











Beethoven Confidential and Brahms Gets Laid



With such legendary films as Elgar, Delius: Song of Summer, Mahler and Lisztomania, Ken Russell long ago blew apart the notion that classical composers were as solemn in their private lives as in their music. In these new novel-biographies, based on the known facts of two of the greatest musicians that ever lived, he goes a step further, reinterpreting the lives of Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827) and Johannes Brahms (1833–1897) for the printed page with his customary wit, imagination and irreverence. His biographical novels are simultaneously revealing and boisterously entertaining – occasionally outrageous and iconoclastic.


The gestation of Beethoven Confidential included a film script in which Jodie Foster and Glenda Jackson were to be the leading ladies and Anthony Hopkins was to play the deaf composer. Here Russell relates one of the most bizarre and compelling detective yarns of all time, in which the mystery of the identity of Beethoven’s secret love, the ‘Immortal Beloved’, is at long last revealed.


Brahms, renowned for three B’s – beer, beard and belly – appears in a new light in Brahms Gets Laid. Born in Hamburg’s red-light district and playing piano in brothels in his formative years, the doughty bachelor, who enjoyed a quiet beer in the evening as well as walks in the Black Forest, was no shrinking violet, being full of white-hot passion and sensuality. And, of course, his complex emotional relationship with Clara, wife of his musician friend Robert Schumann, is well known. As the author himself says, ‘Hold on to your hats for the sex romp of the (nineteenth) century.’


 


KEN RUSSELL was born in 1927 and spent most of his childhood watching Hollywood films. For a number of years, he created for BBC Television’s Monitor arts series award-winning drama-documentaries on such musical subjects as Elgar and Delius. He later turned to the big screen and made a string of unforgettable films including Women in Love, The Music Lovers, The Devils, The Boyfriend, Tommy and Altered States. He also directed a number of innovative opera productions from Madam Butterfly and La Bohème to Gounod’s Faust (available on DVD). He died in 2011.
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For Elize





Preface



BEETHOVEN GETS LAID started life as a play by my co-author Jo Nolan, a talented author/actor who sent it to me proposing we turn her work of art into a screenplay. Inspired by her fascinating treatment of the subject in terms of drama and humour, I was also intrigued by the story of the rivalry between two would-be biographers in the quest for the ‘Immortal Beloved’ – Beethoven’s secret love. It was a wonderful whodunit or, to be more precise, ‘whowasit’.


In next to no time we had produced a script, found a producer, our German locations and our cast – which included Jodie Foster, Glenda Jackson and Anthony Hopkins as the deaf genius. The only thing we did not find was the money – so the film was never made. Disaster, horror, tragedy – two years’ work for nothing!


But such an original conception about one of the greatest musical geniuses of all time was too good to waste, so here it is in print – one of the most bizarre and compelling detective yarns of all time. And here we have not one private eye but two – personal friends of Beethoven, pitted against each other in a race to reveal the mystery they still say could never be solved. And they were right – until now.


Of course Bach, Beethoven and Brahms, the three big names in classical music today are the same as they were well over a century ago, and so far there are no signs of any change in that great triumvirate, though Brahms was also renowned for three Bs of his own – beer, beard and belly.


Tradition has it that he died a confirmed bachelor and a respected pillar of society, who liked nothing better than a pint at the local after an evening of music-making and a walk through the Black Forest at weekends with his mates. And he was kind to his mum, respectful of his dad and probably one of the most reliable baby-sitters of all time.


But what of his sex life? What sex life? Surely this cosy old soul was above such stuff as babies are made of? Really? Have you listened to his music? Agreed, the Academic Festival Overture paints a picture of the beer-swilling Brahms, full of student bonhomie, whom we have come to know and love, but take a listen to the inner movements of his Third Symphony for a sensuality that is hard to beat. If it’s white hot passion you’re after, try the opening of the First Symphony and tell me if that doesn’t have balls. And surely there’s a section in the Fourth that can only be the sex act set to music.


