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Prelude





Ludwig van Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9 in D minor, op. 125, is one of the most precedent-shattering and influential compositions in the history of music. Its word-driven final movement is a declaration in favor of universal brotherhood, which explains why the Ninth is the work most often used to solemnize an important event—the opening of the United Nations, the signing of a peace treaty at the end of a war, the fall of the Berlin Wall, or the consecration of a new concert hall: It is perceived as a vessel for a message that confers a quasi-religious yet nondenominational blessing on all “good” and “just” people, institutions, and enterprises—in short, on “our side,” whatever that may be. It has been used as a battle flag by liberals and conservatives, by democrats and autocrats, by Nazis, Communists, and anarchists. Composed during the last and most remarkable phase of Beethoven’s artistic trajectory, the Ninth consolidated and elaborated on elements of his earlier creations, and transcended them. It also became a reference point and stimulus for generations of artists throughout Europe and beyond, and it continues to resonate in the parallel worlds of ideas and ideals.


Charging, or cluttering, the Ninth with such ideas and ideals, not to mention feel-good meaning, was and is possible only because the last of its four movements contains words that express aspirations toward peace on earth and goodwill toward all human beings. But the first three extended, dramatic movements of the deaf composer’s symphonic masterpiece are not paeans of praise to freedom of the spirit or to all-embracing joy or to anything else. They deal in a variety of ways with intimate and extremely complex emotions and states of being. Thanks to its finale, however, the Ninth has become a paradigm for both freedom and joy, although it made its appearance in the middle of a decade in European history that was characterized by repression and ultraconservative nationalism, as Bourbons, Hapsburgs, Romanovs, and other terrified dynastic rulers strove to spruce up and enforce the concept of divine right in the wake of the French Revolution and the upstart Napoleon’s imperialism. Through this single symphonic movement, Beethoven was, in effect, serving up a one-of-a-kind counterargument to the retrograde tendencies of the day; consequently, an understanding of the circumstances under which it was created reveals as much about the politics, aesthetics, and spirit of its time as it does about its composer’s musical development.


Like many of the Revolution’s other spiritual heirs, Beethoven had to camouflage his libertarian aspirations and pay lip service to the rulers on whose patronage he depended and for whom expressions about universal brotherhood were only too reminiscent of the ideals bandied about by the French Revolution—ideals that these rulers had only recently managed to smother. And yet, Beethoven required the singers and instrumentalists who gathered in Vienna on a spring day in 1824 for the world premiere of his new symphony to proclaim, repeatedly and insistently, the potentially subversive goal of universal brotherhood. “Alle Menschen werden Brüder” (“All men become brothers”) and “Seid umschlungen, Millionen” (“Be embraced, ye millions”) were the key phrases in the excerpts from an ode by Friedrich von Schiller that Beethoven set to music in the symphony’s finale. The poem was called “An die Freude” (“To Joy”), but in Beethoven’s transforming hands it became a subtle yet robust, unmistakable ode to and prayer for suffering humanity.


From today’s perspective, the premiere of Beethoven’s last symphony was the most significant artistic event in 1824, but other works and deeds by other artists expressed, in many different ways, discontent over the return of antiliberalism as a guiding principle and over the restoration of regimes that rejected the gains made not only by the Revolution but even by its predecessor, the Enlightenment. Byron, Pushkin, Delacroix, Stendhal, and Heine, among others, all played important parts in the year’s cultural history. And then there were the political figures in the “real,” everyday world: a fanatically religious tsar and a pope with an eye fixed on secular matters, two French kings and a South American liberator, Prince Metternich and President Monroe.


“Beethoven is the quintessential genius of Western culture,” wrote Tia DeNora in her 1995 study, Beethoven and the Construction of Genius, which deals with the composer’s first decade in Vienna. The statement sounds nice, but it is too sweeping. It would be more accurate to say that Beethoven is, among other things, an iconic figure to worshippers of a certain type of genius, whereas Michelangelo serves that purpose for others, and Mozart or Dante or Goethe or Shakespeare or Picasso or Stravinsky for still others. Many human beings need to worship someone or something, but the object of a worshipful person’s worship says more about that person than about the worshipped object. Yet Beethoven and his works, and the Romantic cult of genius that his example and his legend certainly did help to foster, exerted a powerful influence on later generations of musicians, artists, and thinkers, and the Ninth Symphony in particular became a symbol of Beethoven’s protean status and predominant stature. After Mikhail Bakunin, the Russian revolutionary and sometime anarchist, had heard the work for the first time, in Dresden in 1849, he told the conductor, Richard Wagner, that “if all the music that has ever been written were lost in the expected world-wide conflagration, we must pledge ourselves to rescue this symphony, even at the peril of our lives.”




 *





Many books and essays examine in great detail Beethoven’s life (all or part of it), works (many or a few or only one of them), or influence (musical, cultural, or political), and I have referred to them in my notes and occasionally even in my text. But I must make a confession. I am not an authentic musicologist. I state this fact neither ashamedly nor proudly, but simply to give you an inkling of what lies ahead. My post-highschool formal education was too brief and too erratic to allow me to claim titles that others earned by doing what I was too undisciplined to do. On the other hand, by the time I made up my mind to become a full-time writer—mainly about music—I was thirty-eight years old and had a dozen years’ experience as a conductor behind me, in addition to three published books on musical subjects. Whatever I know about music, I know from both the inside and the outside. When asked what my profession is, I usually say, for the sake of expedience, “writer and music historian,” but “daydreamer, appreciator, and curiosity addict” would be a more accurate definition. I will try to wear all five of these hats now, as I approach Beethoven and the world in which he created his Ninth Symphony. And since part of the historian’s task is to sift through the refuse of the past, what could be a better place to begin this tale than amid some trash bins in the city that Beethoven called home for most of his life?




Notes


1 “Beethoven is the quintessential genius” Tia DeNora, Beethoven and the Construction of Genius (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995).


2 “if all the music” Richard Wagner, My Life, trans. Andrew Gray and Mary Whittall (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 384.






















PART ONE


A Grand Symphony with Many Voices








 







 





“The latest news in Vienna”


Reeking, rotting garbage, overflowing from bins: That is what I found when, in November 2004, I pushed open the main door of a massive but anonymous gray stone apartment building in Vienna’s third Bezirk (district) and made my way through a hallway to an internal courtyard. The rectangular four-story building’s façade bears a commemorative plaque put up by the Vienna Schubert Society on May 7, 1924—the hundredth anniversary of the premiere of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony—as well as another, more recent plaque bedecked with banners dirtied by automobile exhaust, which proclaims that the symphony’s “Ode to Joy” theme has been the European anthem since 1972, when the Council of Ministers in Strasbourg officially adopted it as such. There is no museum in the building at Ungargasse 5, on the northwest corner of a busy intersection; in fact, by going through the entrance door I was trespassing on private property.


In the composer’s day the address was Landstrasse 323, and the building was called the house Zur schönen Sklavin (By the Beautiful Slave Girl); Beethoven lived in it throughout the final months of the symphony’s creation and until shortly after its first performance. His apartment was situated on the top floor—the cheapest one, in pre-elevator days—but he usually received friends and acquaintances at a nearby, no longer extant coffeehouse, Zur goldenen Birne (By the Golden Pear), where he spent many an afternoon. As one contemporary writer put it, “If you have something important to tell a Viennese man, you can go ten times to his apartment without finding him in, but if you know which coffeehouse he frequents you’ll meet him there for sure.”


Occasionally, however, people would visit Beethoven at home. Once, during the composition of the Ninth, he invited the poet Franz Grillparzer to the Landstrasse apartment to discuss an opera project; Grillparzer found Beethoven, who was ill at the time,




lying on a disordered bed in dirty night attire, a book in his hand. At the head of the bed there was a small door which, as I discovered later, communicated with the larder and which Beethoven was, in a way, guarding. For when subsequently a maid emerged from it with butter and eggs he could not restrain himself, though in the middle of a spirited conversation, from casting an appraising glance at the quantity of the food that was being carried away—and this gave me a painful picture of his disordered household. The opera project never came to fruition, and we don’t know what happened to the butter and eggs.
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The building in which Beethoven composed the Ninth Symphony.








