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The actual day on which Beethoven was born cannot be established with absolute

certainly. His baptismal certificate is dated 17th December 1770 and since it was

then the custom to christen a child within twenty four hours of birth it is very likely

that he had been born the previous day. However Beethoven himself was never

entirely sure of his exact age and believed himself to be at least a year younger than

he actually was. When, in later life, he acquired a copy of his baptismal certificate he

amended the date to 1772, convinced that the Ludwig van Beethoven who had been

born in 1770 was the older brother whose name he shared but who had died in

infancy before his own birth. Therefore Beethoven’s own references to his age

should be treated with some caution. His father, Johann, was a musician and singer

at the court of the Elector of Cologne in Bonn where his grandfather, also called

Ludwig had been Kapellmeister since 1761, having come to Bonn from Malines in

what is now Belgium in 1733. Beethoven always claimed to remember his

grandfather with great fondness (a circumstance in itself enough to contradict a

plausible birth date of 1772 as the elder Ludwig died at the end of 1773) and

displayed his portrait in each of the many residences he occupied throughout his

life. It was perhaps inevitable that when the young Ludwig showed early signs of

musical talent he should be groomed for family business. He received his early

training from his father who is often depicted as a harsh teacher, bent on fashioning

his son into another Mozart whose prodigious talent had been displayed to the

admiring courts of Europe only a few years previously. Johann’s attempt to be

appointed Kapellmeister in succession to his father had been unsuccessful and

although he may have projected his thwarted ambitions onto his talented child,

there is little real evidence that Johann’s regime although undoubtedly strict,

amounted to sustained and deliberate cruelty. The memories of friends and
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neighbours, recorded long after the events they describe, which recall a lonely and

tearful child forced to practise for hours on end and beaten for his mistakes, may

well relate to certain isolated incidents of Beethoven’s childhood but should not be

used to construct a picture of his systematic abuse. It is true that Beethoven did not

remember his father with any great show of affection, yet all his life he kept Johann’s

manuscript copy of a piece by C.P.E. Bach which he had inscribed “written by my

dear father”, indicating that he cannot have wished to erase his memory entirely. If

his relationship with his father was ambivalent, there is no doubt that he had a

much closer bond with his mother of whom he wrote just after her death: “She was

such a kind and lovable mother to me, my best friend.”Maria Magdalena van

Beethoven was a quiet and pious woman (according to contemporary accounts she

was never seen to laugh which does not mean that she never in fact did so) and

Beethoven’s continual striving towards a good and virtuous existence was her legacy

to him. The earnest sentiment attributed to her: “Without suffering there is no

struggle, without struggle no victory and without victory no crown” certainly had a

profound effect on her son in whose private writings, words such as “suffering”

“resignation”and ”endurance “constantly recur.

By the age of seven Beethoven had given several private performances at court and

was ready to make his public debut. In the late afternoon of March 26th 1778 he

performed “various concertos and trios” at a concert in Cologne in the company of

the seventeen year old Helene Averdonck to whom Johann taught singing. The

advertisements for this concert deduct a year from Beethoven’s age (which may

have been the origin of all the subsequent confusion on this subject) and if this was

deliberate on Johann’s part he was following the example of Leopold Mozart who
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had also reduced Wolfgang’s age for the public arena. The Cologne concert was

Ludwig’s only recorded public performance as a child, which seems to confirm that

Johann was not seriously interested in actively promoting his son as a child prodigy.

By the time Beethoven was nine, he had outstripped his father’s capacity to teach

him and after studying for short periods with other local musicians, he began

lessons in piano and basic composition techniques with the Court Organist,

Christian Gottlob Neefe. He also ceased all formal schooling at this time which was

not uncommon for boys of his age and class and so was not the result of any desire

on the part of his father to deprive him of educational advantages for the sake of

the promoting his musical training. Neefe was a cultured and enlightened man and

Beethoven’s association with him may have helped fill the void in his education. He

as also a devotee of J. S Bach, then an almost forgotten figure in Germany and

introduced Beethoven to the still unpublished Forty Eight Preludes and Fugues

which he owned in manuscript copy. Neefe was undoubtedly the formative

influence in Beethoven’s musical life, which Beethoven later acknowledged when he

wrote to him: “Should I ever become a great man, you too will have a share of my

success”. This promise was not however fulfilled in any tangible form before Neefe’s

death in 1798.

Beethoven showed no early signs of a desire to compose (unlike Mozart who had

been writing keyboard works from the age of six and symphonies from eight)

although he had always loved to extemporise at the keyboard and was often scolded

by his father for improvising when he should have been practising. In 1782 with

Neefe’s encouragement and perhaps assistance he wrote his first known work – a

series of piano variations on a march by Dressler (WoO63) in the prophetic key of
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C minor - which Neefe arranged to have published. The following year Neefe

submitted an essay to a musical periodical in which he extolled the musical talent of

his young pupil and speculated that he might become a second Mozart if given the

right support. This hint did not however bear fruit for some time to come. More

compositions followed the Dressler variations into print including a set of three

piano sonatas with an elaborate dedication to the Elector by the young composer:

“……I have now reached my eleventh year [he was actually twelve but by now the

missing year seems to have become an established fact] and since then in hours of

sacred inspiration my Muse has often whispered to me; Make the attempt, just put

down on paper the harmonies of your soul ! Eleven years – I thought- and how

could I look like a composer? And what would experienced adults in the art say to

this? I was almost too shy. But my Muse insisted – I obeyed – and composed. ”These

were obviously not the unmediated sentiments of a twelve year old yet, even if

filtered through an adult sensibility, they contain the artistic credo Beethoven was

to follow for the rest of his life. He always obeyed the dictates of his Muse and

composed what he felt he had to rather than what was expected or indeed on

occasion required of him.

In late 1783 he travelled to Holland with his mother, the only occasion he is known

to have left Bonn during his childhood. The main object of the journey was to visit

relatives but he also gave a number of well-received private performances in

Rotterdam and at the Royal Court in the Hague and on his return to Bonn, he

followed his father and grandfather into the family business of court musician. In

1784, the new Elector, Maximilian Franz, brother of the emperor Joseph II,

instigated a comprehensive review of the court finances and resources including its
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musical establishment. This brought about a further decline in Johann van

Beethoven’s fortunes. He had for some time been drinking heavily (a tendency he

may have inherited from his mother, Maria Josepha, who had died in 1775 in the

seclusion of a convent where her alcoholism would pass unnoticed ) and his voice

was deemed to have become “very stale”. His son however was appointed Neefe’s

assistant as Court Organist. He had already been deputising for Neefe on an

unofficial basis both in the chapel and at rehearsals in the court theatre but now he

was formally enrolled as a liveried court servant with a salary of 150 florins a year

(which for a period had to be paid out of Neefe’s own wage) representing  a

significant addition to the household income. This appointment coincides with the

writing of his first known orchestral work, a piano concerto, but although this was

probably performed at court, composition was a private pursuit and did not form

part of his official duties, which were confined to routine and practical music

making in the court chapel and the theatre. On one occasion however he enlivened

a session at the chapel organ by improvising such complex harmonies that the

singer whom he was supposed to be accompanying was unable to find his way back

to the right cadence. This trick apparently amused the Elector but Beethoven was

warned not to try it again.

By 1787 Beethoven got the opportunity to widen his musical horizons. The exact

purpose of his first trip to Vienna, like much else in Beethoven’s early years, in

unclear so we have no notion as to whose idea it was, how long the his visit was to

have lasted and whether he went alone or in company. Maximilian Franz must have

granted him leave of absence and probably subsidised the journey. Possibly it was

Maximilian who arranged an introduction to Mozart for whom he had great
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admiration (Mozart had hopes at one time for the post of Kapellmeister in Bonn,

an appointment which, had it taken place, would have changed the course of

musical history). Unfortunately there are no reliable records of what happened

when the two musicians met in Vienna in April 1787. Tradition has it that Mozart

was impressed by Beethoven’s skill at improvisation and is said to have remarked:

“Keep your eyes on him; one day he will give the world something to talk about”.

However before Beethoven had any chance to establish himself as Mozart’s pupil

either in composition or more likely for keyboard tuition, he received a summons

from his father to return home immediately as his mother was seriously ill.

Magdalena van Beethoven was suffering from consumption (which must surely

have been apparent before Beethoven’s departure) and she in fact survived for a few

months after his return so it is not clear why his journey took place when it did or

why his immediate recall was necessary.

The next few years cannot have been easy for him. His infant sister died a few

months after her mother in November 1787, the family was short of money and

Johann’s alcoholism was growing steadily worse. Eventually at Beethoven’s request,

his father was forcibly retired and half his stipend paid to his son so that he could

ensure adequate provision for his two younger brothers. His later paternalistic and

often overbearing attitude towards them no doubt stems from the years when he

was in effect the head of the household. In addition to his other musical duties he

took up a position as viola player in the court theatre orchestra and over the next

few years performed in Mozart’s Die Entführung, aus dem Serail, Il Nozze di Figaro

and Don Giovanni as well as operas by Gluck, Salieri, Paisiello and Cimarosa. The

number of his own compositions perhaps not surprisingly diminished during this
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period. His personal life was however transformed when he was introduced into the

household of Helene van Breuning, widow of a courtier, as music teacher to her

younger children. He was soon established as a friend of the family and the von

Breuning house became his second home and Helene a surrogate mother to him.

He spent many hours and days in its happy, relaxed and cultured atmosphere and

the friends from his years in Bonn - Stephan van Breuning, Franz Wegeler, Nikolas

Simrock - remained close to him all his life (despite his best efforts to quarrel with

them on a regular basis).

The death of the emperor Joseph II in February 1790 provided Beethoven with his

first chance to show his talents as a composer in a large scale work. The Bonn

Lesegesellschaft (Literary Society) commissioned him to compose a cantata on

verses written for the occasion by a young poet Severin Anton Averdonck (who

happened to be the brother of the girl with whom Beethoven had performed at his

public debut 12 years previously). The choice of Beethoven in preference to more

experienced composers in Bonn, Neefe for one, shows the extent to which his

potential must have been recognised from his youthful works. The scheduled date

for the performance was 19th March 1790, less than a month after he received the

commission but for unspecified reasons it had to be cancelled at short notice.

Possibly the work Beethoven produced - the Cantata on the Death of Emperor

Joseph II (WoO 87) - was too difficult for the available forces to perform

successfully or perhaps he simply did not finish it on time. If so, this was not the last

occasion on which he was to fail to produce what was required in the time and for

the resources available. Whatever the reason for the cancellation it does not seem to

have had an adverse effect on his reputation as later that year he was again
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commissioned by the Lesegesellschaft to write another cantata, this time celebrating

the accession of Leopold II. Once again there was no performance and the Leopold

Cantata, like its predecessor was never played in public in Beethoven’s lifetime.

