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1 

The process by which composers create works of genius, such as ​Eroica​ , is often mystifying to musicians 

and audiences alike. Although no one will ever know exactly what ran through Beethoven’s mind while composing 

Eroica​ , the sketches provide evidence of some of the steps Beethoven took to complete this epic work. By analyzing 

Beethoven’s sketches for his ​Eroica​  symphony and comparing them to his final score, one can gain new perspective 

on his compositional process. 

Sketching was a practice utilized by many famous composers, but it was Beethoven who became most 

strongly associated with it. Composers primarily used sketches to capture important material in the early stages of a 

work, and these preliminary sketches were to be discarded upon the completion of the work, so no one could 

discover the original, imperfect drafts. The details of a piece would likely be worked out by the composer on a 

keyboard, and written into the manuscript. Although the sketching process used by most composers was fairly 

casual, Beethoven spent much of his life developing an elaborate method of sketching music in great detail. Instead 

of relying heavily on playing a keyboard to compose, he preferred to complete his compositions by working out 

most of the details on paper in his sketches. At a time when it was common for composers to destroy their old 

sketches, Beethoven carefully preserved his own sketches in several bound volumes.  1

Beethoven used the sketchbooks as a means of recording and developing his musical ideas. He also carried 

around pocket-sized booklets in order to record his creative process at all times.  ​The earliest sketchbook that we are 2

aware of  – from 1789 – is called the Grasnick 1​.  The purpose of these sketchbooks was to lay the framework in 3

which to compose his pieces and outlined elements such as form, key areas, time signatures, and main themes.  4

These documents were clearly important to him; when he eventually moved to Vienna to continue his career as a 

musician, he brought some of his earlier sketches with him, careful not to damage or lose them, and even began to 

systematically catalog them in a portfolio. Later, he began keeping sketchbooks for each of his projects.​ ​Beethoven’s 

dedication to categorizing his sketchbooks showcases his maturation as a composer; ​as he began to take his craft 

more seriously, he moved from disjointed loose-leaf sketches to dedicated journals. ​ These sketchbooks also portray 5

Beethoven’s creative character; his ideas are not recorded in chronological order, but rather were written down 

1 ​Douglas Porter Johnson, Alan Tyson, and Robert Winter. ​The Beethoven Sketchbooks: History, Reconstruction, Inventory​ . (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1985), 3. 
2 ​Lockwood, Lewis. ​Beethoven: the music and the life​ . New York: W.W. Norton, 2003, pp. 19-20. 
3 Kerman, Joseph. ​Beethoven’s Early Sketches.​  (Oxford University Press, 1970), 515-538. 
4 Lockwood, Lewis. ​Beethoven’s Earliest Sketches for the “Eroica” Symphony.​  (Oxford University Press, 1981), 457-478. 
5 ​Kerman, Joseph. ​Beethoven’s Early Sketches.​  (Oxford University Press, 1970), 515-538. 



 
 

2 

whenever inspiration struck. In other words, his compositional process was more organic than some other 

composers. 

Beethoven’s ​Eroica​  sketches can be found in three different sketchbooks; the Kessler, Wielhorsky, and 

Landsberg 6. ​The sketchbooks are currently in Krakow, Poland in the ​Biblioteka Jagiellonska ​ library and have been 

there since 1977. ​Eroica ​ was written during the years 1803 to 1804. These sketchbooks contained creative material 

for several other famous works, including the “Waldstein” Sonata, the first version of his opera, ​Leonore​ , and parts 

of works that were later more fully developed such as his Fourth Piano Concerto, Fifth Symphony, and Sixth 

Symphony.  ​Eroica​  was originally titled, “Bonaparte,” in an attempt to dedicate the piece to Napoleon, but was 6

renamed “Sinfonia Eroica” when published in 1806.   7

The earliest sketches that relate to Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony are found in his Wielhorsky sketchbook, 

which is dated from the years 1802 and 1803.  In this sketchbook, Beethoven planned out several of the pieces that 8

preceded his third symphony, which may be an indication of his inspiration. However, the majority of the planning 

for his third symphony can be found in what is known as the Landsberg 6 sketchbook, the most famous of 

Beethoven’s sketchbooks. Today, Landsberg 6 can be found in the Berlin Royal Library in Germany. 