The composer Carl Maria von Weber visited Beethoven during the same period, and his son later recounted the father’s impressions of “the dreary, almost sordid room inhabited by the great Ludwig.” It was “in the greatest disorder: music, money, clothes, lay on the floor, linen in a heap on the unclean bed, the open grand piano was covered in thick dust, and broken coffee-cups lay on the table.” Beethoven tossed all the music off the sofa “and then proceeded to dress for the street, not in the least embarrassed by the presence of his guests.” Another man present on that occasion described Beethoven’s appearance:




His hair dense, grey, standing up, quite white in places, forehead and skull extraordinarily wide and rounded, … the nose square, like a lion’s, the mouth nobly formed and soft, the chin broad and with those marvelous dimples which all his portraits show, formed by two jawbones which seemed capable of cracking the hardest nuts. A dark ruddiness colored his broad, pockmarked face; beneath the bushy and sullenly contracted eyebrows, small, shining eyes were fixed benevolently upon the visitors.





Of another visit to Beethoven, presumably a few weeks later, Weber wrote to his wife that the day would “always remain a most memorable one for me” and that it was “curiously exalting to be overwhelmed with such affectionate attentions by this great man.”


The Vienna of today feels like a museum, or museum-sepulchre, although, thanks in part to the arrival of so many Asian and African immigrants, it does seem a little livelier in the early twenty-first century than it did during the years of grave East-West tension. Even on sunny days a layer of sadness seems to pervade its atmosphere, as if a long winter had passed but no spring had followed. Perhaps a mild form of depression has been and continues to be transmitted from generation to generation—a result of the grayness that followed Vienna’s brilliance, of the sharp cultural decline that followed its long period of splendor—notwithstanding the fact that virtually no one under the age of ninety has adult memories of the city as it was before its Jewish and leftist artists and intellectuals were kicked out or liquidated, and no one at all has adult memories of Franz Josef ’s pre–World War I imperial capital. Or perhaps the feeling is now bred in the bone that a city that once counted no longer counts, except as a magnificent repository of memory, and for most people, in Vienna as elsewhere, historical memory is of little importance. What matters is today’s business, and in that sense Vienna seems more humdrum than brilliant.


As for music: Today’s Vienna honors, and profits hugely from, the composers it barely noticed or even rejected when they were alive. Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Bruckner, Brahms, Schoenberg—the list goes on and on—have monuments, memorial sites, or full-fledged museums dedicated to them, and one can buy chocolates, T-shirts, and souvenirs of every sort with the faces and names of these and other iconic figures emblazoned on them. Tourists who couldn’t distinguish Mozart’s Eine kleine Nachtmusik from Schoenberg’s Verklärte Nacht buy the gewgaws and feel, or so one presumes, that they will be taking something quintessentially Viennese back home with them.


Yet some of the sites of cultural tourism can arouse authentic emotions. Take, for instance, the circumspect little museum dedicated to Beethoven in the Pasqualati House on the Mölker Bastei, a pretty part of town directly opposite the monumental main buildings of the University of Vienna. The composer lived in this apartment house—which has an empty, cold feeling, like much of the rest of the city—at the height of his career, from 1804 to 1808 and from 1810 to 1814, but his fourth-floor walk-up flat contains items from various periods in his lifetime. The rooms no doubt look and smell much better today than they did when they were stuffed with his disorder and filth, and I wondered, when I visited them, whether Beethoven would have laughed had he known that people from all over the world would someday pay good money just to have a peek at the place. Or would he have been astonished, maybe even grateful, to think that people would want to see, and would perhaps even be moved by, some fairly paltry relics of his life?


In any case, if you are interested in Beethoven and are planning a trip to Vienna, by all means visit the Pasqualati House and other sites that contain Beethoven memorabilia, but don’t feel obliged to visit the house on the Ungargasse in which the Ninth Symphony was completed—unless you want to spy on some twenty-first-century garbage bins. More important, don’t expect to be able to visit the Kärntnertor Theater (Theater by the Carinthian Gate), where the symphony’s first performance took place: It was torn down less than half a century after that momentous event. Yet as I stood near the garbage cans of the house Zur schönen Sklavin, I could easily imagine Beethoven—together, presumably, with his sometime amanuensis, Anton Schindler, and with his restless nephew, Karl van Beethoven, who was also his adoptive son—walking past this very spot, then out to the Landstrasse and over to the Kärntnertor Theater, an hour or two before the premiere. At a moderate pace the trip would not have taken more than fifteen minutes, and, depending on which route was chosen, the little group could have passed within a few yards of what is now the Beethovenplatz—Beethoven Square—a quiet, grassy spot dominated by a late-nineteenth-century statue of the scowling master seated on a pedestal and surrounded by bored-looking cherubs and twisting, heroic, winged Michelangelesque figures. Once Beethoven had reached his destination, he would have found himself caught up in the noise and bustle that precede all concerts involving substantial numbers of participants. And he would have been greeted at the stage entrance with much applause and respectful bowing: Although his works were not as popular as those of Gioacchino Rossini—the musical hero of the hour in Vienna as in many other European cities—Beethoven, at fifty-three, was the most revered living European composer. Rossini, who was then thirty-two years old, owed his enormous success to his wonderfully attractive operas and to the sheer beauty of his vocal writing; his music was brilliant but just as accessible in its day as in ours, whereas Beethoven’s was brilliant but difficult—big-caliber artillery aimed at the future. Still, a concert dominated by the premieres of major new orchestral works by Beethoven automatically became a significant occasion, and as no such concert had taken place in a decade local musicians and music lovers had been anticipating the event since it had been announced, several weeks earlier.


“The latest news in Vienna is that Beethoven is to give a concert at which he is to produce his new symphony, three movements from the new mass, and a new overture,” twenty-seven-year-old Franz Schubert had written to an absent friend on March 31, 1824. The new symphony was known to be much longer than any previous work in the genre and to contain choral and solo vocal parts—unprecedented in the symphonic literature. These facts raised curiosity to an unusually high level.


Beethoven had finished the colossal work a month or so before Schubert’s letter was written, and on March 10, 1824, he had written to B. Schott’s music publishing house in Mainz offering both “a new grand solemn mass with solo- and choral-voices [and] large orchestra … which I hold to be my greatest work,” and “a new grand symphony, which ends with a finale (in the style of my piano fantasy with chorus, but far greater in content) with solos, and chorus of singing voices, the words from Schiller’s immortal well-known Lied: To Joy.”


If you are in any way creative in your work, you know the feeling of having reached a certain point with a project, beyond which you can do no more without either going mad or running the risk of causing more harm than good by further tampering. “Here I stop,” you say. With terribly mixed feelings—relief and regret, confidence and insecurity, self-satisfaction and self-disgust, among others—you turn in your work, and from that moment the work takes on a life of its own, separate from yours. During a relatively brief interim period you may be able to make alterations or tighten a few nuts and bolts, on the basis of suggestions from editors or others or as a result of second thoughts of your own, but even then the work is no longer entirely yours: It has been handled by outsiders who do not know exactly what you were thinking or feeling while you were shaping it. Nor, for that matter, do you remember exactly what you were thinking or feeling all those days, weeks, months, or years ago. Your work is no longer yours alone.


Beethoven probably had thoughts and realizations of this sort whenever he turned a new piece over to one of his publishers. We know that he worked long and hard at most of his compositions—that he was a write, rewrite, and re-rewrite man, not a wholly spontaneous creator. His goal was “not just to create music, but to create music of the highest artistic worth,” according to Beethoven scholar Barry Cooper, thus there was a great deal of “sketching and related labor,” an ever-repeated attempt to “reach something unattainable.” Since Beethoven knew that perfection was impossible—that he could go on for the rest of his life making changes and adjustments—he probably needed to tell himself, as he completed each of his works, “This is the best I can do now,” and then send it off for performance or publication, or both.


But one can hardly keep from wondering what his thoughts were when he completed certain pieces—pieces in which and through which he had explored new paths, done things that he knew would shake up and probably puzzle the musical establishment, and in effect rechanneled the riverbed of music history. This must have been so not only in such obvious cases as the “Eroica” Symphony, with its unprecedented length; bold harmonic, rhythmic, and textural innovations; shocking beginning (the traditionally slow first-movement introduction had been compressed into two quick, powerful chords played forte by the entire orchestra); and more or less equal distribution of weight among the first, second, and fourth movements, with only the third to give a bit of emotional respite. It must have been true also of works such as the often-passed-over Second Symphony, whose jagged first movement—about seven minutes of music, not counting the repeat of the exposition—contains the indications forte, fortissimo, sforzando (reinforced, strongly accented), forte-piano, or sforzando-piano at more than 260 points, and the instruction “crescendo” at 17 points. The Second sounds euphoniously high-spirited to our ears, but in 1803, at the time of its premiere, it gave listeners some serious jolts. The critic for Vienna’s high society newspaper, Zeitung für die elegante Welt, went so far as to describe it as “a gross monster, a hideously writhing wounded dragon that refuses to expire, and, though bleeding in the finale, furiously thrashes about with its extended tail.” And there was comparable head scratching over other Beethovenian innovations: the harmonically ambiguous, meandering opening of the First Symphony; the ominous-sounding timpani, tuned in diminished fifths, in Florestan’s aria in the opera Fidelio; the use of four light, solo timpani strokes to begin the Violin Concerto; the violent starting and stopping in the first movement of the Fifth Symphony and the merging of the third and fourth movements into a single continuum; the imitations of nature in the “Pastoral” Symphony (although in this case the precedents were many); the tempestuousness and vehemence of many parts of the piano sonatas; and above all, the unprecedented technical demands that the vast majority of Beethoven’s works made on instrumentalists and singers.