It must be assumed that Beethoven was not considered responsible for the failure of

either work to receive a performance and if he was, that this did not count seriously

against him since in the following year he was commissioned by Count Waldstein to

provide music for a ballet he had devised for the carnival season. Waldstein, a rich

and cultured nobleman had arrived in Bonn in 1788 and became the first in a long

line of aristocratic patrons who supported Beethoven throughout his life. He was

also a leading member of the Lesegesellschaft and may therefore have been

influential in the cantata commissions and for dealing with any repercussions of

their non-performance. This time there were no difficulties in either the

performability or the punctual delivery of the music for Waldstein’s Ritterballet

(Knight Ballet). For many years it was thought that Waldstein had composed the

music himself as there was no indication on the score of Beethoven’s authorship. It

was not unknown for the person commissioning  a work to pass himself off as its

composer - Mozart was at that very moment working on a Requiem for Count

Walsegg-Stuppach on that basis - and Beethoven must have been happy enough

with the arrangement (although it is hard to imagine him taking such a relaxed

attitude in later years – possibly he felt some debt of gratitude to Waldstein over the

cantata affair).
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In 1791 Beethoven and the rest of the court orchestra accompanied Maximilian

Franz on a journey up the Rhine to Mergentheim to attend meeting of the Teutonic

Order (of which Maximilian was the Grand Master) and during this trip he and

some of the other musicians took the opportunity to visit Johann Sterkel, one of

Germany’s foremost pianists. Sterkel played for the assembled company and invited

Beethoven to follow suit which at first he declined to do. Sterkel astutely overcame

his reluctance by commenting that Beethoven’s recently published Righini

Variations were so difficult that perhaps even their composer might find them hard

to perform. Naturally Beethoven rose to this challenge, played the work from

memory and then went on to improvise new variations in the style in which he had

just heard Sterkel play. This incident shows that his reputation as a composer had

by now spread outside Bonn and that he was able to hold his own at the keyboard

in distinguished company. He was also already displaying the reluctance to perform

on demand which was to become progressively marked as he grew older. Playing in

public was not a problem for him, at least until his deafness took hold, and as a

professional musician he obviously performed when required. He would also

entertain in private when he chose to do so and when he was in control of the

situation. However he reacted strongly against any assumption that he would

provide entertainment as a matter of course, an attitude most clearly shown by an

incident some years later when he was staying with Prince Lichnowsky, one of most

prominent supporters, at his castle in Graz. One evening Lichnowsky asked him to

play for his guests and in the face of Beethoven’s repeated refusals, persisted in his

request beyond the breaking point of Beethoven’s fragile tolerance. Beethoven

stormed from the castle and returned immediately to Vienna, three days journey

away, where his anger had not sufficiently cooled to prevent him from smashing a
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bust of Lichnowsky that he kept in his house. He is supposed to have told

Lichnowsky after this incident: “Prince, you are what you are by accident of birth. I

am what I am through myself. There have been and will be thousands of princes,

there will only be one Beethoven”.

By the time he was twenty-one, Beethoven had been a salaried court servant  for

seven years and was an established and admired figure in Bonn musical circles. He

had composed and published a number of small scale works for voice, piano and

chamber forces but apart from the two cantatas, which for unknown reasons had

not been performed and Waldstein’s Ritterballet, he had written no major works

and his position in the musical establishment of the court was not conducive to

their production. He was a growing fish in a modest pool and had he not managed

to escape it, he may simply have adapted himself to and been restricted by his

surroundings. However a meeting with Haydn who passed through Bonn in June

1792 on his return journey from England was to prove a turning point in

Beethoven’s life. They may actually have met the previous year on Haydn’s outward

journey as Haydn is reported as having spent an evening in the company of the

Bonn musicians, but if so there is no evidence that he took note of Beethoven as an

individual of promise. On this occasion however he had an opportunity to examine

some of Beethoven’s compositions, including one of the cantatas, and saw in him a

talent worth developing. On Haydn’s recommendation, the Elector once again

agreed to grant Beethoven leave of absence to travel to Vienna where, in the famous

words written by Waldstein in Beethoven’s farewell album, he would receive

“Mozart’s spirit from Haydn’s hands”. No doubt the intention was that having

studied composition with Haydn, former Kapellmeister to Prince Esterházy,
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Beethoven would return to Bonn and become Kapellmeister himself in due course.

He set out on 2nd November 1792, just as the French invasion of the Rhineland was

causing great uncertainty in the region. According to his own account, he only just

managed to pass through the lines of the mobilising Hessian army and had he

delayed his departure by even a few days he would probably never have made it to

Vienna. As it was he was never to return to his homeland.

Imperial Vienna was a very different place from provincial Bonn whose liberal

atmosphere, fostered by the enlightened Maximilian Franz, contrasted with more

oppressive environment of censorship and political surveillance prevalent in the

Austrian capital. It was a place where one could be locked up for airing one’s

opinions too loudly as Beethoven remarked in letter to his friend Simrock,and so

presumably he kept his liberal views to himself. In later life he became quite

outspoken but although Metternich’s secret police kept a file on him, he was too

famous and had too many influential friends to be troubled by the authorities (the

only time he was ever arrested was when he was mistaken for a tramp). His most

pressing problem on arrival in Vienna was money, which was to be a source of

concern all his life. The cost of living there was a great deal higher than in Bonn and

a gentleman in Beethoven’s position required between 700 and 800 florins a year

(the equivalent of 170 gold ducats) to survive in comfort but not luxury. Shortly

after his arrival Beethoven made a list of his requirements which included along

with such necessities as furniture, wood and coffee - an overcoat, boots and shoes as

well the services of a wig maker and dancing master. He may have felt himself

rather provincial, writing to Eleonore von Breuning that he was unable to wear the

waistcoat she had given him as it was too unfashionable. However all he had to live
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on was his court salary of 50 florins per quarter, supplemented by an additional 50

florins still paid to him from his father’s stipend, but this he ran the risk of losing

when Johann died only a few weeks after his arrival. His personal feelings on the

death of his father are unrecorded and he saw no need to return home (but he did

successfully petition the Elector to continue receiving the additional funds). Johann

seems to have died unlamented save for the Elector’s rueful comment that revenue

from excise duties would henceforth be reduced.

The relationship between Beethoven and Haydn has often been characterised as

prickly and unrewarding on both sides, with Haydn lax in his supervision of

Beethoven’s studies and his pupil secretly taking instruction from others behind his

back. Beethoven may have commented later that he learned nothing from Haydn

but not everything he said should be taken at face value and they probably enjoyed

a normal pupil/ teacher relationship complete with the friction that occasionally

arises when youth rubs against experience. At the end of 1793 Haydn sent copies of

five of Beethoven’s new compositions back to Bonn  as evidence of his pupil’s

progress but the response was discouraging. Maximilian claimed that the works he

had received were familiar and suggested that, since Beethoven was obviously not

developing as hoped and no doubt accumulating debts in Vienna, he should return

home to resume his duties immediately. This episode is usually taken as further

evidence of Beethoven’s lack of respect for and gratitude to Haydn who had not

only requested an increase in Beethoven’s salary but had given him money to

subsidise his meagre income. Beethoven, like most composers, occasionally reused

material and some of the works from his early years in Vienna are based on music

he had composed in Bonn. However extensive sketches for some of the pieces in
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question survive and the fact that they are written on Viennese paper proves that, if

not wholly composed in Vienna, they were are at least extensively revised and

rewritten there. It is possible that Maximilian simply failed to examine the works

carefully or delegated the task to an advisor not well disposed to Beethoven who

tried to make trouble for him (there may have been a few people at court who

resented the success of the high flyer currently enjoying a period of leave in

Vienna). It is very probable that one of the disputed compositions was the recently

published Variations in F major on “Se vuol ballare” from Mozart’s Figaro which

Beethoven had indeed begun sketching in Bonn and may have played there in an

earlier version. Since sets of variations on any theme, however different from each

other, all have to start out from the same point – the original theme –it is easy to

imagine a cursory examination of the piece leading to the wrong conclusion.

Whatever the explanation of these curious circumstances Haydn certainly did not

react as if he had been deceived and when he departed on his second trip to

England, he arranged for Johann Georg Albrechtsburger to take over Beethoven’s

tuition.

While the Elector had no objection to Beethoven continuing his studies with

Albrechtsburger in Haydn’s absence, he decided to cut off his salary until such time

as he should be recalled to Bonn (a summons which never came as Maximilian

Franz was expelled by the French later that year). Beethoven was therefore liberated

from the role played by his father and grandfather as a salaried court functionary

but he now had to find a way of supporting himself or of finding someone to

support him. He would have arrived in Vienna with introductions from Waldstein

and other members of the Bonn nobility to the great houses of the city and
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sometime in 1794 he came into the orbit of Prince Lichnowsky, a wealthy aristocrat

and music lover. Lichnowsky had known Mozart, from whom he had taken piano

lessons and had accompanied on one of his European tours (although their

relationship at the end of Mozart’s life was complicated by a legal dispute whose

origins remain clouded in mystery). He maintained a private string quartet and

held regular musical gatherings in his palace, which was one of the focal points of

musical activity in Vienna. Beethoven took lodgings in the same building as the

Lichnowsky household but although the resources of the establishment were put at

his disposal, he preferred to maintain his independence. All his life, in fact, he kept

his distance from the noble patrons who supported him financially. He was happy

for them to nurture his art but always made it clear that he did not consider himself

to be personally indebted to them.

His association with Lichnowsky and the other aristocratic music lovers of Vienna

was vital to the advancement of his career as most musical activity in Vienna took

place in the salons of its great houses. There was very little opportunity for public

performance and no suitable concert venues other than in a few buildings

controlled by the court which were only rarely made available for public concerts. It

was therefore in the salons of the rich that Beethoven established his reputation as

one of the best keyboard players of his day with an extraordinary talent for

extemporization (which he had developed from a young age). There was fierce

competition between rival virtuosi who were occasionally pitted against each other

in “keyboard duels”. Beethoven is known to have taken part in such entertainments

but on one occasion he became involved in a less than good-natured confrontation

with another musician Daniel Steibelt. Steibelt decided to perform in Beethoven’s
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presence a set of obviously prepared “improvisations” on a theme Beethoven had

used in his clarinet trio. The theme was not in fact Beethoven’s own and Steibelt’s

choice of it as a subject for improvisation implied that he could improve in his

treatment of it. When Steibelt had finished playing, Beethoven strode to the piano,

picking up on the way one of the parts of Steibelt’s quintet which had been

performed earlier that evening. Placing it upside down on the music rack, he

proceeded to weave a brilliant series of variations and improvisations on it, which

had the effect of exposing the poverty of Steibelt’s inspiration to the growing

delight of the audience and humiliation of Steibelt. He left the room before

Beethoven was finished and made it known that he never wished to meet him again

or indeed be in the same house as him.

Beethoven made his public debut in Vienna on 29th March 1795 in a charity

concert at which he performed one of his own piano concertos. There is some

doubt as to whether this was the recently composed First Piano concerto in C major

(Op 15) or the Second Concerto in  B flat (Op 19) written some time previously but

the subject of constant revision (it was published after its successor and so has a

higher number than it). As the concerto was advertised as “entirely new” it was

probably the C major work but whichever work he played, Beethoven finished

writing out the orchestral parts of the final movement only two days before the

performance, a last minute completion which was to become typical of Beethoven’s

practice. He performed twice more in the next few days including a Mozart

concerto at a benefit concert organised by Mozart’s widow Constanze. Concerts in

Vienna tended to be concentrated in short periods around Easter and Christmas

when opera performances were banned and the theatres became available  as
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concert venues. Competition for the small number of concert dates was intense and

Beethoven even at the height of his fame had difficult in obtaining them.

Beethoven had deliberately published almost nothing in his first two years in

Vienna wishing first to establish his reputation. In 1795, a few months after his

public exposure on the concert platform he issued the first works to which he gave

an opus number (signifying that these were pieces that he wished to be considered

as major compositions. The “Figaro” Variations which he had rushed into print

rather against his better judgement as his Opus 1 soon after his arrival in Vienna,

were accordingly demoted). The three Piano Trios now established as Opus 1 were

initially published on a subscription basis under which Beethoven paid for the

engraving of the plates and purchased each printed copy from the publisher for one

florin before selling them to the subscriber at the advertised price of four ducats.

Beethoven therefore ran some financial risk if sales were low as the engraving costs

of two hundred and twelve florins were substantial. However he need not have

worried. Lichnowsky alone ordered twenty copies and the final list of subscribers

contained the cream of Viennese society including Prince Esterházy, Prince

Lobkowitz, Count Rasumovksy and Baron von Swieten. Two hundred and forty five

copies were sold and once his costs were deducted Beethoven made a net profit of

over 700 florins, enough to cover his living costs for a year. Other works began to

appear in print: the three piano Sonatas Op 2 (dedicated to Haydn), the String Trio

Op 3 and the String Quintet Op 4 (which was a thorough reworking of the Wind

Octet he had sent to Bonn a few years previously) as well as a large number of songs

mainly of a romantic nature and piano variations (one of which, on a theme from

Paisiello’s opera La molinara (WoO70) was reputedly written overnight for a lady
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who had mislaid her copy of another set on the same theme by a different

composer). The year ended on a high note with a prestigious commission to supply

the music for the annual ball of the Gesellschaft der bildenden Kunstler (the Artists

Ball) which in previous years had been provided by Haydn, Kozeluch and

Dittersdorf – a sign that Beethoven was now considered part of the Viennese

musical establishment.