Brahms probably knew more about sex than any composer before or since. After all, he was born in the red-light district of Hamburg and spent his formative years playing honky-tonk piano in every whorehouse in town. Well, not all of them, perhaps, but he certainly knew his way around.


This knowledge set me thinking, as did my investigation into his close association with that insane genius of the keyboard Robert Schumann and his psychologically disturbed wife and kids. So hold on to your hats for the sex romp of the (nineteenth) century.





ONE


The Skull


VIENNA, 28 MARCH 1827


BEETHOVEN, DRAPED IN a sheet, lies dead on a piano. He is surrounded by the shambles in which he perpetually lived. Frugal furniture, shabby curtains, a rickety four-poster, crates of wine, boxes of manuscript paper and piles of clothing. The place suggests a junk shop rather than a respectable apartment in the tenement where the composer spent his last remaining days.


Dr Warwuch, an elderly and highly respected physician, is preparing for the autopsy. He will shortly be making an incision above Beethoven’s left ear. But first the head must be shaved, and he sharpens a razor.


Near by, Danhauser, a round-shouldered little man, and his skeletal assistant Tantfl are stirring a mixture from which the death mask will be made. Danhauser regards Dr Warwuch with mistrust.


‘Don’t mess him up too much or they’ll never recognize him,’ he urges. ‘I’ve seen your autopsies before.’


‘I am about to probe the secret of his genius for the benefit of humanity,’ proclaims Dr Warwuch. ‘You are about to create a superficial effigy for the morbid to gape at in some tawdry waxworks for the benefit of your own pocket. Pray desist.’


While Danhauser scowls and stirs his plaster more violently a dapper little man whom it transpires is an auctioneer politely takes the razor out of the doctor’s hand, examines the blade and turns to his bespectacled assistant who is cataloguing the effects.


‘Item: one razor, finest Ruhr steel, property Ludwig van Beethoven. Actually used to shave the deceased.’ He returns it to the doctor. ‘Not absolutely essential. You clean it after use. Thank you, doctor.’


His assistant hands the auctioneer a dog-eared notebook.


‘There are twenty-six of these, sir, full of scribble. Shall I dispose of them in one lot?’


‘Good heavens, no,’ exclaims the auctioneer. ‘Conversation books, valuable items – proof he was deaf.’ He moves on, pecking through the jumble like a magpie while two shadowy figures creep around the room hissing and whispering conspiratorially. They appear to be searching for something; through bookshelves, under carpets, beneath cushions, behind pictures, in desks and drawers and through piles of manuscripts. They ransack everything neatly but methodically. They are not thieves but friends of Beethoven’s though not of each other, which soon becomes evident, as does the object of their search. Anton Schindler, middle-aged, tall, spectral and opinionated, regards himself as Beethoven’s official biographer and is jealous of Karl Holtz not only for the fact that he is good-looking and twenty years younger but also for the more intimate relationship he enjoyed with the composer.


‘Perhaps he deposited them at the bank. That would be the logical thing to do,’ whispers Schindler.


‘Then that’s the last place we should look,’ mutters Holtz. ‘Have you looked in his shoes?’


‘Of course not!’ snaps Schindler.


‘He was forever stuffing them with anything that came to hand to try to keep out the wet,’ explains Holtz. ‘I’ll never forget the night he was to conduct the première of the Seventh Symphony. Couldn’t find the Finale anywhere. We turned the place upside down. Nowhere! Until the maidservant found it tucked in his shoe.’


Schindler is envious that he did not witness the scene himself. ‘Ah, but do you know which shoe?’


‘Left foot, right foot, what does it signify?’


‘Everything about Beethoven is significant,’ retorts Schindler.


‘Even his whores?’ asks Holtz sarcastically. ‘Will you touch on their significance in your “official biography”, Herr Schindler?’


‘What possible relevance could they have to his art?’


‘I suppose it depends on their pedigree.’


Schindler can sense trouble brewing and continues the search next door in the bedroom, followed by Holtz, who enjoys ribbing him. ‘Will you mention Countess Erdody, for instance?’


‘Of course,’ says Schindler loftily.


‘And Elsa Schmitt – will you mention her?’