When he completed the Ninth Symphony, he must have known that it would provoke equally strong or even more puzzled and astonished reactions than his earlier works had done. What, we wonder, must have run through his mind as the ink dried on the last notes, words, bar lines, and dynamic indications on the last page of the score, and as he prepared to hand it over to copyists and began to think about where first to present it to the world?


Arrangements for that presentation were eventually made and, as Schubert’s letter indicates, the symphony was not the only new work on the program. The day before the concert, a bill posted at various strategic points in the city proclaimed:




Grand Musical Academy [that is, concert] by Herr L. van Beethoven, will take place tomorrow 7 May 1824, in the I[mperial] R[oyal] Court Theater next to the Carinthian Gate. The following pieces of music are the newest works by Herr Ludwig van Beethoven. First. Grand Overture. Second. Three grand Hymns, with Solo and Choral Voices. Third. Grand Symphony, with Solo and Choral Voices entering in the Finale, to Schiller’s Ode, to Joy. The solo parts will be taken by D[emoise]lles. Sontag and Unger, and Herren Haizinger and Seipelt. Herr Schuppanzigh is leading the orchestra, Herr Kapellmeister Umlauf is directing the whole, and the Music Society is doing the favor of strengthening the chorus and orchestra. Herr Ludwig van Beethoven himself will take part in the direction of the whole. Entrance prices are as usual. Boxes and single seats may be obtained on the day of the performance at the theater’s ticket office, in Kärnthnerstrasse No. 1038, at the corner house by the Carinthian Gate, on the first floor, during the usual office hours.
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Playbill announcing the Ninth Symphony’s premiere.








The “grand overture”—Die Weihe des Hauses (The Consecration of the House)—that would open the program is not one of Beethoven’s masterpieces, but it contains a theme that bears an unmistakable resemblance to an important subject in the first movement of the Ninth Symphony. The “three grand hymns” that would come next were the Kyrie, Credo, and Agnus Dei sections of the Missa Solemnis—the great Mass that was by far the most significant piece of religious music Beethoven ever created; it had been completed the previous year but had been performed only once, in Saint Petersburg, just one month prior to the Vienna concert, and not in its composer’s presence. And the “grand symphony” that came third on the program was, of course, the Symphony No. 9 in D minor, op. 125, which was, in fact, being presented for the first time anywhere.


Listeners would already have been straggling into the Kärntnertor Theater—a standard, horseshoe-shaped, Italian-style house—by the time Beethoven arrived: Seats on the main floor and in the gallery were occupied on a first-come, first-served basis; only boxes were reserved. Accounts conflict as to who participated in the event, although all the performers named in the concert announcement translated above were certainly present. Within a few years, the young soprano Henriette Sontag would become the Maria Callas of her day, idolized wherever she went. Caroline Unger, her slightly older contralto colleague, did not lag far behind in celebrity: Even Gaetano Donizetti and Vincenzo Bellini eventually wrote opera roles specifically for her. Six months before the first performance of the Ninth, Anton Haizinger had sung the lead tenor role in the world premiere of Weber’s opera Euryanthe, which also took place at the Kärntnertor Theater; in the German-speaking world, Haizinger was already one of the best-known singers of his generation, although he was only twenty-eight. Bass Joseph Seipelt, the oldest (thirty-seven) and least well-regarded member of the vocal quartet, was a last-minute replacement for Joseph Preisinger, who had not been able to deal with the higher notes that his part demanded.
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The soprano Henriette Sontag. (From an anonymous engraving.)








The composer’s friend Ignaz Schuppanzigh, a respected forty-seven-year-old violinist who had taken part in the first performances of many of Beethoven’s chamber and orchestral works, “led the orchestra.” In other words, he was probably placed on a slightly raised platform in front of the musicians, sometimes playing the violin and sometimes using his bow to give cues and other indications to the musicians. Michael Umlauf—a forty-two-year-old violinist and composer who ranked only fourth among the six music directors in the Austrian emperor’s employ but whom Beethoven considered dependable—“directed the whole,” which means that he, too, gave cues but was also responsible for coordinating the orchestra, chorus, and soloists. Yet the announcement also states that Beethoven would “take part in the direction of the whole”—a frightening prospect for participants and listeners alike, given the composer’s deafness and the complexity of the works being presented. According to most sources, however, Beethoven’s role was limited to giving a basic tempo indication at the beginning of each movement, and it is not at all far-fetched to imagine that Umlauf and Schuppanzigh instructed orchestra musicians, chorus members, and soloists not to pay attention if the composer intervened elsewhere, because he could easily have thrown the proceedings into complete disarray. (Thomas Forrest Kelly, in a thorough and fascinating chapter on this event in his book First Nights: Five Musical Premieres, points out that Umlauf had already saved Beethoven from disaster at performances of other works, combining musical competence with “what must have been a gift for diplomacy.”)


Some expert observers described the Kärntnertor Theater’s house orchestra of forty-five players as the best professional ensemble in the city, but even if this was true the group was not large enough to fulfill the Ninth Symphony’s requirements. For this concert, Beethoven demanded a large string section and two players on many of the individual wind parts, plus one timpanist and three percussionists—which would have added between 85 and 100 players, although we don’t know the exact number. Some of Vienna’s leading professional musicians joined the ensemble, and the best available amateur instrumentalists in town were recruited to fill out the ranks. Nor do we know the exact size of the chorus, except that it numbered between 80 and 120 singers. On May 6, at the final rehearsal for the following day’s concert, the composer had stood at the theater’s stage door and had embraced, one by one, each of the amateur orchestra and chorus members who were participating, gratis, in the proceedings.


Much of the program presented technical difficulties that our professional orchestras and expert choruses have long been able to solve with relative ease but that the half-professional, half-amateur forces that participated in the concert of May 7, 1824, would have found virtually insurmountable. Professional symphony orchestras did not exist in Beethoven’s day; major theaters in the larger cities had house orchestras whose members also played occasional symphony concerts, but in even the best of these ensembles changes in personnel were frequent and sometimes extensive. The basic required level of accuracy and internal discipline was incalculably lower than the standard that would be achieved within the following hundred years, thanks in large part to the rapid development of the conducting profession, which was still in its infancy in Beethoven’s day. Schuppanzigh attempted to teach the string players their parts in the course of a few “separate rehearsals”—sectional rehearsals, we would call them today—but there were no rehearsals for the full orchestra without the chorus. And the half-amateur chorus, whose task was, if anything, even more terrifyingly difficult than that of the orchestra, seems to have had only five or six rehearsals before it practiced together with the orchestra.


Worse still, the concert was taking place before the works on the program had been published, thus all the performers were reading from handwritten copies, many of which were hard to decipher. Some of the manuscript choral parts were lithographically duplicated, but that certainly did not improve their legibility. Beethoven’s worry over this problem is practically tangible in a brusque letter that he sent to an unidentified copyist not more than ten days before the premiere:




Copy everything exactly as I have indicated; and use some intelligence here and there. For, of course, if bars are copied on pages differently from those of the manuscript, the necessary connections must be observed; and the smaller notes too; for almost half of your notes are never exactly on or between the lines. If all the movements of the symphony are going to be copied as you have copied the first Allegro, the whole score will be useless—I need the solo vocal parts which have already been copied, and also the violin parts and so forth which have not yet been checked, so that instead of one mistake there may not be 24.





Rehearsals for the vocal soloists may have begun as early as March. Beethoven had first encountered Sontag and Unger the previous year, when they were seventeen and twenty years old, respectively, and he seems to have attempted typically clumsy flirtations with both of them. “Two women singers called on us today,” he wrote to his brother Johann, “and as they absolutely insisted on being allowed to kiss my hands and as they were decidedly pretty I preferred to offer them my mouth to kiss.” But early in March 1824, Schindler wrote to Beethoven that Sontag had had to cancel some of her work because she had drunk some bad wine—a gift that Beethoven had received from an admirer and had passed on to her and to Unger with no ill intentions. “She vomited fifteen times the night before last. Last night she was better. With Unger the effect was in the opposite direction. What a pair of heroines! … Sontag was supposed to go to the rehearsal of the Court concert yesterday morning. When she heard that she stood to lose the 24 ducats, she sent word that she had recovered from her illness and would come. Both beauties send you their regards and ask for a better and more wholesome wine in future.”


