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Could a historiographer drive on his history, as a muleteer drives on his mule, — straight forward; — for instance, from Rome all the way to Loretto, without ever once turning his head aside either to the right hand or to the left, — he might venture to foretell you an hour when he should get to his journey’s end; — but the thing is, morally speaking, impossible: For, if he is a man of the least spirit, he will have fifty deviations from a straight line to make with this or that party as he goes along, which he can no ways avoid. He will have views and prospects to himself perpetually soliciting his eye, which he can no more help standing still to look at than he can fly.


— LAURENCE STERNE, Tristram Shandy


 


Fame is a form of incomprehension, perhaps the worst.


— JORGE LUIS BORGES


 


My custom even when I am composing instrumental music is always to keep the whole in view.


— BEETHOVEN
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There has always been a steady trickle of Beethoven biographies and always will be, as long as the fascination of the music and the man endures. That bids to be a long time. Like Shakespeare, Rembrandt, and a few other figures in our creative history, Beethoven has long since been a cultural artifact, woven into our worldview and into our mythologies from popular to esoteric.


A few miles from where I write, his is the only name inscribed on a plaque over the proscenium of Boston Symphony Hall, built at the end of the nineteenth century. In our time, a performance of the Ninth Symphony celebrated the fall of the Berlin Wall. In Japan, important occasions such as the opening of a sumo arena are marked by a performance of Daiku, the Big Nine. Around the world, the Fifth is seen as the definition of a Classical symphony. When I taught in a conservatory, there were few days when we didn’t hear Beethoven drifting down the hall. My Beethoven seminars were full of young musicians whose professional lives were going to be steadily involved with the composer.


There is, of course, great danger in that kind of ubiquity. To become more of an icon than a man and artist is to be heard less intimately. Unlike others of his status, Beethoven has been relatively immune to the usual historical ebbs and flows of artistic reputations. That has happened partly because in the decades after his death the concert hall evolved into more of a museum of the past than an explorer of the present. That situation too has its dangers. Instrumental music is in many ways a mysterious and abstract art. With Shakespeare and Rembrandt, we can be anchored in the manifest passions in their works, their racy jokes, their immediacy. It is that immediacy that is all too easy to lose when confronting iconic musicians like Beethoven, Bach, and Brahms.


In the two-century course of Beethoven’s fame, he has inevitably been batted about by biographers and other writers. He was born during the Aufklärung, the German embodiment of the Enlightenment, and came of age during the revolutionary 1780s. Many in his time saw him as a musical revolutionary and connected him to the spirit of the French Revolution. By the time he died in 1827, he was already a Romantic myth, and that is what he stayed through the nineteenth century: Beethoven the demigod, a combination of suffering Christ figure and demonic icon. In his person rough, crude, and fractious, in his music everything from crude to transcendent, he became the quintessential Romantic genius in an age that established a cult of genius that lingers on, for well and ill.


Critical reframings and reinterpretings are inevitable, and like everything in the arts they reflect the temper of their times. After the lingering decay of Romantic myths in the twentieth century, writing on Beethoven during the past decades has largely risen from the academy, so it reflects the parade of fashions and shibboleths of that industry. Many present-day books concern ideas about Beethoven rather than Beethoven himself. The assorted theoretical postures of late twentieth-century academe took some heavy shots at him, but do not seem to have dislodged him from his unfortunate pedestal, which I believe lodges him too far from us.


I suspect many people still feel that in some ways the most effective Beethoven biography remains the massive late nineteenth-century one by Alexander Wheelock Thayer. That American writer set out with the goal of assembling every available fact about Beethoven and putting it down as clearly as possible. “I fight for no theories and cherish no prejudices,” Thayer wrote. “[M]y sole point of view is the truth.” In the 1960s, the book was corrected and updated, with a similarly direct agenda, by Elliot Forbes. For me it is within Thayer’s Victorian language that Beethoven casts the strongest shadow as a person, where I catch glimpses of him walking down the street, joking with friends, thumping the table as he composes, tearing into his fish dinner.


Without aspiring to the voluminousness of Thayer, the book you are reading was written in his spirit. Now and then in the course of an artist’s biographical history, it comes time to strip away the decades of accumulated theories and postures and look at the subject as clearly and plainly as possible, without prejudices and preconceptions. That as biographers we all have agendas, both known and unknown to us, does not change the value and necessity of getting back to the human reality of a towering figure. This book is a biography of Beethoven the man and musician, not the myth. To that end I have relegated all later commentary to the endnotes. I want the book to stay on the ground, in his time, looking at him as directly as possible as he walks, talks, writes, rages, composes.


We will see that Beethoven was in some ways a hard man. The troubling parts of his personality, the squalor he lived in, his growing paranoia and delusions of persecution, his misanthropy, and later his double-dealings in business will be on display here roughly in the proportion that they were on display in his life. Likewise the plaintive history of his deafness and illness and his failed love affairs. Still, I believe that in the end there was no real meanness in Beethoven. He aspired to be a good, noble, honorable person who served humanity. At times he could be entirely lovable and delightful in his quirks and puns and metaphors and notions, even in his lusty sociopolitical rants. There was something exalted about him that was noted first in his teens and often thereafter. He was utterly sure of himself and his gift, but no less self-critical and without sentimentality concerning his work.


To the degree that I have a conscious agenda, it is this: I am myself a composer, both before and after being a biographer, so this is a composer’s-eye view of a composer, written for the general public. When I look at Beethoven I see a man sitting at a table, playing the piano, walking in fields and woods doing what I and a great many others have done: crafting music one note, one phrase, one section at a time. I hear the scratch of a quill pen on lined music paper. I see a work coming into focus in page after tumultuous page of sketches. I see a man in the creative trance all of us work in — but Beethoven’s trance deeper than most, and the results incomparably fine and far-ranging.


In Beethoven I see, in other words, a person leading what is to me the familiar life of musician and composer, and so he will be viewed here. Like many composers of his time and later, he cobbled together a living from this and that, and he was deeply involved in the skills and traditions of his trade. The main difference is how thoroughly he mastered those skills, on the foundation of a gigantic inborn talent. In the course of my work I came to realize that Beethoven was in every respect a consummate musician, whether he was writing notes, playing them, or selling them. The often shocking incompetence of the rest of his life was familiar to history, to his friends, and to himself. That too was the incompetence of a man, not a myth.


 


I had drafted a good part of this book before I realized that in the text proper I was shying away from two words that are all too familiar in biographies of artists: genius and masterpiece. The first word I use only in quotations from Beethoven’s time. The latter word I don’t use at all. In regard to genius, this was not because I don’t believe in its existence, but rather that I simply didn’t need the word. This book is a portrait of a consummate musician creating his work, playing the piano, finding his voice, finding his niche, selling his wares, courting patrons and champions and publishers, falling in love, pleasing his audience here and provoking them there; and in his art pushing every envelope with incomparable courage and integrity.


My problem with the word genius is not with the concept but with the way it has been slung around over the last two centuries. It is one of those words like spiritual, profound, incredible, amazing, masterpiece, and so on that tend to be wielded vaguely and carelessly. I use some of those words now and then, I hope not carelessly. Even though I never use the word genius, however, the book assumes Beethoven’s genius and constitutes an ongoing examination of what that might mean.


To begin, I’ll attempt a nutshell definition. For me genius is something  that lies on the other side of talent. In my life I’ve encountered a good deal of talent but no genius, because it is a rare quality. Talent is largely inborn, and in a given field some people have it to a far higher degree than others. Still, in the end talent is not enough to push you to the highest achievements. Genius has to be founded on major talent, but it adds a freshness and wildness of imagination, a raging ambition, an unusual gift for learning and growing, a depth and breadth of thought and spirit, an ability to make use of not only your strengths but also your weaknesses, an ability to astonish not only your audience but yourself. Those kinds of traits that lie on the other side of talent. The sense of the word genius underwent a change between the Classical eighteenth century and the Romantic nineteenth. The age of Haydn and Mozart defined genius as something one possessed. The Romantics defined genius as something you innately were, which possessed you and made you something on the order of a demigod. My sense of the idea is closer to that of the eighteenth century: I believe in genius, but not in demigods.


By the postmodern end of the twentieth century, the word genius had evolved again, the concept becoming a sociopolitical outrage to be pulled from its pedestal and smashed. I am not a postmodernist any more than a modernist or a neoromantic; I am neither conservative nor liberal. I try to look at things with as few preconceptions as possible and see what is actually there (without holding any illusion that this is ultimately achievable). That truth and fact and objectivity are all unreachable is no reason not to struggle toward them — to the death, if necessary.


So when it comes to history and biography, I believe, submission to objective fact is, for all its limitations, what the discipline is about. “Interpretation” comes in second to that, and for me a distant second. A biography is mainly a narrative of a life, not an interpretation of it. Nor do I pick and choose from my subject’s life to make a tidy literary form. Our lives are not like a book; real lives drift, and my books drift along with them. Anyway, I usually find facts more interesting than interpretations, also more dramatic and unexpected and funny. I believe that most of the time, interpretation in a biography is best left up to you, dear reader. I supply the material for you to work with.


All my biographies have been written on the basis of that philosophy. I look for fact, however impossible the quest. For me, the idea of spending one’s life chasing something impossible is simply normal, necessary, even a touch heroic. It is what artists do all the time. In one of his rare poetic moments in words, Beethoven put it in a nutshell: “The true artist has no pride. He … has a vague awareness of how far he is from reaching his goal; and while others may perhaps admire him, he laments the fact that he has not yet reached the point whither his better genius only lights the way for him like a distant sun.” To me, art is when you make things up, so I call biography a craft rather than an art. But in both endeavors the impossibilities are alike.


 


The preceding thoughts are said in relation to my subject’s life, not his music. I don’t believe any person’s life is lived to be “interpreted,” by strangers, for money. Every person’s life is ultimately a mystery, even to him- or herself. That is the moral source of the humility with which I write biography. But art is created to be enjoyed, to move, to excite, to soothe and provoke, to teach, to be discussed, indeed to be interpreted. While I will submit judgments and interpretations of Beethoven’s life only when they seem to me obvious, in the book there will be a good deal of interpretation of the music. Composers hear music one way, performers another way, listeners another, scholars another. I hear mainly as a composer. In the conservatory where I taught, the focus was not on our art as an abstract theoretical study but on making music. I have taught musical composition and theory and history in hopes of helping my students become better performers and composers. That is the angle of view in this book: Beethoven as a maker of music.


As a composer, I like to see how a thing was made, and I hope to convey that fascination to my readers. I ask for a bit of patience from nonmusicians for technical moments here and there. I have tried to keep these to a minimum, placing a lot of the technical matters in the endnotes (which are designed to be browsed and are largely directed to musicians and scholars). Beethoven’s pieces will be treated as they come up in the course of his story. This is not so much a “life and works” as a “works as part of a life.” Still, I will by no means try to cover every piece he wrote but rather the important ones and minor ones of particular interest.


I will be steadily interested in what my subject seems to have intended in his music; at the same time, my analyses are ultimately my own. I know that most of the labor in creating a work of art is unconscious and instinctive. Art is too complex to be done any other way. All the same, though Beethoven’s creative trances were deep, I have found him to be an unusually conscious craftsman. By the time sketches for a work were well under way, what we see in the sketchbooks is not as much the creation of a work as the realization of a fundamental conception that was already in place, with a firm sense of the leading ideas and of what the whole was “about.” Beethoven kept at a piece as long as it took, but until the late music he usually composed quite fast. Still, the details were mutable, and he considered everything provisional to the end. A fine conception for a work is not enough; one has to make it happen, note by note. That is an exacting and sometimes excruciating process, and it cannot be done without a steady supply of inspiration.


In Beethoven’s day, most music was put together with reference to existing models. The period he grew up in, what we call the Classical era in music, established formal outlines for composition that he largely adhered to — freely and creatively. The book will therefore be much involved with traditional forms such as sonata and sonata-rondo and variations and how he interacted with them. Because this issue is important, the appendix explains those musical models. I suggest reading the appendix before the book proper. Those not interested are welcome to skip it — but the book will make more sense if you read it.


It is clear that Beethoven considered music a language conveying emotion and character, and he expected sensitive listeners to understand it in those terms. His favorite critics of his work were notably flowery and imaginative to our ears. In fact, I find the feelings and “narratives” in his instrumental music more transparent than in, say, Mozart or Brahms.


After the emotional part of music comes the formal, the abstract, the structural scaffolding. In my discussions of Beethoven’s music I don’t play the influences game as much as many writers do. Saying that this tune echoes Mozart, that keyboard figure Clementi, and so on, may often be true, but that does not tell us much about the work at hand. Each work is conceived as an individual by a composer who was, in his more serious efforts, trying to do something new. For me every one of Beethoven’s major works is a boldly painted individual with an unforgettable profile. I’ll note influences here and there, but on the whole with each piece I’ll mainly be interested in what is special, not what is typical.


Likewise, in much commentary there is a tendency to look at every work in a given form, such as sonata form, as just one more example of that form, perhaps with a few quirks. From a composer’s perspective, that is a backward view of the matter. For a composer of Beethoven’s era, the idea of a work comes first, and then it is mapped into a familiar form that has to be cut and measured to fit the idea. The “quirks” in a given piece are clues to the distinctive nature of that piece. Sometimes for the composer the fundamental idea is such that a new, ad hoc form has to be invented.


Like many musicians I consider our art ultimately an emotional language beyond words — which is to say, a mystery. I hope I have conveyed that too. The success of a given work is ultimately unanalyzable. A clever scaffolding can hold up a dull building just as well as a beautiful one. I’ll also admit that the kind of analysis I indulge in, Beethoven himself didn’t care for. He considered his workshop a private matter, and I have some appropriate regret at having snooped into it. But I’ve spent the writing part of my career trying to explain music and musicians to nonmusicians, and that effort continues in this book, whose research and writing consumed some dozen years of my life.


I add that I don’t expect anyone to take my interpretations and analyses of the music as any sort of final word. No reader will have precisely the same responses I do. Music is not mathematics. The individuality of responses to music is one of its greatest virtues. While I talk sometimes about Beethoven’s creative process — indeed, a central chapter is devoted to the Eroica — when I envision him creating, I am not saying it happened like this but rather it happens like this and something in this direction seems to have given rise to this idea, this piece.


I offer my interpretations and analyses of the music as a point of view, and as a gesture in the direction of what I believe Beethoven expected his listeners to do: be sensitive and knowledgeable enough to sense the spirit in which his music was offered, then respond to it creatively, as an individual. I consider it my job here to get as far as I can in understanding what Beethoven had in mind before his work reached the public, to report the response of his audience mainly via contemporary critics, then to add my own responses. What an artist thinks he or she is doing, what the general public thinks they are doing, and what I surmise they are doing are three different things. Biography, I believe, is properly concerned with all three.


 


My own encounters with Beethoven were early and deep, as with most musicians. He is so ingrained that most of us don’t entirely remember how his work and his story reached us. In classical music I was first involved with Brahms and Copland and Handel and Bach, because they are what I first happened to encounter. But I knew Beethoven was supposed to be great, so when one day in my teens I ran across a record of the Eroica sitting inexplicably in a rack at Pruitt’s Supermarket in Chattanooga, Tennessee, I bought it, took it home, and eagerly listened. It went in one ear and out the other. I kept listening, a couple of dozen times as I remember, until it started to make sense.


Around that time I read Romain Rolland’s legendary study, Beethoven the Creator. In it, every sketch of the Eroica becomes a heroic act. Undoubtedly, that book and its high-Romantic image of Beethoven helped nurture in me a desire to compose. Otherwise it was, in fact, not a useful model. It inflicted on me ambitions beyond my age and skill, a conviction that every idea must be born in suffering and voluminous sketches, and so on. When later I read Stravinsky saying something to the effect that “Every great genius does great harm,” I knew what he was talking about. Schubert had been one of the first composers to groan, “Who can do anything after Beethoven?” Thousands have echoed him since. In order to write my own music less encumbered, I had to divest myself of the Romantic myth of Beethoven. Only later did I come to a more thoughtful critique of that myth.


I’ll add one more personal detail. The mother of my grandfather Lawrence Swafford came from a western Tennessee family of dirt farmers named Edgemon. Their ancestry is Dutch, and their name is a southernized version of “Egmont.” From that, I’ve long noted with due irony, I possess a family relationship to a play by Goethe and an overture by Beethoven. Given that I set out to be a composer and teacher and nothing else, who knew that someday I would write about both of them in a book.


 


For my thanks, I’ll begin with writers who have inspired me, above all Thayer as amended and expanded by Elliot Forbes (under whose baton I sometimes played trombone at Harvard). I have made ample use of classic studies including the irreplaceable but long out of print Der Junge Beethoven by Ludwig Schiedermair, and H. C. Robbins Landon’s collection of original sources in Beethoven. Recent biographies and studies by William Kinderman, Lewis Lockwood, Barry Cooper, Leon Plantinga, and Maynard Solomon have been valuable as sources of information, correction, and thought. Thanks to Beata Kraus of the Beethovenhaus in Bonn, who directed me to the sixty-volume collection of regional historical studies never mined in English biographies, the Bonner Geschichtsblätter. In those studies I found answers to a good many questions about Beethoven’s youth and Bildung. Belated thanks to the late Dorothy DeLay, celebrated Juilliard violin teacher, who in a long interview gave me her thoughts about and experiences with musical prodigies. That interview has informed all my biographies. The operative line of hers: “They know how to play the piano or the fiddle, but they never learn how to live.”


Thanks to my musicologist readers Teresa Neff and Elizabeth Seitz, who vetted the book and saved me from any number of blunders. The remaining ones are entirely my responsibility. Thanks to Ben Hyman for consistently astute editing. Writer friend Zane Kotker contributed many suggestions, Boston Conservatory colleague Jim Dalton gave me advice on matters of tuning, and my German Ivesian friend Dorothea Gail found me items from the Bonn newspaper of the day. My brother Charles Johnson contributed his verbal expertise. Conductor and Ives editor James Sinclair looked over chapters and cheered me on. Marc Mandel, my editor for Boston Symphony program notes, was encouraging and understanding when he knew that my Beethoven notes were really aimed at this book. Thanks to the people at Slate for permission to use bits and pieces of articles I wrote for them. Michael and Patricia Frederick of the Frederick Historic Piano Collection provided invaluable information on and recordings of Michael’s exquisitely restored period instruments. My pianist friend Andrew Rangell is an endless source of fascinating and provoking late-night conversations about Beethoven and music in general. My students in Beethoven classes over the years have provided a steady flow of ideas in every direction. I have fine memories of an afternoon with Beethoven editor Jonathan Del Mar, talking shop and looking over his materials.


Finally, I thank and apologize to the authors and friends whose ideas I have made use of without realizing it. What I know about Beethoven goes back some fifty years, research for the book goes back a dozen years, and in some cases I no longer know where an idea came from, whether it is my own or something I encountered a long time ago.


 


This book is dedicated to the late painter Frances Cohen Gillespie, who inspired me, as she did all her friends, with the passion, commitment, and beauty of her work. Of all the artists I’ve known personally, Fran most reminds me of Beethoven. During the long labor of this book, I lost more friends and inspirations whom I’d like to remember here: writer Norman Kotker; composer and hiking partner Dana Brayton; teaching colleague and hiking partner Ginny Brereton; physicist and oldest friend Mike Dzvonik; singer, violist, and cousin Cathy Bowers. They are all remembered and mourned by their family and friends, and all of them have echoes in this book.


I’ll finish with one more personal detail. Some years ago I ordered a used copy of the rare Schiedermair Junge Beethoven and received a nearly century-old book. Only months later did I open to the first page and discover it was once owned by Elliot Forbes. I like to call that a good omen.
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Bonn, Electorate of Cologne


As he lay dying, he remembered Bonn.





IN THE FREEZING entrance of St. Remigius, the family watches the priest make the sign of the cross on the baby’s head and on his breast as he mewls in his grandfather’s arms. It is the newborn’s name day, when his name is registered in the book of the church and eternally in the book of heaven.


The priest breathes three times on the face of the infant to exorcize the Demon, acknowledging the presence of original sin. After the first exorcism, the blessed salt is placed in the mouth of the child, so he may relish good works and enjoy the food of divine wisdom. Prayers, the second exorcism. “Credo in Deum,” the priest chants, “Patrem omnipotentem, Creatorem caeli et terrae.” I believe in God, the Father almighty, Creator of heaven and earth.


The family shuffles into the chapel behind the priest. To complete the third exorcism he moistens his right thumb with spittle and, in the form of the cross, touches the right and left ear of the child, proclaiming, “Adaperire.” Be opened.


The group arrives at the massive marble christening font. This is not the first Ludwig van Beethoven to be baptized in this family; it is the third. The elder Ludwig van Beethoven stands as godfather to his newborn grandson and namesake. Both grandfather and godfather, the older man is the distinguished figure among them. As godmother stands not old Ludwig’s sad wife, the baby’s grandmother, but a neighbor’s wife. The mother Maria, the father Johann shift on their feet in the cold as the priest drones on, his hands moving over the child, weaving ancient spells.


Inescapably the family feels hope and also fear for this baby. Half or more of one’s children will die in infancy. The year before, there had been another baptism, of Ludwig Maria van Beethoven, named both for the patriarch of the family and for the baby’s mother and grandmother. That second Ludwig lived six days. When Maria was seventeen, her first child had died before his first birthday, followed a year later by her first husband. Three deaths. Now with hope and fear Maria watches the christening of her third child, the second Ludwig, with her second husband. In two days, Maria van Beethoven will be twenty-four years old.


The first anointing, the profession of faith, the holy water poured three times: “Ludovicus, ego te baptizo in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spritus Sancti.” I baptize thee in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. The second anointing, the lacy baptismal cap placed on the infant’s head. “Go in peace,” the priest concludes, “and the Lord be with thee.”




*





The name day of the composer Ludwig van Beethoven is December 17, 1770. The mother is Maria Magdalene van Beethoven, born Keverich, formerly Leym. The father is Johann van Beethoven, thirty, tenor in the court chapel choir under his father, Kapellmeister Ludwig van Beethoven. The date of the composer’s birth, a day or two before his name day, is lost to a history that will be interested in everything to do with this child. He will grow up nominally Catholic and, in his fashion, close to God, but he will be no lover of priests, ritual, or magic. Near the end, through the words of the liturgy, Beethoven will proclaim his credo in the maker of heaven and earth that, like everything else in his life, is an image of his own imagining.




*





The first Ludwig (or Louis, or Lodewyck, or Ludovicus) van Beethoven that history documents, grandfather of the composer, was Flemish, born in the town of Malines, or Mechelen, in the duchy of Brabant. His father Michael van Beethoven began his career as a baker but then developed a prosperous business in luxury goods. Michael and his wife had four sons, of whom Ludwig and brother Cornelius survived. Backward from that point the family history is uncertain.


In Brabant the name Beethoven was common in assorted spellings: Betho, Bethove, Bethof, Bethenhove, Bethoven.1 Most of those bearing the name were tradesmen, tavern keepers, and the like. The origin of the name is obscure. An area near the town of Tongeren was called Betho, which might account for it. In Flemish, beet means “beetroot” and hof, “garden,” so the name could mean “beet garden,” a farmer’s name. It could be derived from Flemish words meaning “improved land.”2 The Flemish van means “from,” implying a place one hails from. So the Flemish van nominally means the same as the German von. But the German word implies “from the house of” and therefore indicates nobility, which van does not. One day that difference in one letter would cause the composer Ludwig van Beethoven a great deal of trouble.