‘That trollop. Certainly not! How can you even ask?’ replies Schindler in disgust.


‘They were both very close to Beethoven,’ says Holtz with a shrug. ‘One lived in a palace, the other in a brothel, that’s all.’


‘Eureka!’ shouts Schindler triumphantly as a loose nail he has been fiddling with on the writing desk comes away in his hand, releasing a secret drawer that drops on to the floor scattering its contents at the feet of the two startled rivals.


As Schindler makes a dive for the prize, a pile of valuable bank shares, Holtz kneels at his side and picks up an assortment of papers covered in scribbled pencil. Schindler makes a grab for them, but Holtz swiftly whisks them out of his reach.


‘What have you there?’ hisses Schindler. ‘Those papers may be of a private nature.’


‘Then who better than an old friend to peruse them first?’ says Holtz, backing away. ‘They may be unfit for publication.’


‘Let me be the judge of that.’


‘I’d rather turn them over to the auctioneer!’ Holtz calls over his shoulder through to the next room, ‘Is the auctioneer there?’


Danhauser looks up from his bucket of plaster and replies, ‘Gone to lunch.’


‘No, please, no,’ begs Schindler, following Holtz into the room.


‘For God’s sake calm down, man,’ urges Holtz. ‘It would be foolish in the extreme for us to cross swords over what might transpire to be nothing but a shopping list.’ Even so he crouches against the wall to prevent the envious Schindler from looking over his shoulder, his eyes racing over the papers.


‘A scrap of trivia in a secret drawer. What nonsense!’ scoffs Schindler.


‘Trivia, eh? Everything is significant – except sex, yes?’ says Holtz, moving rapidly away from Schindler, who quickly follows him. ‘Listen to this!


… my Angel, my all, my very self … why this deep sorrow when necessity speaks – can our love endure except through sacrifices? Through not demanding everything from one another; can you change the fact that you are not wholly mine, I not wholly yours. We shall surely see each other again soon … my heart is full of so many things to say to you – ah – there are moments when I feel that speech amounts to nothing at all – cheer up – remain my true, my only treasure, my all as I am yours.


Your faithful Ludwig


‘What do you make of that?’ As Holtz comes to a halt and turns on him, the gangling Schindler snatches the letter away and scrutinizes it for clues.


‘No address, no name. Just Monday 6 July – damn it, not even the year. The man’s impossible! Now we shall never know her identity. I wonder why he never sent it.’


‘Of course he sent it,’ argues Holtz. ‘This must be a rough copy or a first draft. It’s extraordinary, Schindler. In all the years of our acquaintance I never knew him to express himself as strongly as this about anything – certainly not a woman, and he knew quite a few in his time.’


But Schindler has just caught sight of the doctor shaving Beethoven’s skull and is momentarily at a loss for words, allowing Holtz to continue.


‘Here’s more: “My thoughts go out to you, my Immortal Beloved, now joyfully, then sadly, waiting to learn whether or not fate will hear us – I can live only wholly with you or not at all.”’


‘Well, he did live without her, didn’t he?’ Schindler remarks.


‘Did he?’ asks Holtz, looking quizzically at the dead man. ‘It’s a mystery. And why the secret drawer? A guilty liaison with a married woman, perhaps?’


But even before Schindler has time to refute such a claim Holtz catches sight of an exquisite miniature (which must have tumbled from the drawer as it hit the floor) and snatches it up. Then, fearful of the prying eyes of the auctioneer, he retreats to the bedroom to study his trophy in private with the irate Schindler hot on his heels.


‘All right, that’s enough,’ blurts out Schindler after Holtz has been studying the miniature for an age. ‘Give it here.’


As he relinquishes it, Holtz poses the question, ‘I wonder, is this the Immortal Beloved?’


Schindler scrutinizes the portrait of a striking young woman wearing a turban but displays no sign of recognition. ‘Poor craftsmanship, the work of an amateur,’ he says dismissively. ‘Could be anyone.’


‘It’s very similar to a portrait I once saw of Therese von Brunswick.’