The increasing number of commissions made his financial position more secure.

He received a fee from the commissioner (who would usually specify the type of

piece required and the instruments for which it was to be written but leave what

was composed up to Beethoven’s discretion). The commissioner had exclusive use

of the music for a limited period (normally six months) after which Beethoven was

free to offer it for publication. There was a stringent condition that the music

should not be given to anyone else during the period of exclusivity since in the

absence of copyright protection, mere possession of a copy permitted anyone to

perform or publish it without payment to the composer. Beethoven later spent

much time and effort in ensuring that his works received simultaneous publication

in different markets to prevent piracy. This arrangement suited both sides – the

commissioner possessed the autograph score and the kudos of controlling first

access to the new piece and Beethoven had a double source of income from a single

composition. Occasionally the dedication of a work attracted an additional fee but

more often it was intended as a mark of gratitude for past favour or bestowed in the

hope of some future benefit. The Opus 1 trios were dedicated to Lichnowsky who

had helped Beethoven establish himself in Vienna and who had effectively

underwritten their publication by his large order. Beethoven could also hope for his
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continued patronage some years later Lichnowsky settled an annual sum of 600

florins upon him. Some dedications took a long time bearing fruit: that of the Op

30 Sonatas of 1802, to Tsar Alexander finally brought its tangible reward in 1814

when he meet Beethoven during the Congress of Vienna. Others fell on stony

ground: the dedication of the English edition of “Wellington’s Sieg” (Op 91) to the

Prince Regent elicited no display of royal largesse despite Beethoven dropping

several heavy hints in that direction about his expectations. The dedication of the

Op 2 sonatas to Haydn is unusual as it was one of the only two occasions when he

honoured another composer in this way – the other was Salieri probably in thanks

for the advice he gave Beethoven on vocal writing techniques. This gesture was

partly born out of affection for his old teacher, although Beethoven pointedly did

not refer to Haydn as such. Sentiment aside, Beethoven also probably realised that

honouring the popular Haydn in this way would do his career no harm at little cost.

His first teacher Neefe whom he had once promised a share in his success but who

in distant Bonn could do nothing to advance him, never received any such

recognition.

Early in 1796 Beethoven undertook a concert tour of Prague, Dresden Leipzig and

Berlin accompanied by Lichnowsky for part of the way. This was precisely the route

Mozart had travelled (also in Lichnowsky’s company)  seven years earlier and

Beethoven must have felt that he was now following in Mozart’s footsteps in more

than just the literal sense. He enjoyed enormous success especially in Prague, the

city which had revered Mozart and at the court of Frederick William II in Berlin

where he composed and performed two cello sonatas. These were dedicated to the

King, himself a keen cellist, although Beethoven was accompanied on that occasion
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by the court cellist Jean Louis Duport. Frederick rewarded Beethoven with the gift

of a gold snuff box which in a gratifyingly lucrative pun on his name he had filled

with louis d’or (Beethoven often styled himself Louis van Beethoven). Later in the

year he visited Pressburg (now Bratislava) and Pest (Budapest) where he promoted

a piano built by his friend Johann Streicher, which had been specially sent there for

him to play. During this period the fortepiano, which had overtaken the

harpsichord as the main medium for keyboard performance was still undergoing

development and modification to extend its range and alter its tone and throughout

his life Beethoven was presented with pianos by various manufacturers who hoped

to benefit from his association with them. Although 1796 seems to have been a

good year for him, an enigmatic diary entry suggests Beethoven was not complacent

or at ease with himself: “Courage. Even with all the frailties of my body, my spirit

shall dominate. Twenty five years have come: this year must decide the mature man.

Nothing must remain” (the actual date of this entry is uncertain but, given

Beethoven’s habitual subtraction of a year from his age, December 1796 seems

plausible). The reference to physical frailty may be an oblique reference to a serious

problem of which he was just becoming aware.

The following year Beethoven suffered a serious illness, possibly typhus, and had he

succumbed to it, he would have been remembered by his contemporaries as a

virtuoso keyboard player and promising composer and by posterity as the creator of

a number of highly accomplished chamber pieces, the equal of those by Haydn and

Mozart, two piano concertos very much in their style but promising more and some

works for piano including a small number of sonatas of great originality. He had

produced little orchestral music and no symphonies – the field in which Mozart



I.21

had been and Haydn was still pre-eminent. He had already completed  extensive

sketches for the first three movements of a C major symphony but was unable to

find a satisfactory conclusion for it. He had not as far as is known been

commissioned to write a symphony at this time so this work would have been

purely speculative and without the guarantee or at least the firm expectation of

getting it performed (and then published) he may have been reluctant to invest too

much time on it (for a composer whose sole income derived from commissioned

and published work, time was effectively money). However sometime in 1799 he

both found a way of completing the work to his satisfaction and was given an

opportunity to perform it during the short Spring concert season of 1800. Which

came first - the solution of the finale problem or the concert date - is not known;

however the previous year Beethoven had dedicated his Op 14 Sonatas to the wife

of Baron Peter von Braun who, as court theatre director, controlled access to the

main concert venues. So by 1799 he may already have suspected or even been

informed by the grateful Baron that his request for a concert the following season

would meet with success, which provided the necessary spur to his creativity. The

concert at which Beethoven offered his first symphony to the Viennese public took

place in the Burgtheater on 2nd April 1800  and included, in addition to one of his

piano concertos and the Wind Septet (Op 20), a Mozart symphony and an aria and

duet  from Haydn’s recently performed Creation ( he had still not written enough

orchestral works to mount a programme entirely of his own music). Although

apparently marred by some sloppy orchestral playing, the concert was favourably

reviewed as the “most interesting for a long time”.
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At the same time as he was coming to grips with the symphony, Beethoven

addressed another musical form which he had long fought shy – the string quartet.

This had more or less been invented by Haydn in whose hands it had developed as

the pre-eminent medium for the expression of complex musical ideas by small

forces. He had plenty of opportunity to immerse himself in the quartet medium.

Lichnowsky held regular parties for performances by his private quartet and

Beethoven attended similar weekly musical gatherings at the house of the composer

Emmanuel Forster. In 1795 he had been asked by Count Apponyi to write a quartet

for him but nothing materialised. However in 1798 he had felt ready to rise to the

challenge and began work on a set of six quartets which were given their premiere

at Lichnowsky’s palace in 1800. They were published the following year as Op 18

with a dedication to Prince Lobkowitz (from whom he received 400 florins). By

1801, in his thirtieth year, Beethoven had every reason to be satisfied with his

achievement. He was firmly established in Viennese society and was in demand as

performer, composer and teacher; he had now written “everything except church

music and opera”; he had more commissions than he could handle and could sell

the publishing rights for the works he produced five times over and without tedious

negotiations over money: “I demand, they pay”- is how he described his relations

with his publishers at the time. The steady income from these sources had been

augmented in 1800 by an annuity of 600 florins from Prince Lichnowsky which

guaranteed his financial security. However his prospects for future happiness were

clouded in two respects. He was still unmarried – but that situation he could at least

try to change. More seriously – and seemingly beyond his control – he was going

deaf.
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Beethoven’s quest for emotional fulfilment is fertile ground for speculation as to the

reasons behind his apparent inability to chose as a potential partner someone who

was capable of filling that role. In his youth he enjoyed the usual complement of

adolescent flirtations and during the Rhine journey with the Bonn orchestra, his

companions persuaded a serving girl to make advances to him which he rebuffed

rather brusquely (but this could have been either through shyness or because of his

dislike of not being in control of the situation). A serious rift had occurred between

Beethoven and Eleonore von Breuning very shortly before his departure for Vienna,

which seems to have been Beethoven’s fault as he described his behaviour to her as

despicable and opposed to his true character. The cause is unknown but it is

possible that he made a misjudged attempt to transform their longstanding and

easy intimacy and friendship into something deeper. He retained enormous

affection for Eleonore who married his friend Franz Wegeler, and in a letter to him

written a few months before his death Beethoven referred to the fact that he still

had her silhouette portrait in his possession. Wegeler who studied medicine in

Vienna from 1794 to 1796 and had a chance to observe Beethoven during his early

years in city reports that he was continually involved in love affairs which “could

have been very difficult indeed if not impossible for many an Adonis”. Beethoven

was not conventionally good looking but one can imagine him exerting a saturnine

attraction over the female members of his audiences. He certainly wrote a number

of his most charming love songs during this period but whether they were

composed with particular persons in mind remains a mystery and there is no

evidence that any of these love affairs ever amounted to anything and very little is

known about Beethoven’s sex life. His later views on adultery make it unlikely that

he would have lightly indulged in extra marital liaisons. If he were to achieve a long
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lasting emotional (as well as sexual) union it would have to be through marriage. In

a letter of 1794 to his older friend Nikolaus Simrock in Bonn, he asked: “are your

daughters grown up yet? Educate one of them to be my bride”, a joke perhaps, but

showing the subject of matrimony was in his mind. He may have proposed

marriage in 1795 to the singer Magdalena Willman, whom he had known in Bonn

(the evidence for a proposal is however unreliable) but if he did, she rejected him

(according to the same unreliable evidence) because he was “ugly and half crazy”.

Beauty may be in the eye of the beholder but Beethoven although eccentric, had not

yet begun to display the unusual if not antisocial behaviour that distinguished him

in his later years. In 1801 he certainly contemplated marriage with Countess

Guilietta Guicciardi, who was in his words: “a charming fascinating girl who loves

me and whom I love” and was one of his piano pupils to whom he dedicated the

Sonata Op 27 no 2 (the so called “Moonlight”). She was fourteen years his junior

but the main barrier to their marriage was her rank and she eventually married a

man of her age and class. Much later in life, Beethoven hinted that, after Guilietta’s

marriage, she had made some kind of advance to him which he repulsed showing

that however strong his attraction to a woman he drew back from adultery. His next

serious emotional involvement was Josephine Brunsvik (who was Guilietta’s cousin)

whom he had known since 1799 when he gave her piano lessons which he

apparently prolonged for hours beyond their normal length. He dedicated a set of

piano variations of his setting of Goethe’s simple love poem “Ich Denke dein” (I

think of you) to Josephine and her sister Therese, but no doubt it was Josephine he

had in mind. However, before any serious relationship could develop between them

she became betrothed to Count Deym and left Vienna soon after her marriage. In

1804 (by now a widow) she reappeared in his life and for a time it seemed that he
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might have found a woman with whom he could enjoy a relationship of mutual

love. Beethoven’s letters to her display a passionate intensity and Josephine,

although she was disconcerted by the ardent expression of his feelings towards her,

was deeply attached to him. He seems to have asked her to marry him but after

much agonising she declined, possibly because by marrying a commoner, as

Beethoven was, she ran the risk under Austrian law of losing the guardianship of

her children (her short marriage to Deym had produced four). They remained close

for several more years but gradually drifted apart and Josephine was eventually

remarried to another aristocrat, with unhappy consequences for her (her second

husband not only abandoned her but also removed the children that their union

had produced). At the height of his involvement with Josephine, Beethoven was

working on his opera Fidelio which centres on the unswerving love and loyalty of a

wife for her husband and while it is generally dangerous to read autobiographical

details into Beethoven’s music, it is difficult not to see this work as a conduit into

which he channelled his hopes and desires. In 1810 he seemed to be on the brink of

matrimony once more, this time with Therese Malfatti to whom he had been

introduced by his friend Baron Ignaz von Gleichenstein. He had written to

Gleichenstein actively seeking his help in finding a wife and although the tone of

the letter is humorous there is no doubt that he was serious in the request for

assistance. Beethoven seems to have lacked the confidence to make a direct

approach himself which may explain why he kept falling in love with his pupils to

whom he had a ready-made introduction and easy social access. Unfortunately they

tended to be just the kind of women, young and aristocratic, who by reason of age

and class were inaccessible to him. Although Therese was much younger than him –

she was eighteen, he was thirty-nine – this time there was no social gulf between



I.26

them. Beethoven must have thought there was a serious likelihood of success as he

arranged to get a copy of his baptismal certificate which was necessary to complete

the formalities of marriage (it was on this occasion that he reduced his age by two

years possibly to appear more youthful in the eyes of his prospective bride). He even

took steps to improve his notoriously slovenly appearance. Although he wrote to his

friend Zmeskall in terms which suggest he was totally in her thrall his only

surviving letter to her in which he addresses her as “admirable Therese” is rather

restrained and his praise of her piano playing and recommendations of good books

for her to read, hardly imply a deep passion. However, he was desolated when

Gleichenstein broke the news to him that she (or more probably her parents) had

rejected him (which must have been made all the more galling by the fact that

Gleichenstein his go-between in the affair, became engaged to her sister). This

romance did however produce one his most famous compositions - Für Elise – the

manuscript copy of which remained in Therese’s possession until her death in 1851

and was only published in 1867.

