurs, (Leipzig, Brockhaus, 1857), p. 205. 
§  In Revue Musicale de 1828, p. 316. 
**  George Grove, Beethoven and His Nine Symphonies (Dover Publications, New York, 1962), p. 171. 
††  Walther Krug, Beethovens Vollendung, Eine Stritschrift [Beethoven’s Achievement, A Polemic] (Berlin: 

Sibyllen-Verlag, 1925), p. 97. 
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well-known actor, writer, and committed Beethovenian. He made the composer himself appear on 

stage and confess, “I never knew when to stop.”* And, according to Antony Hopkins, professional 

musicians share the public’s bewildered view but only en famille, fearing accusations of musical 

lèse-majesté. Hopkins confesses that he cannot understand the musical reason of the symphony’s 

ending: 

For whatever reason, he felt the need to give us one of the most extended repetitions of 

the tonic in all music, more than forty bars of unadulterated C major. It may or may not 

be the food of love, but he certainly gives us excess of it, and it has become a standard 

joke amongst musicians thus to prolong a final cadence.† 

While I shared in the general bewilderment, I could never accept the idea that “Beethoven did 

not know how to end.” The overlong ending of the Fifth is a singular case in his musical output.  

Its sister symphony, the Sixth, which he composed in parallel, ends very quickly, after a last return 

of the main theme at the horn, with two ff chords.  It was clear to me that “Beethoven knew how 

to finish.”  I had to accept that he had his own reasons—though they may be hard to understand—

for concluding his C minor Symphony in a way so dissimilar from his other works. 

However, no explanation for his reasons that I could find in the ample library at San Jose 

Beethoven Center was satisfactory.  A romantically florid one from E. T. A. Hoffmann (1776-

1822), the first critic to write a detailed review of the symphony in 1812, made no sense: he heard 

“the perfect calm of the soul […] abolished by these individual chords [… which] recall the 

individual strokes in the [first] Allegro of the symphony.” ‡  First of all, the finale is not in a “calm” 

but an “exalted” mood; secondly, I could not perceive that unmistakable four-note motive in the 

final series of chords.  Schenker’s approach, on the other hand, has always been too “technical” 

for my comprehension, but I understood enough to know that he had no answer to his own 

question, “is this celebration nothing more than an empty succession of canon volleys of cadences 

V-I, as the last groups of the third theme in the ending are commonly regarded?”§  Donald Tovey, 

another authority from the first half of the twentieth century, only warned musical ignoramuses 

like me “who regard the last forty-odd bars of Beethoven’s C minor Symphony as a meaningless 

noise [that they] are so far from the truth as the most naive listener to whom a fugue is a tuneless 

chaos,”  and that “the symphony ends as truly within its own length as the Et in terra pax of the 

[Bach’s] B minor Mass,”** an assertion that he does not further condescend to explore.  Walter 

Riezler similarly claimed to find the symphony’s ending as shaped by a never-explicated “clear 

                                                 
* Beethoven’s Tenth by Peter Ustinov. Quoted in: Donna Beckage: “Evoking Beethoven on the Stage: Peter 

Ustinov, Stanley Freiberg, and Adrienne Kennedy,” in The Beethoven Journal, Vol. 16 (2001): 3. 
† Antony Hopkins, The Nine Symphonies of Beethoven (University of Washington Press, 1981), p. 156. 
‡ Hoffmann’s review, published in Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung, xx/40, 41 (July 1810), translated in 

The Critical Reception of Beethoven’s Compositions by His German Contemporaries (W. M. Senner, 

R. Wallace and W. Meredith, editors), volume 2, Univ. of Nebraska Press, Lincoln and London, 2001, 

volume 2, p. 109. 
§  Heinrich Schenker, Beethoven V. Sinfonie : Darstellung des musikalischen Inhaltes nach der Handschrift 

unter fortlaufender Berücksichtigung des Vortrages und der Literatur (Wien, Tonwille-Verlag, 1925), p. 

67 (my translation). Here is Schenker’s original text: “ Bedeutet diese Feier nicht aber mehr als ein 

blosses Böllerschiessen von Kadenzen, von V-I, wofür die letzten Gruppen vom Schluss des 3. 

Gedankens ab gemeiniglich genommen werden?” 
**  Donald Francis Tovey, A musician Talks, vol. 2: Musical Textures (London, 1941), p. 64. The number 

in Bach’s Great Mass is a fugue that ends with just one chord. 
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lay-out […] a close of such breadth that it cannot be regarded merely as the tail-end of the Finale 

[…] but the culmination of the whole Symphony.”* 

Modern musicologists finally offered me some insight into the matter, but not enough to 

assuage my doubts.  In his major work The Classical Style (1971), Charles Rosen advanced a 

psychological explanation: “fifty-four measures of pure C major are needed to ground the extreme 

tension of that immense work.”†  While this explanation seems reasonable, one may still continue 

to wonder why the “C major orgy” (Romain Rolland’s description) that precedes the conclusion 

would not suffice.  Lewis Lockwood justified the overlong conclusion by measuring its 

“construction” in three sections of the same length (28 bars), ‡ but quantity cannot alone explain 

quality.  Joseph Kerman simply avoided tackling the issue in his 1982 article entitled “Notes on 

Beethoven’s Codas.” §  In his 1995 monograph on Beethoven’s works (revised and expanded in 

2009), William Kinderman again dissects the conclusion of the symphony down to the bars, and 

ultimately agrees with and enhances Hoffman’s two-hundred-year-old explanation: this would be 

“the final, unsurpassable transformation and glorification of the motif that began the entire 

symphony.” **  However tempting, these analyses are based on reading the score rather than 

listening to the music. To the non-scholarly listener, like me, the final chords (mm. 432-442) 

appear like salvos of identical sounds rather than any “pattern of rhythmic impulses” recalling the 

famous four-stroke motive, probably because of the long 1¾-measure-pauses that separate the 

strokes. 

Serendipity.  This was the status-quo on a random spring morning in 2008, while I was taking 

my usual long commute to central California.  When the Beethoven piano sonata CD I was playing 

ended, I mused indefinitely for a few minutes and then turned on the local Classical FM radio 

station; reception had died several times before but had recently resurged.  I knew that it would 

probably give me some music of lesser quality, but I am, like everybody, eager to hear something 

new, even “old new.”  (I’m reminded of my discovery, at the beginning of my American life, of 

Pachelbel’s Canon.)  The music that surged from the car radio was also new, but not particularly 

enticing: the kind I call “third-hand Beethoven”—somewhat similar to his music but not one of 

those “second-hand Beethoven.”  This unknown piece sounded like the finale of a symphony, 

probably by one of Beethoven’s contemporaries.  In a few minutes, it began to move to its 

conclusion, entering what must have been a coda.  Suddenly, it began to sound quite familiar, then 

more and more familiar until it dawned on me: this was the conclusion of Beethoven’s Fifth that I 

was hearing!  How was that possible?  What piece was that?  When the final hammered salvos 

                                                 
*  Walter Riezler, Beethoven, translated in English by G. D. H Pidcock, (Vienna House, New York, 1972), 

p. 148.  His description of the “clear lay-out” as “sixteen piano bars and only then crescendo” is hardly 

illuminating. 
†  Charles Rosen, The Classical Style, 2nd edition (Norton, New York, 1997), p. 72.  Rosen did not tackle 

the issue again in his other prominent monograph, Sonata Forms (1980, revised 1988), in which the 

chapter dedicated to the coda (pp. 297-252) deals with several examples from Beethoven’s work but not 

the one of the Fifth Symphony. 
‡  Lewis Lockwood, “On the Coda of the Finale of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony,” in Divertimento für 

Hermann J. Abs, (Beethoven-Studien, Beethoven-Haus, Bonn, 1981). He did not tackle the issue in his 

more recent biography, Beethoven, the Music and the Life, (WW Norton et Co, New York London, 

2003). 
§  Joseph Kerman, “Notes on Beethoven’s Codas” in Beethoven Studies 3 (Cambridge University Press, 

1982), p. 141-159. 
**  William Kinderman, Beethoven, Oxford University Press, 1997, p. 129-130. 
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ended with the last, rarefied three chords, the tuneful female voice beginning, “This was ….” was 

suddenly covered by cracklings and then by the sound of the Mariachi.  I had driven out of the 

classical station’s range into a zone of interference with a Latino station. 

I was amazed.  It was clear to me that what I had just heard was identical – well, almost, 

identical – to the conclusion of Beethoven’s Fifth.  Who composed this piece?  And, crucially, 

when? 

I did my musical detective work mentally while driving to my job.  The first name on my list 

of suspects was Luigi Cherubini.  I knew that Beethoven esteemed him as the best of contemporary 

composers, and Cherubini had been acknowledged as part of the “French influence” on Beethoven; 

I had also listened once (maybe twice) to Cherubini’s only Symphony, which had sounded like 

“third-hand Beethoven” to me.   When I arrived and was able to get on-line, I found the solution 

on the website of the radio station in a moment: the piece ending so similarly to Beethoven’s Fifth 

was Cherubini’s Eliza overture.   

A musicological article.  I resumed my investigation at home in the evening.  I listened to 

Cherubini’s overture on YouTube (I have only his Médée on CD) and the scores that I could 

download on the spot from IMSLP website confirmed the similarity, especially in the last sixteen 

bars, note by note, chord by chord and pause by pause, here illustrated in the bass line, where the 

metric pattern is very clear: 

 

After another quarter of an hour, in my old “Thayer” (the “Bible” of every Beethoven scholar) I 

found the confirmation of what I had suspected from the very beginning: the chance for this 

resemblance to be just a coincidence was insignificant.  1803, the year when Beethoven was 

working on his Eroica—but also the year when he entered his first idea for the Fifth Symphony in 

his sketchbooks—was truly a “Cherubini Year” in Vienna, in which several of his operas, 

including Eliza, were performed to great acclaim. *  According to the memories of his friend Ignaz 

Ritter von Seyfried, Beethoven was “fascinated more especially by the creations [operas] of 

Cherubini and Mehul.”†  This fascination was not purely platonic; its results can be heard in 

Beethoven’s opera Fidelio as well as in his instrumental music.  Cherubini’s works abound in 

effects that one now considers “typically Beethovenian”: breaks in the musical phrases, 

unexpected pauses, obstinate chords, extreme dynamic contrasts, and tempo fluctuations.‡  Since 

Beethoven had never used a concluding formula similar to the one in his Fifth before 1803, when 

he heard the Eliza overture that “fascinated” him, I could safely assume that he borrowed it from 

Cherubini, adding it to the list of his “French connection.”  

                                                 
*  Thayer’s Life of Beethoven, Revised and Edited by Elliot Forbes (Princeton University Press, 1969), p. 

326.  Further referenced as Thayer-Forbes. 
†  Thayer-Forbes, p 372. Seyfried’s reminiscences were published in the appendix of his Studien im 

Generalbasse, Contrapuncte und in der Compositions-Lehre of 1832. 
‡  Basil Dean, Oxford Studies of Composers (3) – Cherubini (Oxford University Press, London, 1965), p. 9. 
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The rest of the story.  I should stop here saying, American-way, “the rest is history,” but that 

would be a lie.  True, William Meredith, the editor of The Beethoven Journal, found the article 

that I submitted to him interesting and worth publishing; he also helped my longer elaboration on 

the subject sound more professional than I worded it.  But the history stopped with the publication 

a year later.*  After a couple of years, during which I saw not a shade of reaction to my paper in 

musical publications and online, I registered as a Wikipedia contributor and added three lines in 

its article about Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony stating neutrally, “It has been shown that this long 

chord sequence …,” with my article mentioned in the footnote.  A few months later I found out 

that somebody, probably the (unknown to me) author of the Wikipedia entry, had changed my 

addition to state that Luigi Cherubini was not a French but an Italian composer “spending much 

of his time in France.”  (Of course, I had known that Cherubini was Italian-born ever since I learned 

his name, but he figures in the history of music as a French composer, as French as his compatriot 

Jean-Baptiste Lully, born Giovanni Battista Lulli in Florence.)  Anyhow, I can claim that three 

persons are aware of my contribution to Beethoven scholarship.  The third one wrote the only 

critical appraisal, not publicly but in a personal letter he sent to Bill Meredith, who kindly passed 

it to me as the opinion of a “fan.”  As that person, who is a public persona and author of several 

published books, avoided any communication with me, I cannot quote him here. 

History – if I can call it so – stops here.  If you google today for “Stefan Romanó” and 

Beethoven, you get four results (five more are about other Romanos), one of which is Beethoven’s 

Fifth entry in the Vietnamese Wikipedia, a shortened translation of the English Wikipedia.  But 

Lewis Lockwood, who published his book Beethoven’s Symphonies. An Artistic Vision six years 

after my paper never mentioned its contribution to the issue; he just repeated his old and not exactly 

illuminating take on the Fifth’s ending.   

But, reflection faite ten years later, is my find more illuminating?  Whether original or copy-

cat, the conclusion of Beethoven’s Fifth is still an “interminable” and annoying series of C major 

chords leading to tonic that his self-critical sense should have rejected—or so we, mere mortals 

with “feeble organizations” (to quote Berlioz), do think.  Beethoven was apparently misled by his 

obsessive care not to repeat himself, to which we owe indeed the extraordinary variety in his 

musical output.  This is one of the two moments when his critical judgement failed him; the other 

one, which he even expressed outwardly, was when he belittled his C sharp minor Piano Sonata 

and praised instead, for its novelty, his F sharp major Piano Sonata, † a work whose only merit is 

to “pioneer,” without genius, a new path.  

During the exploration of the current topic, I discovered many new and intriguing things, 

amongst which one stirred my interest—the claim that Beethoven’s very four-note motive opening 

his Fifth could have been another “Cherubini borrowing.”  I had good reasons to believe that this 

was not true: for instance, I had long ago identified the motive in Mozart’s music, who could not 

have borrowed it from Cherubini.  This tempted me into taking on this new issue, the outcome of 

which is the next, full-length, scholarly paper, which was accepted for presentation at the 2020 

Convention of the American Beethoven Society. 

