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The death of Joseph II on 20th February1790 was particularly mourned by the

members of the Lesegesellschaft, the literary society that was the focal point in

Bonn of the liberal and enlightened attitudes which Joseph had fostered throughout

the empire. They decided to commission a cantata to honour his memory and

turned to the nineteen-year old Beethoven to provide a musical setting of a text by

Severin Anton Averdonck (who by coincidence was the brother of the girl with

whom Beethoven had shared the platform at his concert debut in 1783). This was

Beethoven’s first major commission – his musical duties at court did not, unlike

Mozart’s in Salzburg, include the provision of music for official occasions - and

represented both a challenge and an opportunity for him. Although he had no

experience of writing on this scale, he had spent the previous two years in the

orchestra of the court theatre and so would have had at least a practical knowledge

of working with singers, chorus and large orchestral forces. The scheduled date for

the performance was 19th March 1790 but for unspecified reasons, it never took

place. The players and singers may have found the work too difficult to rehearse and

perform and certainly an attempt by the Bonn court orchestra to mount a

performance the following year was abandoned for that reason. However given the

extremely short period between the news of Joseph’s death and the proposed

performance date, it is very likely that Beethoven simply did not complete it in time

(not the last occasion this would happen). However, the fact that he was

subsequently commissioned to write a second cantata to celebrate the accession of
Leopold II suggests that he escaped blame or at least censure for this. Beethoven

never published either of the cantatas, probably because he no longer possessed the

scores, but he used the Joseph Cantata in particular as a source of material for later

works, most obviously in Fidelio, in which the cantata’s sombre introductory music
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reappears at the opening of Act II and the setting of the words “ Da stiegen die

Menschen ans Licht” at the point where Leonore frees Florestan from his chains.

Neither work received a public performance in Beethoven’s lifetime and the Joseph

Cantata eventually had its premiere in 1884 when Brahms declared: “Even if there

were no name on the title page none other could be conjectured! It is Beethoven

through and through! 

Beethoven’s only oratorio, Christus am Ölberg (Christ on the Mount of Olives) Op

85, was composed rapidly in the spring of 1803 for his benefit concert in April of

that year. As with so many of his works which were written to meet a performance

deadline, it was completed just in time and he was still writing or at least copying

out the trombone parts early on the morning of the performance. Beethoven was

following Haydn’s example in producing an oratorio on biblical material for the

Easter concert season (The Seven Last Words of Christ, The Creation and The

Seasons had been performed in 1796, 1798 and 1801 respectively) but his choice of

subject matter – Christ’s’ moment of doubt and anguish in the Garden of

Gethsemane before his arrest - is unusual and may have been prompted by his

emotional crisis over and final acceptance of the fact of his deafness. Beethoven

commissioned the text from a minor poet Franz Xaver Huber and similarities

between its language and that of the Heiligenstadt Testament suggest that he

influenced or even contributed to it. Although he recognised the text’s shortcomings,

he was very reluctant to accept any of the changes suggested by Breitkopf and Härtel,

when the work was eventually published in 1811, maintaining that the music and the

words formed an integral and coherent whole, notwithstanding the inadequacy of

the latter. The music is rather operatic in its style, reflecting Beethoven’s recent
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studies with Salieri, and he later expressed doubts about the propriety of setting the

words of Christ, a tenor rather than the more usual bass or baritone, in such a

theatrical fashion. Indeed Christ’s duet with the unbiblical Seraph, introduced into

the story to provide a female voice could be taken for an operatic love duet. The

work has considerable dramatic force - the first version included stage directions –

and the approach and entry of the arresting soldiers, culminating in their cry of

“Hier ist er!”, apparently had a great effect on the original audience.

The Mass in C (Op 86) was commissioned by Prince Nikolaus Esterházy for

performance on the occasion of his wife’s name day in early September 1807 and

Beethoven was well aware that his first attempt at a mass setting would be

compared with the six masses previously produced by Haydn for the celebration of

that event. Beethoven was understandably nervous at this prospect and admitted as

much when he wrote to the Prince in July, promising delivery of the work by the

20th of August 1807, perilously close to the performance date. He gave various

excuses for the delay including his recent illness and even sent the Prince a copy of a

letter from his doctor to confirm this fact, which shows how anxious he must have

felt about his reputation for unpunctuality. In the event, the first performance at

Eisenstadt on 13th September (the first Sunday after the Princess Maria’s name day)

was not a success, possibly because it received inadequate rehearsal, and the Prince

made no secret of the fact that he thoroughly disliked what Beethoven had written.

Beethoven, who was himself aggrieved that he had been given what he considered

to be substandard accommodation at Eisenstadt, was in no mood to be conciliatory.