Beethoven’s most famous emotional attachment was to the woman known as the

Immortal Beloved to whom he drafted a long and passionate letter, undated but

now firmly established as written in July 1812. Several candidates for this

mysterious woman have been put forward: Josephine, her sister Therese, Amelie

Sebald (a singer to whom other letters survive from this period) and Countess

Marie Erdödy with whom he had lived in 1809 but in apparently platonic

circumstances. However, it seems most probable that the woman in question was

Antonie Brentano with whom Beethoven had become acquainted in 1809 when she

was in Vienna with her husband and child. Beethoven and Antonie became close
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over the next few years and she was in the right place at the right time to be the

recipient of the letter (assuming it was ever sent and that the document which

Beethoven kept among his papers until his death was a copy or draft of an actual

missive). He addressed the woman to whom he is writing with the intimate “du”

which he had never employed in letters to any other women, even Josephine, and

his passionate desire to be with her is evident. There was however an impediment to

a union (“Can you do anything to alter the fact that you are not completely mine

and I not completely yours”) that only she could remove (“make it possible that I

can live with you”) suggesting that she was a married woman. Like virtually all the

other women in Beethoven’s life, the Immortal Beloved, whoever she may have

been, was therefore unattainable and his apparent predisposition to fall in love with

women with whom he was unlikely to form a permanent relationship may

represent a subconscious desire to avoid the reality of any actual involvement with

his ideal woman.

Exactly when Beethoven realised that he was losing what he called “the finest part of

me, my hearing” is not known for certain, as he concealed the fact for many years

even from his closest friends. However in the summer of 1801 he shared his concern

in letters to his friends Franz Wegeler and Karl Amenda. Neither were resident in

Vienna at the time which may have encouraged him to divulge details of his

condition to them without fear of it becoming generally known there (although he

still took care to enjoin strict secrecy on both). He had apparently first become

aware that there was a problem with his hearing sometime in 1796. The cause was

and remains unknown. Modern conjectures are otosclerosis (a growth of bone in

the middle ear), Paget’s disease (a bone deformation which can lead to deafness if
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sited in the skull) and labyrinthitis (a viral or bacterial infection which attacks the

inner ear). Beethoven’s medical advisors seemed to think that his hearing loss was

in some way connected with the chronic bowel problems from which he suffered

and all his life. Beethoven subjected himself to a succession of baths, courses of

mineral waters and patent medicines in the hope that alleviating the one problem

might cure the other. In his letter to Wegeler, who was himself a doctor, he gave a

full description of his condition: tinnitus (a constant whistling and roaring sound

in the ears), an inability to hear high pitched tones or notes (unless close to their

source) or low sounds (people speaking softly) combined with an intolerance to

sudden loud noises -”I cannot bear to be yelled at”. His greatest fear was not that his

condition might prevent him from playing or composing – in fact he says it affected

him least in these activities - but the social isolation that deafness imposes. He was

also concerned that those he termed his enemies - and his humiliation of Steibelt

suggests he may have made a few on his rise to the top - would be only too happy to

exploit the knowledge of his condition to undermine his credibility as a musician

and composer upon which his income depended. In 1801 he retained some hope

that the deterioration of his hearing might be reversed or at least arrested. A year

later, with all such hope gone, he suffered an emotional crisis which led him to the

brink of suicide.

Beethoven spent the summer of 1802 in the village of Heiligenstadt, a few miles

outside Vienna where his doctor hoped the peace and quiet might afford some

respite for his damaged hearing. Beethoven loved the countryside and regularly

retreated to it during the summer months. However on this occasion the tranquil

rural surroundings did not bring him peace of mind and at some point during that
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summer he confronted the reality of his situation. All the pent up despair and

frustration of the past few years found its outlet in an extraordinary document

which has become know as the Heiligenstadt Testament. This was addressed to his

two brothers Carl and Johann and its primary purpose seems to have been as his

last will and testament. Perhaps fortunately it never actually had to be used for that

purpose as its terms were very imprecise and Beethoven left a blank space wherever

Johann’s name should appear. Its opening sentence - “O you men who believe or

declare that I am malevolent, stubborn or misanthropic, how greatly you wrong

me”- shows that it was intended for a wider audience and that its real purpose was

to reveal to the world the personal suffering that was behind his apparently

antisocial behaviour over the past few years. Whether he seriously contemplated

suicide, as he hints, can never be known but he survived this spiritual crisis through

his desire to continue composing and an acceptance that his condition was the will

of God to which he had to surrender. The sentiment attributed to his mother:

“without suffering there is no struggle, without struggle no victory and without

victory no crown” finds a strong echo in the language of the Heiligenstadt

Testament. The document however does contain some puzzling inconsistencies. At

times Beethoven speaks as if from beyond the grave to those who he feels have

misjudged him: “O men when one day you read these words, reflect that you did me

wrong”; at others, he seems to be seeking their understanding for his behaviour as if

still alive: “Therefore you must forgive me if you see me draw back when I would

gladly mingle with you”. At one moment he wishes death to come swiftly, the next

for it to be delayed until he has had the chance to exercise his creative powers to the

full. While we can never know what Beethoven in his confusion and anguish really

wished to achieve in writing this document (which he preserved long after his



I.30

deafness had become common knowledge and which was discovered after his

death)  it seems to have served the function of a therapeutic “working out” of his

situation through which, having confronted his despair and contemplated the

consequences of giving in to it, he was finally able to accept the inevitable. That he

successfully achieved some form of catharsis through this process is indicated by the

fact that only a few days after his return from Heiligenstadt he was writing

enthusiastically and confidently to a publisher about his new works.

Beethoven’s deafness certainly affected him socially and contributed to the volatile

and irascible side of his nature. The isolating effects of deafness probably had the

effect of curtailing his career as a touring performer, making the task of coping with

unfamiliar people and situations even more difficult and he undertook no major

concert tours after 1798. In time, he had to give up playing in public altogether at

least in ensemble pieces where he had to synchronise his performance with other

players but he continued to conduct for many years although his direction became

increasingly erratic. Louis Spohr’s description of Beethoven conducting his Seventh

Symphony in 1813 describes his bending lower and lower to indicate when he

wished the music played more softly and jumping up at the entry of a forte passage,

occasionally shouting out to reinforce it. However, although deafness certainly had

a negative effect on his practical musicianship, it does not seem to have affected his

composing and at the time of its onset he explicitly dismissed it as a source of

concern to him. He had always made preparatory sketches for his works and

worked out ideas by means of improvisation at the keyboard which he continued to

do long after his ability to hear what he was playing was severely compromised.

From 1798 he began to use bound sketch books for the meticulous and often
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lengthy working and reworking of work in progress. These were later supplemented

by small notebooks which he always carried in his pockets to note down musical

ideas as they occurred to him, often on the long country walks that seemed

particularly conducive to inspiration. Much of the time composition took place in

his head and there are several descriptions of Beethoven humming and singing to

himself (often rather tunelessly so that listeners tended to describe it in terms of

howling and groaning ) as the musical ideas took form and substance. This

internalisation of the process of composition and his often remarked -upon ability

to comprehend at a glance the workings of a score suggests that Beethoven did not

have to hear a piece of music to know exactly what it sounded like and there is no

evidence that had his hearing remained perfect throughout his life, he would have

written a note differently.

His return from Heiligenstadt marks the beginning of what is commonly referred to

as his “middle period” in which his music takes on a new direction and in which he

embarks on works of a much grander and more ”heroic“ scale than before. The

conventional division of Beethoven works into three periods began soon after his

death and although convenient as a means gaining an overview of his musical

development, it is possibly more accurate to see is as falling into four or even five

distinct periods: the juvenilia of the Bonn years (among which the Joseph Cantata

stands out as astonishingly mature); the works from his first ten years in Vienna

mainly written for chamber forces or solo piano but ending with the Second

Symphony completed just before his departure to Heiligenstadt in 1802; the ten year

period to 1812 which sees the composition of the great symphonies and concerti, the

Rasumovksy quartets, the Waldstein and Appassionata piano sonatas, and Fidelio; a
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period of relative inactivity from 1812 to 1818 in which his creative powers lay more

or less dormant before bursting out once again with the massively constructed

masterpieces of the “late period”– the Hammerklavier Sonata, the Ninth Symphony,

the Diabelli Variations, the Missa Solemnis and the late quartets. That Beethoven

himself felt that his music was taking a significantly new direction after 1802 is

shown by a remark to his pupil Czerny around this time: “I am not very well satisfied

with the work I have thus far done. From this day on I will take a new way. ”His

decision to embark on a more ambitious compositional programme is confirmed by

a letter written by his brother Carl, now in Vienna and acting as his business manage

to a publisher seeking new compositions from Beethoven, in which he remarks

rather grandly that his brother “did not trouble himself much with such trifles

[sonatas] any longer but now composes only oratorios and operas”.

Beethoven began work on his only oratorio, Christus am Ölberge (Christ on the

Mount of Olives) in the autumn of 1802 and unusually, it was not the result of a

commission. The choice of subject matter – Christ’s moment of doubt in the

Garden of Gethsemane prior to his betrayal and arrest - was Beethoven’s own and

he seems to have seen in Christ’s anguished despair and final acceptance of his fate a

reflection of his own recent spiritual crisis. The text was commissioned from a

minor poet Franz Xavier Huber and the parallels between its language and

sentiments and  those of the Heiligenstadt Testament suggest that Beethoven also

had considerable input. It was completed just in time for performance at a concert

which took place in April 1803 at the Theater an der Wien, one of the few

independent places of entertainment in Vienna, where earlier that year Beethoven

had been appointed composer-in-residence by the impresario Emanuel Schikaneder
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with whom Mozart had collaborated on The Magic Flute. As Beethoven had failed

to get a concert venue through the official channels, he took the opportunity of

having the theatre at his disposal to mount a concert of his own works: the oratorio,

the First and Second Symphonies and the Third Piano Concerto with himself

taking the solo part. He asked Ignaz Seyfried, also on the music staff of the theatre,

to turn the pages for him which proved a nerve- racking experience for Seyfried as

these were almost empty apart from a few “Egyptian hieroglyphs” that served as

reminders to Beethoven. “Every so often”, Seyfried recalled, “Beethoven would give

me a secret glance whenever he was at the end of one of the invisible passages” to

indicate when to turn the page. Beethoven who could probably have played the

piece very well from memory, was greatly amused by Seyfried’s obvious anxiety and

this is probably an example of his heavy-handed sense of humour. The concert was

a huge success at least financially and Beethoven’s share of the takings was a massive

1800 florins.