When the young ladies began to go over the parts they were to sing in Beethoven’s new works, their horror at the cruel difficulties imposed by his unorthodox and often downright unidiomatic vocal writing swamped their admiration for his genius. And when Beethoven refused to make changes in these parts, Unger called him a “tyrant over all the vocal organs” and added, presumably with a sigh, “Well then we must go on torturing ourselves in the name of God.” But she later recalled, about those rehearsals in general and that encounter in particular:




I still see that simple room in the Landstrasse, where a rope served as bell-pull, and in the middle a large table on which the excellent roast and that capital sweet wine were served. I see the room next door, piled to the ceiling with orchestral parts. In the middle of it stood the piano.… Jette [Henriette] Sontag and I entered that room as though entering a church, and we attempted (alas in vain) to sing for our beloved master. I remember my insolent remark that he did not know how to write for the voice, because one note in my part in the symphony lay too high. He answered, “Just learn it! The note will come.” His words spurred me on to work from that day on.





Beethoven did provide an alternative C-sharp to a high E-natural in the bass’s recitative—the symphony’s first sung line—but when that expedient proved insufficient, the bass Preisinger was replaced by Seipelt, as previously mentioned. (The final score retained both versions.) Any good solo bass or bass-baritone ought to be able to sing the original high E and the various Es and Fs and even the F-sharp that occur later in the part without undue difficulty; much more problematic is the series of high F-naturals that the entire bass section of the chorus is required to sing in the passages “Seid umschlungen, Millionen!” (“Be embraced, ye millions!”) Beethoven must have wanted to create a feeling of striving, of reaching for heaven, at this intense moment, and he evidently accepted the risk that a less than first-rate bass section might produce a canine howl rather than the most human of exhortations.*


According to Helene Grebner, a young soprano from the chorus who described the event to the conductor Felix Weingartner more than seventy years later, “Beethoven sat among the performers from the first rehearsal onwards, to be able to hear as much as his condition would permit.” Weingartner’s report continued:




Her description of him is the same as the one that has been handed down to us: a thickset, very robust, somewhat corpulent man, with a ruddy, pockmarked face and dark, piercing eyes. His gray hair often fell in thick strands over his forehead. His voice, she said, was a sonorous bass; he spoke little, however, for the most part reading pensively in his score. One had the tragic impression that he was incapable of following the [sound of the] music. Although he appeared to be reading along, he would continue to turn pages when the movement in question had already come to an end.





A brand-new score that required innovatory approaches to technique; a mixture of professional and amateur instrumentalists and singers who were not accustomed to working together; vocal soloists who considered some segments of their parts unsingable; hard-to-read, error-ridden manuscript parts for players and singers alike; and grossly insufficient time for study and preparation: Under these conditions, only two rehearsals of the complete ensemble were held! One wonders whether even 50 percent of this new music could have been presented intelligibly, let alone convincingly, at the concert of May 7. Leopold Sonnleithner, an amateur musician (and the nephew of Joseph Sonnleithner, the librettist for Fidelio), was present at most of the rehearsals, preliminary and final, and forty years later he recalled:




The whole symphony, especially the last movement, caused great difficulty for the orchestra, which did not understand it at first, although leading musicians … were playing in it. The double-bass players had not the faintest idea what they were supposed to do with the recitatives [at the beginning of the finale]. One heard nothing but a gruff rumbling in the basses, almost as though the composer had intended to offer practical evidence that instrumental music is absolutely incapable of speech.





And yet, the concert took place. Beethoven had invited the Austrian emperor, Francis I, as well as the rest of the imperial family, but they were all out of town; even Francis’s brother, the Archduke Rudolph, archbishop of Olmütz—an assiduous amateur musician who had studied composition with Beethoven and was his most powerful patron—could not be present, and the royal box remained empty during the performance. The rest of the theater, however, was packed with an audience that included many of Beethoven’s other aristocratic patrons, a substantial number of cultivated admirers from the bourgeoisie, and many musicians, most of whom counted as members of the lower class and were anything but upwardly mobile. Beethoven, who, in the depressed Viennese economy of the 1820s, was constantly looking for ways to raise money, had backed the event himself in the hope of earning a fair sum from it, and he must have been pleased to see a full house, for financial reasons as well as for its significance as a tribute to his art.


In our day, even people who can recall the impression the Ninth made on them the first time they heard it cannot possibly imagine what sort of effect it had on members of the audience on May 7, 1824. The symphony can move us more today than it could have affected people in 1824, in the first place because even the most modest of our professional orchestras can play it much better—thus also make it more comprehensible—than the Kärntnertor Theater orchestra could have done at the time, but also because of the simple fact that a work created long ago and that has been revered for many decades is overlaid with extra strata of emotions. The Pantheon in Rome is in itself a brilliantly constructed building, but the fact that it has stood on the same spot on earth for nineteen centuries, and our awareness that its creators continue to speak to us through it across all those centuries, contribute overwhelmingly to its impact on observers who care about such things. For us, the Ninth is both an extraordinary, living musical organism and a milestone in the history of civilization; for listeners in 1824, it had not yet taken on milestone significance, and as living musical organisms went it was a difficult one to cope with.


Nevertheless, the audience at the first performance greeted the work enthusiastically. At the end (or after the second movement, according to some sources), the applause was tremendous, but the deaf Beethoven, still poring over his manuscript, was unaware of the ovation until Fräulein Unger tugged at his sleeve and made him turn to see the crowd’s clapping hands and waving hats and handkerchiefs. He bowed gratefully.


“The current musical winter season could not have been brought to an end more worthily and brilliantly than by a great musical academy [concert] in which the greatest genius of our time demonstrated that the true artist knows no stagnation,” wrote the anonymous author of an article that appeared in the German music review Cäcilia. The article continues:




Forward, upward, is his watchword, his cry of victory. Beethoven offered a grand overture, three hymns from his new mass, and his new symphony, whose last piece ends with a chorus on Schiller’s lied, “An die Freude.” One can say nothing more than what the connoisseurs recognized and unanimously declared: Beethoven has outdone everything we have previously had from him; Beethoven has advanced still further onward!!


These new artworks appear as the colossal products of a son of the gods, who has just brought the holy, life-giving flame directly from heaven.





Yet the enthusiasm of the first audience and of many of the critics present was almost certainly stimulated more by the music’s sheer physical power and by general respect for its aging composer (at fifty-three, Beethoven had already surpassed by a decade the average life span of an early-nineteenth-century Viennese male) than by any substantial comprehension of what the gigantic new work was intended to communicate. “He certainly gave the old wigs something to shake their heads about,” wrote his former pupil, the piano pedagogue Carl Czerny, in commenting to a friend about how the “new symphony breathes such a fresh, lively, indeed youthful spirit; so much power, innovation and beauty as ever [came] from the head of this ingenious man.” But Czerny presumably had the advantage of being able to familiarize himself with the work by playing the score at the keyboard. About the choral movement in particular, most listeners’ sentiments were probably voiced by the anonymous reviewer in Germany’s Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung (Universal Musical Journal ), who wrote that “this truly unique Finale would be still more imposing if it were in a more concentrated form”—in other words, shorter and with an easier-to-follow structure—and who added, heartlessly: “The composer himself would share this view, had not cruel fate robbed him of the means of hearing his own creations.” The contribution of the vocal soloists and chorus was summed up in a single sentence in the Wiener allgemeine Theater-Zeitung (Viennese Universal Theater Journal ): “The singers did what they could.”


But the puzzled reactions are understandable. After all, the Ninth Symphony was a proto-Romantic vision transformed into sound, irrationality rendered plausible, foolish idealism made realizable. In 1824, not even Beethoven, let alone that first group of casual and no doubt thoroughly flummoxed listeners, could have grasped the magnitude of what had been accomplished.


