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it is already an interpretation. Conductors in Paris and everywhere else do this too, of course, 

because in such large concert halls they would not be able to reach the audience by any other 

means. They could just as well use 13 first violins, or 17; it would make no difference. 

Thus it is entirely arbitrary. 

Still, I can very well imagine that Beethoven expanded the lineup to include more musicians 

when he gave the Eroica’s first public performance on 7 April 1805 in the much larger 

“Theater an der Wien”. 

It was customary for nobles to have the privilege of buying the orchestra score for half 

a year along with exclusive performance rights in their castles and city palaces, and 

Lobkowitz was able to acquire them for an entire year. The first public performance 

only took place once that period was over. 

In my view, a CD can be a wonderful opportunity for us to offer listeners a glimpse into 

how these works sounded in the small lineup for private performances, and how the ele-

ments in Beethoven’s score sound “close up”. 

Does the close miking in such recordings already bring the listeners nearer to the music? 

The further your ear is from the music, the less you hear differences in dynamics. The overall 

impression is flatter; you don’t really hear inner parts such as the bassoon anymore. However, in a 

small orchestra, the balance among parts is negotiated organically. Proportions among instruments 

and depth of timbre perspective are clearer to the ear; counterpoint and inner voices were 

two of Beethoven’s notable strengths. He was the first “democratic” composer in music history. 

But democracy is not a musical concept. 

ARTHUR SCHOONDERWOERD‘S INTERPRETATION CONCEPT

Tempo, accentuation, phrasing, or structural architecture are not the first thing that strikes us 

when we listen to Arthur Schoonderwoerd’s performances of Classical orchestra music for the first 

time. Instead, the first thing we notice is that the music sounds different. The orchestra is unusually 

small. We might want to judge whether this is good or not, but that will not truly help us deal with 

the phenomenon in itself. Apart from the winds – in the usual lineup as called for in the score – the 

string section is barely larger than a string quartet, and it is pointless to dispute whether this is 

preferable to a large orchestra. More significant than our “thumbs-up” or “thumbs-down” attitude is 

the striking effect this has on the senses. If we want to do justice to Schoonderwoerd’s interpretation 

concept, it is best to start by focusing on what we are hearing. 

In reviews I often read: “He does it with a smaller ensemble because it’s cheaper.” Indeed it 

is cheaper, but that is not the reason why we choose to do so. I am likewise often reminded 

that great composers such as Mozart and Beethoven loved to work with large orchestras. 

Indeed, that is also true. But they did not often have orchestras of such size at their 

disposal. The Eroica Symphony was premièred in the Viennese palace of Prince Lobkowitz, 

in a hall for private performances not much larger than 115 square metres and 8 metres 

high. The usual number of musicians in that venue was twenty-four, allowing for the same 

number of members in the audience. There was hardly room for more. 

The Mehlgrube, the Viennese venue where Mozart premièred his piano concertos, 

was not much larger. 

Hence my idea: if the number of musicians was so reduced, why not feature a lineup that 

follows exactly what we find in Beethoven’s score? It calls for one first violin, one second 

violin, two violas, cello, bass, and the usual winds. In contrast, when the Orchestre de Paris 

plays Beethoven’s Eroica in the new Philharmonie de Paris with 14 first and 12 second violins, 10

violas, 8 cellos, and 6 double basses, it sounds fantastic – but it is not something by Beethoven, 
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When someone knows how to master counterpoint as well as Beethoven, any sort of hierarchy 

within the orchestra is done away with, and music becomes democratic. 

 

Could Beethoven’s counterpoint be a model for democracy? 

It is a model of complex, transparent, innovative voice-leading. All the instruments make music 

on the same equal level. Beethoven was a defender of the idea of the Republic; democracy, 

equality, and freedom were ideals he expected to see fulfilled through the French Revolution 

and its symbolic figure, the Consul Napoleon. When I listen to the beginning of the Eroica 

Symphony, I hear one thing: pride. The pride of a citizen who believes in his own actions 

and who demands one thing above all others: respect. Thus, in his voice-leading, each 

instrument plays a clear, unambiguous role, on a par with all the others. 