The youth of the elder Ludwig van Beethoven is traced in church records starting in many-steepled Malines, a town celebrated in his time for the blaze of its carillons and the glory of its church music.3 This Ludwig was baptized at St. Katherine’s Church on January 5, 1712. At age five he became a choirboy in the cathedral of St. Rombaut. When Ludwig was thirteen, his father hired the town’s leading organist to give the boy keyboard lessons.4 Ludwig must have demonstrated impressive ability in both music and leadership; at nineteen he became a singer and substitute Kapellmeister — music director — at St. Peter’s in Louvain. A year later he was listed as a singer at St. Lambert’s in Liège, where his admirers may have included Clemens August, Archbishop Elector of Cologne, Lord of the Electoral Residence in Bonn.5


In 1733, Elector Clemens August summoned Ludwig van Beethoven to become a singer with his court chapel in Bonn. In September of that year, settling into his new home, the first Ludwig married a young woman from an old Bonn family, Maria Josepha Poll. Then twenty-one,  Ludwig would serve the Bonn court under two Electors for the next forty years.


A fine bass singer, able keyboard player, formidable presence in the chapel or on an opera stage, Bonn’s first Ludwig van Beethoven became a fixture at the palace, where music had a long history as part of the splendor of the Electoral Court. When Ludwig arrived in Bonn, the town was undergoing a glorious makeover under the reign of his employer, the gracious and sublime Prince-Archbishop Elector of Cologne, Clemens August.




*





The title Elector meant that the Archbishop of Cologne, residing in Bonn, belonged to the group of traditionally seven princes granted the privilege of voting for the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, whose throne lay in Vienna. Though the Holy Roman emperor was therefore elected and not hereditary, the throne had been held by Habsburgs in all but a few years since 1438. The polyglot Habsburg Empire included Hungary, lands in Italy, and in the future Belgium and Yugoslavia.


In the eighteenth century there had never been a country of Germany or Austria. Rather there was a mélange of three hundred mostly small German-speaking states ruled by 250 sovereigns. These states contained around twenty million German speakers, some Catholic and some Protestant. The Holy Roman Empire, which geographically had nothing to do with its name, was a regime based in Vienna that mediated among and protected the German states but exercised little control over them. Most of the states ruled themselves and took pride in their own history and heritage, their food and wine and traditional dress. Most minted their own currencies, maintained their own police and armies. Most considered themselves specially smiled upon by God.


For centuries the sovereigns of each German state had possessed the privilege to spend and enjoy, to erect and tear down, to exalt and execute, tax and torture their subjects, as they pleased. The Holy Roman Empire traced its lineage back to Charlemagne in the ninth century; the Electorate of Cologne dated from the thirteenth century. As the prince-bishop of little Speyer instructed his people, “The commanding  will of his majesty is none other than the commanding will of God himself.” Outside their territories, few of these proud princes ever had any power at all.6 A progressive spirit emanating from Vienna challenged traditional staples of the social order like torture and feudalism; but no more than anyone challenged the church did anyone question the existence of the thrones or the expenditures of the ruling princes.


All the same, the patchwork of states that constituted Germany under the banner of the Holy Roman Empire never constituted any kind of rational order. The welter of small German states were like bubbles on the surface of history. They existed because they apparently had always existed, so surely they were there by the will of God. Of the German states, sixty-three were ecclesiastical, ruled by an abbot, bishop, or archbishop. These prince-bishops had the same sorts of privileges and powers as secular rulers of the Holy Roman Empire.


The most prominent ecclesiastical states lay on the Rhine, the main trade artery of German lands: the electorates of Mainz, Trier, and Cologne. The latter city had thrown out its archbishop in 1257, to preserve its status as a “free city.” The archbishop’s successors had since ruled their lands and cities from nearby Bonn, upriver to the south. For centuries the people of sunny and progressive Bonn and those of conservative and priest-ridden Cologne (which gave its name to the Electorate) had despised each other. The atmosphere of old Cologne was captured in a bit of doggerel by an English visitor, Samuel Taylor Coleridge:








In Köhln, a town of monks and bones,


And pavements fang’d with murderous stones,


And rags, and hags, and hideous wenches;


I counted two and seventy stenches.











Because there could be no legitimate heirs to thrones held in the ecclesiastical states by Catholic clerics, the Archbishop Electors, all of noble birth, were placed in power not by vote or by rising through the ranks but through the machinations of powerful families and ministers. Elector Clemens August, the first Ludwig van Beethoven’s employer, had from childhood been groomed for power by his family, the Wittelsbachs of Bavaria, who had supplied the previous four Electors of Cologne.


Clemens’s forebears were distinguished, and his immediate family remarkable: his mother was the daughter of King Jan Sobieski of Poland, who defeated the Turks at the gates of Vienna in 1683, whom the pope then hailed as “the savior of Western European civilization.” Clemens’s father was Elector of Bavaria, his uncle Elector of Cologne. He was educated in Rome by Jesuits, learned something of music and astronomy and architecture in addition to his numbers and letters.7 At age sixteen, he was invested as Bishop of Regensburg, at nineteen Bishop of Münster and Paderborn, at twenty-three Archbishop Elector of Cologne, and so on.8


None of this had anything to do with the man’s talent, intelligence, or reason. In each of his exalted posts, Clemens August was splendidly brainless and incompetent, not the least interested in governing anything. As Elector in Bonn, his attention would be given largely to pleasure in the forms of ladies, music, dancing, and erecting monuments to his glory and munificence. A 1754 report to the papal nuncio noted that if you wanted to get anywhere with the Bonn court, you had to deal with the ministers. As for the Elector: “In short, prattle and yet more prattle.”9 Clemens did enjoy or at least tolerate the endless round of court and church ceremonies; he played viola da gamba, presided over Mass in his chapel every morning.10


History remembers the reign of Clemens August as the most glittering of its time in western Germany, and ranks his orchestra among the finest German princely ensembles. In his court theater Clemens watched Italian operas, French plays, concerts and ballets; he threw epic masked balls during Karneval.11 If he was not gifted in policy, statesmanship, or brains, Clemens was not idle. He had traveled Europe and had seen Versailles; he imported French art and architects and demanded the same style at home. Most of the buildings worthy of being seen in Bonn for the next two centuries would be his doing. On foundations laid by his predecessor, he finished and grandly decorated the Electoral Residence facing the Rhine; built the multicolored Rathaus (Town Hall) presiding over the market square; built Michael’s (later Koblenz) Gate; enlarged the Poppelsdorf Palace (aka Clemensruhe, “Clemens’s Rest”) for his summer residence; and built the high-rococo Holy Steps on the Kreuzberg Church, where the pious would ascend on their knees to the top of the stairs, which led nowhere but back down.


The creation closest to Clemens August’s heart was his country palace, the Augustusburg, in nearby Brühl, like a miniature Versailles flanked by French gardens, the palace classical and stately outside but writhing with rococo ornament inside. In Brühl an alley of trees led out to Falkenlust, one of Clemens’s several grand hunting lodges.
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Clemens August was determined to make Bonn glorious. It had long been called beautiful, part of a storied landscape spreading from the banks of the storied Rhine. Travelers arriving on the tree-lined river saw the grand Electoral Residence presiding over spreading French gardens, behind the palace the spires of churches, in the distance a windmill looming over the town. Poppelsdorf Allée, the tree-lined walk from the residence to the summer palace of Poppelsdorf, was declared by a visitor “the most pleasant [walk] in lower Germany. Quiet joy seems to permeate the whole landscape and a sweet pleasure fills the soul.”12


Bonn’s cathedral, the Romanesque five-towered minster, was started in the eleventh century. Within the remains of the old city walls, the lanes where much of the populace lived were close and dirty and unpaved, the paved streets black-surfaced with lava stone. As everywhere in Europe, the streets stank mightily from garbage and sewage tossed from windows. But most of the houses were of brick, roughly plastered and brightly painted, and all were close to attractive squares and gardens and parks.


On the Rhine, the city’s lifeblood, flowed a steady traffic of commercial and pleasure boats, under sail or oar or towed from the banks. The banks were covered with vineyards, the high roads in the countryside planted with fruit trees for the refreshment of travelers. Much of the quality of life in Bonn came from its location and its status as an ecclesiastical state. Taxes were moderate, there was little military presence or impressment, the land was fertile, prosperity flowed in from the river.13 It was a landscape to kindle the imagination, full of beauties a later age would call Romantic. Lying picturesquely across the Rhine was a series of rolling hills, the Siebengebirge.14 An English visitor described the Siebengebirge as “awful,” meaning inspiring awe. Three of the hills were topped by the stark towers of ruined castles, including Drachenfels, where legend said the hero Siegfried slew a dragon and bathed in its blood to become invincible.


The Rhine landscape, full of legends, enchanted a Romantic visitor of the nineteenth century, Victor Hugo:




An entire population of imaginary creatures in direct communication with beautiful ladies and handsome knights was scattered throughout the Rhine Valley: the oreads, who seized the mountains and forests; the undines, who took possession of the waters; the gnomes, who captured the inside of the earth; the spirit of the rocks; the spirit-rapper; the Black Hunter, who roamed the thickets mounted on a huge stag with sixteen antlers … there is nothing in the woods, crags, and vales but apparitions, visions, stupendous combats, diabolical pursuits, infernal castles, sounds of harps in the thickets, melodious songs chanted by invisible singers, hideous laughter emitted by mysterious wayfarers.15





In its dream of the triumph of reason and science, the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century failed in its hope of sweeping away old legends and superstitions like these — partly because the next generation, the Romantics, would condemn the reign of reason and embrace the ancient, the wild and mysterious, the mingling of fear and awe they called the sublime.
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In 1790, Bonn contained some twelve thousand souls, nine hundred of them registered as master craftsmen.16 The people had the usual character of Rhinelanders: lighthearted, not overly hardworking, not too impressed by rank, with an appreciation of a good joke and a good comeback. The roads in German lands were terrible and travel on land or water expensive, so most Bonners stayed home in their pleasant backwater, their town largely out of history and out of mind of the rest of the world. With nowhere else to go for amusement, Bonners loved dancing and music; their religious holidays were more worldly than pious. They loved beef and beer and Rhine wine, and their cooking was liberal with vinegar, too sour for the palates of some visitors.17 On feast days, the gentry and nobility blossomed in multicolored finery, the men in wide-flapped waistcoats enlivened by satins and silks and silver belt buckles and ruffled sleeves, topped by great powdered wigs and cocked hats, with a sword to the side, perhaps a scarlet cloak over the ensemble. The ladies sported long narrow bodices and sweeping robes and long silk gloves, tottered on huge high heels under a cloud of artfully enhanced hair.18


Music was everywhere. The French traveler and memoirist Madame de Staël wrote of the Rhineland: “Townspeople and country folk, soldiers and laborers nearly all know music … I have entered wretched cottages blackened with smoke, and suddenly heard the mistress, and the master of the house too, improvising on the harpsichord … On market days players of wind instruments perform on the town hall balcony over the public square.”19 Presiding over the airy market in the middle of town, the Rathaus made a splendid polychrome town hall, topped by the arms of Bonn, below them two lusty fauns flanking the town clock.
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In Clemens August’s reign as Elector, Bonn was thriving and peaceful. Its only significant business was the court. “All Bonn,” the proverb ran, “is fed from the Elector’s kitchen.” The irrationality of the system was not an issue when you could find work at court in one of the myriad titled positions: a Lackey, a Page, a Window Cleaner, a Fowl Plucker, a Master of the Cellar, an Equerry in the Stables, one of the army of Bakers and Cooks, a Minister, a Musician.20 Clemens August’s theater and opera productions alone cost upwards of 75,000 florins a year. (The average yearly salary of a court musician: less than 250 florins.) Expenditures for theatrical productions were nothing compared to those for furniture, paintings, objets d’art, and above all buildings. All this splendor was financed by insatiable borrowing from France and elsewhere.21


While the reign of Clemens August slipped toward catastrophic debt, he maintained a facade of grandeur and prosperity, and for it he was loved by his subjects. That would be in contrast to his successor, whose regime had to clean up the financial mess Clemens left behind.


In 1761, after nearly four decades as Elector, Clemens August died in royal fashion. During a trip to visit relatives in Munich he was stricken with illness on the road, barely making it to his fellow Elector’s palace at Ehrenbreitstein. Too sick to eat, Clemens still could not resist attending the evening’s ball. Once there, he had to dance eight or nine turns with a charming baroness, and naturally could not deny that pleasure to other ladies. At some point he sank to the floor in a faint, and the next day he gently expired. It would be said of Clemens, he danced out of this world into some other.22 After sumptuous funeral ceremonies, his estate from jewels to paintings to porcelain to fiddles was auctioned off, the proceeds applied to his debts.23 Clemens’s corporeal remains were graciously divided among his subjects: his body went to the Cologne Cathedral, heart to a church in Altötting, entrails to St. Remigius in Bonn.24


Clemens’s successor Maximilian Friedrich was not a Bavarian Wittelsbach like the last five Electors but rather came from the old Swabian house of Königsegg-Rothenfels. The man whose gift for backstage machinations put Max Friedrich on the electoral throne became his chief minister and de facto ruler of the Electorate: the wily, brilliant, hated, and feared count Caspar Anton von Belderbusch. Among his accomplishments, Belderbusch was to be the hero and protector of the Beethoven family.
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When the new Elector took over in 1761, Belderbusch was quick to impose austerities, because it fell to him to get the state out of debt. In that he succeeded, meanwhile lavishly feathering his own nest. Belderbusch laid the foundation of Bonn’s golden age at the end of the century, but he was never able to make the genial and retiring Max Friedrich as popular as his predecessor. A series of natural disasters did not improve the temper of the town. As the ditty ran:








With Clemens August one wore blue and white,


Then one lived as in paradise.


With Max Friedrich one wore black and red,


And suffered hunger and may as well be dead.











When the new regime trimmed the ranks of court musicians and cut the salaries of the ones remaining, Kapellmeister Touchemoulin departed. Court bassist Ludwig van Beethoven saw his opportunity and petitioned the Elector in terms duly outraged yet properly groveling:




May it please Your Electoral Grace to permit a representation of my faithfully and dutifully performed services for a considerable space as vocalist as well as, since the death of the Kapellmeister, for more than a year his duties in Dupplo, that is to say by singing and wielding the baton … Inasmuch as because of particular recommendation Dousmoulin [sic] was preferred over me, and indeed unjustly, I have been forced hitherto to submit to fate …


There reaches Your Electoral Grace my humble petition that you may graciously be pleased … to grant me the justice of which I was deprived on the death of Your Highness’s antecessori of blessed memory, and appoint me Kapellmeister … For which highest grace I shall pour out my prayers to God for the long continuing health and government of your Electoral Grace, while in deepest submission I throw myself at your feet.25





The Elector smiled on the petition. Ludwig served as court Kapellmeister for the next dozen years. The music-loving chief minister Belderbusch was a reliable patron of the Beethoven family, who repaid him with loyalty and, it appears, a little spying on their neighbors.


If Ludwig’s salary became more pleasant with his new position, his life was not the least pleasant. By the time of his ascension to the post of Kapellmeister, Ludwig had a son singing in the chapel choir, but in his house he no longer had a wife. She had been shut away as an alcoholic, out of sight and past hope, and their only child possessed a relentless wanderlust.
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From his first years in the Bonn court Kapelle, the elder Ludwig van Beethoven was greatly valued and paid accordingly. He entered service at 400 florins a year, a generous salary for a musician.26 Like other local musicians in a town full of musical amateurs and aspiring professionals, he would have added to his income by giving private lessons. His elevation to Kapellmeister in 1761 made him the preeminent musician in Bonn and overseer of the Kapelle, the court musical establishment, with a salary of nearly 800 florins.


The duties of a Kapellmeister joined leadership to artistry. Ludwig directed the chapel choir, and the chorus and orchestra when they performed together (otherwise the orchestra was directed by the concertmaster, who ranked below the Kapellmeister). He did the hiring and firing, oversaw the careers of his musicians, arbitrated disputes. Ordinarily Kapellmeisters were also expected to supply new music to the court, in the same way that its bakers supplied bread and its hunters meat. Ludwig was not a composer, but he remained the leading bass soloist in the Kapelle, performing in everything from cantatas and oratorios to leading roles in operas.27


From his parents, who had traded in fine goods, the elder Ludwig seems to have inherited an interest in business as well. He leased two apartments and rented out one of them. More profitably, he started a trade buying local Rhine wine and shipping it in bulk back to his native Brabant; in town, he rented two cellars from which he sold wine by the barrel. In a census of the 1760s, Ludwig is listed not as a musician but as a wine dealer.28 Later he added a sideline lending money to local citizens.29


For many years off and on, two generations of Beethovens lived in rented rooms on the second floor of a Rheingasse house called Zum Walfisch (the Whale), owned by baker Johann Fischer and then by his son Theodor, who marked the fourth generation to sell baked goods from the ground floor of the house.30 (Theodor’s son Gottfried, who wrote memoirs of the Beethoven family, marked the fifth generation of bakers.) The Beethoven flat in the Fischer house was a spacious suite of six rooms.31 The Fischer children remembered it as a vision of prosperity, filled with Flemish luxuries inherited from Ludwig’s family: elegant furniture, paintings on the walls, a cupboard sparkling with silver and porcelain and glass, on the table fine linen drawn through polished silver rings.32


Ludwig and his wife, Maria Josepha, had three children, of whom only the last survived: Johann, born around 1740. Like most Bonn children, he was taken out of school early and reared for the family trade, his father teaching him keyboard and singing. To be the child of a craftsman, cook, musician, or the like could virtually guarantee a position at court; the same family names turned up through generations in the same jobs.


Court records from 1752 show Johann van Beethoven entering the choir as a boy soprano; as his voice changed, he dropped to alto and finally to tenor. At first he was unpaid, which was usual with children and teenagers in the Kapelle; if a child proved capable and dutiful, he or she would eventually claim a salary. At the beginning of 1764, when Johann was about twenty-four and had sung in the choir some dozen years, he petitioned for a salary and his father followed with a request that he get 200 florins. Johann was granted 150.33 In those days children of the working classes were reared to contribute to the family labors and income, so Johann would also have worked in his father’s wine business. And if music was the Beethoven family’s route to respect and prosperity, wine was their undoing.


All the Beethovens had a thirst. While old Ludwig was a connoisseur of wine, his wife and son took more interest as consumers. Memoirist Gottfried Fischer recalled that Johann “early got expert in wine-tasting, and became a good wine drinker.”34 Bonn would know Johann as a tippler the whole of his life, though alcohol fully claimed him only in his last years. His mother, Maria Josepha, was not so lucky.


Particular stories of the disintegration of the Beethoven family have not come down, but they would have been much the same as in any family. Old Ludwig was not the sort to keep his feelings quiet. In childhood Johann had to watch his parents play out scenes violent and pathetic,  had to hear screams and accusations, watch repentances and relapses, his mother sodden with drink. That part of their life ended when Maria Josepha was taken to Cologne and shut away in a cloister. What kind of life she led in that limbo can hardly be imagined. It lasted until she died, still sequestered, some twenty years later.35


Theodor Fischer’s daughter Cäcilie remembered Kapellmeister Ludwig van Beethoven as “a very respectable man in his dealings, a good-hearted man.”36 Another family friend recalled him as a “bull of vitality, a picture of strength.”37 Others see an echt-Flemish personality: independent, concrete and forceful, hardheaded and sometimes uncouth, aggressive and violent in temper. That description would also apply to his son Johann and to his grandson Ludwig.38


It is said that often in a family, talent skips a generation. Old Ludwig trained Johann to be a competent musician within the range of his limited gift and mediocre voice. Otherwise, he appeared to have viewed his only surviving child with something near contempt. When his father was away it was Johann’s habit to bolt the house and roam around nearby towns, carousing with friends. Once, the Fischers heard Ludwig declaiming a nasty little set piece to his son: “There are altogether three Johnnys in one, like a cloverleaf. The apprentice is Johnny the glutton [Johannes der Fräßer], that you see eating all the time. And the journeyman in the house is Johnny the loudmouth [Johannes der Schwätzer].” Here, he pointed to his son: “And then there’s Johnny the runner [Johannes der Läufer]. You keep running, keep running; someday you’ll run to your grave.”39 Johannes der Läufer is a bitter pun on Johannes der Täufer, John the Baptist.


If there was never a complete break between father and son, there seems to have been little peace either. The closest to a break came when Johnny the runner’s rebelliousness and wanderlust climaxed with marriage.
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During one of his jaunts in neighboring towns, Johann met Maria Magdalena Leym, born Keverich, in Ehrenbreitstein. She was from a prominent family; her father had been overseer of the kitchen for the Elector of Trier, an important position among court servants. Her ancestors included councillors and senators. At sixteen, Maria made a fortunate marriage to Johann Georg Leym, a valet of the Elector. By eighteen she was widowed, their only child dead. When Johann van Beethoven began courting her, some two years later, Maria was living in an inn with her mother.40


Johann was in his mid-twenties then and had been prospecting for a wife. He and baker Theodor Fischer, friendly competitors in all things, had vowed to “set sail on the sea of love” and see who reached port first.41 Johann was a passably handsome man, with strong features and broad shoulders, sociable and full of Lebenslust in the way of Rhinelanders, and he sported a repertoire of songs he sang and played on keyboard and fiddle and zither. Maria was slender, blond, and pretty, though her face was serious and over the years only became more so. However and whyever, Maria accepted Johann’s hand. Then he informed his father.


Somehow Ludwig had the impression that the woman his son wanted to marry was a chambermaid, though she was not. Ludwig was outraged, not interested in explanations. He was heard shouting at Johann, “I would never have thought that of you, never expected you would stoop so low!”42 He did not forbid the marriage but refused to attend the wedding unless it was kept short and held in Bonn. Maria would not forget that she was cheated of the fine wedding in Ehrenbreitstein that her mother would have given her.43 Eventually it became Maria’s stated opinion that from the wedding day forward, married life was a downhill course.


After a honeymoon in Ehrenbreitstein, Johann and Maria moved to a garden house behind 515 Bonngasse, a street full of court musicians. Neither humble nor elegant, spacious nor cramped, the house was a squat three floors, the windows flanked by shutters, the stucco probably painted yellow.


The first two of their children were born in the Bonngasse house: the Ludwig who died and the Ludwig who lived, the latter born December 16 or 17, 1770, in a top-floor garret barely high enough to stand up in. In England that year, steam power began to create an industrial revolution; across the ocean, the Boston Massacre helped trigger a political revolution; in France, the dauphin married Marie Antoinette, daughter of the Holy Roman emperor; in Königsberg, Immanuel Kant became a professor. Though the Beethoven family did not yet figure in history and lived in the garden house on Bonngasse only a few years, that ordinary dwelling would in due course become a shrine, the composer born there the main reason most of the world would ever think of Bonn at all.
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While Maria was pregnant with her second Ludwig, Johann suddenly declared to his employers that he had received an offer to work in the cathedral of Liège, where his father had once sung. Johann produced a letter from the cathedral making the offer; the salary offered was considerably better than Johann was making in Bonn.44 In light of his later history, the letter and the offer were probably bogus. It was a characteristic ruse of Johann to extract a raise from the court, and it didn’t work — also characteristic. If Johann did forge the document, it would not be his last time.