“Austrians-Asstrians”


PLACE: A FOURTH-FLOOR APARTMENT IN A BUILDING AT LANDSTRASSE 323, VIENNA


TIME: ABOUT 5:30 P.M., MAY 7, 1824




 





Where is that ass Schindler? I can’t find my black frock coat—maybe he knows where it is. It seems that I’m doomed to be surrounded by cretins and thieves unworthy of breathing the same air that I breathe. I’m hungry but I don’t want to eat anything now: My nerves are in such a state, I wouldn’t be able to control my bowels. This damned concert! If only it brings in enough money to keep my head above water for the next few months. I can’t bear this constant, eternal scrounging—I, who have given so much! I shouldn’t have let myself be persuaded to give the new symphony’s first performance here. These horrible Austrians-Asstrians! “We, your reverent admirers and disciples”—or whatever it was that those shit-heads wrote. Someone probably remembered that all my other symphonies were performed here first and wanted the tradition to continue. But how I survive is of no interest to the local gentry, as long as they can bask in the reflected glory. Hypocrites, villains all! What could I have been thinking? I must have had a moment of weakness—vanity must have made me believe their sugary words of praise. My God, I’ve lived  among the Viennese for—how long now?—over thirty years. Karl? Karl! Terrible: I no longer hear my own voice even when I shout. I’m not even sure that I shouted. Karl? Ah, there you are. Has Schindler sent a message? No? What time is it? Dear God! I told him to be here by five. What? Write in the notebook, damn it! I told him half past five? You think your uncle is such an old pisser that he can’t remember what he’s told others? He’s pointing at my head and smiling.… Ah, so you like my haircut! It was about time, no? Ha! The barber washed and trimmed my hair—he said that it’s still very thick, considering my age. But how gray it’s become—I hadn’t looked in a mirror in a long time. Yes, this time I made sure it was dry before I went outside; I don’t want to get sick again. Where are you going? … The door? … Oh, there you are, Schindler. Where have you been? I told you to be here at five. What? Half past five? Never mind; you’re here. Where’s my black frock coat? The tailor … What will I do? What? Write, damn it, don’t shout! The green one? Yes, you’re right, in the half-light of the theater few people will notice what color it is. My God, what a bootlicker! Look at that face—the face of a foxy servant. And he thinks he belongs in the realm of art! I’ll never forget the time he asked me why I didn’t write a finale for my C minor piano sonata—as if I could have brought the piece crashing down to earth after having made it soar higher than the stars in the long second movement! “Over the canopy of stars,” as the chorus sings in the new symphony. I told him that I hadn’t had time to write a finale—I thought he would catch my irony, but he took me seriously! Now what’s he writing? I should … All right, I’ll put the coat on and we can go to the theater—but don’t you “Oh-great-master” me! Just look after the thieves who run the box office! Even if my green frock coat were covered in shit it would be too good for the sniveling Viennese. Think of what I’m giving them today: my soul, my life, everything I have to give, everything I am! They will like it or not, they will accept it or not, but they can’t understand it, they can’t know where it comes from, what it has cost. “All men will be brothers,” said Brother Schiller, but it won’t happen in my lifetime, it won’t happen in Karl’s lifetime, and it probably won’t happen for hundreds of years. The men of today aren’t brothers to me. They are beggars, slaves, clods. I soar above them as my music soars above the music of my contemporaries. We exist on different planes. For them, that other line of Schiller’s would be more to the point: “Against stupidity, even the gods fight in vain.” All right, let’s go, then. No one knows what Beethoven was thinking in the late afternoon of May 7, 1824, in the hours immediately prior to the first performance of his Ninth Symphony, but some of the composer’s thoughts probably went in directions suggested by this imagined monologue, or one-sided dialogue. Love for humanity and contempt for human beings; a sense of his own musical superiority and physical frailty, and special concern with his bowels; affection inextricably bound up with affliction: All of these and many other emotions, notions, and conditions, along with the nervousness inherent in backing, organizing, and participating in a major concert dedicated entirely to his own latest works, must have made Beethoven even more difficult than usual that day—and he could be difficult under the best of circumstances. Many of his rogue-and-peasant-slave descriptions of his contemporaries are well known, as are his clumsy puns about Austrians-Asstrians (even more far-fetched in the original German—Österreicher-Eselreicher—than in English), his fraught relationship with his nephew, Karl, and his mistrust of Anton Schindler. At the time of the Ninth’s premiere, Karl was seventeen years old; about his place in his uncle’s biography, more anon, but in any case he was a boy with “normal” interests and little understanding of or patience with his uncle’s incomprehensible artistic aspirations and highfalutin principles. Schindler, a Moravian-born violinist—twenty-nine years old in 1824—is remembered today only because he functioned as a sort of secretary to Beethoven in an on-again, off-again relationship that lasted from 1816 until the composer’s death.†


And then there are the Konversationshefte, or conversation books, in which Beethoven’s friends and other interlocutors jotted down whatever they had to tell the deaf musician. After the composer’s death, Schindler appropriated the conversation books, burned many of those that contained uncomplimentary references to himself, and forged and excised entries in others; but the following quotations are authenticated excerpts from some of the 137 notebooks that still exist. On May 6, 1824, the day before the Ninth’s premiere, Schindler wrote: “We’ll take everything with us immediately now—we’ll also take your green coat, which you can put on in the theater for conducting. The theater is dark anyway, no one will see that it is green.” At this point, Beethoven said something, to which Schindler replied in writing—apparently with comic intent, because he switched from the formal Sie, which he normally used with Beethoven, to the familiar du, as if he were addressing God: “O great master, you do not own a black frock coat! So the green one will have to do, in a few days the black one will be ready.” In my invented monologue, I have transposed the conversation to the following day, but Beethoven’s impatience with Schindler’s teasing and his all-too-prescient worry over how much money the concert would net him are well documented, as is his growing inability to control the volume of his voice when he spoke. “You talk too loud,” Karl had written in one of the notebooks during a conversation in April 1824, not long before the premiere. “People don’t need to know our business.” Karl was embarrassed by the situation; we can only be touched by it.


Music lovers who visit Vienna today get such a strong dose of secondhand nostalgia about Beethoven, Schubert, and company that they are easily misled into believing that the Vienna of the 1820s was a place in which high culture was universally respected, genius dwelt at every street corner, and outstanding music making was always to be heard. The hard truth is that terms such as “crossover,” “kitsch,” and “dumbing down” could as easily have been applied to the cultural life of Vienna in Beethoven and Schubert’s day as to that of major cities throughout the Western world in our own.


Most Viennese music lovers in the post-Napoleonic period clamored to hear the forebears of today’s firebrand virtuosi, schlock-mongers, and half-pop, half-serious opera singers. In 1822, for instance, large crowds turned out to hear not only the eleven-year-old pianist Franz Liszt, who would prove to have staying power, but a whole slew of juvenile ivory ticklers engaged in a free-for-all to see who could play more notes per second than any of the others. Not to mention the excitement created, during Beethoven’s Viennese years, by Carl Czerny’s monster arrangement for sixteen (count ’em!) pianists of Rossini’s Semiramide Overture, and the eight children of Basilius Bohdanowicz who sang a single aria over and over, each time in a different language, and then squeezed together before a piano keyboard to play a piece in synch.


The distinction between art and spectacle seems to have been even blurrier in those days than it is now; certainly, listening to a Beethoven symphony was much more an elitist activity in the first quarter of the nineteenth century than it is in the first quarter of the twenty-first. As to genius dwelling down the street: Of the approximately two hundred musicians in Vienna who earned at least part of their living from composition during those years, most of today’s music lovers would recognize the names of Haydn, Beethoven, Schubert, and no one else.


Beethoven’s disgust with what he perceived as a general decline in taste and a particular neglect of himself in the Vienna of the 1820s could hardly have been greater, which is why, while he was completing the Ninth Symphony during the first two months of 1824, he seriously considered holding its premiere in Berlin. But news of his proposed defection soon leaked out and provoked a strong reaction. Toward the end of February, probably only a few days after he had put the finishing touches to the symphony’s score, thirty prominent Viennese citizens sent him a petition, begging him to allow the Ninth’s premiere to take place in their city. “Out of the wide circle of reverent admirers that surrounds your genius in this your second native city, a small number of disciples and lovers of art approach you today to express long-felt wishes, and timidly to proffer a long-suppressed request,” the plea began. It continued with flattering comments about “your worth and what you have become for the present as well as the future,” with assurances that the supplicants’ wish was “also the wish of an unnumbered multitude” and that their request was “echoed loudly or in silence by everyone whose bosom is animated by a sense of the divine in music.” They then laid it on even thicker, by telling Beethoven that he was the only survivor of the “sacred triad,” the other members of which were Haydn and Mozart, and that his two predecessors had created “great and immortal works … within the lap of their home”—a statement that refrains from mentioning that Haydn and Mozart also created many “great and immortal works” while they were abroad. Of course, “Beethoven’s name and his creations belong to all contemporaneous humanity and every country that opens a sensitive heart to art,” they said, yet “it is Austria that is best entitled to claim him as her own.” (As it happens, Beethoven, the only non-Austrian member of the “sacred triad,” was also the only one of the three who composed nearly all of his significant music in Austria.)