Unable to make a similar claim, Schindler is piqued. ‘If that should be the case you can rule her out immediately.’


‘Why, pray?’


Schindler gives a superior smile. ‘She became a nun. I’d say the candidate for your Immortal Beloved was her cousin, Countess Giulietta Guicciardi.’


‘On whose authority? Not the Countess herself, surely …’


‘No, I never met her,’ admits Schindler, ‘but I heard from the mouth of Beethoven himself that at one time he was madly in love with her. And there was cause for secrecy – the obstacle being her father. Now may I kindly see the remaining documents? We’ve wasted enough time in idle speculation as it is.’


Grateful to his reluctant colleague for providing a clue to a mystery that is beginning to intrigue him, Holtz relinquishes some of the papers with a smile. ‘Certainly, old man, you may be right. It could be Giulietta. After all, she did inspire the most romantic music he ever wrote.’


‘This is interesting,’ enthuses Schindler, ignoring him and reading away. ‘Listen to this.’


But Holtz has already turned away from him and is drifting back to the music room, totally absorbed with the yellowing pages, which he handles with the utmost care. He can almost imagine Beethoven himself speaking the words dashed off with passion so many years ago.


Yes, I am resolved to wander so long away from you until I can fly to your arms and say … that I am really at home with you, and can … send my soul enwrapped in you on to the Lord of Spirits. No one else can ever possess my heart – never, never, oh God, why must one be parted from one whom one so loves … And yet my life in Vienna is now a wretched life.


And there, almost within reach, the author of those ardent feelings lies cold and lifeless as Dr Warwuch drills a hole in his bare skull with clinical precision.


Holtz’s eyes brim with tears as he reads on.


… your love makes me at once the happiest and unhappiest of men – at my age I need a steady quiet life – can that be so in our connection? Be calm, only by a calm consideration of our existence can we achieve our purposes to live together – be calm – love me – today – yesterday – tomorrow – what tearful longings I have for you – my life, my all, farewell … Oh continue to love me – never misjudge the most faithful heart of your beloved, ever thine, ever mine, ever ours – Ludwig.


From nowhere a hand appears and snatches the letters from him. Now it is Schindler’s turn to make a cold and factual appraisal. Holtz makes no effort to retrieve them. A macabre sound has distracted him. Fascinated, he turns to see the doctor sawing away methodically at Beethoven’s skull. Soon he would be examining the Master’s brain. Oh, that he could reveal the sight and soul of Giulietta irretrievably lost in those grey, congealing cells.





TWO


Giulietta


MOONLIGHT FILTERING THROUGH elegant windows hints at surroundings of great luxury. In silhouette a pretty teenager is seated at the piano playing music of great serenity, music that seems to be a manifestation of the very atmosphere itself. Naturally, it could only be the ‘Moonlight’ Sonata. And on the floor at the young lady’s feet lies the shadowy figure of none other than the composer himself. Yes, it is Beethoven at the age of thirty, with one ear pressed hard to the carpeted floor and one hand gripping the shapely ankle of Giulietta Guicciardi, with whom he is very much in love. The serene music, soft moonlight and utter tranquillity of the couple conspire to conjure up a scene of strange intimacy that is shattered by the opening of the door and a flood of light.


The intruder is Count Guicciardi, a sombre man in his late forties, cold and aloof. Too well bred to show the displeasure he feels at the sight of his daughter’s untidy guest sprawled unashamedly on the floor grasping her ankle, he remains silent. Beethoven lies still, leaving Giulietta to deal with the situation as she continues to play.


‘Oh, Father … I did not hear your knock.’


Having gently admonished her father, Giulietta plays a few more bars before proffering an explanation. ‘Ludwig’s music comes from both heaven and earth, Father, which is why he likes to keep an ear to the ground.’


The Count is incensed by Beethoven’s arrogance not only in refusing to acknowledge his presence but in retaining his hold on Giulietta’s ankle. ‘And a finger on the pulse of his public, I see,’ he remarks dryly. ‘When you are satiated with the food of love, my child, perhaps you and your guest would care to join me in a meal of a more conventional nature.’


