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i a n o  P r a c t i c a l  E d i t i o n s

  
Ludwig van BEETHOVEN  

1 7 7 0  —  1 8 2 7   

Variations and Fugue in E-flat major  
opus 35 

dedicated  to  Count  Mor i tz  von  L i chnowsky  

One of those works that reveal just how bold 
and unconventional Beethoven really was, 

especially at the piano. Written in 1802, this set of 
variations comes at a moment when he was 
beginning to push beyond the polite boundaries of 
Classical style and move toward something more 
personal, dramatic, and ambitious. 

Between 1801 and 1803 the theme was something 
of an obsession and in addition to Op 35, appeared 
thrice: an orchestral Contretanz (WoO 14/7), in the 
ballet Die Geschöpfe des Prometheus Op 43 (The 
Creatures of Prometheus), and the most well-known, 
for the finale of the Eroica Symphony. These piano 
variations are at the core of much creativity. You can 
almost hear the composer experimenting, asking 
himself just how much expressive weight a single 
theme can carry: 

Right from the start, Beethoven breaks the rules. 
Instead of traditionally presenting the subject, he 
just gives us the bass line — bare, skeletal, and 
oddly exposed. It’s as if he is saying, “let’s build this 

together.” Only after several variations does the 
melody appear, and the delayed arrival feels 
surprisingly satisfying. This backwards approach was 
highly unusual at the time and makes the statement 
that this is not going to be a decorative set of 
variations meant just to sound pretty. 

As the composition unfolds, Beethoven treats the 
theme from every possible angle. Some variations 
are playful and witty, full of rhythmic surprises and 
quick turns of phrase; others are muscular and 
energetic, demanding clarity, strength, and control. 
There are also moments of serenity and lyricism, 
where the music seems to pause and reflect before 
charging forward again. Even in lighter passages, 
there is always a sense of purpose — nothing feels 
accidental. 

From a pianist’s perspective, Op 35 is both 
technically and mentally challenging; relentless 
virtuosity does not play to the gallery. Beethoven 
asks for crisp articulation, strong voicing, and the 
ability to shift character instantly from one variation 
to the next. The challenge is not just to play the 
notes, but to imbue each variation with a distinct 
personality while sustaining a coherent structure. 

Stylistically, this piece stands at an important 
crossroads. You can still hear the Classical influence 
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of Haydn and Mozart in the 
clarity of form and texture, but 
the emotional range and 
architectural thinking point 
clearly toward Beethoven’s so-
called 'heroic' middle period. 
The variations do not merely 
decorate the theme — they 
argue with it, stretch it, challenge 
it, and ultimately elevate it. 

The final section brings 
everything together with a sense 
of triumph and resolution. By this 
point, the listener has heard the 
theme transformed so many 
times that it feels familiar and 
merited, rather than simply 
repeated. There’s a feeling of 
arrival, as if the entire journey, 
from that stripped-down bass 
line to the confident conclusion, 
has been carefully mapped out. 

In many ways, Op 35 represents 
Beethoven thinking out loud at 
the keyboard; inventive, 
confident, occasionally 
humorous, and unapologetically 
ambitious. More than just a set 
of variations, it is a statement — 
one that shows the composer 
redefining what variation form 
could be, and hinting at the future with larger, more 
revolutionary works  — such as the Diabelli 
Variations Op 120 (1819-23). 

Beethoven was especially drawn to the idea of 
combining variation form with fugue, because the 
two represent opposite but complementary aspects 
of composition. Variations allow freedom, character, 
and transformation; fugues demand discipline, 
logic, and control. When Beethoven brings them 
together, the result often feels like a final reckoning 
— a moment where everything that has been 
explored must now be proven, organised, and 
intensified. 

Fugal writing can be found in the late piano 
sonatas, most notably Op 106 (the 'Hammerklavier') 
and Op 110. And what is striking in all these works 

is that Beethoven does not treat fugue as a return 
to the past; it becomes a means of intensification. 
By placing a fugue at or near the end of a variation 
cycle, he suggests that true transformation isn’t just 
surface change; it requires structure, memory, and 
coherence. The fugue gathers the scattered ideas of 
the variations and forces them to coexist. 

In Beethoven’s hands, variations followed by a 
fugue feel almost philosophical; freedom leads to 
order; exploration leads to understanding. The 
music doesn’t just change — it proves that change 
can be meaningful, unified, and enduring. 

Beethoven’s example also legitimised the fusion of 
variation form with fugue as a climactic gesture, 
demonstrating that this advanced counterpoint 
could serve not as an academic exercise but as an 
expressive and structural culmination. Some 60 
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years later, Brahms adopted this vision for an 
important piano work — Variations and Fugue on a 
Theme by Handel, Op 24. The fugue finale is not an 
optional extra, it is the logical end point of the 
variation process, gathering all the former inherent 
energy, motives, and harmonic tensions. 

Dedication of Op 35 was originally intended for 
Abbé Maximilian Stadler but Beethoven asked his 

publisher to make the following change: "dedicated 
etc. to Monsieur le Comte Maurice Lichnowski* — 
he only recently extended me an unexpected 
courtesy, and I have no other opportunity to return 
the compliment”.  

* Count Moritz Lichnowsky, younger brother of 
Beethoven’s patron Prince Karl Lichnowsky. 

text comments

facsimile of variation XV bars 16 — 22

• a due bar 6 the autograph has no slur 

• Variation 2 bar 12 editorial beaming and hand 

division 

• Variation 11 bar 14 alto A flat duration is a 

possible error — see bar 12 

• Variation 14 bar 16 G flat tie is a possible error — 

see bar 17 & 19 

• Variation 15 bar 34 this probable tie is omitted in 

all editions 

• andante con moto bar 150 marked staccato, but 
see 158 

• bars 164 - 180 editorial separation of bass and 
tenor voices to emphasize the former. Crescendo 
and ƒ position are editorial. 

   bars 172 & 180 B flat tenor might not be tied 

** A vexed question — how to interpret plain text.  
Where there is no slur, consider non-legato or 
staccato, much as in the early variations and 
elsewhere. Recordings differ widely in this respect 
— in doubt apply a generous dose of aesthetics 
and common sense.

Ray  A l s ton  
January 2026
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