After having referred disparagingly to the popularity of Rossini’s music (“a foreign power has invaded this royal citadel”), the letter continued:




Do not withhold any longer from the popular enjoyment, do not keep any longer from the oppressed sense of that which is great and perfect, the performance of the latest masterworks of your hand. We know that a grand sacred composition [the Missa Solemnis] has joined the first one [the Mass in C, op. 86] in which you immortalized the emotions of a soul, penetrated and transfigured by the power of faith and superterrestrial light. We know that a new flower grows in the garland of your glorious, still unequaled symphonies.… Do not disappoint the general expectations any longer!





The letter—signed by seven aristocrats and various well-known local bureaucrats, musicians, music publishers, and the piano maker Andreas Streicher—is valuable not only as proof of the esteem in which Beethoven was held in his adoptive city but also because it demonstrates how deeply the notion that great music could be both “immortal” and widely disseminated had taken hold in Europe within Beethoven’s lifetime. Pre-nineteenth-century audiences had tended to lose interest in music that failed to follow the dictates of fashion. Bach, who was born in 1685 and whose works were already stylistically passé at the time of his death sixty-five years later, would have been delighted but astonished to learn that his music would be venerated and widely performed nearly three centuries after it was written. He may have believed in the hereafter, but he wrote for the here and now—for the church ceremonies and court occasions that took place as his life unfolded and for the instruction of the musicians of his day. Haydn (1732–1809) and even Mozart (1756–1791) still worked within the specific-piece-for-specific-occasion system, although the fact that Mozart began at the age of twenty-eight to keep a catalogue of his works, and the even more significant fact that he and Haydn published as many of their compositions as possible, demonstrate composers’ dawning ambition to have their works survive them, perhaps even for a considerable time.


Not until Beethoven’s day, however, did winning a place in posterity become a major goal—the greatest goal, for many composers. With the rise, in his lifetime, of the bourgeoisie, middle-class families were able to give their children music lessons, and Hausmusik—music in the home—became the home entertainment system of the 1800s. The equipment required for making it comprised a piano, one or more other instruments and/or voices, and printed music, the demand for which increased almost exponentially. This phenomenon occurred just as the figure of the Romantic genius—the artist as a being unhampered by normal constraints—was taking hold. The music of the brilliant, eccentric Beethoven circulated widely, and the conviction that this music would become “deathless” was a logical consequence of both his persona and the diffusion of his works. In the letter from his Viennese admirers, the reference to “the many who joyfully acknowledge your worth and what you have become for the present as well as the future” is an exceptionally significant sign of the times: The arts were no longer to be considered mere “means and objects of pastime.” Composers were becoming the high priests, perhaps even the gods, of a secular religion; the best among them were expected to create works that would endure, and they were seen, in addition, as representatives of ethnic and nationalistic characteristics, however loosely defined. In this instance, the person or persons who framed the letter implied that Germanic music was profound whereas music from certain other ethnic areas (Italy, although unmentioned, was the most obvious object of derision) was frivolous. The letter chides Beethoven for having “looked on in silence as foreign art took possession of German soil and the honored home of the German muse, while German works gave pleasure only by echoing the favorite tunes of foreigners.” But it also pumps him up by telling him that he is “the one man whom all of us are compelled to acknowledge as foremost among living men in his domain.”


In a conversation book entry, the writer Carl Joseph Bernard, a friend of Beethoven’s, informed the composer that the letter-cum-petition had been conceived at a Viennese beer parlor by some cultural patriots who were dismayed by the popularity of Italian opera. Beethoven was not at all displeased by the document, but its subsequent appearance in two theater journals angered him: People would believe, he felt, that he had instigated the publication and perhaps even the writing of the letter. But his anger eventually subsided.


No doubt there were important practical considerations as well as concessions to his Viennese supporters behind Beethoven’s decision to let the concert take place in the Austrian capital. His health had often been shaky in the previous months and years, and he must have been daunted by the prospect of more than two hundred hours of bone-jostling travel by horse-drawn coach from Vienna to Berlin and back—a journey that would have been punctuated by nights and meals in inns of dubious quality. Once a serious option to stay home had turned up, Beethoven took advantage of it.


That decision made, proposals and counterproposals about the choice of a venue, a date, and the musicians who would be invited to participate in the concert quickly began to occupy much of Beethoven’s time. According to music historian Mary Sue Morrow, Beethoven’s frustrations over organizing concerts throughout his Viennese years were “felt by all musicians trying to work within the city’s inadequate concert structure,” but the difficulty of his music made it unfit for “the existing concert format.” Each Viennese theater of any significance had not only its own orchestra and chorus but also its own Kapellmeister (music director, with duties as conductor) and Konzertmeister (concertmaster, or principal first violin, who also had to lead the orchestra—which is why, in Britain, the principal first violin is still today called the leader). Count Palffy, who ran the Theater an der Wien, where the first public performances of many of Beethoven’s masterpieces, including the Third, Fifth, and Sixth symphonies, had taken place, was willing to host the event there, and several dates in late March were proposed. But Franz Clement, the house’s concertmaster and the man who, eighteen years earlier, had given the first performance of Beethoven’s only violin concerto, was now on the composer’s long blacklist. Beethoven wanted his friends Schuppanzigh and Umlauf as concertmaster and music director, respectively, probably because he knew that he could persuade or bully them into doing things his way. Holding the performance during Lent would probably have reduced ticket sales, too, and in 1824 Easter occurred late, on April 18. It was only on or around April 23 that Beethoven reached an agreement with Louis Antoine Duport, manager of the Kärntnertor Theater, to hold the event there, with Schuppanzigh and Umlauf in command, and the precise date was not set until six or seven days later—a mere week before the concert took place.
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The Kärntnertor Theater, Vienna, circa 1840. (After an anonymous engraving.)








 There were other problems. Beethoven was no economic wizard—he had never even learned to multiply—but he deeply feared that if the prices of admission to this special event were not raised above the theater’s normal prices, his hope of realizing a substantial profit from the concert after having covered the fees for the use of the theater and its orchestra and for the copyists’ work would evaporate. “After talks and discussions lasting for six weeks I now feel cooked, stewed, and roasted,” he wrote to Schindler sometime in April. “What on earth is to be the outcome of this much discussed concert, if the prices are not going to be raised? What will be left over for me after such heavy expenses, seeing that the copying alone is already costing so much?”


The police authorities refused to allow the prices to be raised—we do not know why—and Beethoven had to contend again with the authorities for permission to include the Missa Solemnis excerpts in the program, because laws in the rigidly Catholic Austria of the Restoration period forbade the performance of liturgical works in secular venues. Sometime in April, before he had decided to hold the concert at the Kärntnertor Theater rather than the Theater an der Wien, Beethoven wrote to Dr. Franz Sartori, head of the Central Book Censorship Office:




Sir!


As I am told that the Imperial and Royal Censorship will raise objections to the performance of some church works at an evening concert in the Theater an der Wien, all I can do is to inform you that I have been invited to arrange this performance, that all the compositions required have already been copied, which has necessitated considerable expenditure, and that the time is too short to arrange forthwith for the production of other new works—


In any case only three church works, which, moreover, are called hymns, are to be performed.—I urgently request you, Sir, to interest yourself in this matter in view of the fact that, as it is, there are so many difficulties to cope with in any undertaking of this kind. Should permission for this performance not be granted, I assure you that it will not be possible to give a concert and that the entire cost of having the works copied will have been met to no purpose—


I trust that you still remember me—


I am, Sir, with kindest regards, your most devoted


Beethoven





This appeal did not work: Austrian bureaucrats could not have imagined, in 1824, that millions of people in the twenty-first century who have never heard of their emperor, Francis I, would hold Beethoven’s name and works in high esteem. Permission was granted only after Count Lichnowsky, one of Beethoven’s patrons, helped the composer’s friends to approach Count Sedlnitzky, the notorious chief of the imperial police force, who gave the required nod.


Plans for the concert caused Beethoven so many headaches that he decided more than once to cancel it, only to repersuade himself to proceed. In the end, despite its reasonable success as an artistic event and the signs of esteem and affection that the composer culled from it, the concert was all but a disaster from a financial point of view. By the time Beethoven had covered all of his expenses, he netted only about four hundred florins—barely enough to cover a few months’ rent. At a dinner that he gave a few days later at a restaurant in the Prater, Vienna’s main park, to thank Umlauf, Schuppanzigh, and Schindler for their help with the concert, his anger over the economic outcome boiled over, and he became so abusive that his guests walked out. He eventually patched up relations with all of them, but a letter to Schindler demonstrates that he was as undiplomatic as ever in expressing his opinions of others. “I do not accuse you of having done anything wicked in connection with the concert,” he wrote. “But stupidity and arbitrary behavior have ruined many an undertaking.” And as if that weren’t clear, or insulting, enough, Beethoven compared Schindler to a sewer: “Stopped-up sluices often overflow quite suddenly.” He went on to say that he would rather compensate Schindler for his assistance by giving him small gifts “than have you at my table. For I confess that your presence irritates me in so many ways.… For owing to your vulgar outlook how could you appreciate anything that is not vulgar?! In short, I love my freedom far too dearly.” Not the gentlest of apologies, perhaps, but by no means one of Beethoven’s rudest letters, either.