The period after Ludwig the younger was born was a time of relative peace and prosperity in the family. There is little doubt that old Ludwig doted on his grandson and namesake: his wife was a phantom, his son a disappointment. The Fischers remembered the grandfather, for all his strength and willfulness, as jolly with children, bouncing their daughter Cäcilie on his knee and pulling faces to scare her.45 The toddler Ludwig lost his grandfather early but never forgot him as a wellspring of love and kindness, his features a model for his own face, his career and character likewise a model for his own. But the later Ludwig van Beethoven’s tangible connection to his grandfather would be in the form of a singular painting.


In 1773, worn down and no longer able to sing, old Ludwig commissioned a portrait of himself. The artist was Amelius Radoux, a fellow Fleming employed by the court as a sculptor and wood-carver.46 Though this was to be his only known painting, Radoux did a handsome job. The finished piece was a collaboration between artist and subject.


In his portrait as he was in life, Kapellmeister Ludwig van Beethoven is a commanding figure. The canvas depicts him as strong-featured, high-browed, fleshy, and ruddy. He wears a fur cap and an elegant tasseled  jacket. His piercing eyes fix the viewer. It is the picture of an imperious and prosperous professional, a leader.


It is also a portrait of anguish and endurance. This was the statement Kapellmeister van Beethoven, feeling himself near the end, wanted to leave posterity about his life. Every element of the picture forms a symbolic narrative. On the table to the viewer’s left lies a decorated strip of fabric; it is the traditional “husband’s band” that a bride-to-be made for her fiancé. Looking up from the embroidered band, the viewer finds a dark cape falling from Ludwig’s shoulders, the clothing of a man in mourning. Its fall evokes his escape from the darkness that had enveloped him.


With a decisive gesture Ludwig’s arm emerges from the cape; the forefinger of his right hand points to the left hand, which is turning the pages of a musical score. Here is the heart of the painting’s message. It says, This engagement with my art is what brought me out of darkness; this is what saved me from the tragedy of my marriage. The notes on the pages of music amplify the message. The score is part of an aria from Giovanni Pergolesi’s famous opera La serva padrona, which had been performed at the court theater, likely with Ludwig singing the principal role of Umberto. The snippet of text from the aria is “If love … If love …” In the story at that moment, the singer is trying to decide what to do about a woman who is driving him to distraction.47


Ludwig van Beethoven’s grandson kept that painting near him to the end of his life, telling friends stories about his grandfather, proudly pointing out their resemblance in the shape of their faces, their animated eyes. The painted image of his grandfather was a talisman of his heritage as a musician. There is no indication that Ludwig the younger understood the story secreted in the painting, so much like the covert and sometimes tragic stories adumbrated in his own music. In telling friends stories about his grandfather, Beethoven perhaps did not point out that his hero and model, the man he honored in place of his father, died when his grandson was barely three years old. The painting was their main connection.


It was less the memory of his actual grandfather that Beethoven treasured, more the idea and ideal of his grandfather represented by art. As man and artist, the younger Ludwig van Beethoven was someone for whom ideas, ideals, and art outshone people in the flesh. And, like his grandfather, the composer Ludwig van Beethoven saw music as his salvation.
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The day before Christmas 1773, after suffering a stroke, Kapellmeister Ludwig van Beethoven died. Despite his objections to Johann’s marriage, he had been generous to the couple; he left them a substantial inheritance in money and finery, much of the latter brought years before from his Flemish homeland. Meanwhile, when Ludwig died, a number of people owed him money. He had been making unsecured loans and selling wine on credit.48 With the family patriarch and benefactor gone, Johann bestirred himself to improve his situation. He petitioned the court for a raise, “since the death of my father has left me in needy circumstances my salary not sufficing.”49 Perhaps he was not as needy as all that. He went after his father’s debtors and collected from them. One debt amounted to some 1,000 florins, a sum a frugal family could live on for three years.50 The Beethovens, however, did not prove frugal.


If Johann van Beethoven did not inherit a full measure of his father’s musicality or intelligence, he still had some of Ludwig’s energy and ambition. In practice, that meant Johann was a perennial schemer and opportunist, if usually an unsuccessful one. (The court again turned down his petition for a raise.) There were successes sometimes, in a manner of speaking. When he married Maria, Johann acquired from her mother 450 florins. This money was sometimes described as a dowry, but more likely it constituted his mother-in-law’s savings, and Johann pinched it.51 (A petition to the Court of Trier declared that the mother was impoverished because of her daughter’s “ill-advised marriage.”)52 After her daughter left home, the mother’s mind seems to have faltered; she was reported standing in front of a church in Ehrenbreitstein through wind and rain and winter nights.53 She died in miserable circumstances in 1768.


When old Ludwig died prosperously, besides chasing down his father’s debtors, Johann looked out for himself in other ways. Ludwig had been close to the power behind the throne at the Bonn court, music-loving chief minister Caspar Anton von Belderbusch, and Johann cultivated that important connection.


After his father died, Johann aspired to succeed him as Kapellmeister. His salary at that point was hardly enough to sustain his family, and Maria was pregnant again. As importantly, Johann imagined himself becoming the leading musician at court, which would make him the most prominent musician in Bonn. To that end, he primed Belderbusch with valuables from old Ludwig’s estate, mostly Flemish antiques: a standing clock; fine glassware and porcelain; an illuminated Bible; and paintings, including a descent from the cross — all valued at some 650 florins, two years’ living for a musician.54


For weeks officials of the court put off Johann’s petition to replace his father as Kapellmeister. He took the delay as promise of a favorable outcome, but that was a forlorn fantasy. By then, Johann was a familiar part of the musical life of the town, a tenor competent to handle minor roles in opera, a respected teacher, a convivial fellow who had befriended important people both musical and otherwise. But in temperament, talent, and intelligence Johann van Beethoven was not the least prepared to run a musical establishment, a fact probably obvious to everyone but him.


In May 1774, it was announced that the new Kapellmeister would be Andrea Luchesi, a conductor and well-known opera composer, who brought some luster of fame and a welcome Italian influence to the court. The Kapelle then was a choir of nine and an orchestra of fourteen, plus an organist and the trumpeters and drummers required for festive occasions. Court musical forces grew steadily from that point. They were kept busy providing music in church, concert room, and theater for daily masses, balls, theatrical productions, concerts, and the yearly calendar of twenty high holidays.55
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Possibly Johann van Beethoven understood that when his father died and he was brushed aside as Kapellmeister, he lost his best chance to become an important man in town, with a comfortable income. He was destined for the life of an ordinary music teacher and member of the choir. But Johann did not give up. He remained a loyal protégé of Belderbusch (who did not deign to return the articles constituting the attempted bribe). Johann did not treat new Kapellmeister Luchesi as a rival but instead befriended him. As for his further ambitions in court and in the world, Johann turned, with a vengeance, to his little son Ludwig.




Notes


1. Thayer/Forbes, 1:44–45.


2. Ibid., 1:12.


3. Closson, “Grandfather Beethoven,” 369.


4. MacArdle, “Family van Beethoven,” 533.


5. Closson, “Grandfather Beethoven,” 370; Clive, Beethoven and His World, 23.


6. Blanning, Pursuit of Glory, 366.


7. Pfeiff, Bonn, 25.


8. Wetzstein/Fischer, 5n12.


9. Pfeiff, Bonn, 32.


10. Zehnder, Die Bühnen des Rokoko, 157.


11. Pfeiff, Bonn, passim.


12. Knopp, “Die Stadtgestalt Bonns,” 52–54.


13. Thayer/Forbes, 1:16.


14. Siebengebirge denotes “seven mountains,” but they are mostly hills and there are more than forty of them, so one finds various theories about the origin of the name.


15. Victor Hugo, quoted in Scherman and Biancolli, 5.


16. Knopp, “Die Stadtgestalt Bonns,” 51.


17. Stader, “Bonn und der Rhein,” 122.


18. Thayer/Forbes, 1:40.


19. Madame de Staël, quoted in Knight, Beethoven, 10.


20. Marek, Beethoven, 26.


21. Raynor, Social History, 299. He gives 50,000 thalers as the cost of an opera production, which is about 75,000 florins. Here and throughout I will convert most sums to florins, for comparison.


22. This bon mot may be traditional or may be Thayer’s.


23. Pfeiff, Bonn, 43.


24. Wetzstein/Fischer, 11nn33–34.


25. Thayer/Forbes, 1:17.


26. Ibid., 1:11.


27. Valder-Knechtges, “Andrea Luchesi,” 46.


28. Wetzstein/Fischer, 13 and n42, 151.


29. Solomon, “Economic Circumstances,” 334.


30. In Germany and Austria, the “first” floor of a building is the one above the ground floor. In American terms, then, the Beethovens rented the third floor of the Fischer house. Here, American floor numbers will be used.


31. Wetzstein/Fischer, 7.


32. Ibid., 27.


33. Thayer/Forbes, 1:18–19.


34. Wetzstein/Fischer, 14.


35. Ibid., 12n35.


36. Ibid., 12. As in much of Gottfried Fischer’s memoir, this would have been his sister Cäcilie’s recollection, because old Ludwig died before Gottfried was born.


37. Wegeler/Ries, 14.


38. Closson, “Grandfather Beethoven,” 372.


39. Wetzstein/Fischer, 22.


40. Thayer/Forbes, 1:50–51.


41. Wetzstein/Fischer, 21–22.


42. Ibid., 29 and n113.


43. Ibid., 33.


44. Schiedermair, 97.


45. Wetzstein/Fischer, 28.


46. Thayer/Forbes, 1:23. In January 1773, a singer applying to fill Ludwig’s place in the court choir describes him as “incapacitated.” Wetzstein/Fischer, 7n18, says that Amelius is the painter’s correct first name, not Thayer/Forbes’s Johann.


47. The description of this painting is based on Owen Jander’s article, “Let Your Deafness,” 54–60. The detail concerning where Ludwig’s finger points is mine. It seems significant that Ludwig points not toward the musical score but rather to his hand turning the page, which suggests that it was not only music itself that saved him but also his engagement with it.


48. Closson, “Grandfather Beethoven,” 371.


49. Thayer/Forbes, 1:55.


50. Solomon, “Economic Circumstances,” 337–38.


51. Davies, Character of a Genius, 4.


52. Solomon, “Economic Circumstances,” 336n22.


53. Wetzstein/Fischer, 32n129.


54. Ibid., 27n107.


55. Zehnder, Die Bühnen des Rokoko, 153.






















2




[image: ]





Father, Mother, Son





MOST OF THE time the extraordinary begins in the ordinary. The son reared in the family business. The father who has extravagant dreams for his child. The father who is mediocre in his trade and discovers his son is talented, so drives him all the harder. The father who expects his son to realize his own frustrated dreams. The father who drinks and lashes out. The son who is helpless to resist. The father who does not know how to express love. The mother who watches and tries to soften the blows. The wife who makes her accommodations with the wrong husband and preserves herself and her children as best she can. The wife and mother who wishes none of it had happened. All these are old, ordinary stories.


When a child is reared in a supremely difficult discipline such as music, the great plan, the impetus, usually comes from a parent.1 The child will do this and that, will do it when he is told, and will excel — or else. There is only the question of method. Johann van Beethoven knew one way to keep his son in line, and that was with shouts, threats, beatings, locking the little scamp in the basement. Perhaps his own father had trained the young Johann in music with the same hardness. In any case, Johann had the impatience and the explosive temper of his father, as would his son. The Fischer children remembered a small boy standing on a low bench to reach the keyboard, crying as he played while his father loomed over him.2




*





Johann began teaching his son, beating music into him, when Ludwig was four or five. First, history says, the boy was taught “clavier.” Given that this word encompasses any kind of keyboard instrument, which one is meant is not certain. The pianoforte was still expensive and relatively undeveloped when Ludwig was a child, though soon it would push the old harpsichord into obsolescence. But Bonn was still a backwater, not a center of piano development like Vienna, so Ludwig learned his notes on harpsichord or clavichord.


In those days children often started on the smaller and quieter clavichord, which had a particular advantage: whereas the mechanism of the harpsichord plucked the strings always at the same volume, each key of the clavichord was joined to a small metal hammer that struck the string, so subtleties of touch and volume were available on the clavichord that were not possible on the larger instrument. If Ludwig started on clavichord, he was already learning nuances of touch that would translate to the pianofortes of that time, which were no larger than a harpsichord and had a far more delicate touch than the instruments of a century later.


Clearly Johann’s idea was to rear Ludwig as a court musician so he would be employable as soon as possible and earn his keep. Johann had been reared to that same end by his father. As it had been with Johann, musical teenagers from the families of court musicians might have to work for years before being paid — but if Ludwig could become a clavier soloist by his teens, he might command a salary right away.3 When the boy had learned his notes at the clavier, Johann began to teach him violin and viola so he could play in the court orchestra. Eventually, most likely, the goal was that Ludwig would become Kapellmeister, like his grandfather — the post his father had failed to achieve.


Early on, the boy wanted to make up his own music. Once when his father caught Ludwig improvising on violin, he was heard to shout, “What stupid stuff are you scratching at now? You know I can’t stand that. Scratch on the notes or you’ll never get anywhere!” But the boy kept at it; again Johann caught him playing his own tunes. “Haven’t you heard what I said?” he demanded.


On his fiddle the boy played a phrase he had invented and asked, “But isn’t this beautiful?”


“That’s another matter entirely,” Johann said. “This is just something you made up yourself. You’re not to do that. Keep at your clavier and violin and play the notes correctly, that’s what will get you somewhere. When you’ve learned enough then you can and you will play from your head. But don’t try it now. You’re not ready for it.”4 Inevitably the boy continued making up music, but now in secret, as something private and forbidden.5


As a musician, at least, Johann was no fool. Before long he would have realized that this son was remarkably gifted. At that point it appears his plans broadened toward a splendid new horizon. He began to imagine that Ludwig might be in the same category as the most famous musical phenomenon of the age, a child of freakish talent named Mozart.
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More benignly, there were memories of Ludwig sitting on his father’s lap at parties, and accompanying while Johann sang. A lot of people liked Johann van Beethoven, or at least enjoyed his and the family’s hospitality. Musicians and court figures were in the house constantly. From the cradle, Ludwig heard music all the time, from the songs and keyboard and chamber works of famous masters to folk music and dances and hunting songs and wedding songs.6 Holidays were celebrated with food, drink, and lots of music.


Every year saw a family festival on Maria van Beethoven’s name day. On that day, at least, she was coddled and adored. Court musicians showed up with music stands from the Kapelle, and chairs were lined up along the walls in one of the large street rooms of the Beethoven flat. The men set up a canopy decked with laurel branches and flowers and foliage; inside the canopy they hung the portrait of the patriarch, old Ludwig. Maria was ushered in, and the celebration began with a burst of music. Then came more than enough food and wine, and dancing late into the night in stocking feet so as not to wake the neighbors.7


At Christmas, Johann ordered a pig slaughtered and had a court butcher make holiday wurst. The court musicians served at midnight Mass in the chapel, the Archbishop Elector presiding, the bodyguards and the regiment appearing in full dress, the choir hoping to shine on the most joyous of holidays. After the services ended with volleys of muskets and cannons, Johann and his friends tramped home in the cold and sat down to wine, punch, coffee, a table heaped with food, and singing and playing.8 One thing seems to have been appreciated about Johann and Maria van Beethoven: they knew how to throw a party.
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Johann’s schemes and machinations, of course, had to do with money. To support a family, his pay as a minor member of the court Kapelle was modest (by then about 315 florins),9 and while he busied himself teaching private students, there was not much profit in it. Meanwhile, by the time Ludwig was six there were five mouths in the family to feed.


Ludwig’s brother Caspar Anton Carl had been christened on April 8, 1774, Nikolaus Johann on October 2, 1776. Caspar was named for Chief Minister Caspar Anton von Belderbusch, who agreed to serve as godfather for his namesake. As godmother stood the chief minister’s mistress, Caroline von Satzenhoven, abbess of a home for elderly gentlewomen in Vilich. (The abbess also generously served as mistress of Maximilian Friedrich, the current Elector). To the actual christening of Caspar Anton Carl van Beethoven the distinguished godparents naturally sent deputies of lower rank.10


As Ludwig van Beethoven of five and six years old occupied his time with clavier and violin and viola practice and started school, outside there were signs of change everywhere. The indolent and pleasure-loving new Elector, Max Friedrich, nevertheless abstained from the kind of extravagance for which his predecessor Clemens August was famous. There were no more grand new building projects in Bonn; the books were heading toward balance.


The governing style of Max Friedrich and Belderbusch was at least partly philosophical. For centuries, the lives of all people under feudalism had existed to serve the prosperity and pleasure of their superiors,  that obligation starting from the serf’s toward the lord of the manor, the lord’s toward his count or duke, and so on in a ladder of fealty rising through the ranks to the divinely ordained throne, which answered to no one but God. In the middle of the eighteenth century, the first of the German “enlightened despots,” Frederick the Great of Prussia, began to mediate those centuries of privilege, changing the ancient paradigm of the state as essentially the vassal of the sovereign. Frederick denied that he ruled by divine right and called himself “the first servant of the state.” A rationalistic and humanistic spirit was gathering across Europe and across the Atlantic. Enlightenment — in German, Aufklärung — was the name for the spirit of the times.


In the Electorate of Cologne, the reign of Max Friedrich by way of Belderbusch amounted to a transition from the old model of absolute power to the progressive model of an enlightened ruler, a process the next Elector would complete.11 An English traveler of 1780 described the government of Bonn as “the most active and most enlightened of all the ecclesiastical governments of Germany. The ministry of the court in Bonn is excellently composed … The cabinet … is singularly happy in the establishment of seminaries of education, the improvement of agriculture and industry, and the extirpation of every species of monkery.”12


In 1773, the pope dissolved the Jesuits, ending their traditional monopoly on education, after several countries had already banned them. The dissolution of the order was seen as a triumph of the Enlightenment. (Like many other triumphs of Enlightenment, it was short-lived, and the Jesuits eventually revived.)13 Chief Minister Belderbusch oversaw turning the Jesuit school in Bonn into a new state school, the Academy, and the regime began to enact reforms — part of the movement around Germany to restrain the power of the clergy and to put education in secular hands.


Outside backwater Bonn, after centuries of slumber in literature and thought, by the 1770s Germany was awakening in a precipitous flowering of drama, fiction, and philosophy. Francophile Frederick the Great wrote in 1780, “The Germans up to now know nothing except to eat, drink, make love, and fight … We have no good writers whatever: perhaps they will arise when I am walking in the Elysian Fields.”14


But Frederick did not have to die for German literature to flourish. In the 1770s, the language’s first important playwright, Gottfried Ephraim Lessing, was in his prime, his plays including Nathan der Weise, which preached tolerance toward Jews. The fame of young poet, novelist, and playwright Johann Wolfgang von Goethe was rising toward the point that an entire period in Germany would be remembered as the Goethezeit, the age of Goethe. In spring 1775, Bonn’s newspaper, the Intelligenzblatt, published a review of “Herr Goethe’s newest tragedy Clavigo … One will know from the earlier plays of this author that … his pieces will transgress against once-accepted rules in almost every respect, but the reader will be compensated by many inimitable beauties.” The paper tracked the course of the American Revolution, the first political fruit of the Enlightenment.


At the same time, every age contains the seeds of its own destruction. If the Enlightenment and its cult of science and reason was the triumphant ideology of the eighteenth century, in Germany of the 1770s a literary countercurrent flowered that exalted the violent, excessive, and subjective. In 1774, Goethe published his epochal novel The Sorrows of Young Werther, whose hero kills himself over a frustrated love. The work that gave the anti-Enlightenment movement its name came from a Friedrich Maximilian Klinger play about the American Revolution: Sturm und Drang (Storm and Stress).


It was a movement of angry young men, determined to follow not chilly reason but their inner convictions, their personal storms and stresses. They idealized lonely and even violent outsiders.15 Perhaps the climax of Sturm und Drang came with the 1782 premiere of Friedrich Schiller’s play Die Räuber (The Robbers). Its hero is a son who is cheated of his inheritance and, in a transport of fury both moral and nihilistic, determines to become a king of robbers. In the premiere, after the horrifying denouement, an eyewitness recalled, “The theater was like a madhouse — rolling eyes, clenched fists, hoarse cries in the auditorium. Strangers fell sobbing into each other’s arms, women on the point of fainting staggered towards the exit.”16


The spirit of Sturm und Drang was too frenzied and irrational to last long. It flared and dimmed in little more than a decade. Its traces turned up for a few years in Haydn’s music, among that of other composers.  Goethe and Schiller both washed their hands of Sturm und Drang, and it never really challenged the Aufklärung. But its echoes helped create the period that came to be called Romantic, which loved the demonic and excessive, and which would endure. That was the atmosphere in which the grown Ludwig van Beethoven created, following his own singular star.
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One episode of storm and stress the six-year-old Beethoven witnessed was not a literary but a literal firestorm. During the night of January 15, 1777, the Electoral Residence, the Elector’s palace, lit up in flames. Fueled by heavy winds, the conflagration raced to the powder magazine, which exploded thunderously.17 The town fire drum began to beat. It beat continuously for two days as fire consumed most of the palace, whose massive, stately front commanded the southern border of the city.18


In their flat next to the palace, the Beethovens heard the cries, the drums, the explosion. Like most of the town, they came out to watch the spectacle: amid roaring flames, frantic figures ran with water while others dashed in and out of the building attempting to save papers and valuables. The injured and dead were laid out in the courtyard. Dozens of court servants and officials risked their lives to pull art, furniture, clocks, and vases from the building.19 Among the spectators, court musician Candidus Passavanti was heard to cry, “Oh, my poor contrabass, that I brought with me from Venice!”20


Hofrat Emanuel Joseph von Breuning collected eleven men and with them was hauling state documents out of the burning palace when a wall collapsed on them. All but Breuning died on the spot. Terribly injured, Breuning was brought to his house, where the next day, at age thirty-seven, he slipped away in the circle of his family, leaving his wife, Helene, twenty-seven, and four small children. The Breunings had been one of the most literary and cultured families in Bonn. Under the widow they continued to be so, and a number of townspeople, including Beethoven, were the better for it.


The ruins of the Electoral Residence were still smoldering five days later. By then, the town rumor mill had flared up, its theme apparently that the fire was welcomed by, perhaps even started by, the all-powerful  Belderbusch to obliterate the evidence of his embezzlements and intrigues, and that the valuables salvaged from the residence ended up gracing the palace of Belderbusch in town. Elector Max Friedrich decreed the rebuilding of the residence, but on a more modest scale, with less lavish gardens.


In the three years since old Ludwig van Beethoven died, the family had changed its lodgings three times. With inheritance in hand, Johann had moved the family out of the modest house on Bonngasse, where young Ludwig was born, to a spacious flat on Dreieckplatz. From there, they had returned to baker Theodor Fischer’s house on Rheingasse, where Johann had lived with his father. Then, shortly before the fire, Maria had insisted that they move to a smaller flat on Neugasse, because it was close to the market and church and Electoral Residence.


