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Beethoven’s birthplace, Bonngasse 515. View from the garden.


From Verein Beethovenhaus in Bonn, 1889–1904 (Bonn, 1904). Beethovenhaus, Bonn.
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Preface to the First Edition


GREAT MEN ARE UNDERSTANDABLY ambivalent about the prospect of their posthumous biographies. Some have attempted to dissuade potential biographers or even to prevent them from obtaining data of an intimate nature, arguing that their creative achievement should be evaluated without regard to its biographical sources. Beethoven, however, had been raised on Plutarch’s Lives, in which the heroes’ flaws are given a weight equal to their redeeming qualities. There is no sign of fear that the assessment of his music would be adversely affected by a full knowledge of the facts of his life. True, in 1820 he declined an offer by one of his literary friends to furnish an accurate biographical sketch to a German encyclopedia that had published misinformation about his ancestry.1 But as his life drew to a close he apparently overcame whatever inhibitions he may have had on this score, for in August 1826 he authorized his friend the violinist Karl Holz to undertake “the publication of my biography,” adding, “I am fully confident that he will not hand down to posterity in a garbled form the information which I have given him for that purpose.”2


Precisely what he gave to Holz is not quite clear, but we do know that at his death Beethoven left as rich a mass of documentary material as any composer in history. Included were a large number of manuscript scores of works, both published and unpublished; a profusion of sketch-leaves and sketchbooks, the study of which has led to a clearer understanding of Beethoven’s creative process; his library, which included several books in which he had underscored favorite and meaningful passages; and the unparalleled collection of 137 notebooks—the Conversation Books—containing uncensored personal conversations between the deaf composer and his associates during his final decade.3


More dramatic than these, perhaps, were several other documents found in his effects, such as the Heiligenstadt Testament of October 6–10, 1802, in which Beethoven exorcised his suicidal impulses and declared his determination to resist adversity; his Tagebuch (diary) of 1812–18, in which we may observe Beethoven in his most vulnerable and self-questioning moods; and his passionate letter to an unidentified woman (whom he called “my Immortal Beloved”), written on July 6 and 7 of an unspecified year. Regrettably, he preserved relatively few of the letters that he received over the years, but this is most likely because he considered them superfluous; we have no reason to suspect that Beethoven prepared bonfires analogous to those that Charles Dickens and Henry James lit to keep their personal correspondence from reaching posterity.4


It is a reasonable assumption, then, that Beethoven wished us to know something more about him than a mere chronology of his life and work. He wanted understanding as well, as though sensing that both forgiveness and sympathy inevitably follow in its train. As an artist and as a man, he knew the healing power of communication and the cathartic effect of shared fears. “All evil is mysterious and appears greater when viewed alone,” he wrote in a diary entry of 1817. “It is all the more ordinary, the more one talks about it with others; it is easier to endure because that which we fear becomes totally known; it seems as if one has overcome some great evil.”5


Unfortunately—and inevitably—Beethoven’s hope that the facts of his life would be presented in an ungarbled and unvarnished form was not soon to be fulfilled. Before the year of his death was over, a hasty and error-filled biography, by Johann Aloys Schlosser, was published in Prague.6 More fatefully, Anton Schindler, his former assistant and secretary, removed many of the most important documents, which lay unguarded in Beethoven’s lodgings, and converted them into his private property, until, in 1845, he sold most of the collection to the King of Prussia in exchange for a large sum in cash and a lifetime annuity. His much-translated and often-reprinted biography of Beethoven (1840, with revised and enlarged editions in 1845 and 1860) largely shaped the nineteenth-century conception of the composer, and it has continued to exert its influence in our own time. It was not until the publication between 1866 and 1879 of the first three volumes of a biography by the American writer Alexander Wheelock Thayer (1817–97) that Schindler’s unreliable portrait was seriously challenged and the main outlines of Beethoven’s life faithfully reconstructed. After Thayer’s death, his biography of Beethoven—which had been published only in German translation—was completed and revised by Hermann Deiters and Hugo Riemann (1901–17); the original English manuscript was edited and completed by Henry E. Krehbiel (1921), and was reedited by Elliot Forbes (1964; revised edition, 1967), who skillfully incorporated into it many of the findings of modern research, while paring away some of Thayer’s misconceptions and digressions. Thayer remains the indispensable biography of Beethoven, but his strictly chronological, year-by-year method of documentation—and his avoidance of any discussion of the music other than the details of Beethoven’s productivity—did not permit him or his editors to illuminate the composer’s psychological development, to deal with his personal relationships in their evolution, or to demonstrate any significant connections between his life and his works.