A repetition of the concert with some program alterations took place at twelve thirty on Sunday, May 23, 1824—three weeks after the premiere—not at the Kärntnertor Theater but at the Grosser Redoutensaal in the Hofburg (royal palace), in a different part of town. The hall was not even half full, perhaps in part because the weather was good that day and many people wanted to take advantage of it.‡ As a result, earnings were eight hundred florins below expenditures, and Beethoven would have been out of pocket had not Duport, the impresario for this event as he had been for the premiere, generously insisted on paying him the five hundred florins that had been guaranteed. The disappointed and disgruntled composer left Vienna to spend the summer in the country, as was his custom. He put his latest symphony behind him and set to work on the first of what was to become a series of five of the most extraordinary string quartets (many musicians would say the most extraordinary, without qualification) ever written—his valedictory works.


But the Ninth Symphony would not gather dust on a shelf. Slowly at first, but then with rapidly increasing velocity and vigor, it began a life of its own, separate from the life of its creator.


“An endlessly painful state”


Beethoven’s life story has been approached through documents, first-person testimony, historical context, anecdote, educated and uneducated guesswork—including posthumous psychoanalysis—and, most interestingly but most dangerously of all, through his works. The interpretation of his life (as, for that matter, of any life) is exceedingly difficult and open to endless controversy, and one cannot seriously consider parsing a life without having some idea of how it unfolded.


The story begins on the banks of the Rhine, in the town of Bonn. From 1949 to 1991, when Bonn was the capital of the German Federal Republic, a standing joke among resident politicians and civil servants described the city as only half the size of Chicago’s cemetery but twice as dead. In a word: provincial, especially in comparison with West Berlin, Munich, Hamburg, Frankfurt, Cologne, and several other West German cities. But oddly enough, in 1770, when Beethoven was born there and when the city’s population was barely ten thousand—one-fiftieth the size of the metropolitan area’s population two centuries later—Bonn was not considered quite so insignificant a backwater.
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Market square, Bonn, eighteenth century.








In the eighteenth century, “Germany” meant several dozen independent or interdependent states, large, medium-sized, and small. Bonn was the capital of the electorate-archbishopric of Cologne, although the city of Cologne, fifteen miles to the north, was and still is larger than Bonn. In an era in which the notion of separating church and state was still in its infancy, the archbishop of Cologne, who resided with his court in Bonn, was one of the seven or eight rulers who, upon the death of a holy Roman emperor, were called upon to elect a successor; thus the term “elector.” Not surprisingly, an appointment to the position of elector-archbishop had far less to do with the tenets of the Roman Catholic faith than with the realities of political life. Maximilian Friedrich, who held the post during Beethoven’s childhood, was a jovial fellow whose religious principles were flexible enough to allow him to have a mistress and whose clear-sighted approach to politics allowed him to share her with his prime minister, who, it seems, fathered all the children. The shared mistress and child bearer, Countess Caroline von Satzenhofen, was abbess at an important local convent, as a reward, no doubt, for the profundity of her religious convictions. But if devout citizens were bothered by this ever-so-slight infringement of the most talked-about of the Ten Commandments, they kept their opinions to themselves. Bonn thrived, after all, thanks to the presence of the archiepiscopal court, and much of the town’s population consisted of petty officials—whose families constituted a sort of protobourgeoisie—and of the lower-class clerks, artisans, laborers, and servants who provided the palace with goods and services.


In Bonn, as in much of the rest of Europe, court musicians were artisan-servants, and the Beethoven family produced several representatives of the category. The composer’s grandfather, also named Ludwig van Beethoven, hailed from Mechelen, a few miles north of Brussels, in Flanders, but moved to Bonn in 1733, at the age of twenty-one, to take a job as a singer in the electoral chapel. Since his personal honesty was as highly regarded as his musicianship, he was eventually named court music director. His son, Johann, born circa 1740, also became a court singer as well as a teacher of the rudiments of piano and violin technique. In 1767, Johann married twenty-one-year-old Maria Magdalena Keverich, daughter of the chief cook at the elector’s summer palace; she had married for the first time at sixteen and had been widowed less than three years later. Johann and Maria Magdalena’s first child, Ludwig Maria, was born in April 1769 but lived only six days; their second child, born in December 1770, was also named Ludwig (without the “Maria”), after his grandfather. The composer’s exact date of birth is unknown; he was baptized, however, on December 17, and inasmuch as baptisms in those days usually took place within a day or so of birth, Beethoven’s birthday is generally celebrated on December 16.


What is certain is that this Ludwig grew up under difficult economic conditions and that he was much loved by his mother but received little affection from his father—and felt little for him. Johann’s character was weaker than that of his own father, and he was an alcoholic, although scholars differ as to whether this condition had already manifested itself during his son’s childhood. The composer later claimed that he somewhat resembled his grandfather, but whether he meant physically or in other respects is not clear; Kapellmeister Beethoven died a few days after his grandson’s third birthday, thus the younger Ludwig had few if any firsthand recollections of his grandfather. But the grandson would have heard many tales from local musicians and courtiers of the elder Ludwig’s honesty and reliability.


Not long after Grandfather Beethoven’s death, Johann began to give piano and violin lessons to little Ludwig. Several people who knew the boy well and lived long enough to see him achieve fame bore witness to the cruelty of Johann’s teaching methods: He forced his son to practice the piano for long hours, used corporal punishment when the boy did not do what was expected of him, dragged Ludwig out of bed at all hours to perform for his own drinking companions, and humiliated him for perceived deficiencies. Even allowing for post-facto exaggeration on the part of those who claimed to have observed these doings and for the fact that stern discipline and corporal punishment were then considered necessary for proper child rearing, one may confidently assume that Beethoven’s earliest musical studies were not a source of pure pleasure for him. This leads to a strong and probably not wholly misguided temptation to imagine that music making must always have retained at least a slight negative component, even in his maturity.


By the age of seven the boy was performing relatively complicated works in public. Shortly thereafter, his father put his musical education in the hands of other local teachers. When Ludwig was nearly nine, he became the pupil of Christian Gottlob Neefe, an accomplished composer and keyboard player, who had arrived in Bonn to become music director of the court theater and was later appointed court organist as well. Under Neefe’s tutelage, Beethoven blossomed, and by the winter of 1782–83 the teacher was able to make special reference—in an article he published in Carl Friedrich Cramer’s Magazin der Musik—to




Louis van Betthoven [sic], son of the aforementioned tenor, a boy of eleven [sic; he was twelve] and of the most promising talent. He plays the piano very skillfully and with power, reads at sight very well, and I need only say that he plays mainly Sebastian Bach’s The Well-Tempered Clavier, 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 other duties permitted, Herr Neefe has also given him instruction in thoroughbass [the seventeenth-and eighteenth-century art of accompanying from a sort of musical shorthand—a bass line with numbers over it to indicate the notes to be played above it]. He is now training him in composition and in order to encourage him has had nine variations for the pianoforte, written by him on a march, engraved at Mannheim. This young genius deserves help to enable him to travel. He would certainly become a second Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, were he to continue as he has begun.





The march variations mentioned by Neefe were on a theme by Ernst Christoph Dressler and became Beethoven’s first published work. (His last substantial work for the piano—completed about ten months before the Ninth Symphony—was also a set of variations, but this time on a waltz theme rather than a march. The composition, known as the “Diabelli” Variations, stands alongside Bach’s “Goldberg” Variations as one of the towering masterpieces in the genre.)


By the age of thirteen, Ludwig had become assistant court organist to Neefe, but outside the musical sphere his formal schooling had come to a close when he was ten, as was the case with most other boys in his day. Beethoven’s writing style remained unrefined, and his mathematical skills began and ended with addition and subtraction; he did, however, learn to speak, read, and write French, badly but fluently (he seems to have been called Louis, the French form of his name, throughout his childhood and adolescence), and he was a voracious reader, endlessly curious about the world around him—increasingly so as the years went by. Yet throughout his boyhood, what counted most was his explosive musical talent. Neefe nourished it well; everything else was secondary.