When the residence caught fire, Johann appeared at the door of the Fischer house in tears, begging to come back because the Beethovens’ flat was threatened by the conflagration. On Fischer’s agreement, Johann rounded up men to spirit the family belongings out of Neugasse and back to Rheingasse while the flames raged behind them. For the Beethoven children, the spectacle of those days must have been thrilling. Gottfried Fischer recalled the boys declaring it was good to come back to Rheingasse, because there was plenty of water in the river to put out a fire.21
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Ludwig van Beethoven spent most of his childhood in the tall, narrow Fischer house, Zum Walfisch. There his father supervised his lessons, his mother did her sewing and her other daily chores, the maids cooked and washed and watched the children. In the small area of the inner city, Johann van Beethoven’s face was familiar, seen on the go every day: his broad forehead, scarred but not unpleasant face, round nose, hair gathered into a thin pigtail, serious eyes, and air of being perennially late for something.22 Although the family was not prosperous, they generally got by in the flat at the Fischers’, their flat spacious with two rooms on the street, four in the back, plus a kitchen and servant’s room. It seems that Johann kept up with his bills. Old Ludwig’s inheritance may have leaked away, but there is no record that in those years the family fell into serious debt.23


The bustling street that the Fischer house fronted on, Rheingasse, was the town’s main commercial avenue from the river. Goods came in at the Rhine Gate and were hauled to the market in the middle of town, where at the Rathaus they were weighed, taxed, and offered for sale in the square. The inside of the Beethoven house bustled with music and family, the outside bustled with wagons and horses and men. Maria van Beethoven and Frau Fischer, Theodor’s wife, consulted on matters of child rearing. Frau Fischer provided a remedy for Ludwig’s bed-wetting and advised about treating an abscess on Nikolaus’s head (he grew up crooked in face and frame). The Beethoven and Fischer children played piggyback in the courtyard, alternated on the swing. (Theodor Fischer and his wife had nine children, of whom five died early — a normal percentage.)


With Johann usually out of the house and Maria busy, their three boys were often left to the care of servants. It was Frau Fischer who alerted Maria that the maids carelessly let the boys play in the street, where the commercial traffic from the Rhine flowed past. Maria, like the rest of the family, had a temper, and sometimes she flared at suggestions about, for example, how she should rear her children. Usually, soon after a ruckus Johann and Maria would turn up together to apologize to the Fischers.24
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Most days, Johann ran from appointment to appointment, sang tenor in the court choir, taught voice and clavier to Bonn children and the children of English and French and German envoys.25 On days when he had to sing at court, he sucked a raw egg or ate prunes for his throat.26 As a musician and teacher, despite his well-known propensity for carousing, Johann in those years was, on the whole, hardworking and respected. Still, his modest talent and the mediocrity of his voice meant that his career would go only so far.


Johann did a great deal more for his son than drumming keyboard and violin into him. He became a canny promoter of Ludwig’s embryonic career as a soloist. From early on, Johann had the boy playing at court, and he made it his business to see that everyone musical in Bonn knew about his child. In 1778, Johann made a bid to establish Ludwig as a marketable prodigy.


His inspiration was Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, the prodigy of prodigies. Wolfgang and his sister had been trained from early childhood by their violinist father, Leopold. The boy composed his first pieces at five, and by age six, with his father and nearly equally talented sister, he toured Europe giving performances that quickly slipped into legend: improvising on given themes, playing blindfolded and with a cloth over the keys. The Mozart family had appeared in Bonn in 1763, and it is unlikely that Johann and his father missed the show.27 In 1770, the year Ludwig was born, Mozart, at age fourteen, was in the middle of another tour of the musical capitals of Europe.


If Johann had a conception of what he was doing with his son, it was surely that he imagined himself to be another Leopold Mozart, who reared a phenomenon and made sure the world heard about it. Johann was determined to do whatever was necessary to foster the gift he saw in his son and cash in on it. With visions of glory dancing in his mind, Johann rented a hall in Cologne to present one of his pupils, the teenage contralto Helene Averdonk, and Ludwig. The newspaper notice ran thus:




Today, March 26, 1778, in the musical concert-room in the Sternengass the Electoral Court Tenorist, BEETHOVEN, will have the honor to produce two of his scholars; namely, Mdlle. Averdonc, Court Contraltist, and his little son of six years. The former will have the honor to contribute various beautiful arias, the latter various clavier concertos and trios, in which he flatters himself that he will give complete enjoyment to all ladies and gentlemen, the more so since both have had the honor of playing to the greatest delight of the entire Court.28





At that point, Ludwig was seven. Johann advertised him as a year younger to enhance the aura of prodigy — and maybe to remind readers of Mozart, who was six when he came to fame.29 Ludwig, a little figure sitting confidently at the keyboard, likely looked the age he was advertised to be. No report survives of whether Ludwig played harpsichord  or pianoforte at the concert, or how the performance was received. The overall results can be seen in the absence of any report. The boy was wonderfully talented, a budding prodigy of Mozartian dimensions, but his father was no Leopold Mozart.
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Johann’s premature bid for fame and money for his son having come to nothing, he turned to less dramatic endeavors to promote Ludwig’s career. He had him perform in the house, in court, and in the great houses of the town, and showed him off on jaunts around the region.


Johann knew that eventually his son needed more sophisticated keyboard and violin teachers than his father. In the next years under those teachers, Ludwig would ascend extraordinarily in skill and in reputation, and in the process he would make his escape from his father’s ambitions into his own. Then, unlike Mozart, who remained loyal and more or less compliant to his father, Ludwig would feel scant loyalty or love toward his first mentor and teacher. From others, the grown-up Beethoven did not countenance criticism of his father or any of his family; others had no right to that. He did his duty as oldest son, whatever it cost him; to Beethoven, family was family. But he had been reared harshly by a father whose own father had more or less done the same, and his resentments were inevitable. Beethoven’s relation to his brothers conformed to the pattern he had learned: fierce loyalty, blind rage, and the occasional motivation of a fist.


Around 1778, Johann van Beethoven began to mine his musical acquaintances as teachers for his son. The first appears to have been ancient Gilles van den Eeden, a Fleming born in Liège. At that point, van den Eeden had been a court organist for some fifty-five years and had been acquainted with the Beethoven family at least since he witnessed old Ludwig’s wedding, in 1733. For a short while, van den Eeden gave young Ludwig keyboard lessons.30


From early on, Ludwig was a pianist rather than a harpsichordist, becoming one of the first generation to grow up as pure pianists from close to the beginning of their studies. Van den Eeden may also have taught the boy his first lessons in thoroughbass, giving him a foundation in harmonic practice by way of learning to read the numerical figures that indicate the chords to be played above a bass line.31 Most solo works of that time consisted simply of a melody and figured bass, the keyboardist improvising an accompaniment from the given harmonies. Learning the art of harmony via thoroughbass was a foundation of both composition and improvisation.


Among Johann’s circle of friends was actor and theater manager Gustav F. W. Grossmann, who came to Bonn in 1778 to run the court’s new National Theater. Grossmann was a sophisticated artist and man, and he was fond of or at least amused by Johann van Beethoven. The two became friends. As a teacher for Ludwig to replace the aged and ailing van den Eeden, Grossmann recommended a broadly talented, also splendidly eccentric young newcomer named Tobias Friedrich Pfeifer. He was something of an unclassifiable man. As part of Grossmann’s theatrical company, Pfeifer served in the capacities of actor, pianist, oboist, and flutist (appropriately, his name means “piper”). He took up residence in the Beethovens’ flat at the Fischer house and started teaching Ludwig clavier, meanwhile carousing with Johann. The two endeavors mingled in ways that created new miseries for the boy, but Ludwig seems to have made considerable progress under Pfeifer.


The Fischer family was tormented by Pfeifer pacing around his room through the night in heavy boots. When Theodor Fischer complained, Pfeifer responded by removing one boot at night but not the other. One day, the house was startled by the sound of a barber hurtling down the stairs, whence Pfeifer had thrown him. Pfeifer and Johann were both given to flirting with teenage Cäcilie, the fetching Fischer daughter. Pfeifer would cry, “Here comes my darling girl! I love you, you’ll be my wife, I’ll take you with me to Saxony!” Cäcilie replied that her father had told her musicians were people who blew with the wind.


In the end, everyone in the house seems to have been fond of Tobias Pfeifer except the Beethovens’ maid, who complained that at all hours he ordered coffee, wine, beer, and brandy, which she was convinced he mixed and drank together. Ludwig’s lessons were as irregular as his teacher, taking place whenever Pfeifer was in the mood. Sometimes he felt in the mood after midnight, when he and Johann arrived home from the tavern. They would shake the boy awake and drag him to the keyboard, where he was forced to play into the early hours. Ludwig also began to play chamber music with Pfeifer on flute and court violinist  Franz Georg Rovantini, a man shy and religious, the opposite of the flighty insomniac Pfeifer. Rovantini, who was distantly related to Maria van Beethoven, gave Ludwig violin and viola lessons. (He was another of Cäcilie Fischer’s admirers.) As the three played trios in a front room of the Beethoven flat, passersby would stop in the street, exclaiming that they could listen for hours.32
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The widespread musicality of Bonners that struck visitors like writer Madame de Staël had its roots in a lower Rhine musical culture that went back centuries.33 The court added more impetus and professionalism to the picture. At the Electoral Residence, music was required in the chapel, theater, concert room, and ballroom; the town calendar included some twenty high holidays with special services and music. Max Friedrich allowed the court orchestra to give two public concerts a week in the Rathaus, where they also played for the all-night Shrovetide balls.34 If in the larger world Bonn was too much a backwater for a musician to find wide fame, it was still a town as good as any in which to learn the art. Beethoven was not the only virtuoso to emerge from Bonn as if out of nowhere to dazzle the capitals of music.


In those days, the pursuit of music was perceived in a pair of dichotomies. Listeners were divided into amateurs and connoisseurs, performers into dilettanti and virtuosi. As in C. P. E. Bach’s keyboard sonatas for Kenner und Liebhaber, composers generally wrote with those divisions in mind. In 1782, Mozart wrote his father about his new concertos, “[H]ere and there connoisseurs alone can derive satisfaction; the non-connoisseurs cannot fail to be pleased, though without knowing why.”35 That defined the essentially populist attitude of what came to be called the Classical style: composers should provide something for everybody, at the same time gearing each work for its setting, whether it was the more intimate and complex chamber music played by enthusiasts in private homes, or public pieces for theater and larger concerts, which were written in a more straightforward style.


In Bonn, music was heard in houses from low to high, and often the skills of dilettantes rivaled those of professionals. Chief Minister Belderbusch employed a wind quintet of his own; his nephew’s wife was an able keyboard player.36 A daughter of the Viennese ambassador Count Metternich was called the best clavier player in town.37 (This was the Metternich family whose son later rose to power in Vienna and gave his name to a political era.)


Finance Minister J. G. von Mastiaux was among the most perfervid of the aristocratic music fanciers at court. He maintained a Haydn cult, corresponding with the master, acquiring all the Haydn scores he could get his hands on including eighty symphonies and thirty quartets, and he had a huge library of music by a range of contemporary composers.38 Mastiaux and his five children all played; his instrument collection included a pyramid-shaped piano that people came from miles around to admire.39 There were regular concerts in his music room, which had space for a small orchestra and dozens of listeners.


In those days, private houses were the primary venue where secular music was heard. Public concerts in large halls were less common, largely reserved for orchestral and large choral works.40 From childhood on, Beethoven made his reputation as a performer mainly in the setting of house music, and that situation hardly changed through his career. Solo pieces and chamber music, in other words, were played in chambers, much of the time by amateur musicians for audiences of family and friends. Programs were a mélange of genres and media; a concerto might be followed by a solo piece, followed by an aria, the musicians alternately playing and listening. The audience typically wandered in and out of the room, sometimes chatted and played cards. This pattern for concerts both private and public also lasted through Beethoven’s lifetime — though he demanded to be listened to attentively. Only once in his life was one of his piano sonatas played in a public concert.41
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Elector Max Friedrich was well on in his seventies when Belderbusch turned his thoughts and intrigues toward a successor. Bonn had traditionally been oriented toward France, but Belderbusch hated the French and they hated him in return.42 To secure the next Elector, he decided on a bold move toward Vienna. Maximilian Franz von Habsburg-Lothringen, the youngest sibling of Holy Roman Emperor Joseph II, had as yet no throne to his name. Securing Max Franz for Elector would make a profitable connection between Bonn and Vienna  and would also bring the influence of Joseph himself, one of the most progressive “benevolent despots” of the age.


Belderbusch began to lobby in Vienna and succeeded on his usual scale. Max Franz would become “coadjutor” of the Electorate of Bonn, the appointed heir to the throne. Besides agreeing to the electoral scheme, Vienna promised the Bonn court a yearly subsidy of 50,000 florins and a one-time “present” of 100,000 florins. Meanwhile, another 100,000 florins was allocated to Belderbusch himself, plus the title Graf (Count) for him and his three nephews.43 (Again, a basic year’s salary for a court musician was 250 florins.)


News of the (pro forma) election of the coadjutor was celebrated in Bonn with cannons and bells, a solemn Te Deum in the minster, an illumination of the whole city that His Electoral Grace “condescended to view,” a great banquet at the Electoral Residence, and a masked ball open “to all respectably dressed citizens” that went on until 7 o’clock in the morning.44 All that would be as nothing compared to the celebration when Max Franz made his first appearance.


So it came to pass that in October 1780, Bonn witnessed the triumphal entry of the coadjutor. The arrival of Max Franz was chronicled in a series of pictures by the court painter: the coadjutor’s fleet of boats is greeted with gunfire and trumpets and drums on the river; his carriage and train progress through the market before the eyes of the town, whose citizens are dressed in multicolored finery, many waving handkerchiefs and weeping for joy; Max Franz greets Elector Max Friedrich and his retinue outside the Electoral Residence. There followed a two-week whirl of masked balls, banquets, hunting, operettas, comedies, galas, grand promenades, dinners “with ladies,” and church ceremonies.45 Despite his impressively portly frame, future Elector Max Franz held up manfully under it all.




*





For the Beethovens, the beginning of 1779 climaxed with the birth of the family’s first daughter, Anna Maria Franziska, in February. Violinist and family friend Franz Rovantini served as her godfather. The baby died in four days, the first death in the family that the boys had to witness.


Johann kept at his daily round of singing and lessons. If he was no longer Ludwig’s main teacher, he was still the enforcer. Now it was younger brother Caspar Carl undergoing their father’s regime. Carl grew up playing and eventually taught a little piano, but he never amounted to much as a musician. There is no indication that youngest brother Nikolaus Johann was taught music. He was remembered as mild and good-natured — unique in that family — and a bit dim. In the end, however, Nikolaus Johann made more money than the rest of his family put together.


Johann van Beethoven was recalled as much for his merrymaking as for his professionalism. The Fischers remembered him and his prime drinking companion, fishmonger Klein, across the way, toot-tooting through their fists at each other from the windows. With a few glasses in him, Johann could be jolly or mean, and the children knew he was always ready with the back of his hand. Theodor Fischer recalled that on hot days Johann went to a tavern next door and ordered a flask each of wine and water, then returned and strolled about swigging from them, singing away, to a mixture of amusement and scorn from his wife.46


Maria van Beethoven was remembered as a good and kindly woman, though like the rest of the Beethovens she had a formidable temper. When she died, her son Ludwig called her his best friend. She knew how to handle a troublesome husband, how to talk to those both high and low, how to give a clever comeback. She managed the household, the endless bills, and the knitting and sewing, though cleanliness was not her strong suit with either the house or the children. The boys were often grubby.


Maria was her children’s mentor in morals. “From childhood on,” Beethoven later wrote, “I learned to love virtue.”47 One of Maria’s sayings comes close to a prophecy of the life of her composer son and his ethos: “Without suffering there is no struggle, without struggle no victory, without victory no crown.”


Family friends remembered Maria’s thin face full of care, her serious eyes. She endured. Above all, she felt a rankling sense of regret. Working with Cäcilie Fischer one day, Maria told the teenager that their violinist friend Franz Rovantini was enamored of her and would like to marry her. And he was a fine man. But, Maria continued, “[i]f you want my good advice, stay single. Then you’ll have the best, most peaceful, most beautiful, most enjoyable life you can have. Because what is marriage but a little joy, then afterward a chain of sorrows. And you’re still so young … So many sorrows come that unmarried people have no idea of … One should weep when a girl is born into the world.”48


Having buried a well-to-do husband and a child before she was twenty, now Maria had to live with a husband who drank too much and was never going to prosper. Her mother had died impoverished and mad. Maria knew she would most likely bury half or more of her children before they came of age. Maria van Beethoven had a ready wit and enjoyed a party, but Cäcilie Fischer could not remember ever seeing Maria laugh.


Maria seemed more amused than outraged at her husband’s flirting with Cäcilie Fischer. As she fended Johann off, Cäcilie would protest, “I’m not a girl for kissing! You have your wife to kiss!” Once, there was enough of a tussle in the kitchen that they fell onto the stove and knocked the pipe out of the wall. It clattered to the floor, at which everyone broke up laughing. Johann declared he’d learned his lesson; Maria told Cäcilie she’d handled it well.49


None of it seemed to interfere with the easy relations of the Beethovens and the Fischers. Cäcilie was so named because she had been born on the festival day of the patroness of music, St. Cecilia. On Cäcilie’s name day, the Beethovens would come to offer their congratulations, and in honor of the saint all would retire to a tavern with Johann’s musical friends and get merry enough that the children would have to help their father home.50
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So a marriage endured with its ordinary sorrows and tragedies and passing amusements and guilty pleasures. The stories of Ludwig and his brothers in childhood are no less ordinary. The maids take them to play in the garden of the Electoral Residence. From there they can run over to the rampart of the Old Toll and look out over the Rhine to the Siebengebirge. When guests are in the house, Johann dispatches the boys to the ground-floor bakery, where the young ones crawl around the stone floor unsupervised and Nikolaus cracks his head, developing the aforementioned abscess, which leaves him scarred. Ludwig steals eggs from Frau Fischer’s chickens and gets caught. The boys steal a neighbor’s chicken and have the maid cook it; they don’t get caught but beg a Fischer son who’d figured it out, “Don’t tell Papa and Mama or we’ll have to run away from home.”


When Gottfried Fischer was little, the Beethoven boys naturally tormented him. “Listen, Gottfried, your father is a fisher.”


“My father is not a fisher, he’s a baker! He bakes bread!”


“Listen, Gottfried, your father catches fish at night and bakes fish.”


“No, my father is a baker, not a fisher! My mother bakes fish in the kitchen, not my father.”


“Listen, Gottfried, you and your father, both of you fishers, when you’re big you’ll have to catch fish at night and bake them.”


“No, when I’m big I’m going to be a baker, not a fisher!” This kept up until Gottfried was furious and hitting at them; then they’d relent and reassure him that his papa was a baker after all.51


From the big attic of the Fischer house, you could see down the Rhine in one direction and the Siebengebirge in the other. In the attic stood two telescopes owned by the landlords. In youth, Ludwig spent much time there alone, peering at the landscape up and down the river and over to the hills. “The Beethovens,” Gottfried recalled, “loved the Rhine.”52


At Easter 1780, the family said goodbye to Tobias Pfeifer, who was leaving town after less than a year. The grand eccentric had proved an able teacher for Ludwig and a reliable drinking companion for Johann. Now, at age nine (and still advertised as a year younger), Ludwig was starting to attract attention from connoisseurs, had become the star of house concerts, and in that capacity was ready to make money.53


Having suggested Pfeifer as teacher for the boy, Johann’s actor friend Grossmann provided another one, a man who had recently arrived in Bonn to become music director of the court theater. This teacher turned out to be an irreplaceable figure in Ludwig’s life: Christian Gottlob Neefe, a composer, organist, writer, poet, biographer, and enthusiast for Aufklärung. No one person shaped the child who grew up into Ludwig van Beethoven, but Neefe would be his most important mentor.
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Much of what this teacher would have to work with was already settled. A pattern had formed in Ludwig’s childhood. From his fourth or fifth year, music was beaten into him. It was misery, but whether he chose it or not, music had been from early on what his life was about. Childhood brought good times as well as bad, times when his father was laughing and proud of him, and when he received the steady wisdom and solace of his mother. He enjoyed tramps in the lovely landscape and pranks and games with his brothers and the Fischer children. It was at least a measure of an ordinary childhood. His early years also laid the foundation of a phenomenal resilience and courage.


On the other side of the misery of his training, there was the ecstasy of music itself. When he escaped from his father’s regime and found better teachers and discovered his own ambitions, the teenage Beethoven still sought solitude, hours when he could be alone with music and pore over his own creations. Even though he was performing constantly in public, the rest of the world and everybody in it could not reach him in that solitude.


Music was the one extraordinary thing in a sea of the disappointing and ordinary. Reared as he was in a relentless discipline, instinctively responsive to music as he was, the boy never truly learned to understand the world outside music. Nobody ever really demanded that of him until, disastrously, near the end of his life. Nor did he ever really understand love. He could perceive the world and other people only through the prism of his own consciousness, judging them in the unforgiving terms he judged himself.


Otherwise Beethoven had little grasp of the world at all. In childhood he did not truly comprehend the independent existence of other people. He never really did. He reached maturity knowing all about music, from writing notes to selling them, but otherwise he did not know how to live in the world. In the ideals he lived by in his solitude, instead of human beings there would be an exalted abstraction: Humanity.
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Reason and Revolution





WHEN AT ABOUT ten years old he began studying with Christian Neefe, Ludwig van Beethoven was already a musician people noticed. They paid to hear him play in the house concerts his father produced in the front rooms of the Fischer house. Johann had dropped his objections to the boy’s making up his own notes; Ludwig was teaching himself to compose, following where his ears and his inner singing took him. He understood harmony instinctively. “I never had to learn how to avoid mistakes,” he later wrote. “From my childhood I had so keen a sensibility that I wrote correctly without knowing it had to be that way, or could be otherwise.” None of his earliest creative attempts would survive, but at ten he was not far from his first publication, and it was not the work of a beginner. Still, Beethoven’s reputation then and for a long time after was founded on his playing.


After his lessons with van den Eeden and Pfeifer on keyboard and Rovantini on strings, Ludwig began to study organ with Franciscan Friar Willibald Koch. Soon he was playing organ for the 6 a.m. mass at the Minorite Church. One of the Minorite order, an organist named Father Hansmann, was taken by the boy’s playing and followed him home, haunting the Beethoven house concerts. Unaccustomed to devotees  and their usefulness, Ludwig was only annoyed. He told Fischer daughter Cäcilie, “That monk who’s always coming around, he’d be better to stay in his cloister and pray over his breviary.”1


Ludwig was attending a Latin school called the Tirocinium, reaping the benefit of the progressive educational initiatives of the Max Friedrich regime. After the reign of the Jesuits in education ended, the teaching of children became more secular and enlightened, less dogmatic and brutal. In school, Beethoven absorbed a little French and Latin and learned to write in an elegant hand that he retained into his twenties, only then lapsing into a skittering scrawl. In school he learned to add but never to divide or multiply. To the end of his life, if he needed to multiply 62 by 50, he did it by writing 62 in a column 50 times and adding it up.