Then, as the Count bows and silently closes the door behind him, Beethoven kisses Giulietta’s ankle, gets to his feet and sits beside her on the piano stool. The moment of intimacy created by the music has passed.


‘What did he say?’ asks Beethoven.


‘Surely you heard?’


‘I heard only the music.’


‘Musicians usually stand up when he enters the room. This is a new experience for him.’


‘And one he is obviously not yet ready for. I shouldn’t have come here.’


A shadow of pique crosses Giulietta’s face. She stops playing. ‘You had to meet eventually. We can’t go on trysting secretly in Vienna for ever. We need his blessing.’


‘Do we?’


Giulietta averts a familiar argument by changing the subject. ‘Do you habitually listen to music on the floor?’


‘It depends on the ankles. You played it well.’


‘I did nothing. The music flowed like an electric current. I felt it.’


Beethoven takes the score off the music rest and presents her with it. ‘It’s yours. I give it to you.’


Giulietta is lost for words. She is overwhelmed by the generosity of his gift. Beethoven kisses her full on the mouth, and she responds ardently.


In a setting rivalling the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, the remnants of an exquisite meal are being cleared away by an army of servants. Beethoven, a bit drunk, sips brandy and picks his teeth with a candle snuffer. This amuses Giulietta as much as it appals the Count, who for the moment does not betray his true feelings.


‘Van Beethoven … sounds vaguely aristocratic,’ remarks the Count. ‘Did your ancestors own land?’


Beethoven’s reply verges on the arrogant. ‘No, they worked it. They were peasants. Beethoven – beet-basher in Flemish. The van? Alas, Count, not the same as the noble ‘von’ – as if true nobility can be stamped in the womb! So you see, Count, here you are trying to be civil to a man who is neither “noble” nor – worse – Viennese.’


The Count tries a little sarcasm. ‘You would perhaps prefer that we address each other as “comrade”.’


Beethoven is unphased. ‘Count, you can call me “prole” for all I care, and I’ll reserve the right to call you what I like. Names signify nothing. Beethoven, Bacchus, Bonaparte – ah, there’s a combination – music, wine, brotherhood!’


‘You laud a name that could bring the world crashing about our ears.’


Beethoven replies with a grin. ‘Your world, not mine.’


Giulietta watches their growing antagonism with delight, and though she deems it prudent to remain silent she obviously takes the side of the radical.


‘Think of it – a united Europe; frontiers broken down,’ enthuses Beethoven. ‘The brotherhood of man! Is there any finer thing on God’s earth, eh? Think, Count, what wonders, yet inconceivable, might be seen when a man – any man – celebrated for no other reason than that he is a man and not a monkey may be free to express himself, develop, grow, create! Given such liberty, what wonders might a man conceive? It’s the new age, Count. I’d like to meet this Bonaparte. He’s ambitious, but not just for himself – d’ye see that? He’s for glory, but for all people. A self-made man, by God! And no silver nappy pins. You fear this? Why, for God’s sake?’


Appalled by the outsider’s revolutionary philosophy, the Count remains tight-lipped, which only urges Beethoven on to even wilder flights of fancy.


‘Bonaparte marches through Europe with a new world in his hands, and how does Austria greet this new dawn? By wondering if there’s going to be a shortage of beer and sausages! Well, fill your larder, Count. Our little corporal will be in Vienna within a month.’


‘And you, no doubt, will welcome this godless Corsican on your fiddle!’ sneers the Count.


‘My God, I say, “Aye!” Fiddle, flute, fife and drum – a new symphony,’ declaims Beethoven, rising to his feet in exultation. ‘Not for one godless Corsican, Count, but for what he represents to my kind. His country is the world, and his religion is to do good.’


‘Many of your fellow countrymen would argue otherwise,’ the Count remarks.


‘I know,’ says Beethoven, sinking back into his chair. ‘I’ve given charity concerts for their widows, their men sacrificed for a putrefying monarch who, like Lazarus, won’t lie down.’