Beethoven’s sketchbooks have been a topic of great interest to scholars. Gustav Nottebohm, for example, 

has published extensive work on this subject and was the first to closely study Beethoven’s sketches. Since 

Nottebohm’s material is over a century old, it does not contain information on all of Beethoven’s sketches, but 

rather on specific sketches and sections from each of his works. In 1962, Nathan Fishman more carefully 

investigated the Wielhorsky sketchbook and claimed that the earliest writings of ​Eroica​ , the finale,​ ​ lay inside. The 

Wielhorsky sketchbook also includes works composed between Beethoven’s second and third symphonies, which 

contributed to the inspiration of the ​Eroica ​ sketches. ​The Wielhorsky sketchbook consists mostly of piano works, 

including Fifteen Variations and Fugue in E-flat Major, Op. 35, the “Prometheus” Variations (also known as the 

Eroica​  Variations.) There is strong reason to believe that ​Eroica ​ is derived from Op. 35 because it immediately 

precedes ​Eroica ​ and is also set in the same key​.​  It is believed that this is where the composer’s original planning for 

the ​Eroica​  finale began, since the sketchbook contains mainly sketches of the first three movements. ​Presented 

6 ​Lewis Lockwood  and Alan Gosman. ​Beethoven's "Eroica" Sketchbook​ . Vol. 2. (Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2013).  
7 Ibid. 
8 ​Lockwood, Lewis. ​Beethoven’s Earliest Sketches for the “Eroica” Symphony.​  (Oxford University Press, 1981), 457-478. 
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within the sketches, directly after Op. 35, are fragments of ​thematic notation from Op. 35 that found their way into 

the finale of ​Eroica​ . ​ Musical thoughts can be seen to be borrowed from Op. 35’s ​Basso del Tema ​ and placed into the 

Eroica ​ finale.​ ​ ​ Beethoven originally intended for these variations to stand alone but they were later reworked into 

Eroica​  as a more substantial work.​ A two-page sketch in the Wielhorsky sketchbook essentially provides the earliest 

sketches that have been identified as the ​Eroica ​ symphony and sets out a plan for the symphony, specifically the 

finale.  ​This suggests that the finale was just the starting block for the rest of the symphony. In fact, the beginning of 9

the finale presents triadic movements similar to those found in Op. 35’s ​Basso del Tema​  section, strengthening the 

creative connection. 

Landsberg 6 is one of the largest of Beethoven’s sketchbooks with 91 leaves (182 pages) and ​contains most 

of the sketches that were compiled to make up the ​Eroica​  Symphony. The sketches throughout each of Beethoven’s 

sketchbooks were simply seeds being planted that evolved and turned into something much g​reater. ​Although the 

sketches are very difficult to read, it is clear that Beethoven had detailed thoughts even in his early stages of 

composing. S​ome of Beethoven’s sketches are nearly impossible to read; his handwriting is messy, the pages have 

become old and weathered, and there are some spots where ink has been splattered. Despite this, it is clear that 

Beethoven had clear and detailed thoughts even in his early stages of composing. Because of this, scholars took a 

long time to unearth where exactly in Beethoven’s sketches certain parts of ​Eroica ​ come from. Rachel Wade was the 

first to publish an inventory of the entire sketchbook in 1977.  The ​Eroica​  sketches are found throughout the 10

Landsberg 6 sketchbook, with other sketches belonging to various pieces,​ or are unidentified. ​There are also pages 

that share parts of Eroica with fragments of other pieces and others that are simply blank. Whether Beethoven meant 

to keep these pages blank on purpose or was going to add ideas to them later is unknown, but the pages are 

numbered. The blank pages could also be seen as space set aside for other movements or sections in advance.  11

What makes the analysis of Beethoven’s sketchbook even more difficult to comprehend is that the sketches 

comprising the Eroica symphony are not in any specific order. Some pages of the sketchbook may contain segments 

of other movements or fragments of a theme. For example, the first page that Eroica appears on is the fourth leaf in 

the Landsberg 6 sketchbook, which contains sections of the first and second movements. Here, Beethoven begins to 