To schoolmates, Beethoven at age ten appeared a cipher: grubby, taciturn, and withdrawn, always walking angled forward as if impatient to get away from wherever he was. He had no friends at school. Because of his dark complexion, his family and neighbors took to calling him der Spagnol, “the Spaniard,” painting him with a touch of the exotic. When the boy was not quite eleven, Johann decreed he was learning nothing useful and took him out of school — as most Bonn parents did at about that age, as Johann had been himself.2 At eleven, it was time for a boy to concentrate on a trade. From here on, Ludwig was expected to think and do little but music. That suited him fine.


At home he played with his brothers and the Fischer children and sat for hours with his mother. He could talk more easily and happily to her than to anyone else. Father Johann was his manager and promoter, but otherwise Ludwig was slipping away from him. In his art he gained applause and praise, a chorus of admiration that would continue to the end of his life. He seems to have taken it for granted as his due. Eventually his admirers in Bonn drew him out to a degree; at last he learned to make friends. Even then, on his own path with its own horizon, praise hardly reached him.


Early on, he took for granted that he was destined to be somebody. Once when Cäcilie Fischer lectured him, “How dirty you’re looking again! You ought to keep yourself properly clean,” he told her, “What’s the difference? When I become a gentleman nobody will care.”3


Once, Johann van Beethoven had been derided by his father as “Johnny the runner” for his restless wandering. In adulthood he did not lose his wanderlust. Every summer, when the Elector went on his annual visit to Westfalen in his capacity as prince-archbishop of Münster, the Bonn court Kapelle had its vacation. During the break of 1781, Johann made another of his escapes from home, taking with him Ludwig and the boy’s string teacher, violinist Franz Rovantini.


If Ludwig had not inherited Johann’s mediocrity, neither did he inherit his father’s sociability. A lot of people liked Johann van Beethoven, and most of his friends appear to have been musicians and music lovers. In the fair weather of 1781, father and son and violinist wandered from town to town and house to house in the Rhineland, on the lookout for music fanciers with influence, money, and a clavier in the house. Back home, Maria van Beethoven told Cäcilie Fischer that with the men and their commotion out of the way, she was a happy straw widow and could do what she liked.4


These summer jaunts of father and son were working vacations. Ludwig’s instinctive love of nature burgeoned as they traveled in slow rattling wagons from one sleepy town to another: Flamersheim, Ahrweiler, Bad Neuenahr, Ersdorf, Odendorf, Röttgen.5 Ludwig and Rovantini played in hoary, creaking half-timbered houses and in country palaces. Among those visited on this and later trips was the wealthy and aristocratic banking family Meinertzhagen of Oberkassel, whose patriarch frequented the boy’s performances in Bonn. In Bensberg, Ludwig played for C. J. M. Burggraf, who owned the second-largest Baroque palace north of the Alps. The boy became accustomed to being welcomed in great houses. As the weather turned toward autumn, it became the season for Johann’s most beloved dish (later one of his son’s as well): Krammetsvögel, made from a thrush whose flesh was infused by the juniper berries it had fattened on.6


In autumn 1781, they returned home to a city in the grip of a dysentery epidemic. Soon the illness claimed their traveling companion and the boy’s teacher, the much-admired Franz Rovantini. Johann and Maria did what they could for him, but the day came when Rovantini told Maria he’d dreamed of his grave and was resigned. “Dreams are foolishness!” Maria exclaimed. Back at the house her report was grim. In the hour Rovantini died, Cäcilie Fischer, whom he had loved, heard a familiar step behind her in the kitchen and turned to find no one. In affectionate fun, Rovantini had often sneaked up behind Cäcilie and hoisted her into the air. The Kapelle gave him a musical send-off. Maria wrote the news to Rovantini’s sister, a cousin of Maria’s, in Rotterdam.7 Eventually, that connection was to produce another adventure for Ludwig.
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The 1780s witnessed the height of Enlightenment and Aufklärung optimism and activism. Above all, at the end of the decade the widespread revolutionary fervor climaxed with revolution in France. The year 1781 alone was extraordinary. It saw the premiere of Schiller’s cathartic drama Die Räuber, which embodied the turbulent spirit of Sturm und Drang. In Vienna, Holy Roman Emperor Joseph II issued decrees that abolished serfdom in Austria and proclaimed religious tolerance. Immanuel Kant published Critique of Pure Reason, which turned a page in the history of philosophy. Haydn published his Russian String Quartets; Mozart premiered his finest tragic opera, Idomeneo. And that year a new esoteric society calling itself the Order of Illuminati issued its general statutes. As a significant footnote in history, around 1781 Beethoven began his studies with Christian Gottlob Neefe.


A native of Chemnitz in Saxony, Neefe (pronounced Nay-feh) had come to Bonn in 1779, at age thirty-one, to serve as music director of his friend G. F. W. Grossmann’s theater troupe, which was installed at the theater of the Electoral Residence. The cosmopolitan, enlightened, highly musical atmosphere of Leipzig had shaped Neefe. The son of a poor and devout tailor, he spent seven years getting a law degree at the University of Leipzig to satisfy his parents. But music was Neefe’s passion; he had composed since age twelve, teaching himself from books. After finishing his law examinations, Neefe turned entirely to music. His particular interest lay in the theatrical side of the art, which brought together a mixture of his musical and literary passions.8 His first works, from the early 1770s, were comic operas and operettas.


Neefe’s mentor in Leipzig was composer and writer on music J. A. Hiller, a successor of J. S. Bach as cantor of St. Thomas Church and founder of the historic Gewandhaus concerts. The city was a breeding ground of progressive social and artistic ideas. Mentor and student shared a vision of creating a German national opera and reforming musical pedagogy, bringing to their agenda an exalted idealism about music, theater, literature, Aufklärung, and personal growth. Duty was a relentless imperative that Neefe preached, the point being to serve God by serving humanity.


Neefe’s enthusiasms were equally literary, and his taste began with the pious lyrics and ingenuous moral fables of Christian Fürchetegott Gellert, whose homely inspirational works were at the time second in popularity only to the Bible in Germany. A leading voice of the Aufklärung, Gellert was both symptom of and contributor to the burgeoning German obsession with the Good, the True, and the Beautiful, which aspired to be a kind of science of morality and ethics. As Gellert also demonstrates, music and the other arts of the Aufklärung were marked by a populist sensibility and a deliberate artlessness: even the highest art should aim for the direct, the natural, the broadly communicative. In keeping, Neefe was an enthusiast for German folk poetry and song, composing his own faux-naïf imitations of both: “The Saxon maids are sweet and smart; / But I’ll take no Saxon Maiden to wife” begins his lyric To the Bonn Girls. After a tour of Bavarian, Swabian (“A Swabian maid, a delightful thing! / She’ll trip in a dance hop sie sa sa!”), and other flavors of the fair sex, he concludes, “So only a Bonn girl will I marry / A Bonn maid alone will make me tarry.”9 (Neefe’s actual wife was a singer from Leipzig.)


Central to Neefe’s influence on Beethoven was Leipzig’s living memory of two towering composers who had lived and worked in the city: J. S. Bach, some of whose students were still active when Neefe studied in the city, and his son C. P. E. Bach. During his later years in Berlin and Hamburg, C. P. E. became the prime musical representative of the aesthetic called Empfindsamkeit, a cult of intimate feeling and sensitivity. Along with his brother J. C. Bach, C. P. E. helped create the early Classical style in music, but his introverted sensibility and capricious imagination made him also a prophet of Romanticism. In his treatise Toward the True Art of Clavier Playing, C. P. E. declared that moving the heart was the chief aim of music, and to do that one had to play from the heart and soul. Haydn called that book “the school of schools.” While outside Leipzig J. S. Bach’s reputation languished in the shadow of his famous sons, Neefe understood the elder Bach’s stature and the importance and the synoptic quality of his Well-Tempered Clavier, a work in those years known only to a cultish few.


The voices and ideals of Hiller and C. P. E. Bach, more than any others, echo in Neefe’s music and aesthetic writings. Through him, those passions touched his student Beethoven. At the same time, Neefe promoted new literature; he read Goethe and Schiller and the poets and dramatists of the Sturm und Drang.10


An echt Aufklärer, Neefe declared himself “no friend of ceremony and etiquette … detestable flatterers and informers … The great men of earth I love when they are good men; I honor their laws when they work best in civil society.” In his youth he scorned religion, but finally he became Calvinist and declared he hoped “to die a proper Christian.”11 (Not lacking in practicality, he had his children who were born in Bonn baptized as Catholic, to pacify local sensibilities.) Neefe’s writings range from idealistic to pedantic. Believing poetry should be a kind of national institution to promote virtue, he wrote music and lyrics for a Song in Praise of Potatoes. His Song for Those Looking for a Job warned against “the dire consequences of idleness.”12


Which is all to say that Neefe’s enthusiasms were diffuse, likewise his creativity: he was a composer of sonatas, concertos, singspiels, and operas; writer of inspirational homilies, biographies, and autobiographies; critic and aesthetician of music; journalist; translator of librettos; and poet. Everything Neefe did was worthy and engaging, if a bit fearfully earnest. If nothing close to an original genius, he was one of the more interesting German creators of his time. By the end of his career he had a considerable reputation in Germany, both musically (his “Turkish” opera, Adelheit von Veltheim, was performed widely) and literarily (Goethe’s mother was one of his admirers). Carl Friedrich Cramer’s Magazin der Musik, to which Neefe contributed, listed him along with C. P. E. Bach, Hiller, and a few others as one of “our Matadors in tonal art.”13


A portrait of Neefe captured him as well as, years before, a painter had captured Ludwig van Beethoven the elder. The painter of old Ludwig pictured an imposing figure looking the viewer in the eye. The painter of Neefe pictured a dreamer. The face is mild and pleasant, the feelings shrouded, the eyes intelligent, the gaze searching somewhere beyond the viewer. In life, Neefe was depressive and hypochondriacal; he leaned and limped from a deformity. His description of himself: “a small, dry, gaunt little man.”14 Yet he was insatiably involved with life, an intellectual and spiritual man of action, curious about everything.


In a word, Neefe was the definition of what Germans call a Schwärmer, one swarming with rapturous enthusiasms. The breadth of his outlook on life, art, and ideas was unique in Bonn and rare among musicians anywhere. Like many in his time, he was intoxicated with hope for a humanity living in the new age of science and freedom, and he dedicated his life to the service of enlightened ideals. As for himself, he wrote in a poem:




I wish only


To be a man among men, and to be clear in head and heart,


And to find my happiness in good deeds. 15





His pupil Beethoven was to echo those thoughts and many others of Neefe’s — always in his own fashion. Like Neefe too, Beethoven grew up a man of the Enlightenment. At the same time he became a creator unlike his teacher, broad and rich enough to galvanize the musical reaction against the Enlightenment.
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What is Enlightenment? Near the end of his life as the most visible representative and court jester of the Enlightenment, after his famous cry of “Crush infamy!” after his declaration “If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent Him,” Voltaire felt hopeful. In the article on God for his Philosophic Dictionary, he wrote, “Year by year the fanaticism that overspread the earth is receding in its detestable usurpations … If religion no longer gives birth to civil wars, it is to philosophy alone that we are indebted; theological disputes begin to be regarded in much the same manner as the quarrels of Punch and Judy at the fair. A usurpation odious and injurious, founded upon fraud on one side and stupidity on the other, is being at every instant undermined by reason, which is establishing its reign.” Shortly before he died, Denis Diderot, editor of the revolutionary Encyclopedia, prophesied that everywhere, the eons of submission to religion and princes were about to end once and for all.16


Of course, these French philosophes could not have been more wrong. Reason would not reign, princes did not depart, the Punch-and-Judy quarrels of theology endured. But for a few decades in the eighteenth century, an overwhelming sense of hope gave the Enlightenment a singular radiance. The age envisioned the end of fanaticism and tyranny, when not only would the understanding of nature be completed by science and reason, but government, society, humankind itself would be perfected. Philosophers spoke of the “science of government,” the “science of man.” When humanity illuminated by reason was free of the chains of superstition and submission to tyranny both secular and sacred, when every individual was free to find his or her way to happiness, then, as Schiller and Beethoven sang, earth would become an Elysium.


In the 1780s, that spirit reached a climax. There was a fever of revolution in the air, an intoxication of hope, a conviction that humanity was about to turn a corner into an exalted age, the birth of true civilization and a final understanding of the universe.17 Hope and excitement vibrated everywhere, in philosophy and literature and poetry and in the pages of the Intelligenzblatt, the town paper in Bonn.


Just after Immanuel Kant published Critique of Pure Reason, in 1781, which set philosophy on a new course of asking what is possible to truly know on earth, the philosopher wrote a popular article on the topic, “What Is Enlightenment?” He answered:




Enlightenment is mankind’s exit from its self-incurred immaturity. Immaturity is the inability to make use of one’s own understanding without the guidance of another. Self-incurred is this inability if its cause lies not in the lack of understanding but rather in the lack of the resolution and courage to use it without the guidance of another. Saper aude! Have the courage to use your own understanding! is thus the motto of Enlightenment.





Kant continued: “Rules and formulas, these mechanical instruments of a rational use (or rather misuse) of [humankind’s] natural gifts, are the fetters of an everlasting immaturity.”18 Could “a society of clergymen,” he asked, demand an unquestioning obedience to dogma?




I say that this is completely impossible. Such a contract, concluded for the purpose of closing off forever all further Enlightenment of the human race, is utterly null and void even if it should be confirmed by the highest power … It is absolutely forbidden to unite … in a permanent religious constitution that no one may publicly doubt, and thereby to negate a period of progress of mankind toward improvement.





Beyond this resounding credo that freedom of thought and rejection of religious dogma are the essence of Enlightenment, Kant in his work put an end to the traditional muddling of philosophy and natural science. He made the declaration, at once radical and commonsensical, that while the objective world certainly exists, we can never truly comprehend it, because as human beings, we are limited in the means we possess to grasp reality. We can think only in appearances that make sense to us. We can make representations of the world only in terms of time, space, causality, and our other human categories, which may or may not apply to any Ding an sich, thing-in-itself.19


The implications of these ideas were epochal not only in philosophy but also in the realm of ethics, aesthetics, and morals. The essence of the things outside ourselves that humanity cannot understand is God. “The desire to talk to God is absurd,” Kant wrote. “We cannot talk to one we cannot comprehend — and we cannot comprehend God; we can only believe in Him.” For that reason, we also cannot accept the unquestionable authority of scripture or any other dictates divine or earthly. We must live by our own free and individual understanding, discover our own rules for ourselves. As Beethoven later put it, “Man, help yourself!” If we are believers, then, how do we serve God? When men “fulfill their duties to men, they fulfill thereby God’s commandments; that they are consequently always in the service of God, as long as their actions are moral, and … it is absolutely impossible to serve God otherwise.”


So as individuals on our own, Kant asked, what can we truly know, and how can we know it? By what ethics and morals can we find our way for ourselves? What are the Good, the True, the Beautiful? For Kant, the moral part came down to what he called the “categorical imperative”: every person must “act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.” Every act should be done with the conviction that if everyone did likewise, life would be good. Each person’s actions become a mirror of all moral law, and thereby each finds freedom and happiness apart from the dictates of gods or princes. And to serve humanity is to serve God.


Kant touched off a revolution in humanity’s sense of itself and its imperatives. In Bonn, as in other German intellectual centers, Kant was in the air thinkers and artists breathed. The people around Beethoven were aflame with these ideas. In the end, Kant the man of the eighteenth century became the bridge between the Enlightenment and the Romantic era — which is to say, in the early nineteenth century, Kant occupied the position in philosophy that Goethe did in literature and Beethoven in music.


The first practical political fruit of the Enlightenment was the American Revolution, its eternal expressions of enlightened ideals laid out in Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” That sentence distilled the secular and humanistic ethos of the age. Jefferson’s words echoed philosopher David Hume: “Every man … proceeds in the pursuit of happiness, with as unerring a motion, as that which the celestial bodies observe.” “The entire pursuit of reason,” wrote Kant, “is to bring about … one ultimate end — that of happiness.” This made human well-being a joining of head and heart, a spiritual quest for joy not in heaven but on earth.20


Jefferson’s declaration also shows that the Enlightenment did not do away with God but rather placed Him at a remove from His creation: the Creator as cosmic watchmaker who crafted the perfect machinery of the universe and sat back to let His cosmic experiment run, like a wise parent leaving humanity free to find its own path. The goal of life is the pursuit of happiness, here and now. Religion and state are different realms.


The Enlightenment’s determination to separate church and state was a radical departure in any society, Western or otherwise, but, as the founding fathers of the United States recognized, it was a fundamental principle of an enlightened state. An established church and enforced dogma were a guarantee of tyranny, and tyranny of any stripe was anathema to Aufklärers. “To do good wherever we can,” Beethoven would say, “to love liberty above all things, and never to deny truth though it be at the throne itself.”


To the philosophes, God was a figure beyond the stars, watching all and knowing all, a transcendent moral influence, but one who did not deign to meddle with the perfection of His physics to make miracles. Science had opened the path to that conviction. Isaac Newton made the epochal discovery that the physical laws that rule the whole universe are the same that rule our lives on earth. For the first time in history, the heavens and the earth became part of the same immutable mechanism.21


If the Enlightenment was Christian in its foundation and in much of its tone, no longer was any religion presumed to have a monopoly on the divine. Religions were unique to the cultures that shaped and sustained them; in their myriad voices, all religions worshiped the same transcendent and unknowable reality. For the mainstream of the Enlightenment, the most immediate revelation of divinity was in nature, and the truest scripture was found not in a book but in science.22 Let God rest out beyond the stars in His sublime perfection; it is up to us to understand ourselves and rule ourselves. “Know then thyself, presume not God to scan,” wrote Alexander Pope. “The proper study of Mankind is Man.”


This rationalistic, antidogmatic, searching, secular humanist sense of the divine came to be called “deism.” The term helps describe the convictions of Voltaire and Rousseau, Jefferson and Franklin — and, to a degree, Beethoven. He was no churchgoer; in his maturity, he studied Eastern religion and scripture. “Only art and science,” he wrote, “can raise men to the level of gods.”23 He never claimed that God imbued him with his gifts. He believed his talent came from nature — God’s nature, to be sure. At the same time, Beethoven would be no more a conventional deist than he was a conventional anything else, and his ideas of God evolved along with his life and art. The older he got, the more he turned toward faith in a God who was present and all-seeing, who listened to prayers (though none of this was anathema to deists).


All eras pass, and in the end, the Enlightenment’s dream of an earthly Elysium did not endure. It was overturned in Europe by forces including the limitations of science, the limitations of reason, the fear of social chaos, the resistance of religions to giving up their monopoly on truth. The Enlightenment’s shibboleth of reason toppled at last. The founding Romantic poet and philosopher Novalis condemned the “harsh, chilly light of the Enlightenment” and exalted the mythical and mystical.24 Beethoven, for his part, did not share that spirit; he never really absorbed the Romantic age. At the same time the Enlightenment birthed ideas whose reverberations would not disappear in the world, or in Beethoven’s mind and music.


So many excesses of the Enlightenment, in all its forms great and terrible, rose from excesses of hope.




*





If the methods of reason and science that were applied (and often misapplied) to all things united the whole of the Enlightenment — and among progressives everywhere there was a sense of boundless human potential about to be unleashed — there were still essential differences between the way the Enlightenment was translated and transposed in France, England, and America, and how it took form in German lands: Aufklärung.


In most regions, philosophical and ethical ideals quickly became political. In an age that prided itself on rationality, it was natural to conclude that the institutions and extravagances of the ancient courts had little reason behind them. Enlightenment criticism of church and aristocracy, the unchallenged privilege once granted to Electors and petty princes, and the power wielded and abused by the clergy would, in France, lead to revolution, then to an avalanche of murder and an attempt to wipe away the aristocracy and the church. But, like most of Germany, Bonn never challenged the system of princes and courts. In stark contrast to the French, German Aufklärers wanted strong governments, efficient bureaucracies, strong armies, powerful and enlightened  princes. The German ideal of enlightened reform was top-down, achieved by edict.


Thus the celebration of what came to be called “benevolent despots,” most famous among them Frederick the Great in Berlin (for whom Voltaire was house philosopher) and Joseph II in Vienna. In a letter, Frederick wrote a virtual definition of enlightened despotism: “Philosophers should be the teachers of the world and the teachers of princes. They must think logically and we must act logically. They must teach the world by their powers of judgment; we must teach the world by our example.”25


While Aufklärers often tended to the anticlerical, they were not against religion. By the time Beethoven left Bonn, he had experienced little but cultured and enlightened aristocrats and clerics, many of them his admirers and patrons. Partly for that reason, he never despised the church and nobility in their existence — or at least he held them in no special contempt compared to the rest of the world. His disgust with the Viennese aristocracy would be based on its behavior. In any case, nobles paid much of his rent.


In a later century, the trust in bureaucracy and armies and despots benevolent or otherwise would lead Germany to catastrophe, but still a monumental achievement of the Aufklärung was the science of government. Progressive ideas created state bureaucracies in Vienna and Berlin and elsewhere that supported, at first, the liberal goals of the Aufklärung — and only later the goals of police states. It was the time of the rise of the Hofrat, the court privy councillor, and a welter of other titles. The courts’ demand for skilled administrators in turn created a new educated and ambitious middle class, hungry for power and also hungry for literature and ideas and music. This bureaucratic middle class was a primary engine of the Aufklärung in German lands.26


In the age of reason, German literature bloomed, some of it in the spirit of Aufklärung and some opposing it — one example of the opposition being the Sturm und Drang decade of the 1770s. The next generation in Germany turned against it all. If the resonating ideas of the Enlightenment were reason, truth, nature, order, and objectivity, those of the coming Romantics would be the subjective, the instinctive, the uncanny, the sublime, and nature in its great and terrible face. As one essential Romantic writer, E. T. A. Hoffmann, put it, “Beethoven’s music sets in motion the mechanism of fear, of awe, of horror, of suffering, and wakens just that infinite longing which is the essence of Romanticism.” The Aufklärung looked to a radiant future of social and scientific perfection; the Romantics looked to the fabled, mysterious, unreachable past. The eighteenth century longed for freedom and happiness. The nineteenth century was caught up not in longing toward an end but in longing for the delirium and pain of longing itself.


In 1785, in the middle of a decade with a fever of revolution in the air, Friedrich Schiller caught the spirit of the age in ecstatic verses called “An die Freude” (Ode to Joy). The poem’s essence was the Enlightenment cult of happiness as the goal of life, the conviction that the triumph of freedom and joy would bring humanity to an epoch of peace and universal brotherhood, the utopia he called Elysium:








Joy, thou lovely god-engendered


Daughter of Elysium.


Drunk with fire we enter,


Heavenly one, thy holy shrine!


Thy magic reunites


What fashion has broken apart.


Beggars will be princes’ brothers


Where thy gentle wing abides …







Be embraced, you millions!


This kiss for the whole world!


Brothers! over the starry canopy


A loving Father must dwell!


Whoever has had the great success


To be a friend of a friend,


He who has won a sweet wife,


Join our jubilation! …







Brothers, drink and join the song,


All sinners shall be forgiven,


And Hell shall be no more.