The following month he composed at very short notice a sonata for the virtuoso

violinist George Bridgetower who was visiting Vienna from London where he

played in the orchestra of the Prince Regent. As usual, Beethoven cut things

extremely fine and by the morning of the concert (which took place at 8.00 pm) the

violin part for the second movement had not been copied out so Bridgetower had

to sight read it from the piano part over Beethoven’s shoulder. During the

performance and without warning, Bridgetower departed from what had been

written by repeating on the violin a passage Beethoven had just played. Fortunately

Beethoven approved of this manoeuvre and shouted out “Noch einmal, mein lieber

Bursch!” - Play it again my dear boy” - holding the appropriate chord to allow
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Bridgetower to do so. Beethoven was delighted with the performance and dedicated

the work to Bridgetower, writing on the title page: Sonata Mulaticca Composta per

il mulatto Brischdauer [sic] gran pazzo e compositore mulaticco (Mulatto sonata

composed for the Mullato Bridgetower, great fool and mulatto composer).

Bridgetower’s father was West Indian probably from Barbados and had met his

Polish mother while he was in the service of Prince Esterházy. Modern sensibilities

have been spared the dilemma of having to use this title as not long afterwards

Beethoven and Bridgetower quarrelled. The reason is unknown, as is frequently the

case in the disputes in which Beethoven was involved, but may have arisen from a

remark Bridgetower had made about a woman of Beethoven’s acquaintance to

which he took exception. Beethoven immediately removed Bridgetower’s name for

the title page and replaced it with that of the French violinist and composer,

Rodolphe Kreutzer. Kreutzer, however, received the honour with indifference and,

declaring it to be unplayable, never performed the sonata which now bears his

name.

Beethoven spent the summer of 1803 working on a grand symphony in E flat which

he had begun to sketch the previous year while attempting to make progress on an

opera for Schikaneder. The libretto “Vestas Feuer “ (Vesta’s Flame) did not inspire

him and by end of the year he had abandoned it altogether. Early in 1804, however, he

finally found an opera subject that fired his imagination - “Leonore ou l’Amour

conjugal” by Jean Nicholas Bouilly. The story was supposedly based on a true incident

that had taken place in Tours during the Revolution, in which Bouilly claimed to have

played a part. The story of a victim of despotism whose life is saved through the

constancy and bravery of his faithful wife appealed to Beethoven on several levels. It
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was a morally edifying story (Beethoven thought opera should have a serious purpose

and considered the plots of Mozart’s to be trivial) and it exemplified notions of

idealised married love and the triumph of liberty over tyranny that were close to his

heart. The French text was translated and adapted by Joseph Sonnleithner and as with

his oratorio, Beethoven seems to have had some input into the libretto. However,

Schikaneder’s dismissal following the purchase of the theatre by Count von Braun

meant that there was now no guarantee of a performance under the new

management. Beethoven, as so often under these circumstances lost his creative drive

and progress on the work was suspended. The termination of his own contract meant

that he was also forced to move from the theatre premises, where he and his brother

had been lodging, and he moved in with his childhood friend Stephan von Breuning.

They soon quarrelled over a trivial matter and Beethoven stormed out of house. He

left Vienna for Baden from where he wrote long letters to his friends justifying his

own and criticising von Breuning’s behaviour. In due course he wrote a contrite letter

of apology to von Breuning excusing his behaviour and showing genuine remorse

and shame for his actions. This cycle of misunderstanding, argument, recrimination

and reconciliation was a familiar pattern in Beethoven’s relationships with his long-

suffering friends. His volatile temperament, with bouts of deep, occasionally almost

suicidal depression, has given rise to speculation that he suffered from a personality

disorder possibly of a manic depressive nature. Certainly throughout his life, his

private writings show him constantly veering between the poles of elation and

defiance in the face of all that life could throw at him - “I will seize Fate by the

throat”- and abject misery and self abnegation - “O God, God look down upon this

unhappy B, do not let it go on much longer in this way”.
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His capacity for sudden and violent reactions when events or circumstances ran

contrary to his beliefs and desires is highlighted by the well known incident of his

removal of Napoleon name from the Third Symphony. Beethoven had long

admired Napoleon as an example of the heroic individual rising from obscurity to

greatness although this admiration was not uncritical and he had reservations at

Napoleons’ concordat with the Pope in 1801. His intention had been to associate his

new symphony with Napoleon (he may even have contemplated dedicating it to

him) and he had written “Buonaparte” at the top of the title page of the autograph

score. However, according to his friend Ferdinand Ries (whose recollections are

usually reliable), when he learned that Napoleon had proclaimed himself Emperor,

he tore out the page and trampled on it, shouting “so now he will also trample

human rights underfoot and only pander to his own ambition; he will place himself

above everyone else and become a tyrant”. This manuscript is no longer extant but

the copyist’s score survives which also shows similar signs of Beethoven’s wrath. The

inscription on its title page reads “Sinfonia grande intitolata Bonparte del Sigr Louis

van Beethoven, ”but the word “Bonaparte” has been so violently deleted that there is

a hole in the paper. However beneath the deletion, Beethoven has at some point

added -  “written on Bonaparte”, showing a later desire to restore the original

association. His anger against Napoleon seems subsequently to have abated. In 1809

he intimated to Baron de Trémont that were he ever to visit Paris, he would not be

averse to meeting Napoleon and in 1824, he is reported as commenting: “once I

disliked him, now I think differently”. The symphony was eventually dedicated to

Prince Lobkowicz who paid the massive amount of 400 ducats for its exclusive use

for six months and a further sum for the dedication. On its publication in 1805, it

received the ambiguous title of “Sinfonia Eroica” with the enigmatic addition
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”composed to celebrate the memory of a great man”. The symphony’s

unprecedented length and massive orchestral scale represented a new departure in

symphonic writing and critical opinion on it was divided. Some recognised it as a

truly original masterpiece, others baffled by what they perceived as its lack of

coherence saw only an “untamed striving for singularity”, while others although

admitting that it contained many beauties reacted against its inordinate length

which “wearies even the cognoscenti and is unendurable to the mere music lover.”

Schikaneder’s restoration as director of the Theater an der Wien in 1805 renewed

the possibility of a production of the opera and a first performance was scheduled

for 15th October of that year. Initial censorship problems were overcome by discrete

alterations to the libretto but the rehearsals dragged on mainly due to Beethoven’s

inability to stop tinkering with the music. The first night therefore did not take

place until 20th November and the postponement proved critical. By that date

Vienna had been occupied (peacefully and unopposed) by the French army and all

Beethoven’s aristocratic friends and other music lovers had thought it wise to leave

the city. The three performances it achieved were sparsely attended mainly by

French officers for whom a work containing long stretches of German dialogue did

not appeal. The opera’s failure was not however solely due to external

circumstances. There were serious flaws in its structure and dramatic pacing and

Beethoven was prevailed upon to make cuts and changes which he implemented

with the assistance of Stephan von Breuning to whom he was now fully reconciled.

A revised version with a new overture opened in the spring of the following year

but with even less success than before. Beethoven blamed what he saw as

shortcomings in the performances on musicians and singers - remarking that he
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would rather give up composing than hear his works performed like that - and he

also became involved in a furious row with the management whom he believed was

cheating him out of his share of the receipts. After only two performances

Beethoven himself withdrew the score and the opera closed.

The next few years saw a succession of major works. He resumed work on a fourth

piano concerto which he had begun sketching in 1804 and completed commissions

from Count Rasumovksy, Russian ambassador in Vienna, for a set of three string

quartets and from Count Oppersdorf for a symphony, his fourth, for which he was

paid 500 florins (a large amount but only a fraction of what he had received for the

Eroica which shows the true extent of Lobkowitz’s generosity). At the end of the

year he composed a violin concerto for a concert by Franz Clement, orchestra

leader at the Theater an der Wien, at whose benefit concert the previous year the

Eroica had received its first public performance. At the head of the autograph score

Beethoven wrote - “Concerto par Clemenza pour Clement - A concerto for Clement

out of forgiveness” – possibly indicating that he had exempted Clement from

responsibility for the artistic failure of the opera earlier in the year. It was finished

only two days before the performance on 23rd December and Clement had to sight

read most of it at the concert. The reviews were unfavourable although appreciation

of the work could not have been assisted by the fact that it was interrupted by the

interval and a display of theatrical tricks by Clement who played a work of his own

composition on one string with the violin upside down. It was eventually dedicated

to Stephan von Breuning and in a touching act of symmetry he also dedicated the

version he made for piano and orchestra to von Breuning’s wife, Julie on the

occasion of their marriage in 1808. During this year he seems to have finally
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overcome the social limitations he had imposed on himself on the onset of

deafness. A few words scrawled on the sketches of the final movement of the third

Rasumovksy quartet reads: “Even as you are now being drawn back into the vortex

of society, so in spite of all the social obstacles in your path, it is possible for you to

write. Your deafness is to be a secret no longer, not even in your Art. ”He no longer

felt shame or anxiety about his condition or feared that it would adversely affect his

reputation as a composer. He could now say aloud the words which he thought he

would never be able to utter in public: ‘Speak louder, shout, for I am deaf“.

Early in 1807 the British publication rights to a large number of Beethoven’s works

were sold to the London-based composer and piano manufacturer Muzio Clement

for £200 (the equivalent of 2000 florins), which must have eased his perpetual

worries about money (his annuity from Lichnowsky had by this time ceased,

probably at the time of their quarrel over his refusal to perform for his guests).

He received a major commission from Prince Esterházy to provide a mass for

performance on his wife’s name day. This was his first mass setting and knew it

would inevitably be compared with those which Haydn had produced for the

Princess’ anniversary on several previous occasions. Unfortunately the Mass in C

did not meet with Esterházy’s approval. “But my dear Beethoven what is this you

have done?” was his only public comment but privately he was said to be angry and

mortified, calling the work ridiculous and detestable and expressing doubts that it

could ever be performed properly. Perhaps he found Beethoven’s approach which

was very different to Haydn’s, was simply not to his taste or inappropriate to the

occasion. His doubts about it ever achieving a proper performance suggests not

only that its execution on that occasion had been flawed (there had been problems
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at the rehearsals which not all the singers had attended ) but Beethoven may once

again have misjudged what the available forces could achieve.

At the end 1807, Beethoven proposed to the Directors of the Imperial Theatres that

they offer him a contract under which he would compose one opera each year for

an salary of 2400 florins plus a third of all receipts for performances. This was a

very bold request considering that he had only one spectacular operatic failure to

his name and although one of the directors was Prince Lobkowitz whom he could

expect to be well disposed to him, another was Prince Esterházy with whom

relations were now strained. Whatever the Directorate thought of this request, it

made no official response to him. Beethoven is always regarded as the one of the

first “free lance” composers unfettered by the constraints imposed by association

with a patron or institution and therefore able to write according to the dictates of

his heart. Yet this was a position from which all his life he sought to escape and he

was constantly trying to secure a steady and regular source of income. He does not

seem to have been interested in money for its own sake – he was not extravagant,

and indeed as he grew older he spent less and less on his personal comfort – and he

was always very generous: to his friends, to his brothers and to various charities to

which he lent his works free of charge and often copied at his own expense for fund

raising performances. He had been able to rely on wealthy connoisseurs like

Lichnowsky, Lobkowitz or Oppersdorf effectively to subsidise the writing of larger

and more radical works which once successfully performed could proceed to

publication. However his recent experience with Esterházy’s Mass showed that what

he wished to write might not always find favour with his wealthy backers and the

difficulty he had in disposing of the publishing rights in the work gave a warning
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that he could not always take this source of income for granted.