The reader who consults the bibliographical essay that closes this book will discover that the work of Beethoven documentation began rather than ended with the work of Thayer and his scholarly contemporaries Ludwig Nohl and Gustav Nottebohm. (Indeed, the accurate reconstruction of the chronology of Beethoven’s works has been made possible only in recent decades through the careful study of his sketches and autograph manuscripts.) Scholars such as A. C. Kalischer, Theodor von Frimmel, Ludwig Schiedermair, Romain Rolland, Max Unger, Jacques-Gabriel Prod’homme, Stephan Ley, Joseph Schmidt-Görg, Georg Kinsky, Hans Halm, Donald W. MacArdle, Emily Anderson, and Alan Tyson—to name only a few—devoted decades of their lives to the accumulation of data and to the careful construction of a factual foundation for Beethoven studies.


The proper study of Beethoven is based on contemporary documents—on letters, diaries, Conversation Books, court and parish records, autograph manuscripts and sketches, music publications, reviews, concert programs, and similar materials. These may be utilized by a biographer with relative confidence as to their authenticity, although even they, as we shall see, must be approached with some caution. A second major source of material bearing significantly on Beethoven’s life and personality consists of the reminiscences of his contemporaries. Here more serious questions arise as to the validity of anecdotes, reports, and memoirs that were written down long after the fact by a wide variety of individuals. The extent of the dangers involved in the use of contemporary documents was dramatically illustrated in March 1977 at the Berlin Beethoven-Kongress, where a long-held suspicion was finally confirmed. Working with handwriting analysis, Grita Herre and Dagmar Beck proved that Schindler had fabricated more than 150 of his own entries in the Conversation Books.7 Until then these entries had been unhesitatingly accepted as authentic by Beethoven scholars; some of Schindler’s forgeries had formed the basis for extensive biographical and musical interpretations. It is true that Thayer had little confidence in Schindler’s testimony, and ever since Thayer published his Ein kritischer Beitrag zur Beethoven-Literatur (A critical contribution to the Beethoven literature) in 1877, Schindler had been seen as an unreliable, biased, and self-serving witness. Nevertheless, even Thayer relied heavily on Schindler, and the latter, who was in intimate contact with Beethoven for a number of years and who personally interviewed many of his friends, cannot wholly be dismissed. It will not be an easy task to separate his facts from his fictions.


We have no such extreme problem with regard to other contemporary observers. But each of their reports must also be verified, where possible, and their reminiscences as a whole evaluated as to their reliability and possible bias. Of the leading sources, it is my judgment that the reminiscences of Ignaz von Seyfried, Carl Czerny, Gerhard von Breuning, Fanny Giannattasio del Rio, and Karl Holz are generally trustworthy insofar as they reflect personal observations, and that the Biographische Notizen (Biographical Notes) of Franz Wegeler and Ferdinand Ries reveal some curious lapses and factual errors but are in the main unbiased and accurate. More difficult to evaluate is the so-called Fischer Manuscript, which consists of the reminiscences of Cäcilia and Gottfried Fischer, written down by the latter more than a half century after the Beethoven family had rented a flat in their parents’ home. This manuscript is the most important single fund of information on Beethoven’s family background and on his early years in Bonn. Thayer regarded it as somewhat suspect, but Hermann Deiters and Joseph Schmidt-Görg, each of whom published editions of portions of the manuscript, concluded that wherever parallel evidence was available from other sources, the Fischer memoirs were found to be quite reliable. Nevertheless, as I have observed elsewhere,8 even the simple Fischers had an ax to grind—viz., the desire to prove that Beethoven had been born in their parents’ house—and this led them into a number of deliberate falsifications concerning the dates of the Fischer family’s association with the Beethovens. On the whole, however, I have accepted as valid their homely, keenly observed anecdotes concerning Beethoven’s youth, his family, and his early experiences.


