This is the fourth and final overture written for Beethoven’s only opera. Fidelio is one of the most important works of the composer’s middle period, a “rescue opera” where the struggles of the main characters are similar to the challenges posed to Beethoven by his hearing loss.

Profile

Fidelio had a torturous birth. Beethoven premiered the opera (then titled Leonore) in 1805 to a disinterested audience of French military officers—who were currently occupying Vienna during the Napoleonic wars. The opera was then revised—shortened by an act and the overture rewritten—in 1806. A third overture was written for some 1807 performances in Prague. Finally, for an 1814 performance, Beethoven, with help from the great playwright Georg Friedreich Treitschke, undertook a major revision of the entire opera. They changed the title to Fidelio and wrote a whole new overture that rejected the material from the three extant Leonore overtures. This version met with success, and is still performed today.

Historical Context: 

Fidelio is based on a French play, Leonore ou l’Amour conjugal by Jean-Nicolas Bouilly. Bouilly had been a judge during the chaotic years of the French Revolution, and claimed that his Leonore (which was first set to music by Pierre Gaveaux) was based on a real incident. However there is not enough evidence to confirm or deny Bouilly’s claim. 

The libretto that eventually became Fidelio is based on a play, Leonore, o l’amour conjugal by Jean-Nicolas Bouilly.

The play was, in turn  based on a real incident that occurred during the Reign of Terror in France, where a wife dressed as a man in order to save her husband from certain death behind the walls of a prison. 

Whatever the truth behind Fidelio, Beethoven’s opera is about the triumph of justice and freedom over darkness. The image of Leonore unlocking her husband’s chains is iconic—Beethoven’s heroine is freeing not just her husband, but all of humanity.

Inside the Music:

Unlike the three similar ”Leonore” Overtures, the Fidelio Overture is a brisk, bustling piece, brimming with energy. Beethoven’s characteristic rhythmic drive and power are present here, with short phrases being driven forward by the three-note figure which starts the overture. The music captures the essence of Leonore herself, the brave idealist who goes into the heart of darkness only to emerge triumphant.