At the end of 1808 he was finally given permission to hold a benefit concert and his

ambitious plans for this event  reveals  the deeply impractical and unrealistic aspect

of his nature. Each half of programme was to open with a new symphony: a

Symphony in F entitled “A Recollection of Life in the Country” and a Grand

Symphony in C minor (the order in which these works appeared in the programme

meant that the symphony now known as the Pastoral was advertised as the Fifth

Symphony) followed by a movements from the Mass in C. The Fourth Piano

Concerto concluded the first half and a Choral Fantasia the second. Beethoven

decided to write the Fantasia only at the last minute in order use all the forces -

choir, soloist orchestra and piano - which had been assembled for the rest of the

concert. Of all the works in this lengthy programme, only one, the concert aria Ah

Perfido written in 1796 had ever been performed in public. Things began to go

wrong at an early stage. Relations between Beethoven and the orchestral players

which were already strained following a dispute at a previous concert deteriorated

to the point that they refused to rehearse if he were present (this was not the first

time Beethoven had fallen out with his players – at his 1800 concert, his attempt to

replace their usual director with one of his choice caused a similar rebellion).

Beethoven was banished to an ante-room from where had to communicate his

instructions concerning the new and previously unheard works via the leader, with

whom he was still on speaking terms. He had engaged the soprano Anna Milder,

who had sung the role of Leonore in Fidelio to perform the aria, but she walked out

after a disagreement with him. Even the weather conspired against him: it was an

unusually cold December night and temperatures in the unheated theatre dropped
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to near freezing point. Accounts of the concert differ but all agree that things did

not run smoothly. The replacement soprano suffered a bad attack of stage fright

and sang very badly, and the performance of the Choral Fantasia broke down

altogether. For some reason which remain unclear, Beethoven who was playing the

piano part, found that he was not at the same point in the music as the orchestra,

and he was forced to call to a halt and restart the piece. None of those present have

left any account of the reception of the two new symphonies or whether the event

was well attended – there was another concert on the same evening – and so we do

not know if Beethoven reaped any financial reward from the multiple premiere of

some of his greatest works

The following year he seemed at last on the brink of achieving the financial security

he craved. At the end of 1807 he had been by Jerome Bonaparte, who had been

installed by his brother as King of Westphalia with an offer to become resident

Kapellmeister at his court in Kassel where he would oversee musical activity but be

free to spend his time in composition. Whether Beethoven ever had any intention of

actually taking up this position is unknown but he used the threat of his potential

departure (which he had already hinted at in his letter to the Directorate the

previous year ) as a lever to extract a counter offer from the Viennese musical

establishment. After negotiations carried out on his behalf by his friend Countess

Erdödy a contract was concluded on 1st March 1809 under which Beethoven agreed

to remain in Vienna or another imperial city (with the provison that he could

undertake the occasional concert tour) in return for a salary for life of 4000 florins a

year plus the guarantee of an annual benefit concert. The only obligation he had

was the not particularly onerous duty of organising a charity concert each year. In
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return his sponsors were to have the satisfaction of considering themselves “as

having a share in the authorship of his new larger works because they make it

possible for him to devote himself to such works and relieve him of the need to

attend to other duties”. The signatories of this contract and contributors to the

annuity were Prince Lobkowitz (700 florins), Prince Kinsky (1700 florins), and his

Imperial Highness Archduke Rudolph (1500 florins), Rudolph was a talented

pianist and he had received the dedication of the Fourth concerto and had taken the

piano part in the first performance of the Triple Concerto. He became Beethoven’s

piano pupil and was his only student of composition. Beethoven tempered his

outspoken egalitarianism in his dealings with Rudolph but although his letters

show appropriate  deference to the youngest brother of the emperor, they are

without obsequiousness and on one occasion when Rudolph had kept him waiting

for his lesson, he took his revenge by making him play a series of difficult and

painful exercises. For his regular visits to the royal palace Rudolph eventually had to

instruct the imperial servants that the usual protocols should be suspended in

Beethoven’s case.

Before Beethoven had time to enjoy his new found financial security, Vienna was

under threat of another French invasion which prompted Rudolph and the other

sponsors to withdrew from the city. This time the Austrians decided to defend

Vienna and on 11th –12 May it was subject to an intense bombardment from which

Beethoven was forced to take refuge in the cellar of his brother’s house, covering his

ears with cushions to protect his hearing from the noise. Life under the French

occupation was hard with food shortages and steep price increases and Beethoven,

who was also prevented from making his annual trip to the countryside, found
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composition impossible. During this period he was visited by Baron de Trémont

who has left the famous description of the dirty and disorderly  conditions under

which Beethoven was then living, complete with the unemptied chamber pot

beneath the piano. Beethoven was certainly not over fastidious in his domestic

arrangements but this snapshot of life in the midst of war should not be taken as

representing his habitual lifestyle.

Rudolph’s departure from Vienna prompted the composition, one of the very few of

his works in which the music can be related to specific events in his life. He

completed a sonata movement in E flat which he inscribed: “The Departure – on

4th May 1809 written from then heart to His Imperial Highness” and wrote out the

syllables “le-be-wohl“( farewell) over its first three notes. He later added two other

movements entitled Abwesenheit (Absence) and Das Wiedersehn (The Reunion)

and insisted that the references and dates be included in the published version to

anchor it to the event it commemorated. He was unhappy that the translation of the

title into French as “Les adieux”, by which the sonata is now generally known, gave

the impression of an impersonal and generalised farewell  rather than the specific

leave-taking of two individuals that he had in mind. Very few of the descriptive

titles which have become attached to his works, were given by Beethoven himself.

Two other pieces he completed in 1809, the Fifth Piano Concerto (also dedicated to

Rudolph) and the Op 74 string quartet (both in the E flat, a key which he favoured

during this period) are known by names applied to them by others. The “Emperor”

concerto was christened by Johann Cramer simply because he was struck by the

grandeur of its music. The quartet’s name “The Harp” stems from the prominent

use of pizzicato in the first movement which at least has the excuse of being
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obviously descriptive and does not impose damaging associations unintended by

the composer. In contrast the “evocative” title given to the Piano Sonata Op 27 no 2

by the poet Rellstab for whom it conjured up an image of moonlight on Lake

Lucerne now distorts perception of the sonata as a piece of romantic scene painting.

Any expectation that his annuity would relieve him of financial worries and allow

him the freedom to work on large scale works, was a short-lived. Neither Lobkowitz

or Kinsky, whose financial affairs were thrown into disarray by the war, were able to

make full payment for some time and Kinsky was killed in a riding accident before

the issue of his contribution was resolved, leaving Beethoven the delicate task of

writing to his widow to try to get her to honour his pledge. The Austrian paper

currency in which the annuity was paid became progressively devalued and was

finally re-established in 1811 at 20% of its original value. This reduced the original

generous allowance of 4000 florins to 800 florins in real terms on which at the

prevailing prices it was impossible for Beethoven to live. Rudolph agreed to adjust

his contribution to 1500 florins at the revised valuation but it took Beethoven some

time and effort to get the full value of his annuity restored. So it is perhaps not

surprising that during this period Beethoven was unable to turn his mind to “the

invention of larger works” which had been intention behind his award. He did

manage to produce a number of small scale works including the Op 97 Trio in B flat

known by virtue of its dedicatee as  the “Archduke”. At this time Beethoven also

began his long association with George Thomson of Edinburgh for whom he was to

produce eighteen sets of folk song settings over the next ten years.. His increasing

deafness was making public performance in ensemble works ever more

problematic. The composer Louis Spohr witnessed a disastrous rehearsal of the
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Archduke Trio in which Beethoven, unable to modulate the dynamics of his

performance either played so loudly that he drowned out the other instruments or

so softly as to be inaudible. When the Fifth Piano Concerto eventually received its

first Viennese performance in February 1812 (it had been premiered  in Leipzig

three months previously ) it was played by Beethoven’s pupil Carl Czerny, the first

time that Beethoven had not introduced a new concerto to the public himself. He

did not however retire from public performance altogether and later that year

appeared in a charity concert to raise funds after fire had partially destroyed the

town of Baden, in which he played with the Italian violinist Giovanni Polledro.

Presumably he was able to watch him closely for cues in a way that would have been

impossible if playing in a larger ensemble and Beethoven’s ability to read a

performance in this way is shown  by the fact that when his deafness was at its worst

he was still able to correct an errors in the playing of one of his late quartets simply

through observation of the players.

In 1811 and 1812 Beethoven sketched and completed two symphonies, his Seventh

and Eighth and incidental music for Kotzebue’s one act plays “The Ruins of Athens”

and “King Stephen”. He also finally met one of his great heroes, Goethe whose

poems he had first set to music as a youth and for whose play “Egmont” he had

written an overture and substantial musical interludes in 1810. Beethoven had a life

long interest in and passion for literature, both the classics of the past - Homer, the

Greek tragedians, Shakespeare and Ossian - and of more recent times - Schiller,

Herder, and Goethe. The point of contact between them was Bettina von Arnhim,

the sister of Antonie Brentano with whom both Beethoven and Goethe

corresponded. When the two giants of German culture met in Teplitz in the
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summer of 1812 they found themselves polar opposites in temperament. Goethe

made an acute assessment of Beethoven’s inability to accommodate himself to the

circumstances of everyday life: “His talent amazed me but unfortunately his is a

personality utterly lacking in self control. He may not be wrong thinking that the

world is odious but neither does such an attitude make it any more delectable for

himself or others”. Beethoven for his part was frustrated by Goethe’s adherence to

the conventions of polite society. They only met on this one occasion and

Beethoven ‘s dream of collaborating with Goethe on some great work never

materialised.

Wellington’s defeat of the French forces in Spain on 21st June 1813 was seen as the

turning point in the war against the Napoleonic Empire and to celebrate this event

Johann Maelzel, inventor of the metronome, who had also designed some not very

effective ear trumpets for Beethoven, asked him to devise music for his mechanical

orchestra, known as the panharmonicon. He wrote a short Victory Symphony for

the machine which with Maelzel’s encouragement he then orchestrated and

preceded with an introduction depicting the battle itself. The resulting work

“Wellingtons Sieg oder die Schlacht bei Vittoria” (Wellington’s Victory or the Battle

of Vittoria) was performed, together with the Seventh Symphony in December 1813

at a charity concert for war victims, with several eminent musicians in the orchestra

and Beethoven himself conducting. The concert was a huge success and was

repeated a few days later. Such was the public’s appetite for the new work that

Beethoven was granted two benefit concerts at which he repeated the Seventh and

gave the first performance of the Eighth Symphony. This was probably the most

concentrated presentation of his music to the public he had ever achieved. However
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since in Beethoven’s life there was rarely a silver lining that was not accompanied by

a cloud, he became involved in a bitter dispute with Maelzel over the rights in

Wellington’s Victory which was resolved only after protracted legal action. Public

enthusiasm for his music, albeit fuelled by popular acclaim for one of his more

eccentric works, led to renewed interest in a revival of Fidelio. Beethoven agreed but

on condition that he could make substantial revisions. Georg Treitschke, who had

known Beethoven for many years, made many significant changes to the dramatic

action and Beethoven thoroughly revised the score, composing yet another overture

(the fourth he had written for the piece) which unsurprisingly was not ready in

time for the first performance of the revised work on 23rd May 1814. This time the

opera achieved the success Beethoven had waited so long to achieve. Yet never one

to let well alone, Beethoven took the risk of reintroducing material that he had been

persuaded to cut from the 1806 revision, fortunately without adverse affect on its

popularity and so after nine years Fidelio, assumed its final form.

During the autumn of 1814 the emperor Franz hosted the Congress of Vienna at

which the allied powers convened to redraw the map of post Napoleonic Europe.