Are there good reasons for pairing the Eroica Symphony and the Coriolan Overture? 

Both works deal with the subject of fallen heroes. In the case of Eroica, this is only true of 

the slow movement. As is well known, the outer movements evoke Napoleon, who was not a 

dead hero, but well alive. Beethoven was working on them in 1803, and had the intention 

of dedicating the symphony to Napoleon’s honour. But in 1804 the First Consul of the 

Republic crowned himself Emperor; in a fit of rage, Beethoven grabbed a razorblade, 

scratched his idol’s name off of the frontispiece, and re-dedicated the work “to an unknown 

hero”, the death of whom is mourned in the second movement.

Not throughout.

Indeed, since contrasts and alternations of moods are important in Beethoven’s music. Emotionally, 

he was quite unpredictable himself. Even in the Eroica’s funeral march, the mood never stays 

the same. Indeed there is mourning; in other passages, however, the heavenly vault seems

to open, and heroism even makes a guest appearance. Beethoven writes in contrasts. His rhythm 

is never the same, but resembles film montage edited with cuts. If the resulting impression is unity, 

this is due to his consummate art of composition: Beethoven was a dialectician par excellence. 

Coriolanus is an Ancient Roman legend handed down to us by Plutarch. Although 

Shakespeare dramatized the story, Beethoven’s overture is based on the tragedy 

Coriolan by Austrian playwright Heinrich Joseph von Collin.

It is interesting to note that the Coriolan Overture was likewise premièred in Palais Lobkowitz 

in Vienna (in March 1807). Collin’s play had enjoyed a successful run at the Theater an der 

Wien two years earlier, only to vanish from the playbill. The playwright had problems with Baron 

von Braun, the same theatre director with whom Beethoven had fallen out over Leonore. Collin 

and Beethoven were good friends; perhaps the composer wanted to do the playwright a favour. 

Beethoven, at any rate, was not particularly interested in Coriolanus as a hero per se.

Still, Coriolanus was a rebel, a choleric man who ended up leading an enemy people 

against his own. Beethoven had a soft spot for rebels, and his Prometheus surreptitiously 

finds his way into the finale of Eroica.

The Coriolan Overture is in C Minor, just like the second movement of the Eroica Symphony, 

yet the music in the overture is not about mourning. It only becomes sad at the very end, in 

the coda, in a pianissimo in the basses along with the three last pizzicatos (in Collin’s play, 

Coriolanus puts an end to his life). Beethoven’s overture, conversely, is about affirming oneself, 

about inner agitation and insurgency: the only contrast appears in the second theme, with its 

soft, reconciliatory cantilena. Here we thus have typical traits of Beethoven’s own character. 

I find it noteworthy that the Coriolan Overture does not feature any solo passages, as



opposed to the Eroica Symphony. Your Cristofori Ensemble helps us hear the manner 

in which Beethoven used most instruments in a solo fashion – even the timpani. 

The timpani in the 1700s had been limited to playing rhythm, always appearing with the 

trumpets, since both instruments had their origin in military music (the timpani originally 

hung to the right and left of the saddle on either side of the horse’s neck). In Beethoven’s 

music, the kettledrum acquires utter autonomy; it becomes a melody instrument in the 

orchestra, and it likewise assumes a bass function – timpani even make a dramatic solo 

appearance in the second movement of the 9th Symphony. But that is how Beethoven 

handles all other instruments too, which once more proves his democratic sympathies. The 

natural trumpets are the least emancipated of all, since they could only manage chromaticism 

exclusively in the upper ranges, provided they had outstanding lip technique. 

… although valve trumpets already existed in Haydn’s day, and they were almost as 

flexible and versatile within the orchestra as modern trumpets. 

… but Beethoven apparently didn’t like them. In the Eroica he used three natural horns: 

quite uncommon! But the number three plays a certain role in the Third Symphony, of 

course, with its three flats in the key signature. In the trio section of the Scherzo, the 

three horns play together as a trio, and that, too, was a novelty. 