Giulietta, who has been a silent but excited observer of this extraordinary scene, summons up the courage to speak. ‘A state without the means of some change, Father, is without the means of its conservation.’


‘Bravo! Well said!’ shouts Beethoven.


‘I’m quite familiar with Edmund Burke’s pamphleteering, my child,’ says the Count condescendingly. ‘He reminds us that in France it was not the aristocrats alone that went to the guillotine but also the parasites that fed upon them.’ Beethoven flushes scarlet while the Count, knowing that he has scored a point, follows it up. ‘I understand you made the acquaintance of my daughter at Prince Lichnovsky’s where you are more or less a permanent house guest.’


‘Haven’t you heard the news?’ retorts Beethoven. ‘I’ve relinquished my quarters at the palace. I couldn’t abide the smell …’ The Count raises an eyebrow as Beethoven continues. ‘I’ve never been able to play the piano and kiss someone’s arse at the same time. I live in a tenement now with my nose to the keyboard. I no longer sing for my supper.’


The Count frowns as Giulietta stifles a laugh. ‘But what if I requested you to play a bagatelle for us as a little digestif?’ he enquires.


‘I’d say that my work is not a glass of liver salts. Goodnight, Your Majesty.’


Whereupon Beethoven gets up and walks briskly from the room. Count Guicciardi is outraged, yet there is a kind of understanding between the two men. Giulietta’s eyes are full of tears. Why are parents so impossible?


The next morning finds the lovers taking the air in the artfully landscaped grounds of Count Guicciardi’s extensive estate. Beethoven, bare-headed with his hair in disarray, is lying on the grass, his eyes avidly following Giulietta as she soars above him on a garlanded swing. Their mood is carefree and mildly flirtatious.


‘A little digestif!’ he mutters scornfully. ‘If he suffers from flatulence he needs an enema, not music.’


‘Almost as bad as people who treat music like wallpaper, as a background to conversation.’


‘Well said. If I had to choose between a man and music, I’d say give me music any day.’


Suddenly Giulietta’s dainty slipper flies off her foot. Beethoven catches it in mid-flight. He jumps up and starts bellowing a melody while conducting an imaginary orchestra with the slipper.


‘How do you like my new cantata?’


The orchestra’s in fine form,’ enthuses Giulietta, ‘but the chorus isn’t quite together.’


‘Chorus?’


From her vantage point on the swing Giulietta nods towards a herd of grazing sheep. Beethoven follows her gaze and laughs. ‘Yes, they are a little woolly.’


‘But our feathered soloist is in great voice. Why is she so popular with you composers?’


He listens for the soloist in vain, and fearful of revealing the secret of his growing deafness he resorts to bluff. ‘All birds sound the same to me. I can’t tell a wren from a rooster.’


Giulietta cannot take him seriously and laughs.


This disconcerts him and pushes him deeper into trouble as the bird sings on. ‘If you’re talking of popularity, it must be a nightingale …’


She begins to suspect something is amiss and checks her carefree swinging.


Beethoven catches her look and realizes he has guessed wrong. ‘… Except it’s broad daylight,’ he adds.


Giulietta is stationary now and overcome with confusion, while he is becoming desperate. ‘There’s a harpsichord piece by Rameau called “The Hen”.’ He looks into her eyes for a clue but sees only disbelief. ‘But even I can recognize a chicken. How about a mistle thrush?’ he chances. There is silence for a moment, broken by the incessant notes of the bird. ‘A late mistle thrush?’ he hazards.


Giulietta is completely at a loss and remains silent.


‘Then it must be a mockingbird. No? Obviously not!’ So in desperation he adopts the cry of a fairground barker. ‘’Ard luck, mister, there’s your four tries gawn!’


Tears of pity fill Giulietta’s eyes, but they only enrage the desperate man.


‘Then tell me! For God’s sake.’


She is trembling now and crying. He grabs her by the shoulders, shakes her violently and shouts, ‘Say something, damn you!’


She is now sobbing uncontrollably. Beethoven becomes increasingly violent, almost demented.


‘Speak, you bitch, speak!’ He slaps her hard across the face and then stands back, appalled by his action.