Another important document is the Fischhof Manuscript, a copy of a collection of materials for a projected but never completed early biography. Along with a miscellany of documents, including Beethoven’s Bonn “farewell album” (Stammbuch), his baptismal certificate, and Heiligenstadt Testament, it contains interesting anecdotes, memoirs, and letters, as well as a third-generation transcription of the Tagebuch of 1812–18.9 The last is an extraordinary document containing Beethoven’s intimate musings during a critical period of his life, along with his transcriptions of a wide variety of philosophical, literary, and theological texts that enrich our knowledge of his intellectual and religious strivings. Unfortunately, Beethoven’s original manuscript has disappeared and scholars now rely upon a copy made directly from it by Anton Gräffer that is inaccurate in several details, owing mainly to the copyist’s difficulty in deciphering Beethoven’s handwriting.10


The present book is an attempt to provide an accurate account of Beethoven’s life and works based on authentic documents and reminiscences and on the accumulated discoveries of Beethoven scholarship. But no new biography of Beethoven is needed that does not also try to come to grips with at least a few of the many unanswered questions concerning his personality and his creativity. I do not entertain the illusion that it is possible to explain all such questions, or even to give more than provisional answers to the major ones. But I believe that I have successfully resisted the temptation to fashion an uncontradictory and consistent portrait of Beethoven—to construct a safe, clear, well-ordered design, for such a portrait can be purchased only at the price of truth, by avoiding the obscurities that riddle the documentary material. I will recount the salient facts and describe the significant relationships of Beethoven’s life in some detail, but I will pause at those junctures where we are suddenly confronted with opaque and seemingly inexplicable events and situations—where we discover delusions and even pathological actions. “There is a grain of truth concealed in every delusion,” Freud observed: “There is something in it that really deserves belief.”11 At the least, every delusion deserves an attempt—however imperfect—at clarification. In this sense, my book is an essay in interpretation and meaning: I will try to discover the meaning of several of the ambiguities and delusions in Beethoven’s life and to offer some indications of their possible significance for his creative quest.


It is my belief that neither a work of art nor a person’s life can be fully understood through any single category of analysis. Accordingly I have utilized a rather wide variety of categories—aesthetic, historical, psychoanalytic, sociological—in a search for the manifold origins of Beethoven’s personality and of his music. And I have tried to place Beethoven simultaneously within the contexts of social events, of his family constellation, of the history of ideas, and of the evolution of musical styles and forms. The reader will soon discover which of these categories and contexts I lean most heavily upon, but it should not be supposed that I regard any of these—or all of them taken together—as sufficient to exhaust the meaning of a series of creative events unique in the history of mankind.


NEW YORK
JULY 1977
(revised)




Introduction to the Revised Edition


WITHOUT, I HOPE, DISTURBING the essential character of the original edition, I have revised the text in many small details where necessary to bring it into line with my current understanding of Beethoven’s biography and to correct infelicities of style. Substantial changes have been made in a few areas where I now have more information than was available to me in the 1970s. For example, my recent study of the documents bearing on Beethoven’s family’s earnings during the Bonn years has led me to a reappraisal of the economic situation in which he spent his childhood and adolescence. Similarly, from my readings of the nineteenth-century Austrian musical press I have discovered numerous performances of Beethoven’s music that were previously unknown or neglected, and these have caused me to alter my picture of the fluctuations in his popularity and public reputation after 1815. I have also included in either the text or the footnotes brief discussions of several issues that have been raised by my colleagues or in my own later writings: about the existence of a compositional “moratorium” in Bonn in the later 1780s; the personal relationship between Beethoven and Haydn; the lingering advocacy of Josephine Deym-Stackelberg as Beethoven’s Immortal Beloved; and the significance of his sister-in-law Johanna van Beethoven’s conviction in 1811 for misappropriation of an expensive necklace. The reader will find that in the revision I have also benefited from suggestions offered by several of my generous reviewers and colleagues, notably Lewis Lockwood, Robert S. Winter, Michael Steinberg, Elliot Forbes, Barry-Cooper, William Drabkin, Douglas Johnson, Harry Goldschmidt, and Frank Kermode.