The natural horns were also granted many more harmonic and melodic possibilities 

in the Eroica than in earlier periods. The fact there are three of them makes it easier 

for Beethoven to modulate.

And as opposed to trumpeters, the hornists could make semitones by hand-stopping, albeit 

with a somewhat different timbre... as just about everything else in our ensemble sounds 

different than elsewhere. But of course, we already mentioned that!
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Ensemble Cristofori, founded by its musical director Arthur Schoonderwoerd in 1995, performs 

in orchestral or chamber music settings. It brings together performers playing on period 

instruments, exploring repertoire from the 18th to the 21st century. Its name is inspired 

by that of the great Florentine keyboard instrument maker of the early 18th century, 

Bartolomeo Cristofori. The ensemble aims to familiarize a wide audience with music and 

musical performance on period instruments.

The size and setting of Cristofori are determined by the repertoire performed and range 

from a duo to a large group of instrumentalists and singers. Based on meticulous research, 

Cristofori‘s sensitive and colorful interpretations present new and revolutionary ideas on 

organology, improvisation, basso continuo, counterpoint, and orchestral balance.

Cristofori performs in prestigious venues and festivals across Europe such as the Théâtre 

de la Ville de Paris, the Auditorium du Louvre, the Philharmonie de Paris, the Amsterdam 

Concertgebouw, the Moscow Early Music Festival, Bruges, Barcelona, Regensburg, Innsbruck, 

Madrid, the Besançon International Festival, the Beethovenfest Bonn, etc.

The internationally acclaimed discography of Cristofori includes one of the most innovative 

recordings of Beethoven‘s piano concertos on period instruments. Since 2012, Cristofori 

has recorded half of the complete Mozart concertos for fortepiano (Label Accent). In 2021 

a new project around the complete symphonies of Ludwig van Beethoven started on the 

CAvi-music label.
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Arthur Schoonderwoerd is regarded as one of the most skillful fortepianists of his generation. His inte-

rest reaches from research into the interpretation of music for piano of the 18th, 19th and 20th  

centuries and on the sadly forgotten repertoire of this period, towards the observation of the 

great diversity of keyboard instruments that developped over these three centuries.

After obtaining his soloist diploma in modern piano at the High Academy of the Arts in Utrecht in 

the Netherlands, he continued his studies at the Conservatoire Supérieur in Paris in the historical 

keyboard class of Jos van Immerseel. In 1995, he won his First Prize in this discipline and then 

finished his studies with a brilliant post-graduate. He also studied conducting at the Ecole Nor-

male de Musique in Paris in the class of Dominique Rouits.

In 1995, Arthur Schoonderwoerd won the 3rd Prize and the Belgian Radio Prize (BRT3) during the 

fortepiano competition of the 32nd Festival de Musique Ancienne de Bruges (Belgium). In 1996, he 

was nominated Juventus laureate by the Council of Europe at the Sixth European Counsel of Young 

Musicians. He also received the award for best individual performance at the 1996 Van Wassenaer 

Competition, the 9th International Competition for Early Music Ensembles.

Along with a career as a soloist around the world, he devotes much of his time to conducting the 

classical and romantic repertoire, chamber music, and the lied and melody repertoire. He performs 

frequently with singers such as Isabelle Druet, Sandrine Piau, David Wilson Johnson, Jan Kobow 

and instrumentalists such as Eric Hoeprich, Jaap ter Linden, Barthold Kuijken, Wilbert Hazelzet, 

Miklos Spányi, Graf Mourja, François Leleux, Marie Hallynck, Ronald van Spaendonck, etc.

With the Ensemble Cristofori, he approaches the classical and pre-romantic symphonic repertoire in a very 

personal way. His discography includes around thirty CDs which many of them received numerous awards!

Arthur Schoonderwoerd currently teaches at the Conservatoire Supérieur de Lyon, after having 

been professor of pianoforte at the Conservatoire Supérieur de Barcelona (ESMUC) for 12 years. As 

director of the Besançon / Montfaucon estival, he defends an eclectic program with music from 

the Middle Age to the present day.

ARTHUR SCHOONDERWOERD MUSICAL DIRECTOR & PIANIST