The young Beethoven began to attract the attention of several local aristocratic families that provided encouragement and in some cases friendship outside his own dismal domestic surroundings. When he was sixteen, he traveled to Vienna (it is not known whether the trip was paid for by Elector Max Franz—successor to Maximilian Friedrich—or by a group of local people who believed in the young man’s future) to study with Mozart, Beethoven’s senior by nearly fifteen years; the well-known tale of the audition, during which the initially inattentive older composer was suddenly impressed by his young visitor’s remarkable capacity to improvise at the keyboard, has never been confirmed by reliable testimony, but Beethoven almost certainly heard Mozart play and may have had a few lessons with him. A letter from home, however, alarmed Beethoven with the news that his beloved mother, who had long been suffering from consumption, was gravely ill: He would have to go back to Bonn as quickly as possible if he wished to see her again before she died.


Maria Magdalena Beethoven passed away a few weeks after Ludwig’s return home, and her already shiftless husband began to sink deeper and deeper into alcoholic unreliability. Ludwig was thrust into the position of chief breadwinner for himself, his father, and his two younger brothers, Caspar Carl and Nikolaus Johann, then ages thirteen and eleven. To a man who had given him shelter in Augsburg and lent him some money for the remainder of his hasty return trip to Bonn, Ludwig reported that his mother had died 




after a great deal of pain and suffering. She was such a kind, loving mother to me, and my best friend. Oh, who was happier than I when I could still utter the sweet name, mother, and it was heard—and to whom can I say it now? To the silent images of her in my imagination? As long as I have been here I have had very few happy hours. For the whole time I have been plagued by asthma, and I am afraid that it may develop into consumption. To this is added melancholy, which for me is almost as great an evil as my illness itself.… Fate is not favorable to me here in Bonn.





In short, a conflicting mix of characteristics and states of mind—pride, a sense of inadequacy, depression, and mild hypochondria complicated by legitimate worry about contracting the disease that had killed his mother—had already settled deep inside him, and the new conditions he faced, added to his grief over his mother’s death and his disappointment at having had to return from brilliant Vienna to provincial Bonn, seemed to increase his unhappiness exponentially.


Yet his remaining years in Bonn were productive ones. Beethoven was by then one of the elector’s official court organists, and beginning at the age of eighteen he also played viola in the court orchestra—an experience that provided him with invaluable practical knowledge and allowed him to participate in performances of some of the most recent and significant products of European musical culture, including Mozart’s operas The Abduction from the Seraglio, The Marriage of Figaro, and Don Giovanni. He also gave piano lessons, took part in some of Bonn’s other musical activities, and composed prolifically, although the surviving works from that period are significant only because of who and what Beethoven became in later years. Finally, in his twenty-second year, he made up his mind to return to Vienna. Mozart had died the previous year, at thirty-five, but Count Waldstein, who had become Beethoven’s most important patron in Bonn, wanted the young man to study with the sixty-year-old Haydn. “With the help of assiduous labor you will receive Mozart’s spirit through Haydn’s hands,” Waldstein wrote to his protégé. Early in November 1792, Beethoven set out from Bonn, surely not foreseeing that he would never see his native town again.


Vienna, like Bonn, was a Catholic city, and it was the capital of the empire dominated by the Hapsburg dynasty, which had strong connections with Catholic Bonn. But Rhineland Germans like Beethoven thought of Vienna as southern, lighthearted, and somewhat unserious, thanks to the strong influence of both Italy and the Balkan regions and the large numbers of transient or permanent residents from southern and eastern Europe. Beethoven must have been impressed not only by Vienna’s beautiful palaces and cosmopolitan atmosphere, but also by its sheer size: The city’s population in 1790 was about 250,000—twenty-five times that of Bonn.


Haydn proved to be anything but an ideal teacher for the willful young musician, and Mozart’s spirit—like the spirit of any other extraordinary individual—was untransmittable. Yet within a decade Waldstein’s wildly high hopes had been realized and surpassed in ways that the generous count could never have imagined. Beethoven studied composition not only with Haydn but also, and more substantially and fruitfully, with Johann Georg Albrechtsberger and Antonio Salieri, Mozart’s old rival, and he quickly attracted widespread attention as a pianist, thanks in particular to his skills at improvising elaborate, imaginative variations and fantasies on any theme or motif presented to him. He may not have been capable of turning out masterpieces when he was still in his teens, as Mozart had been before him and as Mendelssohn was to be after him, but in his mid-twenties his original genius began to burst forth, torrentially. Beginning in 1795, when Beethoven’s three groundbreaking trios for piano, violin, and cello were published as opus 1, his reputation as a serious composer grew and spread. Between that year and 1802, the tenth anniversary of Waldstein’s prophecy, Beethoven produced his first twenty piano sonatas, first two sonatas for cello and piano, first eight sonatas for violin and piano, first three concertos for piano and orchestra, first six string quartets, and first two symphonies; and many musicians and music lovers in Vienna and beyond began to grasp the fact that, with the possible exception of the aging Haydn, Beethoven was the most brilliant living composer—certainly the most promising representative of the younger generation. His compositions revealed not only exceptional technical gifts but also exceptional boldness of invention, emotional power, and spiritual depth.


Early in the same period, however, Beethoven began to experience auditory disturbances, and by the end of it the disturbances had become acute. In October 1802, in a rented room in the peaceful village of Heiligenstadt—now part of the city of Vienna—Beethoven wrote a lengthy, emotionally charged will in which he described his condition. The document was nominally addressed to his brothers but was, in fact, addressed to everyone he knew and probably to posterity. He never gave it to anyone, but he held on to it for the rest of his life, through dozens upon dozens of moves from one apartment to another in Vienna and surrounding areas; it was discovered among his papers after his death, a quarter century later.
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Beethoven in 1801. (Engraving by C. T. Riedel from a drawing by G. Stainhauser von Treuberg.)










O ye men who consider or declare me hostile, obstinate or misanthropic, how greatly you wrong me, you do not know the secret cause of what seems thus to you. My heart and my soul, from childhood on, were filled with tender feelings of good will, I always felt like performing great deeds, too. But just consider that for six years I have been afflicted with an incurable condition, made worse by incompetent physicians, deceived year after year by the hope of an improvement and now obliged to face the prospect of a lasting disability (the healing of which may take years or even be quite impossible)[;] born with an ardent, lively temperament, also susceptible to the diversions of society, I was, at an early age, obliged to cut myself off, to live my life in solitude; if, once in a while, I attempted to set all this aside, oh, how harshly would I be driven back by the doubly sad experience of my bad hearing, and yet it was not possible for me to say to people: speak louder, shout, for I am deaf; ah, how would it be possible for me to reveal a weakness in the one sense that should be perfect to a higher degree in me than in others, the one sense that I once possessed to the highest degree of perfection, a perfection that few others in my profession have ever possessed.—Oh, I cannot do it, so forgive me if you see me draw back from you, when I would gladly join together with you[;] my misfortune hurts me doubly inasmuch as I will surely be misunderstood because of it; for me there can be no recreation in people’s company, no conversation, no mutual exchange of ideas[;] I can venture into society only as much as is required by the most urgent needs, I must live like an outcast; if I approach people, I am overcome by a burning anxiety, inasmuch as I fear to find myself in danger of allowing my condition to be noticed.—So it has been for this last half year, which I have spent in the country; advised by my sensible physician to spare my hearing as much as possible, he almost concurred with my present natural disposition: although sometimes, carried away by the longing for companionship, I let myself be tempted by it. But what a humiliation when someone stood next to me and heard a flute from afar and I heard nothing or someone heard the shepherd sing, and I again heard nothing; such experiences brought me almost to despair, little was lacking to make me put an end to my life.—Only art held me back, ah it seemed to me impossible to leave the world before I had brought forth all that I felt destined to bring forth, and so I muddled on with this wretched life—truly wretched, for a body so touchy that even a slight variation can transport me from the best state to the worst one.—Patience—it is said—I must now choose as my guide; this I have done.—My resolve should endure, I hope, until the relentless Parcae see fit to break the thread; perhaps things will go better, perhaps not; I am steadfast.—To have been forced to become a philosopher as early as my 28th year, this is not easy. Almighty God! you look down into my innermost being, you know it, you know that the love of mankind and an inclination to do good dwell therein. Oh men, if you read this sometime, think then, that you have wronged me, and let the unfortunate one be consoled at finding someone like himself, who despite all nature’s obstacles has yet done all that lay in his power to be numbered among the ranks of worthy artists and men.… So it has come to pass—I hurry joyfully toward death;—if it comes before I have had the opportunity to fulfill all my artistic capabilities, then it will still have come too soon, despite my hard fate, and I shall wish that it had come later.—Yet even then I shall be content, for will it not free me from an endlessly painful state?
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