The Selected Bibliography has been updated and expanded to include listings of many recent contributions to the Beethoven literature, and the indexes have been thoroughly redone. The footnotes have been revised to take account of recent editions of several major primary sources, such as the authoritative editions of Beethoven’s correspondence and Conversation Books (Konversationshefte); Beethoven’s Tagebuch (diary) of 1812–18; the Fischhof manuscript; and English translations of such standard biographical studies as Franz Wegeler and Ferdinand Ries’s Biographische Notizen über Ludwig van Beethoven (Biographical Notes on Ludwig van Beethoven) and Gerhard von Breuning’s Aus dem Schwarzspanierhause (From the House of the Black-Robed Spaniards). In all but a handful of instances I have adopted the numerous new datings and addressee attributions given in the Beethovenhaus collected edition of Beethoven’s correspondence, meticulously edited by Sieghard Brandenburg. The footnotes now provide references both to the Beethovenhaus edition (Briefe) and to Anderson’s standard English-language edition (Letters) of the letters, the latter in several instances supplemented by Theodore Albrecht’s translation of letters from Beeethoven’s correspondents (Letters to Beethoven). However, no such cross-references are given for documents such as legal instruments, petitions, receipts, contracts, and press announcements, which are to be included in the as-yet-unpublished volume 8 of Briefe.


Where appropriate, the datings of some of Beethoven’s compositions have also been adjusted to reflect the latest researches into the autographs, sketches, contemporary manuscript copies, and published editions, as reflected in the writings of such scholars as Brandenburg, Barry Cooper, Kurt Dorfmüller, Douglas Johnson, William Kinderman, Seow-Chin Ong, Nicholas Marston, Michael C. Tusa, Alan Tyson, and Robert Winter. Without any attempt to be exhaustive, I have also called attention to several ongoing controversies over the precise chronology of the works.


My discussions of Beethoven’s personality, inner conflicts, patronage affiliations, intellectual tenets, religious beliefs, and the dynamics of his family constellation have not been significantly altered. Similarly, I have not found it necessary to realign my views concerning such topics as Beethoven’s deafness, his marriage project, the Immortal Beloved, the proposed move to Paris, the “return” to Bonn, or those involving the cluster of fantasies that center on issues of birth, lineage, and ancestry, such as his Family Romance, nobility pretense, and birth-year delusion. I remain convinced that there is something of value in my reperiodization of Beethoven’s life and music; in my proposals of a connection between biographical crisis and musical creativity; in my articulation of Beethoven’s ambivalence toward Haydn, Lichnowsky, and Bonaparte, among others; and in my speculations on the psychological sources of the guardianship of his nephew, Karl, the nature of the entanglement with his sister-in-law Johanna, his conflicts with his brothers, and his succession of surrogate siblings, beloved women, and paternal figures. With due allowance for alternative hypotheses, my views on all of these seem to me to be well grounded in the documentary record. As for my critical remarks on the music, in all but one or two instances I have resisted the very strong temptation to bring them into line with my present outlook or with the formulations of recent scholars and commentators.


There are several important topics that I have not attempted to deal with in any systematic way here, for to do so would require a more comprehensive presentation than is possible within the framework of this biography. I have written—or hope to write—about them in other contexts. Perhaps foremost among these subjects is Beethoven’s turn toward a sui generis modernism in his last decades, a modernism that may be related to ideas, attitudes, projects, and imaginative tropes of emergent romanticism. Closely connected to this trend may be a necessary rethinking of the significance of the so-called “heroic style,” which is said to characterize certain emblematic works of Beethoven’s middle Vienna years. I now think it might be fruitful to consider the designation “Eroica” and its attendant rhetorical style elements as expressive in the first place of Beethoven’s identification with the Classical norms of ancient Greek and Roman culture, perhaps along lines laid down in Schiller’s aesthetic writings. It also seems to me that it may be time to take stock of the threads that connect Beethoven directly or indirectly to Freemasonry; there is now sufficient evidence to hypothesize that Beethoven remained influenced by Illuminist and esoteric trends in Freemasonry after his departure from Bonn, even though there is no indication that he actually belonged to a Masonic lodge. Finally, Beethoven’s attraction to certain aspects of utopian thought has been the subject of several of my more recent papers, in which I also raise the related issue of the authoritarian implications of such utopian perspectives and ideals, including a pressure toward conformity and the suppression of individuality in the name of fraternity and altruism.