At the same time the shock frees Giulietta’s tongue. ‘A cuckoo! It’s a cuckoo!’ she shouts and starts crying hysterically.


Beethoven, a lost and broken man, simply mutters. ‘Of course. Daquin, Haydn … I should have guessed.’


Giulietta, realizing the depth of his misery, overcomes her own distress. Still sobbing, she throws her arms around Beethoven and hugs him tight as the inane call of the cuckoo resounds through the trees, endlessly mocking.


Hand in hand, Beethoven and Giulietta walk up the drive flanked by statues and formal gardens towards the mansion. The composer, now his secret is shared, looks pale but somewhat relieved, but the young Countess is emotionally drained.


‘I don’t know what to say.’


‘Say nothing. I’m aware that urchins follow me in the streets. That I talk to myself. If they knew I couldn’t hear either, it would be intolerable.’


‘You’ve seen doctors, of course.’


‘The last one nearly drowned me in a tonic bath. Gave me diarrhoea. The one before that poured nut oil and tea in my ear. I was delirious for a week.’


‘Exactly what do you experience?’


‘My ears buzz and hum all night.’


‘Can you hear some things?’


‘It comes and goes. I’m guessing for the most part, or lip-reading. If I go to the theatre I sit right at the front. At any distance I can’t hear the voices – what’s worse, the instruments.’


‘But you can catch what I’m saying now?’


‘Oh, I can hear you – slightly. Surprisingly, many people don’t notice my … my … Perhaps I’m absent-minded. They attribute it to that. Besides the doctors and yourself, nobody suspects.’


Giulietta raises her voice. ‘But your music …’


‘Don’t shout at me. It’s unbearable. I still have some hearing.’ Beethoven checks himself and calms down. ‘It will be several years before I am completely deaf. As for music, I can hear it all the time in my head.’ He smiles and takes her hand. ‘Or through my thick skull,’ he taps his head with her hand. ‘Vibrations, as if my head were a bell.’


Giulietta becomes excited. ‘Then I’d be your clapper; your contact with the world. Between us we’d sound a carillon that would shake the heavens.’ She gives him a playful hammering on the head. ‘Ding-dong, ding-dong, went the great bell of Bonn.’


Laughing, Beethoven ducks, dodges and defends himself. ‘Easy, easy, don’t strike too hard. Nothing sounds worse than a cracked bell.’ She laughingly complies, allowing him to strike a deeper note. ‘Some bells resound to a breeze, a whisper, an echo … even silence.’


Giulietta instinctively feels he is right, that she may not be the one and only answer to his life but determines not to let him realize this. ‘Your breeze comes from a great void, my love. I could be much more than that.’


‘Ah – but what would become of you when you had grown to fear me!’ He pulls a hideous face like a zombie, causing her to squeal with half frightened laughter like a child and run off into the house. Beethoven follows slowly, his countenance a mixture of anguish, pain and gentleness. But there is resolve there, too.


It is night in the music room, and Giulietta, sitting at the piano in despair, is doing her best to repair the damage. Her father the Count, deeply concerned over his daughter’s welfare, stands immobile before the fire, which provides the sole illumination.


‘It was not arrogance, Father. It was the only way he could hear the music – through the vibrations from the floor.’


‘And is this unfortunate man aware of the fact that you wish to marry him?’


‘I was going to broach the subject today, but in the circumstances it would have seemed like pity.’


‘And has he declared himself to you?’


‘Out of deference to our social position, no. I feel he is waiting for me to make the first move.’


‘Then there’s no harm done. He is without rank, fortune or permanent engagement. As a performer his days are numbered and, as they dwindle, so will his income. Unable to support you, he’d be reduced to an embittered cripple begging your charity.’


‘He is too proud for that, Father, too noble. And whatever I had I would give him freely.’


‘Which is why he would hate you for it.’


‘But I love him, Father.’


‘Then you have no alternative but to send him away,’ concludes the Count, moving towards his distraught child. Then kissing her tenderly on the forehead he begins to take his leave, secretly thankful his victory has so easily been achieved.
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