 

                                                 
*  Stefan Romanó, “Ending the Fifth. The Myth that Beethoven Did Not Know How To Finish,” The 

Beethoven Journal, Volume 24, Number 2 (Winter 2009), pp. 56-71. 
†  Thayer-Forbes, p. 297. 
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A Short History  

of the Most Famous Motive of Classical Music 

 

There is little doubt that Beethoven’s four-note motive with which he opens his Fifth 

Symphony is the most popular phrase in Western classical music, and has reached beyond its 

devoted audience to Western culture in general.  It has inspired awe to his fellow musicians—“... 

like those great phenomena of nature that fill us with fear and admiration at all times, no matter 

how frequently we may experience them” (Robert Schumann);* writers—“... the most sublime 

noise that has ever penetrated into the ear of man” (E.M. Foster, Howard’s End, chapter 5); even 

pop culture icons—“... one of the biggest hits in history” (Billy Joel, 1990 interview).  We can 

safely say that the Fate motive,† as it is widely known, has reached the stature of a Myth of 

Humankind or, if we must use a modern scholarly term – a “meme.”‡ 

The little-known well-known Beethovenian motive 

Like all myths, this motive is also very little known.  Its appearance in other Beethoven works, 

notably in his Appassionata, his Fourth Piano Concerto and his String Quartet Op. 74, was noted 

long ago, but did not stir up much interest of the scholarly world.  A prominent musicologist of 

his generation, Heinrich Schenker (1868-1935) wondered whether the Fourth Concerto was 

“another door at which Fate knocks or something different knocking at the same door,” but never 

went any further.  In his essay about the Appassionata, the great Beethovenian of the first half of 

the twentieth century, Romain Rolland (1866-1944), mentioned “a kettle-drum triplet—as so often 

in Beethoven,” describing its “almost immutable signification [as] the implacable decree of 

Destiny”; however, he did not indicate any other composition that made use of the motive.§  Robert 

Schauffler also wrote, at about the same time, that “the Fifth is built on that old pattern which 

Beethoven used so originally in a considerable number of his works: per aspera ad astra”**; 

however, he substantiated neither the “old” qualifier nor the “considerable number” of 

Beethoven’s works using the motive.††  More recently, Charles Rosen (b. 1927) also remarked, in 

his monograph Sonata Forms, that the motive “is used so often,” but offered nothing more.‡‡  

Matthew Guerrieri, the latest scholar to tackle the motive in his book The First Four Notes, 

provided many insightful psychological incursions in Beethoven’s usage of it in his Fifth, as well 

as the symphony’s cultural impact over two centuries; however, he never considered other 

occurrences of the motive in Beethoven’s works. 

                                                 
*  Robert Schumann, On Music and Musicians, translated by Paul Rosenfeld, (University of California 

Press, 1983), p. 95. 
†  While it is doubtful that Beethoven himself so dubbed the motive, this term aptly describes it as embodied 

in his Fifth Symphony. 
‡  The term introduced by Richard Dawkins in his famous 1976 book The Selfish Gene. 
§  Romain Rolland, Beethoven the Creator. From Eroica to Appassionata, translated by Ernest Newman 

(Dover Publications, New York, 1964), p. 153. 
**  Robert Haven Schauffler, Beethoven, the Man who Freed Music (Doubleday, Doran & Co. Inc, Garden 

City, New York, 1937), p. 213. 
††  Heinrich Schenker, Beethoven. 5 Sinfonie (Tonwille Verlag, Wien, Leipzig, 1921), p. 7. 
‡‡  Charles Rosen Sonata Forms, revised edition (WWW Norton et co., New York, 1988), p 197. 
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Irving Kolodin is the only scholar known to me who tackled this issue, in his book The Interior 

Beethoven.  He signals the “unfinished motives” to which Beethoven turned back repeatedly 

because they stimulated him with their diverse expressive potential.  Kolodin deals with the two 

most important of such motives, the Fate motive and the Ode to Joy theme, and identifies 

expeditiously several occurrences of the former besides the Fifth Symphony and the already 

mentioned ones: the first movement of his Third Piano Concerto, the Serenade Op. 8 (first 

movement), the finale of the Piano Sonata Op. 10 No. 1, one of the (unspecified) Thirty-two C 

minor Piano Variations WoO 80.  He also discovers the motive’s “pulse” in each of the three 

Razumowsky Quartets Op. 59. *   

Kolodin concludes by wondering why no-one has discovered the motive in many other 

Beethoven works.  Actually, I have identified thirty-three of them, presented chronologically 

between 1783 and 1825 in Table 1 of the Appendices—and there may well be more.  

The extent of this list suggests that Beethoven was almost haunted by the motive for a quarter 

of a century, spanning from his childhood until he exorcised himself of it by making it the hero of 

his Fifth, after which its occurrences grew rarer.  Indeed, it already appears in his thirteenth year, 

in the first of the three piano sonatas published in 1783, now known as WoO 47: the “pulse” shows 

up first in the bass at the beginning of the initial Allegro (bars 2-5) and the motive itself appears 

twice in the final Rondo to conclude a phrase in the exposition (repeated also in the recapitulation) 

 

and to close the piece: 

 

The usage that Beethoven made of the motive in this piano sonata is very simple, but he became 

very quickly aware of its exceptionally expressive power in the minor keys.  His Quintet for Piano 

and Strings in E flat, WoO 36 No. 1 (composed in 1785) is a little-known composition, and 

unjustifiably so: it is music of youthful but powerful drama, whose roots must have dug deep in 

Beethoven’s troubled childhood.  Its main movement, Allegro con spirito (in the rarely-used key 

of E flat minor) sets in motion an anguished cry based on der Dreiklang (a three-notes motive) but 

it recurs to the Fate motive twice, enclosed between fermatas that make it salient: at bars 146-7 ff, 

for the climax of the drama, and then at bars 189-90, piano, leading to this conclusion: 

                                                 
*  Irving Kolodin, The Interior Beethoven – A Biography of the Music (Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1975), 

pp 3-20. 
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Beethoven did not achieve an equally dramatic vision for many years, but he continued 

exploring the potential of the motive.  He employed its various forms (step-wise or linear, simple 

or double “pulse”), to introduce themes, to close them, to re-vitalize them, to build complex themes 

in the sonata form or other movements.  I have already mentioned the well-known cases, besides 

the Fifth, which make very elaborate use of it: in the Appassionata, it is a sort of “memento Fati” 

(“remember your fate”—my adaption of the familiar Latin saying) that erupts repeatedly in the 

first movement; in the Fourth Piano Concerto, it is the germinating cell of which the first 

movement is born out; in the String Quartet N. 10 in E flat major, it is the engine of the Scherzo 

(also in C minor)—the central drama of the piece, composed in 1809, shortly after the Fifth 

Symphony.  Most other cases in Table 1 display simple, short usages of the motive as cadential-

formulae-ending phrases or as introducing or revitalizing bridges.  I will not elaborate here, and 

instead invite the reader to look up the scores or, even better, to listen attentively to the music.  I 

will introduce, however, a few more examples of the usage that Beethoven makes of the motive 

that are never (or, at best, very rarely) mentioned in the literature.*   

In the first such example, the Marcia Funebre of the Eroica Symphony, the motive is hidden 

in full sight, but only one scholar among the dozen-odd that I investigated—many of them first 

rank specialists, from Wagner (yes, Richard Wagner!) to Lewis Lockwood—has recognized it.  

Here, it plays the role of a restrained yet meaningful “Memento mori” quite typical of Beethoven.  

The first violins, leading all the strings, have hardly uttered the main theme of the march (bars 1-

7), when the bass introduces the motive, in a reverse form (final ascent), which changes rapidly to 

the linear form that takes hold, little by little, of all the strings (bars 8-11 and following), while the 

main theme moves to the winds (bars 11-16): 

 

                                                 
*  Of course, I cannot claim my exploration of the Beethoven literature to have been exhaustive!  
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This passage is repeated three times during the first section of the movement (bars 34-48, 51-

56, 61-65).  Even if the motive never reaches the level of forte, it is not merely an obscure phrase 

hidden in the bass, but an active partaker in the tragedy.  It does not play any part in the central 

section, the stormy fugato, but comes back, shortened, in the modified return of the first section 

(bars 200-209). 

Only one scholar, the Italian Luigi Della Croce, recognized the motive as “announcing the 

fateful segment of the Fifth Symphony” already in the Marcia Funebre.*  Every other major 

Beethoven scholar that I reviewed missed the motive—though I would be happy to have any 

oversight corrected.  Schumann never mentioned it in the reviews he published in the influential 

magazine Neue Zeitschrift für Musik.†  Wagner described the “Marcia” in romantic colors 

(“emotion tamed in deep grief, etc.”), but missed it, too.‡  Groves saw only “an accompaniment in 

the strings [...] which recurs more than once and forms a characteristic feature of the movement” 

but never associated it with the Fifth.§  Prod’homme heard (or read) a “veiled drumroll.”**  Romain 

Rolland ignored the fragment altogether in the five-odd pages dedicated to the “Marcia Funebre” 

in his landmark essay about the symphony.††  Like Prod’homme, Anthony Hopkins discovered a 

“drumroll rhythm” that looked back to Haydn’s Military Symphony (correct!), but never looks 

forward to the Fifth.‡‡  Lewis Lockwood also missed the motive, although he discovered, in 

recently published transcriptions of Beethoven’s sketchbooks, that the composer had the motive 

in his sights and even had a first idea about his Fifth at the time he was working at the Eroica.§§  

Matthew Guerreri, who has lately dedicated a well-informed and informative book about the 

motive,*** also missed its occurrence in the Eroica.  Has only Della Croce listened carefully to the 

music? 

Another interesting (and, to my knowledge, never explored) case is Beethoven’s usage of the 

motive in his oratorio Christ on the Mount of Olives (Op. 85, 1803-4): a little-known work that 

served as practice for the vocal genre before writing his only opera.  We encounter in it a few fine 

examples of the use of the motive in a vocal score, more exactly in the orchestral accompaniment.  

It shows first very simply in the air of Jesus in Number 1, to emphasize cadentially the end of the 

line that he addresses to God the Father, “For you, everything is possible.”  In the choir of Number 

                                                 
*  Luigi Della Croce, Ludwig van Beethoven – Le nove sinfonie e altre opere per orchestra (Edizione Studio 

Tesi, 1986), p. 195. 
†  Schumann, pp. 95-109 (specifically about Beethoven’s music).  The references about the Eroica from the 

January 25, 1850 issue of Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (pp. 33-34).  Online at http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-

content/anno?aid=nzm&datum=18500125&query=%22TrauerMarsch%22+%22Eroica%22&ref=anno-

search. 
‡  Richard Wagner, On Music and Drama, transl. by H. Ashton Ellis (University of Nebraska Press, 1964), 

p. 162-3. 
§  Charles Grove, Beethoven and His Nine Symphonies (Oxford University Press, 1896), p. 171. 
**  J.-G. Prod’homme, Les symphonies de Beethoven, 3ème édition, (Da Capo Press, New York, 1977), p. 

98. 
††  Rolland, p. 62-66. 
‡‡  Anthony Hopkins The Nine Symphonies of Beethoven (Travis & Emery, 1981), p. 75. 
§§  Lewis Lockwood, Beethoven’s Symphonies. An Artistic Vision (W. W. Norton & Co., 201).  He does not 

notice the motive either when dealing with the Marcia Funebre (p. 70) or when comparing the Fifth to the 

Eroica (pp. 117-119). 
***  Matthew Guerrieri The First Four Notes. Beethoven’s Fifth and the Human Imagination (Alfred A. 

Knopf, 2012). 

http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/anno?aid=nzm&datum=18500125&query=%22
http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/anno?aid=nzm&datum=18500125&query=%22
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2, on the words “But woe to those despising the blood for them poured out,” the motive appears 

in the vocal line, but is much more pregnant in the accompanying strings, as a double pulse in 

sequence (bars 194-200).  The most striking employment of the motive happens in the duet 

between Jesus and the Seraph of Number 3, in which He decides to pursue the sacrificial path, and 

it is then the Seraph’s turn to be afraid: “I tremble,” she confesses, “and myself am feeling the 

mortal fear which Him assails.”  The orchestra appeals to the motive in sixteenths (the tempo is 

very slow), alternating with der Dreiklang to express anguish (bars 27-34): 

 

In Fidelio (1805-6), Beethoven finds use for the motive in a different manner.  In the Act 1 

Trio between Leonore, Marcellina, and Rocco (Number 5, bars 123ff), the lines that split well into 

four-syllable utterances seem to ask for the motive for further emphasis both in the voices and in 

the orchestra: 

 

If this is a conventional use of the motive, Beethoven finds exceptional employment for it in 

the middle of the great confrontation in the prison dungeon (Act 2): the heroine throws herself in 

front of her husband to protect him against the murderous Pizzaro, and the turmoil that ensues 

reaches its climax when she flings her defiance to the villain, which also reveals who she is: “Kill 

first his wife!”  Beethoven superbly accomplishes this crux of the drama with the motive in the 

voice of the heroine, solo, without instrumental support and in its reversed form (i.e., with the 

ascending last note) which makes it less recognizable but no less impressive: 
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This solution responds to the requirements of the drama, as only a powerful final upward thrust 

can sound simultaneously desperate and heroic.  The same requirements ask that this moment 

remain unique in the framework of the drama: it cannot appear again without lessening its impact.  

Beethoven’s took his leave of the motive in his String Quartet in B flat major, Op. 130, after 

some ten years during which he had avoided it.  The central section of its fourth movement is a 

question-and-answer episode, the former embodied in a motive-derived formula ending with a 

questioning leap and the latter in the proper motive, ending with an affirmative descent: 

 

This episode is repeated (bars 33-40) and then undergoes a short development in which both 

motives are worked out in their turn, before the resuming of the first section.  It is, after all, no 

surprise that this farewell happens in a dance movement (Alla danza...), which re-lives, with the 

wisdom and craft of the mature age, the games of Beethoven’s youth, the times when the motive 

had played such an important role in his work. 

Invented or borrowed? 