Another group of revisions arises from my reevaluation of several early documentary sources, in particular, materials by untrustworthy memoirists or biographers. Although Anton Schindler’s extensive, deliberate forgeries in the Conversation Books became known in 1977, the extent of his unreliability in every other respect was not yet fully grasped.1 Accordingly, in the first edition I relied upon his testimony in several instances: I have now combed this book in an attempt to eliminate interpretations based on “evidence” provided by Schindler, except where there may be supporting documentation or independent confirmation. In the meanwhile, the trustworthiness of other memoirs has also come into question: in a paper entitled “Beethoven’s Creative Process: A Two-Part Invention,” published in 1981, I tried to show that the Beethoven reminiscences of two other influential memoirists, Johann Friedrich Rochlitz and Louis Schlösser, were fabricated, or at least are so dubious that they, too, should be largely eliminated from consideration.2 These materials have now been deleted or included with an appropriate caveat. One can, of course, carry a skepticism about contemporary documents too far. In 1993 the editors of the definitive edition of Beethoven’s Conversation Books suggested that his letter to Karl Holz of August 30, 1826—the text of which is in Holz’s handwriting above an authentic signature of Beethoven’s—authorizing him to be the composer’s official biographer, might have been fabricated by Holz in the 1840s to strengthen his hand against his archrival, Schindler. The editors regarded its authenticity as “rather improbable” because there are no references to the authorization in the Conversation Books of summer 1826 and because Holz may have “had available a blank sheet of paper on which Beethoven had written his signature.”3 The evidence, however, does not support their hypothesis: Holz’s handwriting is consistent with his handwriting on other documents of the 1820s; the official stamped sheet of paper on which it was written is of a type available in 1826; and there is no reason to expect that every document would be the subject of conversations preserved in the Conversation Books.4


Still, it gives one pause to be so forcefully reminded of the fragility of the documentary foundation of biographical work, to know that today’s apparent certainty may become tomorrow’s apparent fallacy. And if historians must constantly be on their guard, readers also would do well to refrain from placing their entire trust in a scholar’s hands, no matter how persuasively the evidence is presented. A biographer’s understanding is always imperfect, in process, ongoing. If the job is done well, some of the potential meanings of a biographical issue may emerge, and pathways of interpretation may be illuminated. But mysteries and obscurities will always abound. I do not expect ever fully to understand why Beethoven, with his powerful, synthesizing mind, remained incapable of finding the product of any two numbers; what he meant when he wrote that he came “into the world with an obbligato accompaniment,” presumably a caul;5 why he set down the phrase “A weeping willow or acacia tree on my brother’s grave” on the sketches for the first Razumovsky Quartet; what the actual causes of his deafness were, for which he offered so many conflicting explanations; what really happened during his visit to Mozart in 1787.


The enigmas of Beethoven’s personality and creativity will always simultaneously thwart and encourage his biographers, who seek to wrest some fragment of meaning from the documentary materials. Nevertheless, even if what we do know about Beethoven remains partial, provisional, and contingent, that in itself may be a small step toward understanding.