The city was filled with crowned heads and their entourages and elaborate

entertainments were mounted for their amusement and diversion. Beethoven

contributed a number of suitably patriotic and celebratory works including “Chor

auf die verbündeten Fürsten” (Chorus on the Allied Princes) and the cantata “Der

Glorreiche Augenblick” (The Glorious Moment) which caught the triumphalist

mood of the times. He was now probably the most famous composer in Europe and

basked in popularity in Vienna. He had not however composed a major work since

the completion of the Eighth symphony two years previously. There are various
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explanations for the long period of relative creative inactivity into which Beethoven

sank between 1812 and the beginning of 1819 when he embarked on the Missa

Solemnis. He did not stop writing altogether, working steadily on the folk song

arrangements for Thomson and producing  some small scale works - the piano

sonatas Op 90 and 101, the song cycle “An die Ferne geliebte” (To the Distant

Beloved), the cello sonatas Op 101 a few more ambitious ones - the cantata on

Goethe’s poems: “Meeresstille und Glückliche Fahrt” (Calm Sea and Prosperous

Voyage) and the Namensfeier overture each of which he completed only with

difficulty. The sketchbooks show him working on some major compositions - a

piano concerto and two symphonies - but he seemed unable to make headway with

any of them. His old patrons were disappearing – through death (Lichnowsky in

1814 and Lobkowitz in 1816) or bankruptcy (Rasumovksy but his annuity was

supposed to have freed him from the necessity to write to commission or with an

eye to publication. Perhaps this was the problem – the freedom to compose what he

liked when he liked may have had the effect of removing the external impetus - a

concert or commission - he needed to complete works in progress. He also seems to

have gone through what would now be termed a mid-life crisis during this period.

The Tagebuch (Diary) in which he began to record his thoughts together with other

private writings show him suffering bouts of intense depression, torment and self

doubt at this period. He was still frustrated by his solitary and unmarried  existence

and certain cryptic references in his diaries and letters have prompted speculation

that he may have visited prostitutes and suffered bouts of self-disgust as a

consequence. However the references are ambiguous and it is difficult to

disentangle what he might have contemplated doing from what he may actually

have done.
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In 1815 he took on a challenge that was to occupy him for the next five years to the

exclusion of virtually everything else. In November of that year, his brother Carl

died after a long illness leaving a widow Johanna and a nine year old son. Johanna

has been pregnant at the time of her marriage in 1806 and although Beethoven’s

reaction to their relationship is not recorded, his general views on personal morality

and sexual irregularity suggests that he would have considered Johanna an

unsuitable partner for Carl. His reaction in 1812 to the news that his other brother

Johann had formed a liaison with his housekeeper had been extreme. He travelled

to Linz where Johann lived and did his best to break up the relationship by all

means at his disposal including attempting to have the woman, Therese Obermeyer,

arrested by the authorities for immorality. His interference had had the opposite

effect to what he intended as Johann promptly married her. Carl had signed a

declaration a few years before that Beethoven should be sole guardian of his son

Karl in event of his death but on his deathbed, he changed his mind and appointed

Beethoven and Johanna in his will as co-guardians of the boy. This set in motion a

bizarre train of events which could have done nothing to ease the dying man’s final

hours. When Beethoven found out about this change of circumstances, he

persuaded Carl to reinstate him as sole guardian but during his absence from Carl’s

bedside, Johanna then prevailed upon her husband to add a codicil to the will

restoring her right to at least a share in Karl’s upbringing. When Beethoven learned

of its existence, he went off to recover it from the lawyer so it could be revoked

before Carl’s rapidly approaching death and may even have been absent on this

quest when Carl died. Beethoven immediately embarked on what turned into a

protracted legal battle to gain sole guardianship of his nephew. At all times during

this unedifying affair Beethoven maintained that he was acting in the best interest
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of the child, and considered that it was his sacred duty to ensure that he and not

Joanna was to have responsibility for the boy’s upbringing. His attitude to Johanna

which veers between vicious attacks on her character and expressions of regret at

her position and concern for her welfare, shows him to have become almost

unbalanced in pursuit of his goal. He even persuaded himself at one point that she

had been in some way responsible for her husband’s death. Johanna was cast in the

role of “the Queen of the Night”, whose child had been removed (although

kidnapped would not be too strong a word) by the wise and enlightened Sarastro

(Beethoven of course) to prevent her from being corrupted by her mother’s baser

nature. The ambiguities in Mozart’s and Schikaneder’s opera - Pamina is after all in

most immediate danger from Monostatos, a member of Sarastro’s entourage - can

be explained if necessary (although it is not) by that the fact that it is a fairy tale.

The real-life battle between Beethoven and Johanna over Karl became a long

drawn-out nightmare for all concerned and a source of gossip and scandal in

Vienna. Beethoven immediately petitioned the Lansdrechte (the court which had

jurisdiction in cases involving the nobility) to have Johanna removed as co-

guardian. His case rested partly on legal arguments: the codicil had been signed

under coercion, and had been illegally removed to prevent the possibility of its

revocation. But what he was really concerned to establish was that Johanna was

unfit to act as guardian to her son and he took steps to unearth details of her

involvement some years previously in an embezzlement, which had almost led to

her receiving a prison sentence. The court found in his favour in February 1816 and

Beethoven lost no time in removing Karl from his mother and placing him in a

boarding school where she was permitted see him at regular but infrequent

intervals and always at Beethoven’s discretion. Johanna petitioned  to have her
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rights as restored and the arguments between the two rivals descended into

personal attacks. Beethoven levelled accusations of dishonesty and immorality

against Johanna – he more or less accused her of prostituting herself at the Artist

Ball - and Johanna responded that Beethoven’s ill health, deafness and bachelor

status disqualified him from being able to provide adequate care for the child. Each

insinuated that the other’s treatment of the child was in some way  abusive. Karl was

moved from one educational establishment to another and when he ran away to his

mother was forcibly removed by the police. Eventually the Landsrechte – possibly

with some relief - took the opportunity to disengage itself from the case after

Beethoven had accidentally let it slip that he was not in fact a member of the

nobility. Although Beethoven had never actually claimed he was of noble birth he

had never taken the trouble to contradict those who assumed this was the case.

Beethoven’s name was of Flemish origin and so the “van” simply indicated the

family’s rural origins (in this case probably the “beet field” - beethofen) and had

none of the connotations inherent in the German “von”. It was therefore a source of

humiliation to him when the case was demoted to a lower court. It was also a blow

to his hopes as the Magistrate Court which was now in charge of the matter, was

much less inclined to look with sympathy upon his case and revoked his

guardianship. His sought a final adjudication from the Court of Appeal and, in the

draft memorandum he compiled for it he lists Johanna’s shortcomings as a mother

and an individual at some length - she is “as stupid as she is depraved”- accuses the

Magistrates Court of deluded prejudice against him and hints at an improper

association between its members and Johanna. Only as an afterthought does he set

out the advantages to Karl of being in his care. He took care to mention his close

relationship with Archduke Rudolph and nominated Karl Peters, tutor to Prince
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Lobkowitz’s children to act as his co-guardian and it was probably these factors that

swayed the court into finally confirming Beethoven as Karl’s guardian in 1820. This

protracted and bitter dispute shows little of the best and a great deal of the worst of

Beethoven character. He believed that it was his “sacred duty” to care for his nephew

and was prepared to fulfil that duty however much pain and suffering it brought

him. He also genuinely considered that it was in the best interests of the boy to be

removed from his mother’s influence. Yet although Johanna was by no means a

moral paragon, his character assassination of her and his total disregard for her

rights and feelings as a mother is inexcusable (even when judged by the standards of

the day).

Despite most of his time and energy being consumed by family matters, Beethoven

managed to complete the Hammerklavier sonata (Op106) in 1818, the first major

work in terms of scope and originality which he had written in six years and which

ushered in the great works of his ‘late period’ – the Missa Solemnis, the Diabelli

Variations, the Op 111 Sonata and the five quartets. Rudolph’s appointment as

Archbishop of Olmutz in 1819 had prompted Beethoven begin work on a mass to

be performed at his enthronement ceremony, which was due to take place in March

1820. He had little over a year in which to complete it and Rudolph probably did

not seriously expect it to be ready for the ceremony. In the end he received his

presentation copy of the score in March 1823, three years after the occasion on

which it should have been performed. Beethoven soon realised himself that he had

no realistic chance of completing it on time and turned his attention to other works.

Karl’s education and support were becoming a considerable drain on his resources

and he began the rapid production of smaller pieces for immediate publication. To



I.54

provide for Karl’s’ long term future he had invested his savings in bank shares to a

total value of 10,000 florins and so his immediate need for money  was acute. He

began to revise old and previously unpublished works for sale and entered into

complicated negotiations with his publishers over rights in the still incomplete mass.

His dealings in this matter show him in a not entirely favourable light as he offered

the rights in it to a succession of publishers increasing the price on each occasion. To

squeeze the last drop of potential income from the work he offered deluxe

manuscript copies of the score for fifty ducats and spent a considerable amount of

time and effort canvassing subscriptions for and preparing this special edition (all of

which took time which might otherwise have been spent composing).

Beethoven’s late works may be among the greatest and most profound works of art

but they were brought into existence as much by the need to earn money as to satisfy

a desire for creative expression and in November 1822 he received two commissions

which were to provide the last masterpieces. In 1817 he had accepted an invitation

from the Philharmonic Society of London to produce two new symphonies for

performance in his presence or under his direction in London the following year.

However he managed to make little headway on them before it was obvious that

neither would be completed in time for the 1818 season. Illness and the continuing

legal tussle over Karl affair no doubt prevented him from concentrating fully on them

but it is possible that the restoration of his annuity to more or less its full value at

around the same time may also have played a part in his failure to complete them, by

removing the financial necessity for him to do so. Five years later the situation was

different and the firm offer of £50 from the Philharmonic Society for a new

symphony had the desired effect. The idea of incorporating voices into an orchestral

work had been on his mind since the experiment of the Choral Fantasia of 1808 and
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he incorporated this concept into the new symphony for London, choosing as his text

Schiller’s Ode to Joy a poem, which he had first contemplated setting in 1793. Work

on the symphony was interrupted by further bouts of illness and the possibility of a

collaboration on another opera with the poet Franz Grillparzer, but by February 1824

it was finally ready for performance. Dissatisfied with the recent reception of his

music in Vienna, he let it be known that he was considering holding the premiere of

his new work in Berlin where he felt it might be better appreciated. This had the

effect of galvanising Viennese music lovers into presenting a gratifyingly flattering

petition in which they urged him to reconsider. Preparations for the Grand Concert

at which the Ninth Symphony was to be performed along with the overture “Die

Weihe des Hauses” (The Consecration of the House), and the Missa Solemnis, did

not run smoothly. The religious authorities objected to the performance of sacred

music in a theatre and eventually only the Kyrie, Credo and Agnus Dei were played

under the guise of “Latin hymns”, thus depriving Beethoven of the chance to hear a

performance of his great mass in its entirety. Two of the soloists had to be replaced

because they were unable to sing their parts and bureaucratic difficulties over the

venue and date meant that the concert was in doubt until the last moment.

Beethoven as ever suspected a conspiracy against him and his feelings are summed up

in a series of curt notes he sent to his friends just before the scheduled date. That to

Count Moritz Lichnowsky (brother of his old patron) reads in its entirety: ”I despise

treacheries. Do not visit me again. Concert not taking place.” Eventually all obstacles

were surmounted and on 7th May 1824 the concert was held in the Royal Imperial

Court Theatre before a packed house. Beethoven by this stage was too deaf to direct

but he took up a position beside the conductor so he could set the tempo for each

movement. This meant that he had his back to the audience and gave rise to the



I.56

famous and moving scene on the reception of the Ninth Symphony in which the

soprano, Caroline Unger, tugged gently at his sleeve to attract his attention before

turning him round so he could at least see the wildly applauding audience he was

unable to hear. This event undoubtedly happened but it is not certain whether it took

place at the end of the symphony or after the second movement Scherzo which was

also applauded with calls for a repetition. If the latter, it is possible that Beethoven

was aware of the audience reaction (his deafness was never total ) but did not wish to

interrupt the work’s progress by acknowledging it at that point. The concert was a

critical and popular success but a financial disaster – the high costs of mounting it

had eaten heavily into the profits and Beethoven suspected he had been cheated. He

vented his anger on his friends who had been involved in the arrangements and

several of them walked out of the dinner which had been organised to celebrate the

event. A repeat performance was put on a few weeks later in a larger venue and with a

slightly altered programme but proved even more disastrous in financial terms

without the compensatory popular success enjoyed by the previous concert. A

combination of high ticket prices and the fact that many people had already left for

the country meant that on the last occasion Beethoven’s works were played in public

during his lifetime it was to a half-empty house.