Some scholars raised a different issue about the motive: could Beethoven have “borrowed” it 

from another composer?  Arnold Schmitz drew attention as early as 1927 to the similarity of the 

motive with a phrase in Cherubini’s Hymne au Panthéon dating from 1797*: 

 

Michael Broyles later showed that the “pulse”  was also used by other French composers 

and was in fact a pattern typical to French Revolution music.†  Guerrieri resumed this research 

recently, bringing to attention also the similarity between the motive and the opening beat of 

Rouget de Lisle’s La Marseillaise, the epitomic song of the 1789 French Revolution later to 

become France’s national item.  Guerrieri posed the question slightly differently: the similarity 

“raises the question of whether Beethoven was consciously alluding to La Marseillaise when he 

wrote the Fifth.”‡  A few years later, the well-known conductor John Eliot Gardiner resumed and 

elaborated Beethoven’s “French connection” in the 2016 TV movie The Secret of Beethoven’s 

Fifth Symphony (Guy Evans, producer/director), an otherwise cogent analysis and exceptional 

                                                 
*  Reproduced after Arnold Schmitz, Das Romantische Beethovenbild, Darstelleung und Kritik (Berlin und 

Bonn, 1927), p. 167. 
†  Michael Broyles: Beethoven – The Emergence and Evolution of Beethoven’s Heroic Style, (Excelsior 

Music Publishing Co., Ney York, 1987), p. 123. 
‡  Guerrieri, p. 37.  He mentions again Cherubini’s hymn as well as Etienne Mehul’s first symphony, 

composed at about the same time as Beethoven’s Fifth.  Wikipedia article on Mozart’s concerto mentions 

both the resemblance with “La Marseillaise” and with Beethoven’s motive. 
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performance of the piece on period instruments with  his “Orchestre Révolutionnaire et 

Romantique.” 

In our Postmodernist world, obsessed with “copyright,” all such resemblances smell of 

plagiarism.  Did Beethoven plagiarize the most famous motive of the Classical music?  If he did, 

he certainly did not plagiarize Cherubini or any other musician of the French Revolution: as I 

showed, the motive appears in Beethoven’s oeuvre as early as 1783, in his Piano Sonata in D 

major, WoO 47 No. 1, which precedes by some ten years the music of the French Revolution.  

Could he have had another source? 

Schauffler, who also tackled the issue of Beethoven’s “borrowings” a long time ago, advanced 

the case of Haydn’s Piano Sonata no. 49, in E flat major,* in which he “vigorously” employs the 

motive; however, he composed this piece in 1789-90, six years after Beethoven’s childhood 

sonata.  A more likely candidate is a work that Mozart published in 1781 which makes more intense 

usage of the motive: his Sonata for piano and violin K. 379.  Beethoven used this piece as a model 

for his Quartet for piano and strings in E flat, WoO 36 No. 1† in which I’ve previously signaled 

the use of the motive.  He composed it in 1785; therefore, he must have known Mozart’s sonata 

before that date.  He very likely discovered in it the dramatic potential of the motive in minor keys 

(G minor in Mozart’s case).  However, this is not proof that he had borrowed Mozart’s motive two 

years earlier when he wrote his piano sonata; indeed, according to Thayer, Beethoven began to get 

fast access to Mozart’s printed scores only after 1784.‡ 

In the final analysis, even though this short investigation does not answer the question 

“invented or borrowed?” it teaches us something important: Mozart in 1781, young Beethoven in 

1783, Haydn six years later, the musicians of the French Revolution after 1790 all employed the 

motive without apparently caring for any copyright.  During the eighteenth century, the kind of 

short musical blocks now called motives were the shared property of the musical community and 

nobody would have claimed a copy-right for them.  A motive almost never stands alone, but is 

combined with other ideas to form longer phrases—the musical themes (“ideas” was actually 

Beethoven’s word for such phrases) that the wider public called “melodies.”  When a motive stands 

alone, it usually plays an episodic role: it introduces, or concludes, or re-launches a musical phrase, 

or it is used to have a very special, striking effect.  In fact, while the Fate motive is so intimately 

associated with Beethoven’s name, it is probably the most widely used musical block in the history 

of classical music, before Beethoven and even after him … but this fact had never raised any 

suspicion of plagiarism.   

Let us now track summarily back to the “prehistory” of the Fate motive: its use by great 

musicians before Beethoven made it into a myth. 

Tracking the motive back in the history of music 

Before we start, we must, however, clarify what we consider to be “the” motive.  Beethoven’s 

Fifth presents it in two forms: the original one in the first movement, which includes the final 

descending interval and which we will call its stepwise form; and the linear form (the same note 

uttered four times), a  pulse, from which he built the symphony’s Scherzo.  We can add a 

                                                 
*  Schauffler, pp. 219-220.  He indicates Haydn’s Sonata No. 3, according to an older catalogue.  Hoboken 

records it as XVI 49. 
†  William Meredith, “Beethoven, Ries and Mozart on CD,” The Beethoven Journal, Vol. 21 No. 1 (Summer 

2006), pp. 27-28. 
‡  Thayer-Forbes, p. 67. 
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third kind, the inverted stepwise or ascending motive, with a final leap, like in Leonore’s air.  Other 

variations of the motive are also possible: for example, one in which the descent or ascent is 

different from a third, again illustrated by Beethoven in the Scherzo of his Tenth String Quartet.  

The essential condition is that it “sounds” the right way (we will meet several such examples).  

And, of course, we will recognize the motive when it appears in a chordal form—in fact, it is 

almost always supported by harmony. 

A few more clarifications are also needed.  We will recognize the motive even when it does 

not convey the same drama that it does in Beethoven’s symphony.  The same four notes can express 

very different feelings and moods depending on the musical context, which includes the key (major 

vs. minor), the tempo, the emission of the sound (accents, staccatos, etc.), or the timber of the 

instruments.  The notes alone do not make the music.  On the other hand, any occurrence of four 

notes (with or without the final descending interval) in a musical phrase does not necessarily 

qualify as the motive, if they blend seamlessly in a musical context different from its pulse.  For 

example, in the debut of Mozart’s Symphony No. 24, K. 182, the leading voice of the violins play: 

 

Does this qualify as a use of the motive, because four notes show up?  Of course not: this is a 

five-note motive.  In order to qualify as an instantiation of the motive, a phrase should be well 

delimited, for example by pauses, clear-cut large intervals, or changes of the dynamics.  

The duration of the four notes is also important.  Only sounds in relatively quick succession 

qualify for the motive, because this way they link in a rhythmic formula with a kind of “tension.”  

This happens clearly in fast movements, but not necessarily in slow ones.  For example, one does 

not “hear” the motive in the head of the fugue in the Largo opening of Clementi’s Piano Sonata 

Op. 34 No. 2 in G minor, because of the slow tempo, which dilutes the tension between notes: 

 

 

For this reason, the motive appears much more often in fast movements; in slower ones it is 

normally in smaller values which convey the same straight pulse as in a fast movement.  For a 

similar reason, double or triple crotches cannot be an incarnation of the motive in a fast movement 

because speed destroys the individuality of the notes.  One can “read” a sequence of the linear 

motive in the tempest episode of the Summer concerto of Vivaldi’s cycle The Seasons: 

 

However, one hears something entirely different from “our” motive.  In order to musically suggest 

the tempest, Vivaldi recurs to a formula established during the Baroque age, which Albert 

Schweitzer describes as “the terror motive,” frequently used by Bach.* 

                                                 
*  Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach, transl. by E. Newman (Dover Publications, New York, 1966), vol. 2, pp. 

103-105. 
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Hidden in full sight during the Classical Age 

The first stop in our trip back in time in search of the motive’s roots begins with Mozart’s 

Sonata for piano and violin in G major K. 379, published in 1781, which, as I showed, may have 

revealed the motive to the child Beethoven.  This little masterpiece is a fantasy in three movements, 

with the first two running continuously and changing from G major to G minor.*  They are also 

most interesting, because they make use of the motive in a way that prefigures Beethoven’s future 

dramas.  The initial Adagio in G major has its calm surface rippled by dissonances that lead (by 

means of a figuration) to a repeated strong (forte), first diatonic then dissonant, utterance of the 

motive at the piano (bars 29-30): 

 

The violin resumes the theme of the Adagio, but this short episode announces the link with the 

Allegro that follows without a pause, in G minor, the key of pain and distress with Mozart.  It 

bursts in with the motive at the piano, in a twelve measures phrase (49-60) marked appassionato 

(passionate), evidenced by the various forms of the motive (reversed at bars 49, 52-53): 

 

The violin takes over this passionate phrase for twelve more measures and the episode is repeated 

(bars 117-144) after the second thematic group. 

The K. 379 is only the top of the Mozart iceberg – actually not the top, because one discovers 

the motive in several much more famous works of his, such as the Finale of his Symphony No. 41 

in C major, K. 551, dubbed Jupiter (1788); the first movement of his Piano Concerto No. 25 in C 

major K. 503 (1785-86), his Fantasy for Piano K. 475 (1785), a C minor piece often sounding 

Beethoven-like.  The first movement of the mentioned Concerto is particularly interesting, because 

it makes the motive into a germinal cell from which the main theme emerges: 

 

                                                 
*  This peculiar structure was also practiced by Haydn before having established the standard form of the 

classical cyclic pieces.  One can also consider the first two movements as sections of the same movement.  

The finale is a theme with variations. 
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This design may have served as model to Beethoven for his Fourth Piano Concerto.  The 

resemblance of Mozart’s theme to “La Marseillaise,” the epitomic song of the 1789 French 

Revolution, is also worth noting.  Guarrieri wondered whether Beethoven tried to hint to “La 

Marseillaise” in his opening of the Fifth, because he missed Mozart’s use of the motive in this 

concerto, which resembles the French anthem far more closely than the Fifth.  This resemblance 

is most likely a coincidence, as Mozart’s concerto was published long after Rouget de l’Isle 

composed his song in 1792 and it is very unlikely that de l’Isle would have been in Vienna in 

December 1786, when Mozart performed his work in a few public concerts.  As we know, the 

motive “was floating” in the air of the age. 

I think it is also worth pointing out that, though the motive seems to be essentially an 

instrumental device, Mozart also found ways to use it in his operas.  He was certainly not the first 

to do so; Gluck (1714-1787) used the motive in Act 1, Scene 5 of his Alceste (composed in 1767), 

in which it emphatically introduces the heroine’s recitative before her main air, expressing her 

decision to sacrifice her life for her husband’s.  However, since Gluck did not use it in his Orfeo 

ed Euridice, it seems that Mozart was the one who introduced the motive into the grand repertoire 

of the opera genre.  In his Marriage of Figaro, he showed that the motive’s linear form is very apt 

at expressing laughter: in the imbroglio of the Act 2 finale, Figaro tries to laugh off Antonio, who 

is about to expose his machinations, with three Ah-Ah-Ah-Ah utterances.  Thus was inaugurated a 

laughter tradition in vocal music, which was to include Haydn’s The Seasons (No. 36, Jane’s air) 

and later Gounod’s Mephisto’s laughter (in his mock serenade to Marguerite, Act 4, scene 15).  

An even more interesting case is that of Don Giovanni’s final scene (No. 26), in which the motive 

serves to build a dramatic effect: Leporello, horrified, re-enters the scene to tell his master that the 

terrifying “Stone guest” is pounding on the door, ta-ta-ta-ta on the linear motive sustained by the 

orchestra.  It is a strong effect that seems, even more than future Beethoven’s usage of the motive: 

the literal incarnation of “Fate pounding on the door”: 

 

I will stop here this survey of the many usages Mozart found for the motive (but see Table 2a 

of the Appendix), in favor of continuing to search for its roots.  When had Mozart first used the 

motive?  Given his precocity, it is no surprise that he already knew it at eleven: he used it to close 

the exposition and then to close the last movement of his Symphony No. 6 in F major K. 53 (1767): 

 

Did Mozart invent the motive at eleven or did he borrow it from one of his predecessors?  

Haydn is the name that first comes to mind because, as one knows, he had used the same motive 
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in his Piano Sonata No. 49 in E flat major.  However, as he composed this piece around 1789 or 

1790, one must search among his many earliest works for examples in which he recurs to the 

motive and from which Mozart could have taken inspiration.  Indeed, Haydn had ingeniously 

explored the potential of the motive in many of his works, sonatas, symphonies—some of which 

are staples of the repertoire, like his No. 96 in D major, The Miracle (1791)—string quartets and 

even his choral music (see Table 2b in the Appendix).  The chronologically first one that I could 

find is his Symphony No, 12 in E major, dated in 1763, in the first movement of which the return 

of the main theme is initiated by a sequence of the motive in the bass (violas and cellos), 

harmonically supported by the violins: 

 
A similar sequence launches the development in an even more elaborated episode (bars 65-77). 

However, this symphony could not have been Mozart’s source, although it preceded K. 43 by 

four years.  At the time, Haydn was toiling anonymously in the service of his princely patron 

Esterhazy in the Hungarian marshlands, without publishing his symphonies.  It is very likely that 

Mozart got the motive from one of the “minor masters” of the Rococo style that marked the 

beginning of the Classical Age and who are remembered today primarily as the forerunners of the 

great Viennese classicists.  It is hard to appraise the influence of these “minor masters” on the art 

of Haydn and Mozart, because one can date their compositions only approximately; they used to 

keep compositions in store for a long time, because, copyrights for music having not yet been 

invented: maintaining exclusive control of their music was their means of earning a livelihood.  

On the other hand, works that became popular among their colleague musicians often circulated 

in (what we would consider) pirated copies.  Finally, influence was quite often exerted by direct 

contact, not by means of printed scores: the most notorious example is that of Mozart, who met 

Johann Christian Bach (1735-1782) during his visit to London in 1765, and learnt a great deal of 

the art and science of composing from his elder.  It seems, however, that the mentor we are looking 

for was Carl Friedrich Abel (1723-1787), another German musician who settled in England (like 

his friend Johann Christian) and who enjoyed a solid reputation as an author of symphonies.  