Schiller’s poem is in the tradition of a German geselliges Lied, social song, intended literally or figuratively to be sung among comrades with glasses raised.27 The verses themselves are drunken and reeling with hope. In dozens of musical settings, An die Freude was sung in Freemason lodges all over Germany and by young revolutionaries in the streets.28 For Beethoven and for many of his era, these verses were the distillation of the revolutionary 1780s. By the end of his teens, Beethoven was determined to do his own setting of the poem. Perhaps he did, but if so, the attempt did not survive. When he took up An die Freude again, decades later, those verses still rang for him with what they meant to his youth, and to the Aufklärung.




*





At the center of the Rhenish Aufklärung lay Bonn, already in the 1770s, under Elector Maximilian Friedrich, called “the most Enlightened ecclesiastical city in Germany.”29 A decade later, under new Elector Maximilian Franz, it would be still more so. Even the Rhenish clergy were devotees of Aufklärung. A liberal Catholic journal in Bonn railed at the “crude, uncouth manners and great stupidity” of the monks in conservative Cologne.30


In the Aufklärung, encompassing what came to be called the Classical period in music, the art was called a wonderful, even exalted entertainment. It would be the Romantics, in search of the transcendent, who placed instrumental music at the summit of the arts, and Beethoven at the summit of instrumental music. If he had grown up in Cologne (or perhaps anywhere but in Bonn in the late eighteenth century), he might have been great in his art but he would have been a different and likely a lesser artist — not the demigod to bestride the nineteenth century that demanded bestriding demigods.


In the revolutionary 1780s, these tides, personified in Beethoven’s teacher Neefe and later in his Bonn circle, whirled around the teenager, part of his daily experience and conversation. Even as he stubbornly resisted any shaping but his own, the age still molded him, leaving him with ideals and ambitions about being a composer that no one had ever had before. He never quite spelled out those ideals in words. They would be found in his music, and in the lyrics he chose to embody in music — above all, An die Freude.


As for Bonn and places like Bonn, these little ecclesiastical states and principalities had existed for centuries with their customs and costumes and dialects, their courts sometimes progressive and cultured and sometimes moldering and repressive, their princes sometimes benign and sometimes tyrannical. It was all a world that was passing, to be swept away by revolution and change, dying piece by piece sometimes over decades, sometimes in days. In the course of the next century, Bonn and the absurd patchwork of other ancient little German principalities that Beethoven knew would drift and vanish like summer clouds.
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Loved in Turn





AROUND THE BEGINNING of 1783, the firm of Goetz in Mannheim published a work whose elegantly engraved title page declares, “Variations pour le clavecin Sur une Marche de Mr. Dresler, Composeés et dediées à Son Excellence Madame la Comtesse de Wolfmetternich nèe Baronne d’Asseourg, par un jeune Amateur Louis van Betthoven, agè de dix ans.”1 The publication had been the doing of Beethoven’s teacher Christian Neefe. He advertised it himself, in third person, in a report on Bonn music and musicians in Cramer’s Magazin der Musik:




Louis van Betthoven, son of the tenor singer mentioned, a boy of eleven years and of most promising talent. He plays the clavier very skillfully and with power, reads at sight very well, and … plays chiefly The Well-Tempered Clavier of Sebastian Bach, which Herr Neefe put into his hands. Whoever knows this collection of preludes and fugues in all the keys — which might almost be called the non plus ultra of our art — will know what this means. So far as his duties permitted, Herr Neefe has also given him instruction in through-bass. He is now training him in composition and for his encouragement has had nine variations for the pianoforte … engraved in Mannheim. This youthful  genius … would surely become a second Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart were he to continue as he has begun.2





These were not idle opinions and prophecies. Neefe had come from Leipzig, where Bach’s music was still alive decades after his death, and his student’s keyboard studies were centered on The Well-Tempered Clavier, in those days more a work known to the occasional connoisseur than something active in the repertoire. Neefe understood its synoptic quality, its incomparable survey of the depth and breadth of what music can do both technically and expressively. Beethoven was perhaps the first musician outside the Bach family to grow up playing the WTC, imprinting that music in his fingers and his heart and his very sense of music. Perhaps here he began to learn what Bach called “invention,” in which the whole of a piece elaborates a single idea. Here, for the first time, this giant of the past nourished a budding giant. Teaching the boy the WTC from the age of ten or eleven may have been the single most important thing Neefe did for him.


Now Beethoven had been called in print a genius for the first but hardly last time, and the magical connection to Mozart was invoked for the first but hardly last time. The title page of the variations declares that the composer is age ten; he was, in fact, twelve when they were published. Abetted by his father, his confusion about his age had settled in.




*





The Dressler Variations are in C minor, on a funeral march by the eponymous composer. The piece is slight and conventional, reasonably impressive in imagination, harmony, and keyboard technique for a boy of Beethoven’s years. At the same time, this earliest-known Beethoven work is rich in prophecy not only in its musical substance but also in its existence in print: already Neefe and others were inspired to feats of generosity for this brilliant but oblivious student.


Beethoven pursued the variation genre from now to the end of his life. The idea of theme and variations is to start with a short piece of music by oneself or someone else (often a well-known melody) and to transform and reimagine it in a series of vignettes. These may be based on the theme’s melody, harmony, bass line, or some combination of them. The variation form is an ideal learning exercise for a student, because it amounts to studying a fundamental element of what composition is about: taking a piece of material, an idea, and transforming it into new passages that share an underlying essence but sound different. So a student learns that an essential part of composing is a matter of contrast and diversity founded on unity and invention: fashioning many things from one thing. If Bach was a model of invention, writing variations put the idea into practice. From here on, the concept and technique of variation lay at the core of Beethoven’s art in whatever genre he took up.


Already in the Dressler Variations, he understood that a sequence of variations should not be random or static; there needs to be a sense of growth from first variation to last. Beethoven already knew, in other words, that there needs to be an overarching plan. On this first attempt, the variations do not entirely add up and some are oversimilar, but still a pattern is evident: starting from the stolid pace of the march, he animates the music by degrees — using the old technique of division, decorating the theme with faster notes — until the concluding allegro variation, the first in C major, erupts in ebullient virtuosity.


In that may lie a story. These variations on a funeral march in C minor (foreshadowing Beethoven’s future funeral marches and other darkly expressive works in that key) might form a memorial for the boy’s recently passed, still-lamented teacher and friend Franz Georg Rovantini. If so, the final variation conveys a triumph over sorrow and fate — another narrative to which Beethoven returned throughout his life.3


The young composer, of course, knew none of these prophecies. He knew he had made a start in the larger world of music. In the next two years, two rondos for piano saw print, along with two songs, Description of a Girl and To an Infant. From this starting point in his creative life, not yet in his teens, Beethoven was already fashioning pieces that would be played in places he would never see, by people he would never know.




*





These were the years when Beethoven’s life came intensely into focus around music at a professional level, from soloing to playing in the orchestra  pit. This student that Christian Neefe inherited was unpromising in every way but musically: morose, intractable, deficient in hygiene. But it was after the advent of Neefe as his teacher that the pace of Beethoven’s life, musical and otherwise, gained momentum, if not yet in any definable direction.


As Neefe said in his published note, he was teaching the boy composition as much as keyboard. The technical part of Beethoven’s keyboard studies appears to have been concentrated on organ. Neefe was an able keyboard player, but no notable virtuoso. What he did more importantly was to introduce the boy to a wealth of musical literature, centered on German composers, that had been neglected in a court that preferred Italian music.4 (There were a number of Italians in the Kapelle, starting with Kapellmeister Andrea Luchesi.) Besides The Well-Tempered Clavier, Neefe introduced the boy to the intimately expressive keyboard works of C. P. E. Bach, to Haydn and Mozart, and to a new generation of piano-oriented composers including Sterkel and Clementi.




*





The 1780s marked the decade when the pianoforte — still in the middle of its evolution, still marked by significant differences among regional schools and individual makers — finally triumphed over the harpsichord. With its hammers striking strings rather than the strings being plucked, as with the harpsichord, the piano could create a far wider range of volume and touch than older keyboard instruments. In turn, this changed the kind of keyboard music being written. New kinds of figuration, written articulations, pedal effects, and dramatic contrasts of volume began to appear in keyboard music, which in turn urged composers toward more intense kinds of expression.


By his mid-teens, Beethoven was thoroughly a piano player and composer. Neefe held out, preferring the more intimate clavichord, though eventually he embraced the newer instrument. So at the piano Beethoven may have been mainly his own teacher; or perhaps he and his teacher together worked out how to play this instrument, as distinct from the harpsichord and clavichord. Beethoven developed his playing in the same way he developed his composing: by experimenting and by studying other accomplished musicians. Throughout his life, in all things musical he modeled what he did on what he perceived to be the best of its kind, then took the models in his own direction.


When Ludwig’s first teacher, Giles van den Eeden, finally died in June 1782, after fifty-nine years as court organist, Neefe took over the position. He found his ascension surprising, because he was Protestant and the court Catholic. The day after he assumed the job, Neefe followed Elector Max Friedrich to Münster and left Beethoven as his substitute.5 At age eleven, the boy was capable of filling in at the most important organ position in town. Soon he was regularly substituting for Neefe at the organ in the chapel, at the clavier in the court orchestra, and in rehearsals at the theater, where Neefe remained music director.


Earlier, Chief Minister Belderbusch had decreed that the small theater of the Electoral Residence was to be a national theater, like the one Joseph II established in Vienna. The larger agenda of the theater was didactic, high-minded, high-Aufklärung: it would endeavor “to raise German theatrical art to an ethical school for the German people.”6 To head it, Belderbusch brought in the Grossmann-Hellmuth Company, its leading member the actor, director, playwright, and friend of the Beethoven family G. F. W. Grossmann. The idea was not only to present a wide variety of theatrical art but also to emphasize German playwrights and composers.


The theater’s ambitions expanded. Grossmann’s production of Schiller’s Fiesko in 1783 may have been its premiere; he mounted Schiller’s Räuber and Kabale und Liebe; Shakespeare’s Macbeth, King Lear, and Hamlet; works by Molière, Voltaire, Beaumarchais, the Italians Goldoni and Gozzi; and his own plays. He produced The Abduction from the Seraglio, the greatest success of Mozart’s life, soon after its premiere in Vienna, and that season mounted nineteen other operas and operettas and melodramas. Beethoven would have seen most or all of these productions. Soon he was a rehearsal pianist at the theater and, after that, a member of the orchestra.


As Beethoven entered his early teens, there were other influences as important to him as his teacher Neefe and the town’s newly rich offerings of opera and theater. Other people began to reach him. For all his roughness, the fractiousness he inherited from his family, his tendency to drift off in his own thoughts, he was attracting the ears and the admiration of the town’s most sophisticated connoisseurs. These were aristocrats, civil servants, clerics, and educators who could discern talent when they saw it and who had the vision to see uncommon qualities of spirit beneath a raw exterior. Now Beethoven found friends and champions. From his teens on, these champions tended to be exceptional people — though none more exceptional than himself, as Beethoven knew, perhaps, too well.


The first of his lifelong friends was medical student Franz Wegeler. They met when Ludwig was twelve (as Wegeler remembered it) or thirteen. Wegeler was five years older. One of the first things the older boy noticed about Beethoven was that he talked enthusiastically about his grandfather and his mother, hardly at all about his father. He was always after his mother to tell him stories of his grandfather, old Ludwig. His teacher Neefe, the boy told Wegeler with some bitterness, had been harsh in criticizing his first compositions.7 Here also appears a lasting pattern: Beethoven was generally to be fondest of friends, family, and benefactors who were distant or, like his grandfather, dead. With those he saw intimately and regularly, sooner or later there would usually be trouble.


But Beethoven and Wegeler got along from the start and never ceased to. It was Wegeler who recommended his younger friend to a wealthy local family named Breuning as a piano teacher. Daughter of the Elector’s personal physician, Helene von Breuning was the widow of Hofrat Emanuel Joseph von Breuning, who had died from trying to save court records in the conflagration at the Electoral Residence. From that point, Helene reared their four children with the help of her brother-in-law Canon Lorenz, one of the liberal, enlightened clergy of Bonn.8 Beethoven was engaged to teach piano to daughter Eleonore, called Lorchen, a year younger than him, and to Lorenz, called Lenz, youngest of three brothers.


The Breuning house was a stately three-story mansion on Münsterplatz, facing the cathedral. Helene was admired for her fine aristocratic features, her wisdom and patience with children, her intellectual curiosity and broad culture. When Beethoven came into the Breuning family circle, he joined a stream of court officials, artists, and intellectuals  who frequented the house. Its tone of Rhenish joie de vivre was enlivened by the racket of four boisterous children playing games and music upstairs. Second son Stephan von Breuning was to be one of Beethoven’s lifelong friends, despite quarrels and long estrangements. Stephan studied with Kapelle violinist Franz Anton Ries and sat in occasionally with the court orchestra. Oldest son Christoph, like the rest of the family, was a passionate reader and wrote poetry.


What probably began as a simple matter, the hiring of a talented local boy to teach keyboard to children under the eyes of their benevolent and formidable mother, developed over the next years into an irreplaceable part of Beethoven’s Bildung, that German word meaning not only schooling but also growth in experience, maturity, understanding. Beethoven came into the orbit of a family that gave him something like the nurturing home he never really had and provided him with books and ideas that stayed with him.




*





In 1783, once again with Neefe pulling strings, Beethoven, at twelve, published three clavier sonatas dedicated to Elector Max Friedrich. Remembered as the Electoral Sonatas, they are a leap beyond the slight Dressler Variations of a year before. Under Neefe’s tutelage, the boy was learning composition at a tremendous pace. He was also going furiously at the technical aspects of writing not for clavier in general, like most keyboard publications of the time, but specifically for the pianoforte. The Dresslers have no volume markings and few articulation marks; they are harpsichord pieces. The Electoral Sonatas bristle with pianistic effects.


Each sonata has its own personality. The opening movement of no. 1, in E-flat major, has an atmosphere stately, aristocratic, fashionably galant, and a little pompous; its tone may have been a tribute to the Elector. No. 2, in F minor, starts with a slow and fraught introduction, then launches into an intense (or would-be) Allegro assai. It is followed by an Andante strikingly poignant for a boy of twelve, and a perfunctory Presto finale. No. 3, in D major, the strongest of the set, suggests Haydn at his most vivacious. Its jolly outer movements frame the most striking formal idea of the sonatas, a minuet followed by six variations. Most prophetic is the unfolding of the F Minor Sonata: it begins with a somber introduction that leads to a driving Allegro theme, and features an unusual repeat of the slow introduction and another return of that introduction before the recapitulation. All this is to say that Beethoven’s first minor-key sonata is the embryo of his future op. 13, the Pathétique Sonata, which treats its introduction the same way.


The Electoral Sonatas reveal that, by age twelve, Beethoven knew correct harmonic practice, modulation, and the traditional formal models of sonata movements — a more sophisticated matter than the genre of theme and variations. He could write sparkling and idiomatic virtuoso passages. He knew about the emotions and characters one weaves into music and wielded these expressive and traditional topics effectively: the gestures and mood of the galant, the tone of the elevated and aristocratic, the gay, the poignant, the comic, and so on through the emotions as represented in music. He had the beginnings of his sense of the character of particular keys: E-flat major, aristocratic and expansive and noble; F minor, dark and furioso; D major, bright and ebullient. Maybe most surprising of all, in these early sonatas Beethoven is already in the habit of connecting his themes by means of small motives, such as the rising and falling thirds heard throughout the E-flat Sonata and the rising tonic triad outline that begins each movement. Consciously or instinctively, Beethoven already grasped not only that a multimovement work needs a unity of mood but also that it can be based on a unified collection of ideas, just as a set of variations are all based on one theme.


At the same time, the Electoral Sonatas reveal the elements of his craft that Beethoven had not mastered as he entered his teens. If his themes are attractive, they are also conventional, some of them shapeless and static. It is hard to tell whether his departures from standard forms are imaginative or naive; he has not learned the inner logic of form, how to make the material inflect a shape and sit convincingly within it.


Most strikingly, in his determination to write pure piano music using the full range of the instrument’s volume and touch, the twelve-year-old goes over the top with fussy, awkward, sometimes impossible dynamics and articulations. Some markings have to be ignored: say, the intricate articulations on fast sixteenth notes, the wild up-and-down dynamics.9 Especially in the first two sonatas, ideas tend to be presented and then dropped. Only in the D Major does he begin to grapple with the sophisticated discipline of sustaining an idea: if the furioso first theme of the F Minor Sonata did not soon collapse into bland octave passages, it might have approached the intensity of its descendent the Pathétique.


The dedication to Elector Max Friedrich that prefaces the printed score of the sonatas is significant in itself:




Gracious One!


Since my fourth year, music has been the first of my youthful pursuits. Having become acquainted early on with this dear muse that called forth pure harmonies in my soul, I grew to love it, and, as it often appeared to me, it grew to love me in turn. Now I have reached my eleventh year; and ever since, in hours of blissful solitude, my muse has often whispered to me: “Try to write down the harmonies of your soul!” Eleven years — I thought — and how would the author’s role suit me? And what would men of our art say to it? I was almost shy. Yet, it was the will of my muse — I obeyed and wrote.


And may I now, Gracious One! dare to put my first youthful works at the foot of Your throne? And may I hope that You will grant them the encouraging approval of Your gentle fatherly eye?10





These words may have been written by Beethoven, but the style and the moony idealism are Christian Neefe’s. Beethoven would never write words quite like these again. By adulthood, the fastidious schoolboy lettering disappeared from his handwriting, and his language became concrete and to the point. The harmonies of his soul would speak in his art, rarely in his words.




*





In 1783 there was a small fourth brother in the Beethoven household: Franz Georg van Beethoven, named in honor of the late violinist Franz Georg Rovantini. In March the toddler died at age two. There was a consequence of the earlier death. Rovantini’s sister Maria Magdalena, a cousin of Maria van Beethoven, came from Rotterdam to visit her brother’s grave. While she was at it, she wanted to take in the sights around Bonn and the Rhineland. She was accompanied by a wealthy widow and her daughter, for whom Maria Magdalena worked as governess. The well-to-do trio from Rotterdam stayed with the Beethovens for a month, and made later visits.11


In turn, Maria’s cousin and her employer invited the Beethovens to Rotterdam and arranged for aristocratic performance venues for Ludwig, including the royal court at the Hague. Johann was not able to get released from his court duties in Bonn, so, toward the end of 1783, Maria van Beethoven and Ludwig set off north down the Rhine to Holland. The weather was so cold that on the boat, Maria held Ludwig’s feet in her lap to keep them from freezing. It turned out to be one of the longest journeys of his life. At the concert, before an audience of nobles in the Hague, he found great success playing a concerto in E-flat of his own.12 Beginning with a flavor of hunting call–cum–march (the march an abiding topic in his future concerto first movements), it is a lively and eclectic piece that showed off his virtuosity.


Playing a solo work on the same program was the Mannheim-born composer, violinist, and violist Carl Stamitz, then living in the Hague. Known for his symphonies concertantes and concertos, he likely became the first internationally famous composer the young Beethoven met. For his concerto performance, Ludwig was paid the unusually high fee of 63 florins, nearly 50 florins more than the distinguished Stamitz. (Perhaps because his mother was there, on the court’s payment record Beethoven was listed at his correct age of twelve.)13


Apparently Ludwig and his mother stayed with Maria’s cousin for a while, the boy concertizing in grand houses, before returning to Bonn.14 In Holland, he had found favor with both his composing and his playing, met a celebrated composer, and saw a great European city for the first time. There is no indication what he thought of any of it, but probably he was not impressed. If he had ever felt daunted to be performing before, say, a roomful of aristocrats and a famous composer in the splendid music room of a palace, he appeared no longer daunted and never would be. He simply saw it as his job and his due. All Beethoven is recorded to have said about his Rotterdam journey is this: “The Dutch are skinflints, they love money too much, I’ll never visit Holland again.” His fee for playing his concerto, 63 florins, would have meant several months’ living to a member of the Bonn Kapelle. He never did visit Holland again.




*





January 1784 brought the first herald of a new era in Bonn. For twenty years chief minister and power-behind-the-throne Count Caspar Anton von Belderbusch, moving force behind the founding of the National Theater and of the Academy, which he was preparing to turn into a university, and music-loving patron of the Beethoven family, died from an overdose of emetic. Bonners had seen him as a corrupt minister mainly concerned with feathering his nest. Hearing the news of his death, the city danced in the streets.15


Around that time, Beethoven received a review of his first published compositions. This first notice of his career was a bad one: the Musikalischer Almanach dismissed the Dressler Variations and Electoral Sonatas, saying they “perhaps could be respected as the first attempts of a beginner in music, like an exercise by a third- or fourth-form student in our schools.” Beethoven may have hoped to get the E-flat Major Piano Concerto published; if so, he dropped the idea.16


Besides being Neefe’s assistant organist, the boy had taken over for his teacher as rehearsal pianist in the theater. In February, Neefe petitioned Elector Max Friedrich to make the boy’s organ position official and salaried. Relaying Neefe’s petition, lord high steward and Musikintendant Sigismond gave the Elector a summary of where Beethoven and his family stood at that point:




The supplicant’s father served Your Electoral Grace and Your Grace’s predecessors for 29 years, and his grandfather for 46 years [sic — it was 40 years] … the supplicant has been sufficiently tested in the past and has been found capable of playing the court organ, which he has often done in the absence of the organist Neefe, as well as at rehearsals of plays and at various other functions, and will do so in such cases in the future; … Your electoral Grace has most graciously provided for his care and contingent subsistence (which his father is absolutely no longer able to do) … the supplicant well deserves to have graciously bestowed upon him the position of assistant at the court organ, in addition to a small increase of remuneration.17





The petition got nowhere for the moment, swallowed by events at court. Meanwhile, it reveals that Johann van Beethoven was becoming useless as a provider, on the way to being a charity case. Belderbusch, the family’s champion at court, was dead. If anyone was going to support the Beethovens now, it had to be oldest son Ludwig. His father had been making 450 florins a year, to which he added with private lessons, to which Ludwig added with proceeds from his performances, gifts for dedications, and the like — a trickle that helped keep the family going but was at the same time unpredictable. By then Maria van Beethoven was weary and perhaps ill, Johann sinking deeper into the bottle. The Electoral Court, for its part, had lost its leader Belderbusch and had further troubles of its own.


For Elector Max Friedrich, 1784 was another unfortunate year, though it would be his last bad one. His regime had already seen a grueling famine and a fire that all but destroyed the Electoral Residence, and he and Belderbusch were, in some degree, blamed for both. Now, after the death of Belderbusch, who had run the government, the court being rudderless under an Elector unused to governing, nature with a certain touch of biblical poetry followed fire and famine with flood.