NEW YORK
JANUARY 1998




Acknowledgments


GRATEFUL ACKNOWLEDGMENT AND THANKS to the following for their helpful assistance and for providing photocopies of manuscript and/or scarce materials: Columbia University libraries; New York Public Library; Library of Congress; Harvard University music library; Bibliothèque nationale, Paris; Stadtarchiv, Frankfurt; Goethe Museum (Freies Deutsches Hochstift), Frankfurt; Deutsche Staatsbibliothek, Berlin; Universitätsbibliothek, Münster; Universitätsbibliothek, Mainz; Beethovenhaus, Bonn; Mugar Memorial Library, Boston University. Thanks to George Marek for permitting me access to his photocopies of the Karlsbad guest lists and police registers for 1812 and of the Prager Oberpostamts-Zeitung for June-July 1812; to Ruth MacArdle for permitting the microfilming of the typescript of her late husband’s monumental guide to the periodical literature, Beethoven Abstracts, some years before its publication; to my friend Harry Goldschmidt for a highly interesting correspondence concerning the Immortal Beloved, for guiding me to several sources that I would otherwise have overlooked, and (through his assistant Clemens Brenneis) for transcripts of hitherto unpublished sections of Beethoven’s Conversation Books; to Joseph Schmidt-Görg and Hans Schmidt, formerly of the Beethovenhaus, for replying to several queries; to Josef Braunstein, Douglas Johnson, Christa Landon, Peter Riethus, William Drabkin, and Nathan Fishman for clarifying particular factual or bibliographical questions; to Achim von Brentano for kindly permitting reproduction of the 1798 miniature portrait of Antonie Brentano; to Martin Staehelin, present director of the Beethoven-Archiv, for generously providing newly acquired materials on Frau Brentano; to Ingrid Scheib of the Goethe House, New York, for her help in deciphering and translating the Brentano manuscript correspondence; to the many antiquarian booksellers who helped me to obtain rare materials on Beethoven, and especially to Samuel Orlinick of the Scientific Library Service (New York), Theodore Front (Los Angeles), H. Baron (London), and Walter Ricke (Munich); to Muriel Bennett for typing the manuscript; to Ken Stuart, editor of Schirmer Books, for his confidence in this project; and to Abbie Meyer, Eileen Fitzgerald DeWald, Valerie Klima, and Robert Cohen for their care in editing the typescript and seeing it through the press.


The chapter on Haydn was read by James Webster, who generously corrected a number of factual errors. The section on the Immortal Beloved was read in an earlier manuscript version by Elliot Forbes and Leon Plantinga; I have greatly benefited from their comments.


My profoundest gratitude goes to my friends Joseph Kerman, William S. Newman, Harry Slochower, and Alan Tyson—each of whom read the typed manuscript in its entirety—for their keen criticisms; their extensive corrections of fact, interpretation, and style; their insistence upon an unattainable standard of excellence; and also for their extremely lively hostilities, which confirmed my feeling (and my hope) that I had written a book that might spark some small controversies. But this does not sufficiently express my debt to each of these men. Harry Slochower set me on the path of biographical exploration and patiently provided me with the equipment to attempt the task. William S. Newman encouraged my Beethoven studies in their early stages and prompted me to deal with the nature and the causes of Beethoven’s profound style shifts. Alan Tyson generously shared with me his inexhaustible store of knowledge about Beethoven. And Joseph Kerman’s extremely detailed critique of the manuscript served as my indispensable guide to its final revision. Naturally, the errors of fact and extravagances of interpretation that the reader will doubtless encounter in the following pages are wholly my responsibility.


Several sections of this book appeared in different form in The Musical Quarterly, Music Review, Music & Letters, Beethoven Studies, Telos, and American Imago. I am grateful to the editors of these publications for their encouragement and for their permission to reprint these materials.


My wife, Eva, helped me to revise a number of the most problematical chapters of this book. Even more crucially, she provided a sane sounding board for my speculations on Beethoven over these past twelve years.


For the Revised Edition, additional grateful acknowledgements to my valued colleague and correspondent Sieghard Brandenburg of the Beethoven-Archiv, Bonn; Lothar Bangert, Historisches Archiv des Erzbistums Küln; Grita Herre of the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Musikabteilung; Deirdre Donohue of the Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Mary Sue Morrow of Loyola University; Mr. Theo Molberg; OttoBiba of the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde; J. Joester of the Nordrlein-Westfälisches Hauptstaatsarchiv; Doris Schneider-Wagenbichler and the very helpful staff of the Österreichische National-Bibliothek the Universität-Bibliothek of Karl-Franzens-Universität, Graz; Stadtachiv und Stadthistorische Bibliothek of the Bundesstadt, Bonn; and t the music librarians of the New York Public Library, Harvard University, Yale University, Columbia University, and the Library of Congress.Also to the Journal of the American Musicological Society for permission to reprint passages from my “Economic Circumstances of the Beethoven Household in Bonn.” Credits and/or locations of illustrations are given in the individual captions.