Mozart copied Abel’s Symphony in E flat major Op. 6 No. 6 when he was in London, two years 

before it was published in 1767; he kept the copy together with his own works, so it was for a long 

time thought to be his, catalogued as Symphony No. 4.*  The use of the motive in the final Allegro 

of Mozart’s own Symphony No. 6 (K. 43) appears to be almost a copy-cat of Abel’s. 

Our motive was indeed known to the masters of the Rococo all over Europe.  One can find it 

in sonatas and symphonies of the “English Bach” (Johann Christian), of his older brother Wilhelm 

Friedemann (1710-1784) living in Germany, and of François-Joseph Gossec (1734-1829) in 

France.  It is, therefore, not surprising that the composers of the French Revolution used it later.  

Was the motive an invention of the Rococo style or an inheritance from the Baroque?  The name 

that immediately emerges, albeit tentatively, is that of the “Great Bach.” 

                                                 
*  Heinz Gärtner, John Christian Bach – Mozart’s Friend and Mentor, transl. by Reinhard G. Pauly 

(Amadeus Press, Portland, Oregon, 1994), p. 216. 
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The meager Baroque crop … including, however, all the great names 

Indeed, Bach used the motive several times in his works, most notably in two absolute 

masterpieces: his Concerto No. 1 in D minor for harpsicord and strings BWV 1052, both in its 

first and last movements; and the “Chaconna” of his Partita No. 2 in D minor for solo violin BWV 

1004.  The most interesting case for our research is, however, the Fugue in D major BWV 874 

from the second book of the Well-Tempered Klavier, in which the motive (with a steep final 

descent) forms the head of the theme: 

 

It is possible that Beethoven discovered the motive in the BWV 874, because he had learned 

by heart the Well-Tempered Klavier in his childhood.*  

But did Bach invent the motive?  Schauffler claims to have identified it as the inversion of the 

theme of a fugue by the early Baroque musician Legrenzi (1626-1690), published around the 

middle of the seventeenth century, that Bach himself later used to build his C minor fugue BWV 

744 for organ:† 

 

However, this theme has five notes, the last of which clearly is strongly related to the preceding 

four; moreover, the last two ascending-descending intervals change completely the expression of 

the motive when we reverse it: there is nothing left of the strong fateful announcement.‡  Of course, 

Bach could have inversed Legrenzi’s theme and stripped off the fifth note, but this would be a 

fairly convoluted argument, and in any case would not prove that Legrenzi was the first to use the 

motive. 

How far back during the Baroque Age can we track the motive?  A systematic survey of the 

vast musical repertoire of the Baroque Age (the classical music style that counts the largest number 

of composers and compositions) was beyond my powers—and probably of the power of much 

better-equipped researchers—but serendipity revealed an occurrence of the motive in a piece 

published at about the same time as Legrenzi’s fugue: the work of a musician who was popular 

during his time but is nowadays mentioned only in treatises—Giovanni Maria Bononcini (1642-

1678).  In 1673, he published in Venice a collection of Sonata a Tre (Op. 6), the No. 9 of which 

makes plenty of use of the motive in its third movement (Adagio), where it appears in an intense 

exchange between the three voices: 

                                                 
*  Thayer-Forbes, pp. 66-67. 
†  Schauffler, p. 219. 
‡  Mozart will use the Legrenzi motive to build the splendid nostalgic slow section of his one-movement 

Symphony No. 26 in G major (1773), an otherwise little interesting piece. 
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My research into the Baroque musical output produced a meager crop (see Table 2c in the 

Appendix), although it includes the four main masters of the age: Corelli and Vivaldi in Italy and 

Bach and Händel in Germany.  It seems that the Baroque was not very fond of the motive.  I can 

think of two causes of this reticence: first, this music style is more intimately linked to the 

ornament, therefore it prefers long sinuous lines to those more linear, such as “our” motive; second, 

the popularity of the latter is linked (as we have already discovered and will repeatedly find proof 

of) to its cadential function, while the Baroque music avoided the perfect cadence, reserving it 

normally for the conclusion of a piece.* 

The birth of the motive at the dawn of Renaissance 

Bononcini himself must have borrowed or rediscovered the motive, which had been part and 

parcel of the music repertoire almost one hundred years before, during the late Renaissance.  Il 

Ballarino, a very popular treatise on the dances published in 1581, includes a Gagliarda attributed 

to Vicenzo Galilei, which brings into play the “pulse” and sometimes even the typical Beethoven 

form of the motive:† 

 

Vincenzo Galilei (1520-1591) (better known nowadays as the father of Galileo Galilei, the 

scientist) was a polymath—a physician interested in acoustics, as well as a musician who combined 

                                                 
*  Charles Rosen, The Classical Style (Norton & co, New York, 1997), p. 49. 
†  Reproduced after Fabrizio Caroso: Nobiltà di dame, A treatise on courtly dance, together with the 

choreography and music of 49 dances, translated from the printing of 1600, edited and with an introduction 

by Julia Sutton (Oxford University Press, 1986), p 167-169.  The Galiard constitutes was second piece of 

a “ballet.” 
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the two fields in music theory.  His Galliard was very likely the transcription and elaboration of 

the Italian folk dance (gagliarda) that spread over Europe during the sixteenth century (gaillarde 

in France) and became a favorite of Queen Elisabeth in England.  As its name suggests (“gagliarda” 

means “robust” in Italian), it was an athletic dance in a quick tempo* in the 6/4 meter, a formula 

in which the four beats of the pulse are the prominent rhythmic element.† 

Was Vicenzo Galilei the “father” of the famous motive?  Not likely: the motive was already 

present more than a century before his galliard in the Burgundian song L’homme armé (“The 

Armed Man”), the “great hit” of its time.‡  It is secular in origin, very likely folk song, preserved 

by Guillaume Dufay (1397?-1474), one of the most prominent musicians of the early Franco-

Flemish Renaissance.  He transcribed it sometime after 1460, but it could have been already known 

by 1400.§  This short song is a kind of “morality” reflecting on life in a very troubled age.  It says, 

in old French, “The armed man, one must be wary of him, one has heralded every place that 

everybody has to arm himself with a steel armor.”  The motive is inserted repeatedly in the vocal 

line and eventually emphasizes through a cadential ending the morale, “be wary of him.”  It is also 

made conspicuous by the pauses that precede its occurrences: 

 

It may seem strange that the motive appears first in a song, because the motive is primarily 

remembered today an instrumental device and has only rarely been recorded in vocal music.  

Actually, we have good reasons to believe that the L’homme armé song had borrowed the motive 

from a folk dance—one that has escaped my investigation, and which may well not have survived 

in an earlier form.  The example of Galilei’s Galliard demonstrates that the “pulse” feels at home 

in dance music.  Besides that, we know that Renaissance songs were not only accompanied by 

instruments, but were also quite often born out of dances, as the etymology shows: the name of 

one of the most popular vocal forms of the Renaissance, the ballad, comes from the Italian balatta 

                                                 
*  The values of the notes in the example are only indicative; one played quite fast at the time. 
†  Ottorino Respighi (1879-1936) will use Galilei’s piece in his Ancient airs and dances (first piece of Suite 

No. 2) and will make the motif even more obvious in the modern orchestration. 
‡  This song was a real “hit” for half a century, during which some thirty masses were composed that 

employed its theme as cantus firmus.  Thus a real tradition of the L’homme armé Mass was born, to which 

many composers adhered for two centuries – from Dufay (ca. 1400-1474) to Carissimi (1605-1674).  It also 

had an echo in the twentieth century, in L‘homme armé – A Mass for Peace (1999) by Karl Jenkins (b. 

1944). 
§  Bonnie J. Blackburn, Masses on Popular Songs and Syllables, in The Josquin Companion, Richard Sherr, 

editor (Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 53-4 and note 9. 
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(“that which is danced”).*  I think it reasonable to state, paraphrasing Nietzsche, that the Fate 

motive was “born from the spirit of dance.”  One may also notice that, since L’homme armé 

originated in Burgundy, a province of France, the motive’s “French connection” may be correct 

after all, albeit in a way different from the one proposed by some scholars.  

Let us stop our quest for the roots of the motive here.  The current goal is not to trace the origin 

of the motive per se, but to provide the evidence needed to show that the Fate motive is deeply 

rooted in the folklore of the Western world.  But a more thorough research project, with resources 

unavailable to me, may even trace its root back to the ancient times.  In fact, Matthew Guerrieri, 

although not endeavoring a review comparable to this one, has simply jumped over two thousand 

years back, noticing that “the rhythmic foot of the Fifth lays-out was known in Classical antiquity 

as a quartus paeon,” a traditional prosody meter.† 

At the end of this survey, the conclusion is obvious—the famous Beethoven motive has a long 

and rich “prehistory.”  Born, or at least baptized, French, turned by turns Italian, German, English, 

Spanish, Czech, etc.—in a word, European—it was ready to become a mythical symbol of the 

human condition when Beethoven arrived.  He accomplished this in his Fifth Symphony with an 

unprecedented daring single gesture: building a whole symphonic movement from this very simple 

cell and transforming it into The Fate Motive.  Guerreri may have also found the explanation of 

this unique success: he invoked an experiment carried out by Edwin Gordon about human 

perception of the basic building blocks of music, which showed that this pulse is both “difficult” 

to perceive and “age-neutral” (equally difficult for all ages).  He concluded that “by design or by 

accident, Beethoven made the ideal choice for an all-pervasive motive, one whose obsessive 

repetition doesn’t come across as repetition.”‡ 

The perennial motive 

The Fifth Symphony marked the future of classical music.  More than any other work by 

Beethoven, or indeed by any other composer, it revealed the exceptionally expressive force that 

can hide in a pattern formed by a small number of notes.  The music will become more and more 

"motivic" and less and less "melodic", an evolution of which Wagner’s theory of the “leitmotif” is 

only one element.  As for the famous motive, it was too rich in expressive potential for musicians 

to refrain from using it.  Beethoven’s successors continued to regard it as a common property of 

their profession and to use it to their own musical purposes.  Almost every significant name of the 

nineteenth century Western music, from Schubert to Mahler, did touch—or should we say, was 

touched by?—the motive at some point in their creative life, in all genres of the instrumental music 

(symphonies, concertos, sonatas, chamber music pieces), as well as in opera (Verdi and Wagner, 

too!).   

Tables 3 through 5 include over a hundred such usages of the motive, of which I will present 

only a few examples that I found more interesting.  If Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony had opened 

new paths, it had also raised standards very high: whoever wanted to compose another “symphony 

of fate”—a topic that would never lose its allure—would have to do it differently.  It was a 

formidable challenge that very few musicians dared to approach.  Most of them were satisfied to 

use the motive in the conventional yet musically efficient manner that we have met so far—

                                                 
*  Richard Taruskin, Music– From the Earliest Notations to the Sixteenth Century (Oxford University Press, 

2010), p. 120. 
†  Guerrieri, p. 17. 
‡  Guerrieri, p. 19. 
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cadential endings of phrases, revitalization of bridges, enhancement of fanfares, etc.—which 

ensures their blending almost anonymously into the musical fabric. 

Mendelsohn is my first example of an inheritor of the motive.  He experimented with it in the 

transitions between the movements of his First Piano Concerto (1831); he tried to emulate 

Beethoven’s Fourth Piano Concerto (or, possibly, Mozart’s No. 25?), and built the first movement 

of his Second Piano Concerto in D minor, Op. 40 (1837) on a theme incorporating the motive; he 

used it to introduce his Song Without Words in E minor Op. 62 No. 3 (1843), a funeral march.  

Finally, the motive served him to create the only piece of classical music that could rival 

Beethoven’s Fifth in popularity: the Wedding March from his incidental music for A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream (1846) that all married couples walk down the aisle to on at least four continents.  

It begins with a fanfare on the motive in triplets that grows harmonically into a grandiose portal 

from which the main theme of the march emerges: 

 

I know of only one great composer that has met the challenge of building an entire and 

momentous movement from the motive: Brahms in his Piano Quintet in F minor Op. 34 (1864).  

Brahms was virtually haunted by Beethoven’s motive in his youth; he used it in all three piano 

sonatas that he composed in 1853, notably in the third, in F minor (Op. 5), whose fourth movement, 

an Intermezzo inscribed as “In the hindsight,” is almost a funeral march.  He somehow exorcised 

himself in his piano quintet, which marks the beginning of his creative maturity.  The motive is 

the force animating the Scherzo, a C minor movement loaded with Romanticist chromaticism, 

which seems to emulate Beethoven’s scherzo in his String Quartet Op. 74, but incarnating fearless 

resilience rather than “Fate’s voice”: 

 

The usage that Wagner made of the motive in his musical dramas is also worth mentioning.  

Wagner was the one who resolutely directed music to become more and more “motivic” and 

invented the concept of “leitmotiv.” *  He resorted to the Fate motive quite often, although it never 

                                                 
*
  He did not coin the term, however; he used the phrase “fundamental themes” or just motives and identified only a 

small number of them, leaving it to his disciples to inventory them. Hans von Wolzogen (1848-1938) coined the term 

and drew the list in his guide Der Ring des Niebelungen (1876). 
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entered the list of “official” leitmotifs.  He used it quite conventionally as a symphonist in several 

works to enhance the musical expression, but he also designed a very special form of it in his 

Nibelungen Ring cycle, assigning it the role of “memento Fati” in a very Beethoven-like tradition.  

This leitmotific disguise consists in the cell of sixteenth triplets, usually repeated after a pause, 

 

emerging in the gap following some ominous vocal utterance, when the motive is clearly audible 

at the drums (sometimes doubled by winds), even though played p or pp.  This becomes almost a 

“mannerism” occurring quite a few times in the Ring, especially in The Valkyrie.  For instance, in 

the second scene of Act 2, after the heroine is ordered to make Siegmund die and she comments, 

“how heavy my weapons weigh now!” before she takes off in the famous Valkyrie “ride”; after 

she tells Siegmund, in Scene 4, “Follow me in Walhalla,” a euphemistic promise of death; and in 

Act 3, Scene 3, after she asks Wotan, who announces to her that he will punish her disobedience, 

“What fate will I suffer?”  The same formula will reappear in Siegfried and Twilight of the Gods.  

