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Historical Context 

In 1809, Joseph Hartl, the director of Vienna’s Imperial Court Theater, 
commissioned Ludwig van Beethoven to compose incidental music for a 
revival of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 1787 tragic drama Egmont. The 
assignment was deeply personal for Beethoven, who held Goethe’s literary 
works in immense esteem and shared the play’s passionate themes of 
individual liberty, moral courage, and resistance against tyrannical 
oppression. 

The political environment during the composition added significant resonance 
to the project. Vienna had recently endured a traumatic bombardment and 
second military occupation by Napoleon Bonaparte's imperial French forces 
in 1809. For Beethoven, who had once admired Napoleon as a champion of 
Enlightenment ideals before the leader crowned himself Emperor, the conflict 
highlighted the realities of foreign conquest and despotism. 

Goethe’s play dramatizes the life of Lamoral, Count of Egmont, a 16th-century 
Flemish nobleman and military leader who stood up against the oppressive 
Spanish rule led by the autocratic Duke of Alba. Although Egmont is arrested 
and publicly executed, his sacrifice ignites the Dutch rebellion, leading to the 
ultimate liberation of his people. Beethoven wrote nine musical numbers for 
the production, including songs, entr'actes, and a melodramatic death scene, 
but the standalone Overture remains the most enduring masterpiece of the 
set. 

  



Musical Structure & Narrative Arc 

The Egmont Overture distills the overarching narrative of Goethe’s five-act 
play into a single, tightly argued symphonic sonata form in F minor, tracing a 
tragic struggle that culminates in triumphant transfiguration. 

1. Slow Introduction (Sostenuto ma non troppo) 

The overture opens in F minor with a heavy, menacing unison chord in the full 
orchestra, followed by rigid, stern rhythms in the lower strings and brass. This 
stern rhythm evokes the stately Spanish sarabande—a dance metric 
associated here with the cold, immovable authority of the Spanish 
oppressors. In stark contrast, pleading, expressive woodwind phrases 
respond, representing the suffering and cries for freedom of the Flemish 
populace. 

2. Exposition & Development (Allegro) 

The tempo accelerates into an urgent Allegro in 3/4 time. A restless, driving 
main theme emerges in the cellos, building dynamic tension through agitated 
syncopations and fiery orchestral crescendos. The second thematic area 
reintroduces the heavy, oppressive rhythmic motif from the introduction, now 
intertwined with the agitated hero motif, creating a vivid musical depiction of 
political conflict and personal defiance. 

3. The Tragic Climax 

As the development and recapitulation reach their climax, the music abruptly 
halts. A sequence of hushed, descending woodwind chords creates a stark, 
breathless silence—symbolizing Egmont’s execution and the final cessation 
of his heartbeat. 

4. Siegessymphonie / Victory Symphony (Allegro con brio) 

Rather than concluding in tragedy, the overture leaps without pause into F 
major for a blazing coda (Siegessymphonie). Radiant fanfares driven by the 
piccolo, brass, and timpani shift the mood from despair to transcendent 
celebration. Egmont’s death is re-framed not as a defeat, but as the ultimate 
victory for human freedom—a quintessential realization of Beethoven’s heroic 
style. 