On February 27, a thaw and heavy rain broke up the ice covering the Rhine, which that winter had been thick enough to support the market and its trade. When the river ice broke, a wave of ice and water engulfed the town. At the Fischer house, the baker’s family hauled their valuables and furniture from the ground-floor bakery to the attic. As the water climbed to four feet on the next floor, Maria van Beethoven was heard to say, “What flood? … In Ehrenbreitstein we had lots of floods, so this one doesn’t impress me.” When the water reached the bottom of their third-floor stairs, Maria was impressed. The Beethovens also dragged their belongings to the attic, where they and the Fischers conferred and decided to get out. They exited the house on a ladder, parents carrying children; ran along boards placed in the courtyard; and ended up in a house on higher ground in Stockenstrasse  to wait out the disaster. It was the worst flood Bonn had seen since 1374. City walls on the river were damaged and more than a hundred houses destroyed, but the Fischer’s Zum Walfisch survived.18


On March 3, while ice and water still stood in the streets, Elector Maximilian Friedrich died. As usual on the death of an Elector, the theater company and musicians and other artists were dismissed with a month’s pay. National Theater director Grossmann left Bonn never to return, and most of his actors were dispersed. Christian Neefe lost his position as theater music director and had nothing to do but play organ in the chapel.19


Once coadjutor, now Elector, Maximilian Franz arrived in Bonn late at night on April 27, 1784, without fanfare but, he declared, “with the most lively feelings of joy.” He was like an ambitious young scientist taking over a splendid laboratory. His assumption of the throne marked the full flowering of Bonn’s golden age. That apotheosis would not be found in the palaces and monuments of electoral glory but in art, poetry, philosophy, music, and the ideals behind them: in Aufklärung.
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Golden Age





FOR COURT ACTORS and musicians, the death of an Elector was a time of sorrow, however they felt about the glorious deceased. They were all dismissed, to be rehired or not at the pleasure of the next regime. In June 1784, a court official wrote for new Elector Maximilian Franz a “Respectful Pro-memoria Regarding the Electoral Court Musique.” Its summary of the members of the Kapelle included these items:




8. Johann Beethoven has a definitely decaying voice; he has been long in service, is very poor, of respectable conduct and married.


13. Christian Neefe, the organist, according to my unprejudiced judgment, could be relieved of this post since he is not particularly accomplished on the organ, is moreover, a foreigner of no particular merriten and of the Calvinist religion.


14. Ludwig van Beethoven, a son of Beethoven sub no. 8, receives no stipend but, in the absence of Kapellmeister Luchesy [sic], has taken over the organ. He has good ability, is still young and his conduct is quiet and upright.1





The next month, a depressed Christian Neefe wrote a letter to his old friend and employer Grossmann, who had left town with the regime change and closing of the National Theater. Knowing cabals in the court were against him, Neefe was desperate to find a job away from Bonn: “Your letter, my dearest Grossmann, has contributed much, much to reassure me … Take the warmest thanks of this friend trusting you for work. I will never forget this noble prompting of your heart.” Neefe tells Grossmann that his friends have advised him to be patient and hopeful, and have found him piano students. To Neefe, at age thirty-six, that feels like he is going back to the drudgery of age sixteen, teaching keyboard to children. He adds about his situation: “Betthoven [sic] will be the happiest, but I doubt very much that he’ll draw much actual benefit from it.”2 Beethoven, at age thirteen, had just been officially appointed Neefe’s second at the court organ, his new salary of 150 florins taken out of his teacher’s stipend. Between that reduction and the ending of his theater position, Neefe had lost most of his income and was close to losing it all.3


Does Neefe’s curt observation that Beethoven will be pleased at his demotion show a break between them? Not necessarily; only that Neefe knew that the officials were trying to replace him as organist with his more tractable and less expensive student. Beethoven had no hand in that, nor did his father — Neefe was a friend of the Beethoven family and a frequent visitor in the house. But surely Beethoven had some idea of what was going on, that he was caught unpleasantly between his teacher’s future and his own need to earn a salary. He was in the process of becoming the main support of his family. There the situation sat for months, uncomfortable for everyone concerned.


Beethoven had better reasons to be happy. With no duties in the theater and court music at low ebb for the moment, he had lots of time to practice piano, and for the first time in his life he was earning a regular paycheck. Meanwhile, through Neefe’s interests outside music, Beethoven was going to acquire more ideas and ideals that would endure in his life.




*





For Neefe, there would be no theatrical work forthcoming from Grossmann. He had to struggle on in Bonn. In the meantime, he worked on a collection of ethical and aesthetic writings. Neefe had long been an enthusiast, a Schwärmer, for Aufklärung. That had led him to the Freemasons, the international secret society founded early in the century. Besides numbers of the aristocracy, civil service, and clergy, its membership included progressive leaders and thinkers around the West: George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and thirteen of the signers of the U.S. Constitution were Freemasons; likewise Goethe, Lessing, Gluck, and Frederick the Great of Prussia. Friedrich Schiller was not a member but was close to Masonic circles. Haydn and Mozart became lodge members in Vienna.


One of the outcomes of Mozart’s membership was his Masonic opera Die Zauberflöte (The Magic Flute), whose final chorus proclaims, “Strength, Beauty, and Wisdom have attained the crown of victory!” Strength, Beauty, and Wisdom were the symbolic pillars upholding Masonic lodges.4 The trials of Mozart’s lovers Pamina and Tamino echo Masonic initiation rituals. One day, Die Zauberflöte would be Beethoven’s favorite opera, because of its humanistic ideals as much as its music.


Dramatist G. E. Lessing summarized the Masonic agenda: “By the exercise of Brotherly Love we are taught to regard the whole human species as one family, the high and the low, the rich and the poor, created by one Almighty Being and sent into the world for the aid, support and protection of each other. On these principles Masonry unites men of every country, sect and opinion, and by its dictates conciliates true friendship among those who might otherwise have remained at a distance.”5 When Haydn was initiated, in 1785, a lodge brother congratulated him for his Masonic conception of instrumental music: “If each instrument does not consider the rights and properties of other instruments in relation to its own rights, if it does not diminish its own importance considerably, so as not to detract from the expression of its companions, the aim, which is beauty, will not be achieved.”6


Freemasonry was the first international organization whose agenda was not economic, governmental, or religious. Its social networking  and its association with Enlightenment ideals — equality, morality, tolerance, the brotherhood of humanity — brought in thousands of members. By the end of the eighteenth century, in Germany alone there were upwards of three hundred lodges peopled by more than fifteen thousand brothers, including most of the progressive leaders and thinkers of the time.7 The incessantly proclaimed essence was the conception of brotherhood. The very word brother took on an enlightened, Masonic overtone (as someday the word citizen would take on a revolutionary overtone). But, if lodges were democratic in spirit, they were elite in practice: the membership was middle and upper class, with few tradesmen and fewer women.


“Mankind in East and West” ran a line in a popular lodge song.8 That the lodges were an international humanistic institution independent of church and state was a prime reason churches and states loathed them. Catholics, especially Jesuits, declared the Masons antireligious and atheistic. Yet plenty of religious men, including practicing Jews and Catholics (Mozart and Haydn among the latter), were Freemasons in good standing. “We regard all men as our brothers,” said a speaker in 1742. “The doctrines of the law of nature, the prime uniter of human society, do not permit us to enquire as to the religious beliefs of those we choose to be our brothers.”


Masonic rites and activities had a peculiar dichotomy: on one side, a murky mysticism, with esoteric rituals and talk of Solomon’s Temple and the Knights Templar, of Isis and Osiris and Brahma; on the other side, practical and educational endeavors. Lodge brothers were steeped in Enlightenment convictions flowing from the scientific revolution: the Science of Man and the Science of Morality, but also practical science and common sense. In more worldly respects, Masonic lodges amounted to a circle of people who socialized and helped one another, in career terms no less than high-minded ones. And in the end, despite propaganda to the contrary, no unified Masonic program of action aspired to bring about an enlightened world by revolution. The transformation the Masons preached was personal and social.9


Christian Neefe joined a lodge and wrote Masonic songs, but he wanted to go further toward reform and revolution not only within himself but in the whole of society. That brought him to one of the near-mythical sideshows of the Aufklärung: the Bavarian Order of Illuminati. The order was a secret society like the Freemasons and shared many of their ideals, but the younger organization aimed for something bigger and more radical. Its members intended to save the world and had a plan to do it. The order was proclaimed in 1776 by Adam Weishaupt, a professor at the University of Ingolstadt. As Weishaupt laid it out, the order was a mélange of ancient mystery cults, Jesuit-style organization, and quasi-Masonic ritual.10 As of 1783, the height of its strength and influence, there were perhaps twenty-five hundred members, most of them from the same elite classes and professions that filled the much larger membership of the Freemasons.11


The secrecy of the Illuminati was deeper than that of the Masons, their grades more rigorous, their mysteries more arcane, their agenda more radical. Their style is shown in a model for questions and answers for those aspiring to the grade of Illuminatus Major:




Where have you come from? / From the world of the first chosen.


Whither do you want to go? / To the innermost sanctum.


What do you seek there? / He who is, who was, and who shall always be.


What inspires you? / The light, which lives in me and is now ablaze in me. 12





As a result of their arcana and their secrecy, the Illuminati acquired an aura of the uncanny or the insidious, or both. Secrecy at all levels was obsessive, starting with code names for everybody and everything: Weishaupt was “Spartacus,” the secret group of directors the “Areopagus.” For a few years, the order spread modestly but steadily. Like the Freemasons, the Illuminati did not preach violent revolution. They were concerned, first, with the development and enlightenment of individual members: moral reform one person at a time. That, however, was only the first step. Eventually the order intended to form an elite cadre that would infiltrate bureaucracies everywhere, becoming a covert but pervasive influence on governments, leading ultimately to the unification and perfection of all human societies. Wrote Adam Weishaupt, “Princes and nations shall disappear from the face of the earth peacefully, mankind shall become one family, and the world shall become a haven of reasonable people. Morality shall achieve this transformation, alone and imperceptibly.”13 While its agenda was progressive and humanistic, the order was elitist by definition: the transformation of society was to be carried out by the secret male group of the illuminated.14


In practice, the Illuminati amounted to a sort of activist left wing of the Freemasons. A certain number of Freemasons were drawn to the order; illustrious Illuminati included possibly Goethe and, by some reports, Mozart.15 Friedrich Schiller was suspicious of the secrecy and moralistic flummery of the Illuminati. All the same, in Dresden Schiller was close to the Illuminatus Christian Gottfried Körner, and the order’s intoxicating dream of the brotherhood of humanity creating an Elysium on earth appears to have inflected “An die Freude.”16


Education was a prime concern of the order. Every member was expected to recruit promising youths between fifteen and twenty years of age and inculcate them in Illuminist ideals.17 Neefe was relentlessly devoted to duty, so for a while he would have groomed Beethoven for the order, though the boy was too young to join a lodge. The goals of the Aufklärung and Illuminati were imparted with homilies and maxims, like Neefe’s own published homilies. Some of the maxims advised a youth to keep his distance from women romantically, to view them with the purest ideals but not expect them to be intellectual equals. Neefe wrote in an article, “They don’t think much, the female souls … To think is virile.”18 These attitudes pointed Beethoven toward the prudish and idealistic, as opposed to realistic, attitude toward women that he showed throughout his life.


In 1781, an Illuminati lodge formed in Bonn, called the Minervalkirche Stagira, the Minerval Church of Stagira (named for the birthplace of Sophocles). Neefe was a founding member, along with his actor friend Grossmann.19 Members from the court Kapelle were horn player Nikolaus Simrock and Beethoven’s violin teacher and court concertmaster, Franz Anton Ries, along with a collection of progressive civil servants and artists including J. F. Abshoven, publisher of the town Intelligenzblatt, and Bonifaz Oberthür, later the first rector of the University of Bonn. So the lodge was woven into the artistic and intellectual leadership of the town. The Minerval Church met at the house of widow Anna Maria Koch in the market square, where she kept a wine bar and rented rooms.20 Widow Koch eventually added a bookstore; under the name of Zehrgarten, her establishment became the nexus of Aufklärers in Bonn. All these currents swirled around the young Beethoven as they swirled around the whole town.


Neefe received his order name, “Glaucus,” from the Greek word for “brightly shining.” At meetings, members heard lectures on books, philosophy, science.21 Neefe had to write an autobiographical piece subjecting his own character and ideals to a rigorous examination. There was a list of one hundred questions he must answer. They began, “What do you wish to be the purpose of the Order?” Neefe replied: “Thorough and particular connection of men with God, Nature, and themselves. Especially: The implementation of the Rights of Man.”


The hyperbolic style of the Illuminati and the order’s ultra-Aufklärung agenda seemed a perfect fit for Neefe the Schwärmer, who believed that true artists were likewise a cadre of the elect. Brother Glaucus had a precipitous rise in the order. In only four weeks, he attained an advanced grade. Two years later, in 1783, he became prefect of the Stagira lodge.22 He was involved in creating and writing for the lodge’s weekly journal, Contributions to the Spread of Useful Knowledge, which carried articles on everything from Eastern religions to husbandry. “Morality,” declared the journal, “is the science of the happiness of every single individual … Politics, however, has the happiness of a whole nation, even … of all nations as its object; it is accordingly the science of citizenship.”23 For Illuminati, as for all Aufklärers, science was the great shibboleth.


The year 1785 turned out to be critical for Neefe in a number of directions. In February, after a trial of his playing before new Elector Max Franz, he was restored to his full salary as court organist, Beethoven remaining his assistant.24 Max Franz was agreeable to Neefe’s idea that religious services at court should be based more on German choral music, accompanied by smaller instrumental forces, a change from the former Italian orientation of court music.25


That year Neefe also published his collection of prose sketches, modestly called Dilettanterien, which open a window into his personality, his ideals, his teaching. Widely read around Germany, the book was made up mostly of homely reflections with Masonic and Illuminist overtones, such as his response to seeing a broken bottle on the street: “Think of so many other frustrated designs and collapsed hopes of men, of friendships ruined, riches lost, courtiers fallen, empires vanished, or on the becoming and passing of nature, or on the vanity of all things … And then turn your gaze upwards!”


In the Dilettanterien, Neefe also addresses matters technical and aesthetic relating to his profession, including his article “Characteristics of Instrumental Music”:




Sulzer, one of our greatest philosophers, and probably the greatest aesthetic thinker of our time, complains about the carelessness of the endeavor to make instrumental music more important … There is more to [composing] than the art of putting one note after another according to the rules of thorough bass and singing … which any village schoolmaster can easily learn. A fiery imagination, a deep penetration into the sanctuary of harmony that is only granted to a few initiates, fervent inner feeling, insight into the nature and capacities of the various instruments, an understanding of the whole substance of music, an ability to develop that substance according to forms and models, a meticulous acquaintance with the various characters [of men], with the physical and moral aspects of mankind, with the passions … [are required] if music is to be no empty cling-clang, no sounding brass or tinkling cymbal … One observes the nuances of feelings, or the point where one passion changes into another … The mob of listeners the composer doesn’t need to worry about; they never know what they want, and never truly understand anything … Woe to the composer who heeds such men! He will deny his talent … and must compose minuets, polonaises, and Turkish marches. And then — good night Talent, Genius, and Art! The great composer doesn’t get drawn into the mob. He goes calmly and unimpeded on his way to musical eloquence. It is enough for him that here and there unnoticed in some corner a better educated listener can be found who understands his language.26





Neefe preached this idealistic Schwärmerei about art and the initiated few to his pupil Beethoven, along with the broader Aufklärung ideals of reason, freedom, duty to humankind, the pursuit of happiness. Neefe also preached a relentless sense of duty to one’s talent: what gifts you possess are owed to humanity. And, as an Illuminatus, he proclaimed the imperative of morality and how it must shape one’s life and work: to be a good artist, you must first be a good man.


In his essay on instrumental music, the man Neefe calls one of the greatest philosophers was Johann Georg Sulzer, whose Allgemeine Theorie der schönen Künste (General Theory of the Fine Arts) was one of the celebrated treatises concerning aesthetics in the German Aufklärung. Sulzer’s ideas are as idealistic as Neefe’s but more concrete, less rhapsodic. Whether or not Neefe gave Beethoven his book, he taught from it in important ways. Many of Sulzer’s ideas read like a prophecy of Beethoven’s mature music in its conceptions, its technique, its methods. In adulthood, he owned a copy of Sulzer and consulted it. Sulzer wrote,




The most important service the fine arts can offer to man consists without doubt in the well-ordered dominating desires that it can implant, by which the ethical character of man and his moral work is determined. [To the end, Beethoven called himself a servant of humanity.]


Every individual part of a work that is conceptually ill-suited to the whole, that possesses no relation with the other parts and thus stands in opposition to the unity, is an imperfection and blemish … There has to be a thread drawing together the many different things so that they are not arbitrarily joined, but rather have a natural connection to one another. Variety must appear as the constantly varied effects of a single cause. [Beethoven’s sketchbooks are an illustration of this search for unity within variety.]


In any sketch … one’s complete attention must always be focused upon the whole so that one can see how every section fits in. [Later Beethoven said, “It is my habit … always to keep the whole in view.”]


The most important forms in which beauty ascends to the sublime, are those in which beauty is united with both functionality and a moral essence, where the matter conveys an impression of spiritual power, where the soul becomes visible, so to speak. [Later Beethoven said, “Only art and science can raise man to the level of the divine.”]


A musical composition written for many instruments, or one to be performed outside or in a large hall should not be so elaborated as a trio. [Beethoven had a strong sense of the differing styles of orchestral and chamber music.]


The composer would do well to imagine some person, or a situation or passion, and exert his fantasy to the point where he can believe that this person is ready to speak … He must never forget that music that expresses no kind of passion or sentiment in a comprehensible language is nothing but sheer noise. [Later Beethoven said that all his music was written with some idea, story, or image in mind.]


The main theme is commonly termed the thema. Mattheson justly compared it to the Biblical verses upon which a sermon is based, and which must contain in a few words all that will be developed more fully in the course of the sermon … The main theme is always the most important element. [This is a definition of Beethoven’s procedure in his mature music: Everything flows from das Thema.]27





Through Neefe, the ideals of both Freemasons and Illuminati reached his pupil, and to some degree these ideals stayed with Beethoven to his last symphony and his last days. But these influences did not play out in predictable ways. Contra Neefe, he composed, for example, plenty of minuets, polonaises, Turkish marches, and the like, the sort of commercial items his teacher deplored. Anyway, neither as a teenager nor later did Beethoven uncritically accept anyone else’s ideas about his art. Everything had to be transformed into his own terms. Though he sympathized with Freemasons and benefited from their network, there is no record he ever belonged to a lodge. Joining groups of any kind was not his style. Yet even as he resisted authority, he also had a German respect for authority, for precedent, for the scholarly and theoretical.


In other words, when all was said and done, Beethoven was not only incapable of taking any path but his own, he was incapable of understanding any path but his own. If this is true of most teenagers, he never moved beyond that stage. At the same time, there was a fruitful paradox in Beethoven’s relations to the world. For all his fierce independence and his obliviousness unto scorn regarding much of the life around him, from his youth on, musically and otherwise, he still took in everything significant he encountered and made use of it. Most of what he did as an artist was based on models in the past; but he had to make those models his own.28


Beethoven learned and grew extraordinarily through the course of his life and music, but his bedrock remained the intellectual and spiritual atmosphere of Aufklärung Bonn, and part of that comprised the teachings musical and otherwise of Christian Neefe. Among the elements that inflected Beethoven’s sense of his mission was the Illuminist (and Zauberflötean) sense of a cadre of the enlightened, initiates into the Mysteries and covert leaders of humanity in the direction of Elysium. The boundless optimism of the Aufklärung applied to music as well: the arts were to have a higher development, both in their creation and in the perception of them, and so would be part of the progress of humanity toward the light. Musically and otherwise, Neefe was a patient teacher. In contrast to Beethoven’s first teacher, his father, Neefe was encouraging rather than bullying, firm and frank, but he allowed his pupil to find his own ways and means. Neefe preached his social and spiritual ideals gently, likewise his teaching of composition.


As Neefe had written, he knew he had on his hands a student of Mozartian dimensions. Even if Neefe possessed a higher opinion of his own talents than history would, he had to have understood how far this boy’s gifts stretched beyond his own. At the same time, Neefe had enough experience to understand that talent is not enough, that in the end few prodigies amount to much. There must also be an unusual adaptability, a drive to learn, toughness, courage, tenacity, ambition, fire in the belly, none of which can be taught, all of which Beethoven possessed boundlessly. Neefe suggested, guided, critiqued, shaped, but he also gave the boy rein to follow where his gifts led him. By 1785, they led Beethoven to three works of remarkable maturity and skill.




*





The idea for the three Piano Quartets WoO (works without opus) 36 — in E-flat major and minor, D major, and C major — smacks of an assignment  a teacher gives a student: use particular works of a master as models for pieces of your own; follow the models as you like, but keep close to them as a formal, expressive, tonal, and gestural scaffolding. Whether the idea was assigned by Neefe or by himself, and without having much practice in composition since writing the Electoral Sonatas, in these quartets Beethoven made another exponential leap in his apprenticeship.


In the massive Adagio assai that begins the Piano Quartet in E-flat Major, listeners then and later could only be stunned at the subtlety and depth of feeling, call it a certain wistful pathos, coming from a composer of age fourteen. This does not sound like learned rhetoric, like everything he had written before; it sounds like music from the heart. What had he experienced to arrive at such an outpouring? All that can be certain is that he had experienced his model, Mozart’s Violin Sonata in G, K. 379. In his opening, Beethoven follows Mozart’s introduction closely. The gestures and the low, close harmonies are Mozart’s, and so is the Mozartian tone: languid, seemingly suspended between conflicting emotions, peculiarly shadowed for the major mode.


For all their modeling, these works are closer than Beethoven had ever been to the composer the world would know. While he based each of them on a particular Mozart violin sonata, his imitation became freer, more his own, as he went. He began making the models his own with his choice of medium: the virtually unknown piano quartet instead of solo sonata.29 If in all the quartets he generally follows Mozart’s forms, meters, and key relations, he extends everything; his quartets are longer and more substantial than the Mozart solo sonatas. The C Major Quartet has the dancing gaiety of its model in Mozart’s C Major Sonata, K. 296, though Beethoven’s is more madcap.30 Like Mozart, Beethoven concludes the piece grandly, with double-stops on the strings — but Beethoven’s finish is longer and louder than Mozart’s.


After his introduction to the E-flat Quartet, Beethoven, like Mozart, launches into minor mode, but more so: a fiercely driving Allegro con spirito. The most striking thing is the key. After Mozart’s G-major beginning, the Allegro is in an unexpected G minor, but that key itself is common, and a resonant one for the violin because it involves the open strings. In his quartet, Beethoven makes the same turn to the parallel minor, but that puts him in the outlandish key, at the time almost unknown, of E-flat minor — unresonant and ungratifying for the strings, but giving them and the untempered keyboard a singular shadowed coloration. (E-flat minor was familiar, though, to someone who knew The Well-Tempered Clavier.)31 Here begins Beethoven’s lifelong attraction to unusual keys, often ones in the deep-flat direction, like the six flats of E-flat minor.


In the fourth bar of his Allegro, Mozart introduces a dissonance, a diminished-seventh chord. Beethoven makes the same harmonic move in the same place, but his dissonance is more stark, a D diminished seventh clashing with a tonic pedal, and he prolongs the tension for four bars to Mozart’s one. In volume, Mozart never goes beyond forte and piano; right away, Beethoven crescendos from forte to fortissimo on the dissonant chord. Beethoven’s piano part is harder to play than Mozart’s, challenging the fingers of amateur musicians.


Foreshadowed here is another of Beethoven’s lifelong patterns. He pushes every envelope, makes his models his own partly by doing everything more: volume levels both louder and softer than his models, everything more intense, more poignant, more driven and dramatic, more individual, longer and weightier, with heightened contrasts and greater virtuosity. There is an attempt to give each piece a higher profile, a more individual personality than in the past. Mozart and Haydn shared motives among their movements; Beethoven took that unifying device further, creating intricate interconnections of melody, harmony, key, and gesture throughout a work.