If it is missing from the first night of the tetralogy, The Rheingold, the motive appears therein in 

the very vocal line: when the Nibelung Alberich is set free from Wotan’s captivity, he declaims, 

without any orchestral accompaniment the four-syllable line, “Bin ich nun frei?” (Am I free now?): 

 

All these Germanic names—Schubert, Mendelssohn, Brahms, Wagner, Mahler—should not 

mislead us.  The motive was common property of the whole European musical community.  

Italians used it; Paganini concluded his Caprice No. 20 with an emphatic triple stop on it; and an 

alert ear will discover its cadential use in the famous “Una voce pocco fa” air of Rossini’s The 

Barber of Seville.  Berlioz and other French composers, like Lalo, Saint-Saens and Massenet, all 

used it.  Composers of the so-called “national schools” used it.  I would even describe 

Tchaikovsky, the most prominent name among them, as “haunted” by it; most characteristically, 

he ended his Fifth, his own version of a “Fate symphony,” with a sharp utterance of it.  

Why has the Fate motive been so widely used for six centuries of classical music?  It seems to 

have a unique capacity to express or to help express, and to arouse, the most diverse emotions and 

states of mind: despair and triumph, defiance and bitterness, doubt and determination, 

accomplishment and grace, roughness and tenderness.  It can introduce musical phrases or themes, 

conclude them, energize them, develop them; it can be used as a memento of sorrow or a joyous 

fanfare or to develop complex musical ideas.  The explanation of this versatility may belong to 

musical psychology: a motive should be neither too short nor too long.  Two notes would be too 

little (even though Beethoven offers us an example that leaves us breathless in his Coriolanus 

overture).  Six notes would seem too long (not with Schubert, however!).  The most effective 

length lies some place midway: “our” four notes motive is simple, easy to grasp while, at the same 

time, constituting the best brick on which to lay the foundation of a meaningful piece of music.  If 

Guerrieri had found it as an embodiment of an Ancient Greek World prosody meter, it is also 

because it reflects a fundamental rhythm of life, the pace of walking (right-left-right-left, never 

just right-left) or the beating of the heart, even if the real, physiological one is different. 

The end of the story 

In the twentieth century, the dramatic change in the musical landscape of the world affected 

profoundly the scope of the motive.  Technology made music readily available in any home, raising 
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the motive to the status of a planetary myth; at the same time, contemporary Classical music 

abandoned tonality—therefore the motive, an essentially tonal engine, lost its appeal as a creative 

tool.  Only the few musicians who remained attached to tonality, as epigones of late Romanticism, 

continued to find creative uses for the motive.  Saint-Saëns deserves to be mentioned because he 

dared to build on it a whole movement: the finale of his Sonata for Oboe and Piano in D major, 

Op. 166 (1921).  Intended for an instrument that is rarely heard as a soloist in concerts or in recitals, 

this piece is little known, although it deserves better.  One can also hear the motive in the 

introduction of the last movement to Jan Sibelius’ Symphony No. 2 (1901-2).  It is also normal to 

hear it in Ottorino Respighi’s Suite No. 1 of Ancient Airs and Dances (1924), because its second 

piece is the modern orchestration of the Gaillard that we encountered when tracing back the roots 

of the motive.  The latest example known to me of creative use of the motive is that of the Festive 

Overture Op. 96 by Shostakovich, whom the Soviet Communist regime had prevented for fully 

adhering to the music avant-garde officially condemned as “formalist.”  When he was required, in 

1954, to write a piece for the anniversary of the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, Shostakovich had to 

stay within the tonal frame accepted by the Politbureau; therefore he used our motive to build a 

traditional introductory fanfare, which is likely responsible for the enduring popularity of the piece. 

As a myth, the motive was more likely to be quoted rather than be creatively used.  A well-

known case is the Concord Sonata that the American Charles Ives composed between 1909 and 

1915.  The motive is quoted repeatedly in the several short movements of the piece, more 

extensively in the third, titled “The Alcotts,” after the name of the author’s childhood friends, with 

whom he used to play the transcription of the Fifth on the piano.*  We should probably consider 

also a quotation Igor Stravinsky made of the motive in his opera Oedipus Rex, composed during 

his neoclassical period.  In the first scene of Act 2, Jocasta confronts the oracles that are foreseeing 

doom, declaiming, “The oracles lie,” while the orchestra (as a denial of her claim) repeats 

unrelentingly the motive forty-eight times—admittedly, a rather unimaginative use of it. † 

There have been, however, two works deserving to figure significantly in the creative trail of 

the motive.  George Gershwin used a “syncopated” form of it to build the most important theme 

of his famous Rhapsody in Blue (1924), arguably the most original piece of classical music of the 

20th century.  This theme is announced by the saxophones, a favorite jazz instrument at bar 115: 

 

One can recognize the syncopated motive, in spite of the legato that binds its repetition in the 

sequence; one recognizes it even better when listening than when reading the music.  The other 

                                                 
*  Jan Swafford, Charles Ives, a Life with Music (W. W. Norton, New York, 1996), p. 262. 
†  This case is discussed by Leonard Bernstein in the 6th part of his TV series The Unanswered Question 

(DVD Kultur D1451). 
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voices take over the theme, then it is the turn of the piano to endeavor a long development (bars 

200ff), ornamented with the jazz accents and accidents.  This theme also constitutes the main 

musical material used in the coda. 

The motive is also the essential ingredient of the famous Bolero of Maurice Ravel (1928).  The 

bolero is a relatively old Spanish dance, but not an old folk tune.  According to Curt Sachs, it was 

“discovered” by the dancer Zerezo (also spelt Cerézo) in 1780.*  The rhythmic formula of the 

dance 

 
is built on a pulse similar to the motif and it is possible that it was inspired by the “Gaillard” 

collected by Galilei two hundred years before.  Classical music had recorded pieces called 

“Bolero” before the one by Ravel (the best known are those of Chopin and Debussy†) but in their 

case, the melodic envelope masks the rhythmic similitude with the motive.  Ravel’s Bolero is very 

different: it puts into play the “naked” beat of the timpani and, because of the long suite of 

unchanged repetitions of the formula and of the magnetic attraction of the motive, the ear begins 

to shift the accents and hears 

 

Whether Ravel was aware or not of it, his Bolero was actually setting in march the motive for 

a quarter of an hour, longer than any other known implementation of it.  It may be partly 

responsible for the lasting popularity of this piece. 

With Gershwin and the small number of his contemporaries who have practiced "symphonic 

jazz," the demarcation between the "serious" and "light" music becomes fuzzy … again: this had 

happened first at the dawn of classical music, when there was no “official” demarcation but only 

music.  We often forget that the Baroque suites incorporated dance (salon or rustic movements), 

that Mozart and Beethoven had composed ball music for the Viennese salons, and that the 19th 

century was that of the waltz even in “serious” genres: there is hardly a musician, from Schubert 

to Dvorak, who had not given in to its dancing rhythm.  The new rapprochement of the genres bore 

fruit in the “modern arrangement”, an adaptation of a piece of classical music for the typical 

instruments of a more light genre, with overwhelming emphasis of the rhythmic element, the 

“beat.”  The motive played a prominent role in the blossoming of the “arrangements” in the fifties.  

It certainly contributed to the success of Chuck Berry’s tongue-in-the-cheek Roll over Beethoven 

(1956), which introduced the “pulse” in the weave of the most frantic dancing rhythm.‡  In France, 

the song Le pince à linge (The clothes-pin), a parodic (mis)alliance between the drama of the Fifth 

and the banality of the small utensil, propelled the band of The Four Bearded Ones to fame in the 

mid-1950s.  Finally, the motive raised Walter Murphy’s 1976 pop arrangement A Fifth of 

Beethoven at the top of the U.S. “Hit parade,” the only time such an arrangement of a classical 

piece hit the top both in US and Europe, where the Swingle Singers group made it quickly famous.  

                                                 
*  Curt Sachs, World History of the Dance, translated by Bessie Schönberg (Bonanza Books, New York, 

1937), p. 99.  Other authors date its apparition vaguely between 1750 and 1780 (Robin Rinaldi, European 

Dance – Ireland, Poland and Spain (Chelsea House Publishers, Philadelphia, 2004), p. 77)). 
†  Bolero Op. 15 by Chopin and “Evening in Granada” (No. 2 of the Estampes) by Debussy. 
‡  The message of this song was variously interpreted as a disparaging call, “leave us alone!” or a sign of acceptance 

à l’Américaine – ole’ Ludwig is not that old, one can make him stir his legs in a Rock!  The reader may choose. 
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There was little creativity in Murphy’s Fifth of Beethoven beyond the pop arrangement, but 

there are, to my knowledge, two cases in which the pop was able to creatively use the motive in 

original music.  In 1956, Alfred Newman and Cyril Mockridge re-launched Harold Arlen’s older 

hit “That Old Black Magic,” for the new Hollywood star Marilyn Monroe to sing in the movie Bus 

Stop.  Newman and Mockridge, two musicians with a Classical education, completely changed the 

sound of the song by adjusting it to the bolero rhythm and emphasizing the motive, which appears 

in the accompaniment at bar 63; one can hear it clearly, even played piano, when Marilyn makes 

a half-bar pause after the line, “And every time your lips meet mine.”  After that, the motive is 

obstinately repeated many times in the orchestral accompaniment, perfectly audible under 

Marilyn’s voice.  The motive in the bolero disguise also contributed to the lasting success of the 

1961 song “Et maintenant?” of the French pop-star Gilbert Becaud, internationally known under 

the title “What now, my Love?” and sung, among others, by Judy Garland and Elvis Presley.  How 

much these two songs owe to Ravel’s Bolero is hard to say, but they mark the closing of a full 

circle, the return of the motive in the light genre where it was born some six hundred years ago. 

The art where Beethoven’s motive as a quotation has really become a staple is in film.  Music 

quickly became such an important ingredient in movies that one could see the movie as the “total 

art” that Wagner prophesized.  Classical music naturally came to be used frequently in the 

soundtrack, and the motive, more often than not as the opening of Beethoven’s Fifth, is probably 

the most quoted example.  This new history began with Hitchcock’s 1930 thriller “Murder!” and 

spread well into our third millennium, including some hundred-odd titles of all genres (features, 

cartoons, documentaries) produced by different studios in different countries, most of them in U.S., 

but also in France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Norway, Greece, Austria, Canada.  It includes 

(see Table 6a in the Appendix) a few remarkable products where the motive was put to particularly 

good use, as well as a few bad ones—poor Beethoven had no say. 

The most ambitious of the traditional usage of the motive in a movie belonged to Verboten!*, 

the 1959 work of the American iconoclast director Samuel Fuller, more appreciated in Europe than 

at home.  The first scene of the movie, a war skirmish at the end of WWII, with shooting and 

killing amidst the ruins of a German town, unfolds on the background of the first 2:20 minutes of 

Beethoven’s Fifth, punctuated by the sounds of war.  The cinematography pretends to be somehow 

“choreographed” by the music, but I find it overbearing and ineffective.  I definitely prefer the 

simplest but most telling use of the motive in the classic 1942 Casablanca, in which it sounds in 

the honk of the car that takes the villain to his soon-to-happen death, a moment reminiscent of 

Leporello’s ta-ta-ta-ta prefiguring his evil master’s fate in the finale of Don Giovanni. 

My prize for creative usage of the motive in a movie goes to The Silence, the 1998 Iran-France-

Tajikistani co-production directed by the Iranian Mohsen Makhmalbaf.  The movie proposes the 

story of a “re-creation” of Beethoven’s Fifth in the world of Islamic Tajikistan, which is very 

different from the one the symphony was born into.  Its hero is a blind young boy living with his 

mother, who struggles to make both ends meet while her husband is away to work.  The blind boy 

has developed a keener sense of hearing, which leads him to a job in tuning musical instruments, 

where he can often listen to the folk music of the Central Asian Islamic culture of his land, played 

on the traditional indigenous instruments, whose sound, although vaguely reminiscent of the guitar 

or the lute, is very different from the Classical sound.  The boy becomes fascinated by the da-da-

da-dum sound of his landlord’s frequent pounding on the door, demanding the rent, which the 

                                                 
*  A German word meaning Forbidden and alluding to the love story developing between an American soldier and the 

German girl that cared for him when he was wounded at the end of the war. 
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mother cannot pay.  The parallel with the legend of Beethoven’s inspiration for his Fifth is obvious, 

as is the other parallel, between the composer’s deafness and the boy’s blindness.  On the day 

when they are evicted from their house, he “composes” his own “Fifth” in his head – a shorter 

piece reminding of the first movement of Beethoven’s symphony – and plays it with a group of 

friends, on local instruments.  The movie is loaded with cinematographic poetry and testifies about 

the universal appeal of the Fate motive, across cultural barriers. 

The final chapter in our story is—perhaps unexpected but, quite appropriately—politics.  The 

triumph of totalitarian regimes after WWI had affected the motive in a new way, making it a 

political weapon.  Both sides, right and left, on behalf of the German/Arian nationalism or of the 

proletarian revolution, tried to confiscate Beethoven’s legacy, claiming his affiliation to the “pure 

race” and, bizarrely, to the “revolutionary party” heralding the golden age of communism.  Even 

worse, totalitarian ideologies eventually threw the planet into a new world war, much more 

atrocious than the first one and more confused, where friends became enemies and vice versa.  In 

this confusion, the Allies adopted Beethoven’s motive, the fruit of German musical tradition, as a 

symbol of the victory over Nazi Germany: short-short-short-long for the letter V in the Morse 

alphabet.  For years, the four notes played by the BBC radio station were the messengers of hope 

for the European nations subjugated by the Nazi-led German war machine.  One could hear it in 

such an installment in some movies and even in a piece of music, the Memorial to Lidice of the 

Czech composer Bohuslav Martinu (1890-1959), a work that has never made it to the repertoire 

but can be listened to on YouTube.  Martinu composed it in 1943, while he was a refugee in the 

United States, to commemorate the death of the two thousand victims in the village of Lidice in 

Bohemia that the Nazis had razed as retaliation for the assassination by the Czech resistance of 

Richard Heydrich, the leader of the SS known as “the butcher of Prague.”  This piece quotes the 

motive at the winds (bars 92ff.), while the orchestra tries to imitate the sound of the jamming of a 

radio station, as the Czechs would have heard it, listening clandestinely. 