The other commission he received in November 1822 was from Prince Nikolas

Galitzin for a set of up to three string quartets, a medium into which Beethoven had

not ventured since the isolated Op 97 “Quartett Serioso” of 1810. Earlier that year,

he had offered a quartet to one of his publishers but this suggestion was not taken

up and since Beethoven seldom composed simply for the sake of it, he put aside the

sketches on which he had been working. But Galitzin’s commission and the fee of
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fifty ducats per quartet prompted him to return to them (had Galitzin decided to

commission a symphony instead then Beethoven’s Tenth may well have replaced the

five last quartets as his final masterpiece! The completion and publication of the

Missa Solemnis and Ninth Symphony prevented him from turning his full attention

to the quartets until 1824 but once he got into his stride, he found that the facility

had returned. In addition to the three quartets for Galitzin, he wrote two others in

part to satisfy his publishers with whom as with the Missa Solemnis, he had

indulged in some questionable negotiating strategies. Those who believe that the

sublimity of the late quartets could only be the product of a consciousness remote

from all worldly considerations should read Beethoven’s correspondence with his

publishers on the subject. Two of the quartets contain rare allusions to the external

world. The slow movement of the Op 132 C minor is entitled “Sacred song of

thanks from a Convalescent to the Godhead, in the Lydian Mode” and has obvious

connections with his recovery from the serious illness he had suffered in the spring

of 1825 during its composition. The references in the Op 135 quartet in F are more

enigmatic. The final movement bears the heading “Der schwer gefasste Entschluss”

(The Very Difficult Decision) and against the opening musical phrases are written

the words “Muss es sein? Es muss sein!” (Must it be? It must be!). This recalls the

opening bars of the Lebewohl Sonata but in that case, Beethoven’s intent is clear.

Whether it embodied a profound statement on the inexorability of destiny or was

simply one of Beethoven’s jokes has been the subject of much speculation. Moritz

Schlesinger, who published Op 135 after Beethoven’s death, claimed that Beethoven

had confessed enormous difficulty in completing the quartet, with the question and

answer reflecting the resolution of his inner struggles. But although this quartet

was, in fact, Beethoven’s last completed work, he had no idea of this at the time and
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Schlesinger’s story seems designed to lend gravity and significance to this fact after

the event. An alternative and more down-to-earth explanation is that it relates to an

incident in which an official called Ignaz Dembscher wished to arrange a private

performance of one of the earlier quartets (Op130) at his own house but without

having paid to attend the official premiere of the work. Beethoven’s response to

Dembscher’s reluctance to pay a fee, was to compose a canon on the words “Es

muss sein!” on the relevant notes of the quartet. Whether this incident gave him the

idea to open the quartet’s finale with a musical question and answer or the canon

was derived from music he had already sketched for it, this story suggests that,

whatever the interpretation placed on the final movement’s opening bars, his

intention was not entirely serious. Beethoven did however experience great

emotional trauma during the period of its composition. His relations with Karl who

was now nineteen and attending university had become increasingly strained. They

argued a great deal over matters that divide all fathers and adolescent sons - the

need to work harder, to spend less money, to break off with unsuitable friends, to

choose a suitable career - and although Beethoven as always had Karl’s best interests

at heart, his approach to these issues was somewhat overbearing. Karl eventually

found himself unable to cope and in a melodramatic gesture attempted suicide. In

all probability he never intended actually to kill himself – he tried twice to shoot

himself in the head but missed completely with the first shot and received a

superficial wound in the temple from the second. Naturally the incident had a

devastating effect on Beethoven but it is impossible to guess so from the music of

Op 135 and this highlights the extent to which he was able to separate the events of

his personal life from his music.
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These upheavals in his personal life did not interrupt his work and in addition to

the Op 135 quartet, he undertook a four-hand piano version of the final movement

of the Op 130 B flat quartet, which had been published at the beginning of the year.

Piano arrangements of quartets were becoming popular as a way of making them

more accessible to a wider audience, but when his publisher asked Beethoven for an

arrangement of the massive fugue with which the Op 130 quartet ends, he declined.

He had no objection to this being done by someone else but once he saw the results,

he changed his mind and decided to undertake the task himself. This movement

had been the subject of controversy since the first performance of the quartet in

March 1826. Its massive length – it is as long as many entire quartets - and the

density and complexity of the fugal ideas led some to dismiss it as the confused

product of a composer no longer able to gauge the effect of what he could not hear.

Beethoven was equally dismissive of such views, referring to those who had failed to

appreciate his great fugue as asses and cattle. However he seems to have had second

thoughts on the effectiveness of this movement as the conclusion to an already

extremely long piece and when it was suggested to him that he might replace it with

another movement he agreed with surprisingly little argument. Beethoven was

always aware of the difficulty of some of his music and the effect it might have on

players and audience. He had inserted a note in the published edition of the Eroica

Symphony recommending that because of its length it should be played towards the

beginning of a concert programme when the audience was fresh and he sanctioned

the publication of the massive Hammerklavier Sonata in various truncated versions

to make it more accessible. He often is reported as saying of certain of his works

that they would be appreciated only by future ages. This was not to imply that he

was wilfully writing beyond the comprehension of his audience – he was simply
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acknowledging that the originality of his works would be hard to grasp

immediately. He would not compromise his artistic principles either by writing

“easy” music, unless this was the object of the exercise, or to render a piece more

appropriate for its circumstances (as was probably the case with the early cantatas

an the Mass in C). But he was concerned that his music should have an audience

and his decision to write a new movement for the Op 130 quartet shows that he was

aware that this would increase the chance of that happening. The original finale

movement took on an independent existence as the Op 133 Grosse Fuge. The

modern practice of restoring the Grosse Fuge to its place as the concluding

movement of Op 130, although in line with Beethoven original conception does

run contrary to his final intentions. Beethoven,unlike for example Bruckner who

was all too easily persuaded to make changes to his music against his better

judgement, rarely did anything he did not wish to do, so the second less magisterial

finale must be taken as his final word on the quartet.

At the end of the summer of 1826 Karl was discharged from hospital and was

making plans to join the army, a choice of career about which Beethoven had strong

reservations but now felt unable to oppose. In an attempt to assist his recuperation,

Beethoven took him to visit his brother Johann and his wife. They lived on a

country estate at Gneixendorf some distance from Vienna which Johann had

bought with the proceeds of the sale of his pharmacy business in Linz. He had

originally purchased the business in 1808, with the help of a loan from his brother

but recently the position had been reversed and Beethoven had been in debt to

Johann, a source of considerable friction between them. Beethoven found his

brother’s pretensions amusing and when Johann signed himself “Johann van
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Beethoven Landowner”, he is supposed to have responded by signing himself

“Ludwig van Beethoven Brainowner”.

This family reunion was not without its tensions but this did not prevent Beethoven

composing the replacement movement for Op 130 and making a start on a String

Quintet. However as winter approached Beethoven felt the need to return to Vienna

and rejecting the offer of permanent board and lodging with his brother (not an

altruistic gesture on Johann’s part as he proposed charging him 40 florins a month)

Beethoven and Karl set out on 1st December. They travelled in an open carriage (it

is uncertain as to whether this was all Johann would provide) and spent the night in

an unheated inn with the result that Beethoven arrived back in Vienna suffering

from a feverish chill. There were critical delays in providing him with medical

attention, Karl was slow to realise the seriousness of his uncle’s condition and

Beethoven’s usual doctors were unavailable - one refused to attend because

Beethoven had been extremely rude to him on his last visit. By the time he was

finally seen by a doctor on 5th December he was suffering from pneumonia and

although he rallied briefly he soon suffered a relapse. The onset of jaundice and

dropsy, both symptomatic of a failing liver, was the beginning of the end. During

his last miserable months he showed a calm stoicism and equanimity rarely before

displayed in his tempestuous and temperamental life. On four occasions the fluid

accumulating in his body had to be drained from an incision in his abdomen, a

painful operation without anaesthetic but which seemed to give him some relief.

One of his doctors Giovanni Malfatti, uncle of his old love Therese, prescribed iced

punch and although alcohol was the last thing he should have been taking in his

condition, this eased his pain. Beethoven sent a request to one of his publishers,
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Schott of Mainz, for some of his favourite Moselle wine which unfortunately

arrived just before his death, prompting his last recorded words: “Pity, pity. Too

late.” His final weeks were cheered by the a gift of the complete works of Handel, his

favourite composer, which he studied while his strength remained. He still made

plans for new compositions, including a requiem and a work on Goethe’s Faust, and

promised a new symphony “already sketched” to the Philharmonic Society which

on learning of his condition had sent him £100. Karl had left to join the army in

early January and did not see his uncle again but Stephan von Breuning was a

frequent visitor with his thirteen year old son Gerard who has left a touching

account of Beethoven’s last days. As the end drew near, he was persuaded to take the

last sacraments although this was probably more to please those around him than

for his own solace. Beethoven had a strong and enduring faith in a personal God

but was never an adherent of organised religious practice. One of his final lucid

comments was: “Plaudite amici, comoedia finita est“ (Applaud, my friends, for the

comedy is over). On 24th March he sank into a coma which lasted two days. On the

afternoon of 26th March, a violent thunderstorm struck Vienna and at 5.45 pm

there was a sudden flash of lightning and peal of thunder. Beethoven opened his

eyes (thus proving that even at the end some hearing was left to him) raised his arm

with fist clenched and died. It was exactly forty nine years to the day and the hour

since he made his public debut as a musician on the concert platform in Cologne.

The autopsy revealed the cause of death to be complications arising from liver and

kidney failure. The doctors sawed the temporal bones which contained the inner

and outer ear structures, out of his skull and had these been preserved to modern

times they might just have provided a clue as to the cause of his deafness. However



I.63

these precious relics soon disappeared from view and supposedly ended up in

London were in a rather unlikely twist of fate they were destroyed in a German air

raid during the Second World War. It was common practice to remove a lock of hair

from the departed to keep as memento but Beethoven’ s corpse became the object

of overenthusiastic souvenir hunters and was virtually shorn before the coffin was

finally closed. Some of the surviving strands of hairs have been subjected to analysis

which shows that he definitely did not suffer from syphilis (a common conjecture as

a contributory factor to his deafness). This analysis did, however, reveal there had

been high concentration of lead in his system from his early years giving rise to

speculation that his violent mood swings throughout his life may have been the

result of its progressively toxic effect. At his funeral on 29th March 1827 an

estimated twenty thousand people - ten percent of the population of Vienna at the

time - watched the coffin (with Schubert as one of the torchbearers) progress from

his final lodging, the Schwarzspanierhaus to the Währing cemetery where a funeral

oration by Grillparzer was read. While paying tribute to his extraordinary gifts as a

creative artist, Grillparzer also reminded his listeners of Beethoven’s humanity, with

all its  attended foibles, frailties and eccentricities:

“He was an artist but he was also a man a human being in the most perfect sense of

the word. Because he withdrew from the world, they called him hostile and because

he shunned sentimentality, unfeeling. No! One who knows himself to be firm does

not flee. He who is oversensitive avoids the display of feeling. If he fled from the

world it was because in the depths of his loving nature he found no weapon against

it. If he withdrew from mankind, it was because he had given his all and received

nothing in return. He remained alone because he found no second self. Yet until

death he preserved a human heart for all humanity; a fatherly affection for his kin
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and his possessions and lifeblood for the whole world. Thus he was and thus he

died and thus will he live for all time.”
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