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Preface


Ferdinand Ries was born into a dynastic family of musicians and rose to be its leading light. Who today remembers Johann, Anna Maria, Franz, (Pieter) Joseph, (Pieter) Hubert, Louis or Adolph? Names we remember by their association, and when Ferdinand's father Franz was employed to teach the violin to a boy named Beethoven, a position in musical history was prepared. Skipping forward a few years to the collaboration with F.G. Wegeler, Ferdinand cemented that position with one of the most important early biographies of Beethoven, the Biographische Notizen über Ludwig van Beethoven (Koblenz, 1838). This is just the oblique view of a reputation formed by association however, and in his career, Ferdinand Ries demonstrated both the influence of Beethoven and the evolution of the High Classical / early Romantic style after Beethoven. One should never read too much into descriptions of the influence of one master over another - especially during this period where pastiche and parody (if not outright plagiarism) were seen as compositional virtues to be encouraged and applauded, and vilified in turn. Ries, was a complicated man, living in a complicated time but it seems the hypocrisy of the critics can always be counted on, as a constant.


To modern ears the resemblance of this work to the Beethovian idiom is hard to shake with references to Beethoven's Symphony no.6 in the first movement and, with all the pianistic flair of the High Classical on display, this work by Ries would seem to fit right into the mould created by his predecessor. The name "Pastoral" given to the work by Ries himself is evidence of the conventions deeply embedded in its structure however, and in this respect the work is less a direct product of the influence of one man, rather an example of what we might call a kind of musical convergent evolution in action. To this, we should apply the modern Beethoven filter which presupposes that Beethoven was not the only composer writing music in Europe at this time and if, after all of this, we are still able to perceive this concerto in a complete form we may just see the work in its original light


There is no clear place or date of composition for this work (the authoritative Ries society listing, gives it as London, 1814) but the technical skill exhibited here, both as composer and performer mark this out as the concerto of an artist at the top of his game. Confident and self-assured it is a piece that manages to be pioneering without any of the pitfalls associated with the "exploratory". This confidence and self-assurance is typical of the corpus of his writing and trademarks which further enhance the sense of originality to be found. It is quite probable that the work was published out of sequence as several commentators have remarked; it was common enough for popular works to be withheld from publication for several years while the public still demanded performances of them. The dedication (Composed and respectfully dedicated to His Highness Royal Crown Prince Oscar of Sweden) could have been timed to coincide with Ries’ appointment to the Swedish Royal Academy in February 1813 but this is by no means definitive.
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