In China, politics took a different turn.  After the country opened to the Western world and 

especially after WWI, classical music was received with the enthusiasm typical of the great 

discoveries.  However, when Maoism, the national form of communism, took over the county, it 

proclaimed the “cultural Revolution,” declaring war on Western culture.  It banned classical music 

as being guilty of having seduced the national intelligentsia into foreign ideals, and specifically 

targeted Beethoven as supreme symbol of “bourgeois art.”  When, finally, sanity prevailed and 

this “revolution” ended in 1977, the event was symbolically celebrated in a Beijing concert of the 

city’s Central Philharmonic, held on March 26, the day Beethoven had died 150 years before.  The 

Fifth was the central feature of the event.  Following the general demand, it had to be repeated 

eleven times.*  

This may be the right point to put an end to this story.  Nowadays, when the Western world is 

forsaking its historical inheritance and creative thesaurus, the future of what we used to call “the 

Classical” and of the Motive that has been our topic may lie in China. 

 

                                                 
* Sheila Melvin and Jingdong Cai, The Red Rhapsody: How Western Classical Music Became Chinese 

(Agora Publishing, 2004), p. 286. 
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Appendices.  Use of the motive  

Table 1. Beethoven 
1783 Piano Sonata in D major WoO 47 No. 1, Finale: motive repeated in bars 6-12 and 

concluding the work. 

1785 Quartet for Piano and Strings in E flat, WoO 36 No. 1, second movement: development 

culmination in two powerful stops on motive (bars 146-7 and 189-90). 

1794 String trio in E flat major Op. 3, second movement (Andante): motive in double crotches 

launches the main theme and impregnates it with its pulse. 

1795 Piano Trio in E flat major Op. 1 No. 1, Scherzo: motive re-energizes theme (bars 8-9) 

and closes it (bars 16-17).  Repeated in recapitulation. 

1795 Piano Trio in C minor Op. 1 No. 3, 3rd movement: motive closes theme (bars 79-80).  

1796 Sonata for Piano and Cello in G minor Op. 5 No. 2, Allegro of first movement: motive 

concludes the exposition (bars 170-171) and the whole movement. 

1796 Good-bye Song to the Viennese WoO 121.  The only Beethoven song to display the motive 

(in triplets), in a short pianistic fanfare (bars 26-29) of each strophe. 

1796- 

1797 

Serenade for flute (violin), viola and cello Op. 8 (1796-7), first movement (Marcia): 

motive included in the theme.  Marcia is repeated to conclude the piece. 

 Sextet for winds in E flat major Op. 71, first movement: motive appears in the 

development, in a longer episode (bars 275-286) reaching a triumphant unison. 

 Sonata for piano four hands Op. 6 in D major, first movement: repeated motive opens the 

movement in octaves at both players and appears all throughout the movement. 

1797- 

1798 

Piano Sonata No. 5 in C minor, Op. 10 No. 1, Finale: motive concludes the short 

development (bars 57-59) 

1801- 

1802 

Piano Sonata No. 18 in E flat major, Op. 31 No. 3, first Allegro: Motive forms the second 

phrase of the main theme, all throughout the movement. 

 Sonata for Horn and Piano in F major Op. 17, first movement: motive used in dialogue 

between partners (bars 31-40); episode repeated later several times. 

 Sonata for piano et violin in G major Op. 30 No. 3, Finale: motive, first in quarters, then 

in eights, exchanged between piano and violin (bars 66-67 then 97-98). 

1802 Bagatelle Op. 33 No. 2 (a Scherzo): Cadential ending of phrase (bars 3-4, repeated at 7-

8, 38-43) and after trio (bars 87-92). 

 Piano Variations in E flat major, Op. 35: 7th variation: motive underpins a short cannon 

play (bars 11-13). 

1803 Sonata for piano et violin in A major, Op. 37, (“Kreutzer”), second movement, first 

variation: violin answering the piano repeatedly and gracefully with motive (bars 2-5). 

 Eroica Symphony, Op. 55, second movement (Marcia Funebre): “memento mori” motive 

in triplets in the bass voices (bars 9-16, 34-48, 51-56, 61-65); shortened in the repeated 

first section. 

1803- 

1804 

Oratorio “Christ on the Mount of Olives” Op. 85.  The motive appears in 3 numbers: 

No. 1, Air of Jesus, powerful cadential ending at the orchestra on the line “Your [God’s] 

power is overpowering” (bars 110-11);  

No. 2, Choir: sequence of the double pulse accompanying the words “woe to those 

despising the blood ...; ” (bars 193-199); 

No. 3, duet Jesus-Seraph: Motive accompanies the Seraph’s anguish (“I tremble and 

myself am feeling the mortal fear which Him assails”, bars 27-33). 
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Table 1 continued 

1805-

1806 

Piano Sonata No. 23 in F minor, Op. 57, Appassionata, first movement: “Fate” motive in 

triplets pervades the whole movement. 

 Piano Concerto No. 4 in G major, Op. 58, first movement: main theme based on motive. 

 Fidelio, Op. 72.  The motive appears in two numbers: 

Act 1, Terzett Marceline-Leonore-Rocco (bars 119-125): motive in voices in 4-sylable 

utterances accented next by motive in the orchestra. 

Act 2, the Dungeon Scene: at the height of her confrontation with Pizzaro, Leonore 

launches her defiant line “Kill first his wife!” on motive with final jump (bars 70-72) 

1806 Symphony No. 4 in B flat major Op. 60, Scherzo: cadential ending of theme (bars 19-20); 

repeated to end first section and the whole movement. 

 Thirty-two Variations for Piano in C minor, WoO 80: motive in triplets opens 

emphatically the 6th variation but is never repeated. 

 Quartet No. 8 in E minor, Op. 59 No. 2. In first movement: motive used in bridges (bars 

33, 49-50); in Finale linear pulse (bars 364-371). 

 Quartet No. 9 in C major, Op. 59 No. 3, 3rd movement (Minuetto grazioso): motive at the 

core of the Trio theme (bars 41-42). 

 Violin Concerto in D major, Op. 60: first movement: cadential endings in the orchestra 

(bars 50-51, 201-202); repeated in the recapitulation (bars 446-7 and 475-6). 

1807- 

1808 

Sonata No. 3 for Piano and Cello in A major, Op. 69, first movement: motive at cello in 

bridges (bars 32-36); also in recapitulation (bars 169-175). 

 Symphony No. 6 in F major, Op. 68, third movement: fanfare motive leading to the Trio 

(bars 78-79); in “The storm” (bars 263-264). 

 Symphony No. 5 in C minor, Op. 67: motive is the engine of the first and third movements, 

but appears frugally in the other movements, too. 

1809- 

1810 

String Quartet No. 10 in E flat major Op. 74, 3rd movement: motive with deep final 

descent is the engine of the Scherzo section. 

1812- 

1815 

“Namesday” Overture Op. 115: fanfare motive (bars 33-36, 45-46, 74-86) 

1825 String Quartet No. 13 in B flat major, Op. 130, fourth movement: motive in the question-

answer theme of the central section (bars 27-32 and 33-34). 
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Table 2a.  Mozart 
1767 Symphony No. 6 in F major, K. 43, Finale: motive closes exposition (bar 46) and the 

whole movement. 

1873 Symphony No. 27 in G major, K. 199, Finale: in the second thematic group of the 

exposition (bars 51-64); it also serves to build a sort of energetic motivic development 

(bars 74-82).  Episodes resumed in the recapitulation (bars 216-246). 

 Sonata for piano and violin in G major, K. 379, first movement: motive becomes the main 

musical engine of the anxious Allegro section beginning at bar 49. 

 Sonata for piano and violin in E flat major, K. 380, first movement: motive part of the 

second thematic group (bars 32-43); movement closes on motive. 

1782 Rondo in D major for piano and orchestra, K. 382: motive combined with the main short 

cell (Dreiklang followed by trill), beginning bar 49. 

 Serenade for eight winds in C minor, K. 388, first movement: the first theme launched by 

the motive (bar 22) and is contaminated with its pulse rhythm (appears again bars 264-

269). 

1782-

1785 

Quintet for horn and strings in E flat major, K. 407, first movement: after a few sporadic 

occurrences, motive is substantially engaged in the coda’s interplay of the horn and the 

strings (bars 125ff). 

 Piano Fantasy in C minor K. 475, in the last but one episode, in C minor: motive repeated 

obstinately (bars 137-146) in pianistic dialogue, like a dampened memento mori. 

1786 Piano Concerto No. 25 in C major, K. 503, first movement: motive built in first theme; it 

culminates in powerful fermatas (bars 47-51, 143-148, 226-230, 248-253). 

 Marriage of Figaro, K. 492, Act 2, Number 11 of the finale: Figaro mocks the gardener 

Antonio laughing repeatedly on the linear motive (bars 43-48). 

1787 Don Giovanni K. 527, motive used three times: 

Act 1, Number 12, Zerlina’s air (“Batti, batti o bel Maseto”): motive closes the air, with 

an orchestral cadence, three times repeated. 

Act 2, Number 18, Zerlina’s cavatine (“Vedrai carino”): motive conveys her heart 

beatings (bars 63-65, resumed 69-71, 97-99). 

Act 2 Number 26, Finale: Leporello utters motive twice to describe in awe how the 

Commendatore’s statue pounded (ta-ta-ta-ta) on the door (bars 396-8 and 400-402). 

1788 Piano Trio in E major K 542, Finale: motive introduces the second thematic group (bars 

31-37); episode repeated in the recapitulation (bars 156-163). 

 Symphony No. 41 in C major, K. 551, “Jupiter”, Finale: motive as “tail” of the main theme 

(bars 5-6, 13-14); it also stands alone in massive repeated fermatas (bars 16-17, 115-

122); episodes repeated in the recapitulation. 

1789 Clarinet Quintet in A major K. 581, first movement: motive at strings in dialogue with 

the clarinet (bars 55-60); repeated in the recapitulation (bars 145-148). 

1791 Clarinet concerto in A major K. 622, first movement: motive at strings punctuate the 

clarinet’s figurations (bars 145-148); resumed in the recapitulation (bars 334-336). 

 The Magic Flute, K. 620, Final scene, Tamino’s recitative: motive at the strings 

punctuates four times his declamation (bars 241-245). 
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Table 2b.  Haydn 
1763 Symphony No. 12 in E major, first movement: linear form of motive in sequences, by 

combining the staggered voices (bars 44-48, 65-74 in development). 

1764 Symphony No. 21 in A major, Finale: motive in the fabric of the first theme, at the oboes 

(bars 9-13). 

1765 Symphony No. 28 in A major, first movement: motive, played by the violins on various 

grades, introduces main theme (bars 1-19). 

1768-

1770 

Symphony No. 48 in C major, “Maria Theresia”, Minuet: motive breaks unexpectedly the 

graceful dance (m. 31) proffering a somber, almost Beethoven-like menace, at the winds 

and drums. 

1771 Piano sonata No. 20 in C minor, first movement: motive, at the left hand, introduces the 

main theme at m. 22 and hammers down the chords before the final cadence. 

1772 String Quartet Op. 20 No. 2 in C major, 2nd movement (Adagio): motive repeated four 

times as cadential ending of the phrases of the main theme (bars 14-17). 

1772 String Quartet Op. 20 No. 5, in F minor, first movement: motive repeated obstinately by 

the other strings to support the first violin that puts forth the main theme (bars 1-9); this 

pattern recurs all along the movement, during the exposition (bars 20-25), development 

(bars 49-59, 89-97) and the recapitulation (bars 138-142). 

1776 Piano sonata No. 32 in B minor, Finale: motive exploited intensely for eight bars (82-90) 

at the beginning of the development, in the dialogue of the two hands. 

1782 Symphony No. 73 in D major, first movement: motive is part of the main theme, used 

extensively all throughout the movement. 

1782 String quartet Op. 33, No. 5 in G major, 2nd movement (Largo): motive involved in 2nd 

theme: it is uttered first in the bass, ponderously because of the tempo, then it concludes 

the theme in chords troubled by dissonances (bars 46-49). 

1782 String quartet Op. 33, No. 6 in D major, 2nd movement (Andante): motive elaborated in 

the development, peaking at bar 44. 

1785-

1786 

The Last Seven Words of Christ on the Cross, op. 51 (Hob. III: 50-56): motive used in 

six of the nine movements, to provide cadential endings, accents, etc.; the piece ends 

with the linear form of the motive. 

1789-

1790 

Piano Sonata No. 49 in E flat major, first movement: motive exchanged between the two 

hands, in subdued piano, during exposition (bars 54-57); then elaborated on during 

eighteen bars (110-127) during the development. 

1791 Symphony No. 93 in D major, Minuet: motive is the essential dynamic element of the Trio 

(bars 49-52, then repeated bars 57-61, 64-67, 67-68 and 75-79). 

1792 String Quartet Op. 20 No. 5, in F minor, first movement: motive repeated obstinately by 

the other strings to support the first violin that puts forth the main theme (bars 1-9); this 

pattern recurs all through the movement (bars 20-25, 49-59, 89-97, 138-142). 

 Symphony No. 94 in G major, “The Surprise”, first movement, the Allegro: motive, 

repeated four times, introduces the exposition (bars 31-35), a pattern repeated bars 137-

138, 154-155, 184-185. 

 Symphony No. 96 in D major, The Miracle.  Motive used twice: 

1st movement: motive “haunts” the movement, with powerful stops (bars 52-56), wind 

fanfare (bars 71-77, 87-88, 157-158, 161-162, 179-180). 

2nd movement: motive concludes theme (bar 13) and re-appears, in triplets, during the 

development, in a dialogue between violins and winds (bars 21-25). 
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1792 Symphony No. 98 in B flat major, Finale: motive introduced in the bass (bars 23-26); 

concludes exposition in powerful stops (bars 113-116); similarly used in the 

development (bars 197-198, 284-287, 307-308) and the recapitulation (bars 346-348, 

350-359). 