He did not present the score to Esterházy and when it was eventually published in

1811 it was dedicated to Prince Kinsky.
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“From the heart – may it return to the heart”: these words written at the head of the

Missa Solemnis underline the importance to Beethoven of this work which he

considered among his greatest. It was conceived in early 1819 for performance at

the installation of Archduke Rudolph as Archbishop of Olmutz in March 1820 and

marked his return to the composition of large scale works after a long period of

relative creative inactivity. However his careful preparation and the sheer scale on

which he conceived the work meant that it was only completed in 1822 and

Rudolph had to wait until 1823 to receive his presentation copy. Beethoven later

said that his intention was to awaken and permanently instil religious feeling in

those who heard or performed it and he spent time studying the liturgy and making

exact translations of the Latin text to help him embody the meaning and

associations of the words in the music  The Missa Solemnis abounds in vivid

musical imagery including the massive sonorities that always accompany references

to God, the rising figure at mention of the resurrection and the sudden drop on the

words “descendit de coelis” in the Credo and the fluttering flute accompaniment to

“et incarnatus est“ conjuring up the dove of the Holy Spirit. Not every part of the

mass is treated with the equal weight and Beethoven is concise and expansive by

turns, disposing of the closing section the Credo in 22 bars before embarking on an

extended fugal treatment of the final five words. The Kyrie is perhaps the most

conventional part of the Missa Solemnis in terms of a traditional mass setting

possibly because it was written when he still had some hope that it might be ready

for its original ecclesiastical purpose. However, much of the rest of the work

transcends its liturgical context and shows Beethoven at his most daring and

experimental, notably in the orchestral Praeludium section of the Sanctus, evoking

the organ improvisation at the consecration of the Host which usually occurs a this
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point in the mass and which Beethoven himself may have provided many years

before in the chapel at Bonn, the concerto -style violin solo in the Benedictus and

the dramatic martial interruptions in the “Dona nobis pacem” section of the Agnus

Dei. Beethoven never witnessed a complete performance of the Missa Solemnis

although the Kyrie, Credo and Agnus Dei were played at the concert in May 1824 at

which the Ninth Symphony received its premiere. The first complete performance

had been staged the previous year in St Petersburg by Prince Galtitzin, using one of

the special editions of the score that Beethoven had produced as a means of

deriving additional income from the work.

The few major choral works Beethoven produced fall neatly into the three

traditional periods into which his compositions are traditionally divided - the

imperial cantatas into the early period, the oratorio and the Mass in C the middle

period and the Missa Solemnis ushering in the great works of the late period.

However, during the period between the completion of the Eighth Symphony in

1812 and the commencement of the Missa Solemnis, in which his musical output

was otherwise very limited he did manage to produce a number of pieces for voices

for performance in connection with the Congress of Vienna in 1814 of which the

cantata “Der glorreiche Augenblick” (The Glorious Moment) Op 136, is the most

spectacular. The work, on the bombastic text of Alois Weissenbach, catches the

prevailing patriotic and triumphalist mood at what was thought (pre-Waterloo) to

be the final downfall of Napoleon and the very specific circumstances of its

composition as a piece d’occasion – with the personification of Vienna addressing

the European nations whose heads of state were present in the concert hall at the

premiere - have probably led to its subsequent neglect. The work is scored on a
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large scale for mixed choir including children and a quartet of soloists (tenor, bass

and two sopranos) and has significant concertante parts for solo cello and violin.

The other work of more lasting importance dating from this period is the Op 112

cantata “Meeresstille und glückliche Fahrt” (Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage).

This is a setting for four part chorus and orchestra of two poems by Goethe

describing a becalmed ship and its onward voyage as the wind returns. Beethoven

began sketching the work in 1813 but found himself becalmed in the midst of its

composition and did not manage to complete it until 1815.

Apart from the final movement of the Ninth Symphony, Beethoven’s other

significant work involving chorus is the Choral Fantasia (Op 80). This was written

as a last minute addition to the massive concert of December 1808 where it was

intended to provide the grand finale involving all the forces – chorus, soloists,

orchestra and piano – which had been employed in the rest of the programme.

After a long improvisatory passage for solo piano (extemporised by Beethoven at

the performance) there is a hesitant exchange, between piano and orchestra which

leads into a series of variations on a theme taken from the (then) unpublished song

“Gegenliebe” dating from 1794-5. The similarity between the theme that of the Ode

to Joy is marked as is the manner in which the voices are introduced into what had

been up to that point a purely instrumental work and Beethoven later explicitly

acknowledged the Choral Fantasia as the forerunner to that work. The text, which is

different from the song from which the music is taken, has been attributed to

Christoph Kuffner, for whose tragedy “Tarpeja” of 1813 Beethoven provided a

Triumphal March (WoO2a). However its absence from Kuffner’s collected works,

has led to doubt as to its source and other suggestions of its authorship include



XVI.8

Georg Treitschke, who produced the final revision of the libretto for Fidelio, and

even Beethoven himself.
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