The other two piano quartets are based less directly on Mozart’s notes, more on the violin sonatas’ tone and especially their forms. Maybe here was the essential point of this assignment: not just to study in Mozart the common layout of Classical forms — sonata form, theme and variations, rondo — but also to understand how malleable these formal models not only can be but must be, for a composer who wants to say something fresh, to make forms motivated from within rather than by rote.


The signs of immaturity in the Piano Quartets are less glaring and pervasive than in Beethoven’s earlier pieces. Here, his age is shown in the restricted string writing, the cello usually stuck fast to the bass line. A testament to how close to his later voice these quartets are is that he used ideas from them in three works graced with opus numbers: the C Minor Piano Trio, op. 1, no. 3, and two of the Piano Sonatas op. 2.32


There would be another legacy of these Piano Quartets. They were breakthroughs for him, and the spark of that breakthrough was Mozart. Through Mozart, Beethoven began to discover himself. Mozart was to remain his prime talisman, the model to whom he would return year after year for ideas and inspiration. On a 1790 sketch in C minor, Beethoven broke off and wrote, “This entire passage has been [inadvertently] stolen from the Mozart Symphony in C [the ‘Linz’].” He then reworked the passage slightly and signed it “Beethoven himself.”33 At the same time that Mozart became a talisman, he became a challenge, another father from whom Beethoven needed to escape.




*





For Christian Neefe, 1785, the year of his student’s Piano Quartets, his reinstatement as full court organist, and the publication of his Dilettanterien was also the year when it became clear that whatever his strengths were, whatever his devotion to the goals of the Aufklärung and Illuminati, his talents did not include leadership. As prefect of the Minerval Church, Neefe had earned enemies.


In a written denunciation, some lodge members, among them court official Clemens August von Schall and Kapelle hornist Nikolaus Simrock, declared brother Glaucus to be a failure as prefect. Joseph Eichoff, eventually one of Beethoven’s closet friends in Bonn, penned a devastating appraisal. Neefe is a good musician, Eichoff wrote, but he is proud and opportunistic, and he insults people we don’t need as enemies. Specifically, Eichoff cited a row of moral faults: Self-regard. Neefe believes all his works are masterpieces, and when people are looking at his things, he watches them intently, waiting for praise. He cavalierly wrote a satire of Count Belderbusch and read it out in a beer hall. Pride. He is a name-dropper and presumes inappropriate intimacy with people. Thirst for power. He is argumentative, can’t stand being contradicted, believes as leader he can do no wrong. Talkativeness. He likes to gossip over a glass of wine at Widow Koch’s wine house.34


Whether or not the accusations against Neefe were fair, they were believed. By 1786, Bonn’s Minerval Church of Stagira had collapsed. By that point, in any case, the Order of Illuminati had been outlawed in Bavaria, and its eight-year career was essentially over. But the passion for Aufklärung had not dampened among progressives in Bonn. Many Illuminati members, including Neefe, soon joined a new, less radical, but in the end more broadly influential organization, the Lesegesellschaft, or Reading Society.


Later Neefe wrote of this period in his life with regret but remarkably little bitterness: the ideas of the order were splendid, he said, “but in the results I discovered many gaps, many personal weaknesses, and still worse things that convinced me to remove myself.”35 The “science” of moral self-improvement had turned out more elusive than expected.


If with the collapse of the Illuminati lodge Neefe failed in his most ambitious endeavor to promote Aufklärung, Beethoven’s Piano Quartets represent what may have been the last major creative collaboration between Neefe and his pupil. Though in his mid-teens, Beethoven was now a rival to Neefe on the organ bench at court and some of his friends were sworn enemies of his teacher, the two remained colleagues, and the older man continued his paternal interest in the younger. At court, they worked peaceably side by side.


In any case, after the Piano Quartets, Beethoven seems to have largely put composition aside for several years, giving his energy to keyboard practice.36 By the time he left Bonn, he would be one of the finest piano players alive. And in his last years in Bonn, new mentors and champions shaped him.
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A Journey and a Death





CONCEIVED AND DECREED under the reign of Elector Maximilian Friedrich, the University of Bonn was inaugurated in November 1786, under new Elector Maximilian Franz. He decreed a grand Rhenish celebration. The town was decked with flags, and bells rang the hours through three days of ceremonies. There were processions, church services, and speeches; public debates were held around a triumphal arch erected for the occasion.1 In his inaugural proclamation to the faculty, Max Franz laid out an agenda for the school by way of citing his brother the emperor in Vienna: “Joseph, who knew how to value men and the benefits of the Aufklärung, gave them to you in the confidence that you will live up to his high intentions.”2


A certain symbolism figured in the first location of the university. It took over the Bonn Academy, the former gymnasium of the Jesuits, who for years had imposed a conservative Catholic education across Bonn, as across most of Germany. The first rector of the university was liberal theologian Bonifaz Oberthür, once a brother in the Illuminati lodge.3 The reactionary clerics and professors of Cologne, nominally subjects of Max Franz, understood that this new university was a progressive rival to the University of Cologne, so they made themselves the first line of resistance against the liberal and anticlerical spirit flowing from Bonn. If the intellectual vanguard of the University of Bonn did not comprise the godless revolutionaries they were painted as, they constituted a true hotbed of Aufklärers, committed to all things rational and practical, their religion tending to Protestant and deist.


The founding of the university epitomized the golden age of old Bonn’s intellectual and artistic life. It was as a representative figure of that high-Aufklärung era and a contributor to it that Beethoven came of age. The early faculty included physician and Beethoven’s friend Franz Gerhard Wegeler. Teaching classics was Eulogius Schneider, a former monk who was heading away from the church and toward revolution. The philosophy of Immanuel Kant became a staple of the university. Among the early students was Bartholomäus Fischenich, later professor of natural law and human rights, who became friends with Friedrich Schiller over their mutual fervor for Kant.4 The galvanizing force of the Aufklärung ferment in Bonn flowed not just from the university, however, but also from the new Elector and his court.


Maximilian Franz hardly looked the part of a thinker or a dynamic leader. He adored music and dancing, but his principal enthusiasm was the table: one of the heroic trenchermen of his time, Max Franz is said eventually to have weighed upwards of 480 pounds. The sight of the Elector heaving his prodigious avoirdupois into motion on the dance floor earned him the nickname L’abbe sacrebleu, “Father Omygod.”5 In manner usually jovial and easygoing if oddly affected, Max Franz gave audiences in a worn black uniform and wandered the streets of his capital in the early morning wrapped in a dirty topcoat.6 In those and other aspects of style and substance he echoed his brother Emperor Joseph II in Vienna. Growing up in Vienna under the rule of his formidable mother, Empress Maria Theresa, Franz took up Joseph’s high-Aufklärung ideals. In 1770, the year Beethoven was born, Franz’s mother sent his sister Marie Antoinette off to France to become queen beside Louis XVI. On Max Franz’s one visit to his sister in France, his lack of polish — perhaps also his girth — embarrassed Marie Antoinette and created a rift between them. In Vienna, he had befriended Mozart, and for a while Mozart envisioned himself the future court Kapellmeister in Bonn. But by 1781, Mozart was fed up, writing his father,  “Stupidity stares out of his eyes. He talks and pontificates incessantly, always in falsetto.”7


Still, behind this Elector’s outlandish facade lay convictions that bore vitally on Bonn and its life practical, philosophical, and artistic. He wrote, “To rule a land and people is a duty, a service to the state. I must make everything depend on making my people happy.” If his table was excessive, he was generally frugal in matters of spending and ceremony. The extravagant building projects with which Elector Clemens August had once nearly bankrupted the state were anathema to Max Franz. If he made a show of anything, it was austerity.


Generous, open-minded, sometimes absurd, the Elector was still firm and tart in his opinions. In 1786, he wrote in a letter, “I was never and never will be a Freemason, because I’ve always considered Freemasonry a useless game of tricks and ceremonies to pass the time for bored minds.”8 When the local painter brothers Kügelgen exhibited their work in the Rathaus, he observed, “I understand absolutely nothing about art, but I can see that they are splendid fellows,” and he gave them a stipend to go study in Rome, expecting them to come back to Bonn and adorn the court and town with their art (which they did). Max Franz proved similarly generous with Beethoven, with the same sort of hopes.


Music was the Elector’s favored art. In Vienna, he had studied voice and viola and followed Italian opera, Gluck’s reform opera, German singspiels, church music old and new, and the chamber and orchestral music of Viennese salons and public concerts.9 As Elector, he built up the forces of the Bonn court Kapelle; the orchestra became one of the finest in German lands. He liked to read through opera scores at the piano; in 1788, he reopened the National Theater, with an emphasis on opera productions. Under his influence, private music making flourished even more than before in the houses of the nobility and the middle classes. Though he kept on the Italian Andrea Luchesi as his Kapellmeister, he and Christian Neefe turned the traditional Italian orientation of court music toward Germany and Vienna. That change influenced the musical taste of the whole town — and likewise the taste of teenage Beethoven.


At the end of 1787, Max Franz also lent his imprimatur to the founding  of Bonn’s Lesegesellschaft (Reading Society). Given the collapse of the Illuminati and the official suspicion lingering over the Freemasons, the accumulating Aufklärung fervor of the thinkers and clergy of Bonn needed new outlets. In an era when books were too expensive for many, the Lesegesellschaft proposed to be a repository of liberal and practical literature, newspapers, and journals concerning not only news and politics but also geography, history, agriculture, everything practical and progressive. With the Elector’s blessing, the Lesegesellschaft established its meeting rooms at the center of Bonn in the Rathaus, the Town Hall that presided over the market. In the inaugural ceremonies, Max Franz’s portrait was ceremoniously installed in the society’s main reading room, accompanied by verses from Eulogius Schneider, the university professor and one of Bonn’s Schwärmers for all things progressive. Schneider hailed the Elector as “protector of the Lesegesellschaft” and the town’s symbol of Aufklärung.


In the end, the golden age of Bonn that Max Franz galvanized in scholarship, ideals, and the arts turned out to be a short interlude in the life of a rather small town. While the university ascended to an important position among German institutions, it never rivaled the ideas coming out of Leipzig University, where the high-Aufklärung figure Christian Fürchtegott Gellert lectured on philosophy; of Königsberg, where Kant presided; of Weimar, where Goethe and Schiller lived; or of the enlightened courts of Joseph II in Vienna and Frederick the Great in Berlin. Bonn remained a backwater where the progressive spirit was reflected, not formulated. The effects of its golden age fell mainly on the lives of strong but ultimately obscure individuals. The only figure from the heady period of Max Franz’s Bonn to live prominently in history would be Beethoven.




*





During the festivities that inaugurated the university, a procession ended at a ceremony with a uniformed Beethoven, age fifteen, at the organ.10 By then, his family had moved out of the Fischer house to a spacious flat on Wenzelgasse. Baker Theodor Fischer had finally gotten tired of all the music upstairs while he was trying to sleep, and politely gave them notice. The Beethovens’ new flat did not entirely reflect the family’s fortunes or happiness. Maria van Beethoven had given birth to Maria Margaretha Josepha, her seventh child, but the mother had also contracted tuberculosis, in those days generally a death sentence.


Johann, about to be forcibly retired and hapless in dealing with an ailing wife, her medical bills, a new baby, and two vigorous younger sons, was sinking into the bottle. He began to sell off family effects and pawn others; in a petition of July 1787, with Maria in desperate condition, he begged the court for an advance on his salary. Apparently, it was not granted.11


Desperate to turn his fortunes around and regain some control in the slide of events, Johann cooked up another of his schemes. He sued the estate of the late Count Belderbusch for the return of valuables he had given the minister after old Ludwig died in hopes of securing the position of Kapellmeister. In other words, Johann wanted back his unsuccessful bribe, which mostly consisted of antiques and heirlooms his father had brought from Flanders: paintings, a clock, porcelain, laces, a fine Flemish Bible, and so on, the collection valued at hundreds of florins.


If there was some justice in Johann’s demand, there was no intelligence in the way he went about it. He forged the signature of a local lawyer on a legal document and got caught. Shown the document, the lawyer wrote on it, “The above signature is not in my hand and I have not the slightest knowledge of this document, with all its vilenesses.”12 Thereby Johann van Beethoven ended his last economic initiative in a muddle of delusion, dishonesty, and ineptitude.




*





Ludwig at fifteen and sixteen was steadily busier at court, bustling between theater and chapel, giving keyboard lessons to children of the nobility and officialdom, playing in chamber groups and as soloist with the orchestra. The pace of his days was much as his father’s had been, both of them overworked employees of the Kapelle. At that time, Beethoven was small and thin but solidly built, maybe less unkempt than before because he had to keep up his court musician’s uniform: sea-green frock coat with matching breeches, white or black silk stockings, shoes tied with black bows, embroidered vest with gold cord, crush hat carried under the arm, wig curled with a braid in back, a little sword hanging on a silver belt.13 He had become more at ease with people, acquiring a circle of friends. But still he craved solitude, to be at home alone with music, to roam the woods and hills on the banks of the Rhine.


In his composing he did not follow up the stunning advance of the Piano Quartets with more ambitious works, but rather fell into occasional pieces, songs, experiments, sketches. The dozens of pages of surviving Bonn sketches include experiments in piano figuration and texture, probably jotted down as he improvised. He made a start at a C-minor symphony that went nowhere.14 He taught piano to Maria Anna von Westerholt, daughter of an official of the electoral stables. In 1785 or the next year, perhaps for her and her family, he wrote a slight, Mozartian trio for piano, flute, and bassoon. For the same instruments and orchestra, he produced a triple concerto he called Romance cantabile, his largest orchestral effort to date; it appears to have been played at court.15


By then, Beethoven was making sketches on loose sheets that he carried with him for the rest of his life. He worked out his completed pieces in these pages, preserving unused sketches as an accumulating mine of ideas. For several years beginning in 1785, though, piano would be his main focus. He planned a career as a composer and pianist, his performing as important to him as his writing. Later, he said that in those days he practiced “prodigiously,” often well into the night, and he speculated that it damaged his health. In any event, if excessive practicing did not affect his health, something did.16


In the later 1780s, Max Franz gave Beethoven more time to practice by frequently going out of town; during his absences, court music making slowed.17 The Elector was musical enough to understand what kind of talent was blooming in his young assistant organist. So, with the Elector’s financing, Beethoven was dispatched, aged sixteen and alone, on the most ambitious journey of his life to that point: to Vienna, the capital of German lands and Europe’s capital of music.




*





The purpose of his journey to Vienna is not altogether clear — whether to study or to play concerts or simply to absorb the atmosphere in the city. The leading musician in town then was Mozart, and certainly Beethoven hoped to meet him, play for him, perhaps have some lessons.  Mozart had been a mentor at a distance; Beethoven wanted him in person.


In spring 1787, Ludwig said farewell to his suffering mother, to his brothers, to bleary father Johann. He left Bonn around March 20, setting out on rough and muddy roads in a jolting coach. En route, he seems to have stayed in Augsburg, where he met Johann Andreas Stein, maker of his favored pianos, and daughter Maria Anna, called Nannette, who was to follow her father’s trade in Vienna.18 Eventually both of them were numbered among the finest instrument makers of their time, and among Beethoven’s friends. In Augsburg, he stayed with Hofrat Joseph von Schaden and his wife, another Nannette. She was a well-known pianist and singer, her husband a Freemason and one-time Illuminatus. Impressed with this teenager, the couple accompanied Beethoven as far as Munich and gave him names of Freemasons to look up in Vienna.19 The boy was learning the value of Masonic connections. On April 1, he appeared in a Munich newspaper’s list of arrivals as “Herr Peethofen, musician of Bonn via Cologne.”20 The spelling shows one of the many pronunciations of his name.


After some eighteen days on the road, Beethoven reached Vienna around April 7. Shortly after, someone brought him to Mozart. The go-between may have been another Masonic connection, because Mozart was a fervent lodge brother.


The one-time prodigy of prodigies was now one of many musicians in Vienna with a wife and children, trying to keep his head above water. At that point Mozart was as admired as any composer alive, but his wife was constantly and expensively ill, and he was unwell himself. Meanwhile, he had been receiving distressing reports about his father back home in Salzburg. (Leopold Mozart had only weeks to live.) Around the time Beethoven arrived, Mozart had just returned from Prague, where the public adored him more unequivocally than the Viennese did, and he was in the middle of composing Don Giovanni. It could hardly have been a worse time for a musician of sixteen to introduce himself to a famous, busy, and worried man. But Mozart received the teenager from Bonn and agreed to hear him play. Or so the story goes.


Who knows what Beethoven thought of his first sight of this living legend. In those days Mozart looked like a fat little bird, with bug eyes and aquiline nose and a formidable head of hair that he had dressed daily. He was always on the move, fidgeting or tapping his feet. When it came to musicians, Mozart was exceedingly hard to impress. The endeavors of others generally only reminded him of his own superiority. As he wrote his father about the acclaimed Muzio Clementi, one of Beethoven’s models for piano composition, “About the Clementi Sonatas. They are valueless as compositions as everyone who plays or hears them will recognize. Clementi is a charlatan like all Italians.”21


Beethoven was fortunate that he did not know how brutal Mozart could be in his judgments. The whole story of their meeting is a matter of myth, which accumulated roughly like so: The teenager played some of his showpieces and Mozart was, as usual, unimpressed: at sixteen, he had been miles ahead of this youth from the provinces. Maybe Beethoven showed him the Piano Quartets, which had been based on Mozart’s violin sonatas. Maybe the older man took that as a compliment and noticed how precocious they were. At last Beethoven asked the master to give him a theme he could improvise on. Mozart obliged. Listening to the results, he was finally impressed. He strolled out of the music room and observed to some other guests, “Keep your eyes on him — someday he’ll give the world something to talk about.”


Thus rose a foundation myth, a passing of the torch, the sort of thing the coming generations of Romantics elevated to scripture. Possibly it happened that way, equally possibly it did not, because Beethoven was not yet the improviser he later became.22 But his talent could not have been lost on Mozart. Afterward there may have been something on the order of lessons, or not. In later years, at one time and another Beethoven said he never heard Mozart play, also that he heard him several times. If the latter, Beethoven had only one comment on the great man’s piano performance: “He had a fine but choppy way of playing — no legato.” Which is to say, he found Mozart outdated, a harpsichord player rather than a true pianist who could produce a singing legato.


Beethoven’s dismissive comment on Mozart’s playing is virtually the only thing he is recorded to have said about his first sight of Vienna and his encounter with his chief artistic model. At that time, the walled city with its twisted streets had around two hundred thousand inhabitants, a larger percentage of them musicians than in most places of the world. It was a bustling, cosmopolitan, polyglot center on a far grander scale than Bonn. The court of Holy Roman Emperor Joseph II sponsored much of the important music, opera, and theater in town. Beethoven presumably took in some of the splendors of churches and palaces, heard as much music as he could, maybe played in some gilded salons, but there is no record of what he did or what he thought about it. There is also no record of whether he encountered the fury of the Viennese, both highborn and low-, against Joseph’s high-Aufklärung social and political agenda, promoted by dictate, which had struck at the ancient powers of the aristocracy and the church and imposed rational austerities that the Viennese hated.




*





The idea was probably for Beethoven to stay in Vienna for a while, take in the scene, have some lessons with Mozart if possible, make some connections, all this at the Elector’s expense, and pay his way with the proceeds of his performances. As it turned out, he stayed in Vienna less than two weeks. A letter came from his father saying that Maria van Beethoven was failing and he must come home at once.


He hastened back to Bonn, hastening in those days meaning more than a week of travel on wretched roads. On the way back he again stayed over in Augsburg with lawyer von Schaden and his wife, borrowing money from them to get home. He discovered the truth when he arrived: Maria von Beethoven coughing blood, suffering the tuberculosis victim’s final torment of slow suffocation. The physicians of that time had no concept of the causes of tuberculosis and no treatment for it. He saw his younger brothers traumatized, his father drunk and helpless, useless doctors filing in and out, friends gathering to help as best they could, a baby in the house who still needed the breast: all ordinary horrors of the age, no less terrible for that.


Ludwig watched his beloved mother suffer for more than two weeks before she was released, on July 17, 1787, from a life of many cares and few satisfactions. Having buried her first husband and four children, Maria van Beethoven died at forty years old. Feeling lost and devastated, sixteen-year-old Ludwig was now the only capable person in the family. Father Johann, for his part, did the only thing he knew how to do: he gathered up his wife’s good clothes and went out to sell them. Cäcilie Fischer was shocked to see those familiar fineries, with their memories of holidays and happy times, for sale on the street. She ran home in tears to tell her parents.23 Kapelle concertmaster Franz Ries, who had taught Ludwig, stepped in with help and money. Beethoven remembered Ries’s kindness warmly and long.


Two months later, after the first shocks had receded, Beethoven wrote to his new friend Joseph von Schaden in Augsburg. Written in a neat schoolboy hand, this letter is the first personal correspondence of his that survives. He begins politely and properly, and then sorrow takes over:




Most nobly born and especially beloved Friend!


I can easily imagine what you must think of me. That you have well founded reasons not to think favorably of me I cannot deny. However, before apologizing I will first mention the reasons … I must confess that as soon as I left Augsburg my good spirits and my health too began to decline. For the nearer I came to my native town, the more frequently did I receive from my father letters urging me to travel more quickly than usual, because my mother was not in very good health. So I made as much haste as I could, the more so as I myself began to feel ill … I found my mother still alive, but in the most wretched condition. She was suffering from consumption and in the end she died about seven weeks ago after enduring great pain and agony. She was such a good, kind mother to me and indeed my best friend. Oh! who was happier than I, when I could still utter the sweet name of mother and it was heard and answered; and to whom can I say it now? To the dumb likenesses of her which my imagination fashions for me? Since my return to Bonn I have as yet enjoyed very few happy hours. For the whole time I have been plagued with asthma; and I am inclined to fear that this malady may even turn to consumption. Furthermore, I have been suffering from melancholia, which in my case is almost as great a torture as my illness … I shall hope for your forgiveness for my long silence. It was extraordinarily kind and friendly of you to lend me three carolins when I was at Augsburg. But I must beg you to bear with me a little longer, for my journey has cost me a good deal and I cannot hope for any compensation here … Fortune does not favor me here at Bonn.24





That does not sound like a letter of a boy of sixteen, even a grieving one, but like that of an older man with a devastating burden on his shoulders. And the letter sounds themes that will be reprised, with variations, for the rest of Beethoven’s life. He mentions no one but himself and his mother, depicting her suffering largely in terms of its effect on him. He responds to her decline and death with illness and depression of his own. He calls his town indifferent and useless to him. He is alone with his suffering, overwhelmed by melancholy. (Before long, melancholy, “La Malinconia,” would become a powerful theme in his work. Christian Neefe had taught him to observe human feelings as subjects for his work — starting with his own feelings.) At least in the long chronicle of Beethoven’s illness and anguish that begins with this letter, there would be no further mention of asthma. It was as if his mother’s choking had, for the moment, stolen his own breath.


Elector Max Franz remembered Beethoven’s excursion to Vienna very well. He remembered that it produced more debts than results. If that abortive journey did not represent the hoped-for turn in the young musician’s fortunes, however, they were about to turn anyway, decisively and at home.
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