 Symphony No. 100 in G major, “The Military,” 3rd movement (Allegretto): motive irrupts 

in a Mahler-like horn fanfare, before the conclusion (bars 152-158). 

1797-

1798 

String Quartet Op. 76 No 1 in G major, first movement: motive, enlarged to quarters, 

closes the first theme and then, repeated twice, leads to the second theme (bars 65-70). 

Design repeated in the recapitulation (bars 187-193). 

 String Quartet Op. 76 No 2 in D minor, first movement: motive punctuates the fanciful 

second phrase of the main theme (bars 36-40); then, repeated three times, closes the 

recapitulation and the movement (bars 135-138). 

 String Quartet Op. 76 No. 4 in B flat major, first movement: motive subdued during the 

exposition (bars 60-65) and development (bars 98-106), but reaching an outburst in the 

recapitulation (bars 166-170). 

1798 Oratorio The Creation.  Final chorus: motive with a final ascent is the main engine of 

the great fugue in praise of the Lord, “The Lord is Great, his praise shall last foraye!” 

(bars 10ff). 

1799-

1801 

Oratorio The Seasons, Number 36 (soprano air and chorus): motive in both choir and 

orchestra for the laughter bar. 59 throughout the end of the number. 

Table 2c.  Baroque composers 
G. M. 

Bononcini  
(1642-1678) 

1673 Sonata a Tre Op. 6, No. 9, 3rd movement, Adagio: bars 64-67. 

Arcangelo 

Corelli 
(1653-1713) 

1700 Sonata No. 4 in F major, from his “12 sonatas for violin and bass” Op. 5, 

2nd movement: motive opens the fugue theme at the violin.  

Antonio 

Vivaldi 

1725 Concerto for violin, harpsichord and orchestra in D major, RV 210, 

Finale, bars 100-107. 

(1678-1741) 1720-

1728 

Concerto for violin, two oboes, two recorders, bassoon, strings and 

harpsichord in G minor, RV 577, Finale makes intense use of the 

motive (bars 5-14, 44-50, 74-82, 98-101,113-121, 138-145). 

J. S. Bach 
(1685-1750) 

1718-

1723 

Fugue in D major BWV 874 of the 2nd book of the Well Tempered 

Klavier: motive is the head of fugue. 

  Sonata No. 1 in B minor for violin and bass, BWV 1014, 4th movement: 

motive is head of fugue. 

  Concerto No. 1 in D minor for harpsicord and strings, BWV 1052: 

first movement, powerful stops (bars 136-141); 

third movement, bars 248-251, 263-265. 

 1720 Partita No. 2 in D minor for solo violin, BWV 1004: Chaconna, bars 169-

175. 

G. F. 

Haendel 

1735-

1736 

Concerto in G minor for organ and orchestra, Op. 4 No. 1, first 

movement: bars 29-34. 

(1685-1755)  Concerto in B flat major for harp and orchestra Op. 6 No. 6, first 

movement: motive closing the main theme. 
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Table 3. Beethoven’s contemporaries 
Etienne-

Nicolas Méhul 
 (1763-1817) 

1788 

 

Piano Sonata No. 6, in D major, Op. 2 No. 3: 2nd mvmt, Adagio: motive 

included in the theme of the first section (and recapitulation); also in the 

central section, supporting the flourishes of the left hand (bars 38 ff). 

 1807-

1808 

Symphony No. 1 in G minor.  Motive used in two movements: 

2nd mvmt, Andante: bars 108-114, after 1st theme is reissued 

Finale, Allegro agitato: built on motive, combined with 5-notes cells 

derived from it. 

Carl Maria 

 von Weber 

(1786-1826) 

1811 Clarinet Concerto No. 2 in E flat major Op. 74, 1st mvmt: motive at the 

strings in dialogue with the soloist, bars 58-70 (in recapitulation (bars 

167ff). 

 1812 Sonate No. 1 pour piano en Do majeur Op. 24, 3rd mvmt, Minuet’s trio: 

dialogue between motive and a short delicate phrase (bars 140-154). 

Niccoló 

Paganini 

1819 Capricio Op. 1 No. 20 in D major.  Motive closes the first section (bars 

23) and the piece (bars 56-57). 

(1782-1840) (publ) 

1816 

Violin Concerto No. 1 in D major¸ Op 6, 1st mvmt: motive punctuates 1st 

theme (bars 103, 108, 112) and 2nd theme (bars 175-179, 185-186).  

Episodes repeated in the recapitulation (bars 239-258 and 344-357). 

Franz 

Schubert 

(1797-1828) 

1816 Rondo for violin and strings in A major, D. 438, 1st mvmt: motive 

punctuates soloist’s figurations (bars 208-213), then in dialogue 

between the two partners (bars 256-262 and 436-458).  

  Symphony No. 6 in C major, D. 589, 2nd mvmt, Andante: second section 

is a contrapuntal play including motive (bars 42-49, repeated at 82-94). 

 1817 The Trout song D 550: special effect at the piano (bars 62, 63) as 

underlining the fate of the fish, caught in the hook. 

  The Death and the Maiden song D 531: motive at the piano punctuates 

the voice lament (bars 3-10). 

 1823 Piano Sonata in A minor D 784, 1st mvmt: 30 bars episode (220-249) of 

the motive in dialogue with fragments of the theme prepares the closing. 

 1824 String Quartet No. 14 in D minor D 810, 1st mvmt: makes the dramatic 

portal of the movement (bars 1-4). 

  Octet in F major D 803, 3rd mvmt, Scherzo: motive ends cadentialy the 

phrase of which the main theme is built (bars 1-8). 

 1825- 

1826 

Piano Sonata in D major D 840, 1st mvmt: motive punctuates other 

similar short cells (e.g., bars 71ff). 

  Great C major Symphony D 944, 3rd mvmt, Scherzo: motive ends the 

theme (bars 11-12) 

  String Quartet No. 15 in G major D 887.  Motive in two movements: 

1st mvmt: doubled motive insinuates itself, reaching main voice and 

dominates a long episode (bars 93-136), which is re-taken, abridged, 

in recapitulation (bars 381-392) 

Finale, Allegro Assai: motive appears in the 2nd theme group during the 

40 measures (75-114) episode, which is repeated, shortened, in the 

development (212-227) and recapitulation (583-598). 
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 1827 Piano Impromptu in C minor D 899: motive energizes one of the 

amplifications of the theme (bars 109-118) 

 1828 String Quartet in C major D 958, 1st movement: motive punctuates in the 

bass the transition to 2nd theme (bars 27-30), and then the theme itself 

in a twenty-bars episode (bars 79-98), which is repeated in the 

recapitulation. 

Table 4a. First Romantic generation 
Hector 

Berlioz 

(1803-1869) 

1846 Damnation de Faust.  Motive used three times: 

1st part, scene 3: fanfare transitioning to the Marche Hongroise (bars 4-8) 

and then to the theme of the march (bars 21-25) 

Ballet des sylphes, bars 88-91 

3rd part Prelude: introduces Faust’s air ““Merçi, doux crépuscule” (bars 

21-27) 

Felix 

Mendelssohn 

1830 Piano Concerto No. 1 in G minor Op 25: motive used in transition from 

1st to 2nd mvmt (bars 141-149) and then to 3rd mvmt. 

(1819-1847) 1837 Piano Concerto No. 2 in D minor Op. 40: 1st mvmt, motiv is the opening 

of the first theme (bars 3-6) 

 1843 Song without Words Op. 62 No. 3 in E minor.  The theme of this funeral 

march is launched and then incorporates the motive (bars 1-5) 

 1846 The Wedding March from the Midsummer Night Dream incidental music.  

Fanfare on motive is the grandiose portal of the piece. 

Franz Liszt 

(1811-1886) 

1949 Totentanz [The Dance of the Dead] for piano and orchestra. Motive in the 

orchestra dialogues with the glissandos of the piano whose sequence 

reproduce the Dies Irae theme (bars 76-83) 

 1851 Piano Scherzo and March. Motive in virtuosic chordal arpeggio 

elaborations (bars 43-47, 77-86, 212-220)  

 1854 Les Preludes symphonic poem.  Fanfare on motive introduces last section 

(bars 318-326), and then the coda (bars 358-370) 

 1854 Faust Symphony.  1st mvmt: motive involved in the several “Faust 

themes:” the active on, a fanfare (bars 55-60), the passionate one (356-

368).  Also involved in the development (342-350) and recapitulation 

(557-568, 634-641). 

 1861 Piano Concerto No. 2, motive prepares the chords closing the piece. 

Robert 

Schumann 

1841 Symphonie No. 1 in B flat major, 3rd mvmt, Scherzo: motive quoted once 

in exposition (bars 33-34) and recapitulation (bars 266-67). 

(1810-1856) 1849 Introduction and Allegro Appassionato for piano and orchestra Op. 92, 

Allegro: motive in fanfare trumpets in exposition (bars 156-161), 

development (317-325), recapitulation (413-418) and coda (516-518). 

Frederic 

Chopin 

1829-

1830 

Piano Concerto No. 2 in F minor, Op 21: cadential motive before the 

chords closing the piece.  

(1810-1849) 1834 Grande Valse Brillante in E flat major, Op. 18.  Motive closes the piece, 

without any forewarning appearance. 

Rich. Wagner 

(1813-1882) 

1855 “Faust” Overture: motive adds brilliance at winds (bars 293-298). 
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Table 4b. Late Romanticists 
Johannes 

Brahms 

(1833-1897) 

1852 Piano Sonata No. 2 in F sharp minor Op. 2.  Motive used in: 

1st movement: motive launches the closing of the exposition (bars 75-

78) and the coda (191-192) 

Finale: motive launches the closing of the exposition (bars 96-99), then 

the development (115-118) and the coda (253-256).  

 1853 Piano Sonata No1 in C major Op.1, 1st mvmt: motive adjoins the 1st theme 

(bars 31-43, 85-91).  

  Piano Sonata No. 3 in F minor Op. 5. 

1st mvmt, Allegro: motive supports, p and pp, the second phrase of 1st 

theme (bars 7-12), and makes the transition to the development (bars 

79-80). 

4th mvmt, Intermezzo, almost a funeral march that the motive dominates 

from the beginning to the end, which it ends pp. 

 1854 Ballad in D minor Op. 10 No. 1.  Motive (in triplets) used to build the 

drama of the central section (bars 28ff). 

 1858-

1859 

Serenade No. 2 for orchestra in A major Op. 16, final Rondo:  motive in 

bass supports the refrain played by the woods (bars 12-19). 

 1864 Piano Quintet in F minor Op. 34, 3rd mvmt, Scherzo: motive is the engine 

of the whole movement. 

 1875 Piano Quartet No. 3 in C minor Op. 60, Finale: motive creates the 

transition to second theme (bars 39-44), episode resumed in 

recapitulation (263-269). 

 1856-

1876 

Symphony No. 1 in C minor Op. 68, 1st mvmt, the development section, 

menacing motive at winds (bars 232-273), then cellos/ timbales (273-

290); in conclusion at horns (495-507). 

Anton 

Bruckner 

(1824-1896) 

1872 Symphony No. 2 in C minor, 1st mvmt: motive used for dramatic 

culminations in the exposition (bars 33ff, 148-149, 156-161, 172), the 

development (390-405, 481-484, 498-500) and recapitulation (513-520, 

529-534). 

Edouard Lalo 

(1823-1892) 

1875 Spanish Symphony for violin and orchestra Op. 21, 1st mvmt: motive with 

final jump is 2nd part of the short cell that is the engine of the whole 

movement. 

Gustav 

Mahler 

(1860-1911) 

1880 Das Klagende Lied for choir and orchestra.  Motive, at the trumpets, 

amplifies the lament of the low strings (bars 31-34); episode repeated in 

the recapitulation (452-454). 

 1902 Symphony No. 5 in C sharp minor, 1st mvmt, a funeral march: motive opens 

it (bars 1-6), then combines with a similar 5-notes motive to build the 

movement.  The march comes back in the central section of the 2nd mvmt 

(bars 75-141). 
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Table 4c. National musical schools 
Modest 

Moussorgsky 
(1839-1881) 

1867 Night on the Bold Mountain overture. Motive widely used as cadential 

endings (bars 21-24, 56-59, 69, 73), in the central section (149-156), 

and in the final repetition of first section (374-375), before the coda. 

Piotr Ilych 

Tchaikovsky 

1876 The Swan Lake ballet, Act 2 No. 10: motive energizes a static 24 bars 

episodes (bars 177-200). 

(1840-1893) 1880 Capriccio Italien, Op. 45.  Motive (in triplets) at the winds dominates the 

whole piece, first gloomy first section (bars 16ff, 77-92), its reprise 

(255-280), as well as the final triumphal fanfare (455-467).  

 1888 Symphonie No. 5 in E minor Op. 64.  Motive emphatically but without 

any foreboding closes the symphony 

 1889 The Sleeping Beauty ballet.  Fanfare motive in No, 14 (bars 61ff), and 

the Finale (No. 20). 

 1893 Symphony No. 6 in B minor Op. 74, Pathetique. 3rd mvmt: fanfare motive 

(bars 44-49) constantly attends the main theme of a devilish march 

(181-182, 232-234, etc.) and even concludes the movement. 

Bedrich 

Smetana  
(1824-1884) 

1874-

1879 

Vyšehrad symphonic Poem, No.1 of Ma Vlast cycle.  Fanfare motive (bars 

111-118) in the first section.  In the third section fanfare reaches the 

strings (bars 143ff). 

  Vltava symphonic Poem, No.2 of Ma Vlast cycle.  Fanfare motive in the 

heroic episode (bars 361-381) 

Edvard 

Grieg  
(1843-1907) 

1888 Piano Elegy Op. 38 No. 6.  Motive energizes the main theme (bars 4-9), 

also in its elaboration (21-29) and in the final recall of the section (40-

48). 