9 ​Lewis Lockwood.. "Beethoven's Earliest Sketches for the "Eroica" Symphony." ​The Musical Quarterly​  67, no. 4 (1981): 457-78.  
10 ​Lewis Lockwood and Alan Gosman. ​Beethoven's "Eroica" Sketchbook​ . Vol. 2. Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press.  
11 ​Lewis Lockwood and Alan Gosman. ​Beethoven's "Eroica" Sketchbook​ . Vol. 1 . Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press (2013). 
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sketch out his first movement, but what he sketched ended up being part of the development. Next, he sketches out 

part of the second movement, then shifts back to the first movement. Some parts of the sketchbook are believed to 

stem from a particular movement but are labeled as unidentified because it is not certain. For example, on the fifth 

page of the sketchbook, there is an unidentified sketch believed to be from the first movement. Sketches that belong 

to the ​Trio of Scherzo​ ​in the third movement do not appear until page 27 of the sketchbook. The fourth movement of 

Eroica ​ begins on page 70. The last page that contains sketches from ​Eroica ​ on page 92, which contains the end of 

the second movement. The page before that (91) contains the final chord of the fourth movement.  The chart below 12

shows the location of the major ideas of each movement are embodied within the sketchbook. The impromptu nature 

and inspiration of Beethoven’s writing is evidently shown throughout his sketchbooks.  

 

Movement  Page Number in Sketchbook 

I Pages 4-5, 7, 10-18, 20-23, 26-27, 30-41 

II Pages 6, 9, 19, 42-43, 48-56, 61, 92 

III Pages 10, 36, 42, 60-61, 64-67 

IV Pages 70-85, 88-91 

 

Beethoven’s compositional process is shown throughout his sketchbooks. These s​ketchbooks are not 

simply random ideas jotted down on staves. They are concise, well thought-out thematic material, later to be 

developed. These ideas display Beethoven’s steady drive towards further stabilizing his rhythmic and melodic 

content. Lockwood suggests for some of these unidentified sketches to be very early ideas of a theme or movement.

 It is likely that these fragmented sketches are still raw and will later be developed. Throughout the Landsberg 6 13

sketchbook, fragments are constantly being reinvented, whether it be through a change of key or an idea being 

further refined. An example of the rewritten material is found on page 10 in the Landsberg 6 sketchbook. The 

fragment composed on page 11 is the original idea while page 10 is the rewrite. These assorted sketches prove that 

12 ​Ibid. 
13 ​Lewis, Lockwood. ​Beethoven: the music and the life​ . New York: W.W. Norton, 2003, pp. 204-205.. 
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Beethoven did not necessarily write in his sketchbook from left to right like a book . He may have simply opened 

the sketchbook and instantly written down his impulsive ideas, and the movements stemmed from there. Beethoven 

often had continuity drafts, meaning that the draft is a continuation or variation of the corresponding draft. 14

Beethoven demonstrated this multiple times, keeping the rhythm and intervals the same while changing the harmony 

or tonality throughout the many revisions. In addition to rewriting, Beethoven also kept alternate fragments 

available. He seemed to be playing with a couple of ideas, having as many options as possible. ​Within these 

preliminary sketches, Beethoven also included dynamics, instrumentation, and stylistic remarks.  Although his 

sketches may seem unorderly, this level of detail is proof that some form of organization, however small, is 

necessary for these preliminary sketches. However, it may be argued that even these details continue to be outcomes 

of spontaneity. Nevertheless, these sketches provide insight into the detail and complexity of Beethoven’s 

compositional process. ​It is also interesting to note that no further progression of these sketchbooks are seen before 

the final score. These single staff thoughts are independently created, and eventually combined to create the final 

product without a bridge between these two steps.  

It is clear that the free, unstructured nature of his sketchbooks were an integral part of Beethoven’s 

compositional process. Unlike some other composers of his time, Beethoven valued the stage of raw musical 

thought that preceded the final product, and the results of that emotional intensity carry over to his completed works. 

While some questions surrounding this composer’s sketches may never be answered, the markings left behind in his 

journals continue to delight and inspire musicians to this day. 

 

  

14 ​Lewis, Lockwood. ​Beethoven: studies in the creative process​ . Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992, Pp. 118-166. 
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