Overture: Coriolan, op. 62

             Ludwig van Beethoven

(1770–1827)

Coriolan was a play by Heinrich von Collin (1772–1811), a part-time dramatist and friend of Beethoven.  He was a well know Austrian nationalist and Beethoven at one time began the composition of a song on a text by him: ‘Österreich über Alles’.  Collin’s play was frequently presented between 1802 and 1805 and at its revival in 1807 it was preceded by a performance of Beethoven’s overture, which had already received a couple of performances in the palace of Prince Lobkowitz.  The subject is Coriolanus, the banished Roman general who leads the Volscians in revolt against Rome; he surrenders, makes a treaty favourable to the Volscians, but on his return is accused of betraying their interests.  This vacillating hero is well suggested by the opening of Beethoven’s overture with its stern octave unison and its metrically ambivalent continuation.  Unlike the hero of Shakespeare’s tragedy, who is killed, Coriolan in Collin’s play commits suicide, hence the pianissimo ending to Beethoven’s overture.
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