Table 4d. Nineteenth century operatic genre 
  Belcanto opera 

Gioachino 

Rossini 

1812 L’italiana in Alger overture. Motive transitions, piano, to 2nd theme (bars 

40-42) 

(1792-1868) 1816 The Barber of Seville.  Motive used as orchestral cadence after voice line: 

Rosina’s air Una voce poco fa (bars 75-77) 

Bartolo’s air A un dottor della mia sorte (bars 52-53) 

Rosina-Count duet in No. 13 (bars 52-57) 

Gaetano 

Donizetti 

(1797-1848) 

1832 L’elisiro d’amore.  Motive used in orchestral cadences after voice lines 

in 1st act: Adina’s cavatina (scene 1), Belcore’s cavatina (scene 2), 

Dulcamara’s cavatina (scene 5), Nemorino-Dulcamara duet (scene 6), 

Adina-Nemorino duet (scene 9). 

Motive also emphatically prepares the act 1 final chords.  

 1835 Lucia di Lamermoor.  The motive dramatically closes the opera in the 

vocal line with when Edgardo kills himself crying “No-no-no!” and the 

choir cries “Ah” – four syllables. 

 1843 Don Pasquale. Motive used in orchestral cadences in Pasquale’s cavatina 

(Act 1, scene 1), the fake marriage contract scene (Act 2) 
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Giuseppe 

Verdi 

(1813-1901) 

1853 Il trovatore, short orchestral introduction: motive with final jump, thrice 

repeated, closes theme (bars 11-14) and comes back (18-21) before the 

curtain rises. 

 1858 Un ballo in maschera.  Motive, usually with final jump, used, in the 

orchestra, as “memento Fati” in Act 1, scene1 and 2.  Before closing 

chords of the opera, linear motive sounds at the choir, on the 4-syllables 

line “Notte d’orror!” three times repeated. 

 1862 La forza del Destino.  Act 3: motive ends cadentially Carlo’s air “Urna 

fatale del mio destino;” in Scene 5, fanfare motive in soldiers’ march. 

Act 4, scene 1: menacing motive, twice in Carlo-Alvaro duet. 

 

  Grand opera 

Hector 

Berlioz 

(1803-1869) 

1856-

1858 

Les Troyens, 5st act, No. 43: Eneas wakes up his comrades singing 

“Eveillez-vous” (wake up!) on the ascending motive (bars 6-7) and they 

answer “Alerte!”, twice, with the orchestra punctuating with motive 

(bars 19-23).  

Charles 

Gounod 

(1818-1893) 

1859-

1860 

Faust.  Motive appears several times: 

Act 1, No, 2, it inexorably answers, in the orchestra (bars 8-9 the hero’s 

question, “Would He [God] give me back love, youth and faith?”  

Motive emphasizes his invocation of Satan (bars 29-30). 

Act 4, No. 15: Mephistopheles ends his sneering serenade to 

Marguerite, with a laughter beginning on the motive. 

Act 4, No. 17, the killing of Marguerite’s brother Valentine: motive 

used several times in the orchestra (bars 12-16, 47-49, 73-75) 

Act 5, No. 19: orchestral motive repeated four times, introduces the 

theme of the Finale. 

 1867 Romeo and Juliet.  Motive appears several times in the orchestra: 

In the fanfare opening the prelude to the opera 

Act 1, No. 1: motive introduces the woeful choir of the Veronese. 

Act 2, No. 9: in the duet Juliet-Romeo (bars 164) 

Act 2, No 13: in the fight between Romeo and Tybalt, a 20-bars long 

episode, the motive appears frequently (bars 337ff) 

The opera closes on the motive, emphatically prolonged. 

Georges 

Bizet 

(1838-1875) 

1863 Les pêcheurs de perles.  Motive used for emphatic orchestral closures of 

dramatic scenes: the finale of act 1, act 2 and tableau 1 of act 3, the last 

two ornamenting each note with a grupetto. 

 1875 Carmen. 

Act 1, No. 7 (Micaela-Don José duet): motive introduces Micaela’s part 

at clarinet (bars 36); then repeated (bars 106-7) to conclude 2nd section 

of duet. 

Act 2, No. 17 (Carmen-Don José duet): fanfare motive for José’s 

remembering “military honor” (bars 326-330) 

Act 3 concludes on motive (in triplets) at winds. 
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  Wagner’s musical drama and followers 

Richard 

Wagner 

(1813-1882) 

1840-

1841 

The Flying Dutchman.   

Act 2: Final scene No. 6B, Santa-Dutchman duet: the motive, 4 times 

repeated in the orchestra, concludes his monologue (bars 25-28). 

Act 3 No. 15: motive closes emphatically at the winds the orchestral 

postlude of the Senta-Erik duet (bars 160-165) 

 1854 The Rheingold, scene 4: Niebelung Alberich’s four-syllables line “Bin 

ich nun frei!” [I am free now!] (bars 262) 

 1854-

1874 

The Walkyrie: a mannerism in The Ring: motive, in sixteenth triplets 

 at drums, used to continue/emphasize ominous/dramatic vocal 

utterances.  In Act 2, Scene 2 (bars 526-531), Scene 4 (80- 82), Act 3, 

scene 3 (386-388).  

  Siegfried. Act 1, scene 2: emphatic motive at trumpets (bars 321-322) 

  The Twilight of Gods. Act 3, scene 3: the “mannerist” motive repeated 

(bars 246-253, 355-359, 364-368).  The motive in funeral fanfare (bars 

252ff) 

Camille  

Saint-Saëns 

(1835-1921) 

1877 Samson and Delilah.  Act 2, Scene 3 (the love duet): motive in sixteenths, 

piano, repeated 19 times by the orchestra, for Samson’s declaring his 

ill-fated love (bars 259-268); sequence of motive in sixteenths 

introduces and accompanies Dalilah’s famous air “Mon coeur s’ouvre 

à ta voix” (bars 271-305). 

Jules 

Massenet 

(1842-1912) 

1884 Manon Lescaut.  Motive repeated before final chords of the prelude.  

Then, motive is used repeatedly in four-syllables vocal utterances like  

“we-are-thir-sty … we-are-hun-gry” (Act 1, scene 1, bars 19-22); 

similar at bars 46-47, 99-101, 438-440, etc.  

 1892 Werther. Act2, Werther-Charlotte duet: motive in orchestra (bars 604-5), 

then taken over in Charlotte’s line “Pourquoi l’oubli?” 

Table 5. Twentieth-century classical music 
Jan Sibelius 
(1865-1957) 

1901-

1902 

Symphony No. 2 in D major Op. 43.  Fanfare motive (trombones and 

timpani) opens the final movement (bars 1-16); it comes back during 

the development (bars 192-207) to support the theme. 

Rachmaninov 

(1873-1943) 

1903 Prelude Op. 23 No. 2 closes on motive 

Bela Bartok 

(1881-1945) 

1908 String Quartet No. 1 in A minor, 3rd mvmt: motive underpins central 

section (bars 144ff) 

Charles Ives 

(1874-1954) 

1909-

1915 

Piano Sonata No. 2 (Concord), 3rd movement, “The Alcotts:” motive 

appears as “pulse” made up from “clusters” of notes all throughout the 

movement. 

Saint-Saëns 

(1835-1921) 

1921 Sonata for oboe and piano in D major Op. 166, last movement: motive is 

built within the main theme  

Gershwin 

(1898-1937) 

1924 Rhapsody in Blue: motive emerges at the saxophone at bar 115 and plays 

a major part all through the rest of the piece up to its coda. 

Igor 

Stravinsky 

(1882-1971) 

1927 Oedipus Rex (opera, neoclassic period), Act 2, Scene 1: motive in the 

orchestra repeated 24 times supports Jocasta’s declamation air (bars 

64ff). 
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Maurice 

Ravel 

(1875-1937) 

1928 Bolero.  Attraction shifts the accents of the bolero rhythmical formula so 

that motive at the timbales is heard all throughout the piece 

Bohuslav 

Martinu  
(1890-1959) 

1943 Memorial to Lidice symphonic poem: at bars 92-95, the motive, repeated, 

sounds at winds like the BBC radio signal listened to through the 

jamming simulated by the drums. 

Dmitri 

Shostakovich 

(1906-1975) 

1954 Festive Overture Op. 96: motive used to build the 30-bars fanfare that 

opens the piece.  The episode comes back before the closure. 

Table 6. Twentieth century pop-genre 
Chuck Berry 1956 Roll over Beethoven 

Bus Stop 

movie 

1956 That Old Black Magic, sung by Marylyn Monroe.  The motive appears 

repeatedly in the bolero section beginning with line “And every time 

your lips meet mine.”  Alfred Newman and Cyril Mockridge re-arranged 

Harold Arlen old piece. 

Les quatres 

barbus 

1959 La pince à linge [The clothes peg] is a parodic version of the first 

movement of the symphony on the recited parodic biography of the 

alleged anonymous inventor of the utensil.  The title, a four-syllables 

phrase is uttered repeatedly on the motive in the beginning. 

Gilbert 

Becaud 

1961 Et maintenant [“What now, my love,” English version].  Motive in bolero 

in the accompaniment all through the refrain. 

Walter 

Murphy 

1976 A Beethoven Fifth, played by the group Big Apple Band 

Table 7a.  Movies that use the motive in the soundtrack 
Year Movie Country 

1930 Murder! Hitchcock thriller UK 

1932 Liebelei [Love Story] Germany 

1934 The Black Cat  USA 

1935 Un grand amour de Beethoven [A great love of …], Abel Gance  France  

1939 Naughty But Nice  USA  

1939 The Star Maker USA 

1940 Melodie eterne [Eternal Melodies] Italy 

1942 Casablanca USA 

1942 Reunion in France  USA  

1942 Sherlock Holmes and the Voice of Terror  USA  

1943 Millions like us, war propaganda UK 

1943 Higher and Higher, with Victor Borge USA 

1944 Lady, let’s dance USA 

1944 Philharmoniker Germany 

1945 Battle for music, documentary USA 

1945 Rhapsody in Blue USA 

1946 Ding Dong Williams USA 

1947 Carnegie Hall USA 

1948 La grande Aurora [Great Aurora] Italy 
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1949 Eroica Austria 

1949 A Kiss in the Dark USA 

1949 In the Good Old Summertime  USA  

1951 The Browning Version UK 

1953 L’appel du destin [Call of Destiny] France, Italy 

1957 Funny Face USA 

1958 Cat on a Hot Tin Roof USA  

1958 Darby’s Rangers USA 

1958 The FBI Story USA 

1958 I slik en natt [It Happened One Night] Norway 

1959 Verboten [German for “forbidden”] USA  

1959 The journal of Anne Frank USA 

1960 Tall Story USA 

1961 The Parent Trap  USA 

1962 The Magnificent Rebel USA 

1964 What a Way to go! USA 

1964 Ring of Spies UK 

1965 Pierrot le fou [Crazy Pierrot] France  

1967 Counterpoint  USA 

1969 Mondo Trasho  USA  

1971 Requiem for Humanity, documentary Greece 

1971 Fantasia chez les plouks [Fantasy among the Squares] France/Italy/Egypt 

1974 Conrack USA 

1974 L’apprentissage de Duddy Kravitz [Apprentiship of …] Canada 

1976 Souperman, a “Superman” parody  USA 

1977 Saturday Night Fever (Murphy’s arrangement) USA 

1980 Dyrygent [Conductor] Poland 

1980 The Man with Bogart’s Face USA 

1981 The Day after Trinity, documentary USA 

1985 The Breakfast Club USA  

1987 I’ve heard the Mermaids singing  Canada 

1989 Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure USA  

1990 Trust  USA  

1991 L.A. Story  USA  

1991 Proof  Australia  

1991 Rock ’n Roll High School Forever  USA  

1992 Howard’s End UK 

1994 Immortal Beloved  UK/USA 

1994 Tiny Tony adventures “How I spent my Vacation” episode USA 

1995 Mr. Holland's Opus  USA  

1997 B*A*P*S [The Queen Beverly Hills] USA 

1998 Buster & Chauncey’s Silent Night USA 

1998 Celebrity USA  

1998 The silence France/Iran/Tadzhikistan 

1999 Family Guy, TV Serie 5, episode 3 USA  

1999 Just Shoot Me, “Maya’s Nude Photos” episode USA, TV series 
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2000 Paragraph 175, documentary USA, 

2001 Der Fall Furtwängler [Taking Sides] Germany/France/Austria/UK 

2002 Austin Powers in Goldmember (Murphy’s arrangement) USA  

2003 DysFunktional Family  USA  

2003 Peter Pan  USA  

2004 Christmas with the Kranks USA  

2004 The Cookout USA  

2006 Tenacious D in the Pick of Destiny USA/Germany 

2007 Disturbia  USA  

2008 La personne au deux personnes [Me too] France 

2019 Hellboy USA 

Table 7b.  Cartoons using the motive in the soundtrack 
Year Cartoon Country 

1942 Barney Bear's Victory Garden USA 

1942 Ding Dong Daddy USA 

1942 Foney Fables USA 

1942 Bugs Bunny, The Hare-Brained Hypnotist USA 

1943 The Fifth-Column Mouse USA 

1943 The Yankee Doodle Mouse USA 

1943 The Home Front USA 

1943 A Jolly Good Furlough (Popeye) USA 

1943 Scrap Happy Daffy USA 

1943 The Yankee Doodle Mouse (Tom and Jerry) USA 

1964 Much Ado about Nothing (Tom and Jerry) USA 

1990 Tiny Tony adventures, episodes “Hare today, gone tomorrow,” 

“The return to the Acme acres zone,” “Going Places”. 

USA 

1991 The Ren & Stimpy Show, (TV Series 3, episode 7) USA/Canada 

1995 Bat Yam - New York (TV Series 1, episode 5) USA/Israel 

1997 Just Shoot Me! (Series 3, episode 19) USA 

1997 The Lakes(TV series 1, episode 1) UK 

1999 Zinzana, Série 2, episode 1 Israel 

1999 Fantasia/2000 USA 

1999 My Life so far USA 

2004 The Three Mousketeers USA 

2015 The Peanuts Movie USA 

 