Thanks also to Schirmer Books editor Richard Carlin and production supervisor Jane Andrassi for gracefully shepherding the book into print; to Louise Fili for the cover design; to Lisa Chovnik and Levin Hanek for the interior design; and to copy editor Katherine Scot, for her thoughtful efforts to improve the revised manuscript in matters both stylistic and substantive.




I
BONN


[image: ]


Kapellmeister Ludwig van Beethoven. Portrait in oils by Radoux.


Private collection.




CHAPTER ONE

FAMILY BACKGROUND


LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN WAS BORN INTO A FAMILY of court musicians at the electorate of Cologne, one of the ecclesiastical principalities of the Holy Roman Empire, whose court was situated in Bonn. His grandfather, whose name he bore, was bass singer and kapellmeister at the electoral court; his father, Johann, was a court tenor and music teacher of moderate talent. Johann married the widowed Maria Magdalena Leym (née Keverich) on November 12, 1767. Their first child, Ludwig Maria, baptized on April 2, 1769, lived for six days, Their second son, Ludwig, was baptized on December 17, 1770.


One would expect that so straightforward a sequence of events could generate no biographical difficulties. Yet this tiny nucleus of incontrovertible, documented facts gave rise to a complex series of misconceptions that shaped many of Beethoven’s emotional attitudes and actions throughout his life.


The first misconception concerned the year of Beethoven’s birth, and on this point he was so inaccessible to reason that it may well be more accurate to say that he was in the grip of delusion. For most of his life, Beethoven believed that he had been born in December 1772 rather than December 1770. (In his Heiligenstadt Testament, an impassioned document written in October 1802, he implied that he was three to five years younger than his actual age.)1 His friends Ferdinand Ries, Franz Gerhard Wegeler, and Wilhelm Christian Müller provided him with three separate copies of his baptismal certificate, but in each case he refused to accept the document’s validity. In some obscure way, Beethoven convinced himself that the baptismal certificates were those of his older brother, Ludwig Maria. He warned his childhood friend Wegeler to be on the alert for this possibility when he wrote him on May 2, 1810, asking that he obtain a “correct” certificate of baptism:




But one thing must be borne in mind, namely that there was a brother born before me, who was also named Ludwig with the addition Maria, but who died. To fix my age beyond doubt, this brother must first be found, inasmuch as I already know that in this respect a mistake has been made by others, and I have been said to be older than I am. Unfortunately I myself lived for a time without knowing my age• . I urge you to attend to this matter, to find Ludwig Maria and the present Ludwig, who was born after him.2





When the certificate arrived, duly signed by the “mayor’s office of Bonn,” giving December 17, 1770, as the baptismal date, Beethoven still would not accept it as valid. He wrote on the back of it: “1772. The baptismal certificate seems to be incorrect, since there was a Ludwig born before me.”3


How is this to be explained? It was long believed that Beethoven merely adopted as his own a misconception about his age that had been current during his years in Bonn. Some biographers blamed Beethoven’s father for the two-year discrepancy, claiming that he may purposely have falsified the boy’s age in order to promote his possibilities as a wunderkind along the lines of the Mozart children. Others gave Johann the benefit of the doubt, stressing the widespread laxity at that time in keeping family records. A hard look at the evidence, however, shows that Johann van Beethoven never deducted two years from his son’s age, that at no time prior to 1790 was Beethoven’s age understated by two years; rather there was a consistent pattern of deducting one year from his age during his first two decades.4 Apparently Beethoven and his associates (and perhaps his parents as well) all then believed that he had been born in December 1771. Therefore, Beethoven’s persistent belief that he was born in December 1772 (or later) originated in his own mind. In view of the unmistakable ways by which he could have tested and confirmed the accuracy of the baptismal certificates, it seems clear that he was unwilling or unable to subject the issue of his birth year to rational consideration. The birth-year delusion was Beethoven’s own. Its possible meaning and ramifications will become clearer only after we have learned more about his life and personality.


A related matter of even greater emotional significance is Beethoven’s uncertainty about the facts of his parentage itself. Reports that Beethoven was the illegitimate son of a king of Prussia—variously Friedrich Wilhelm II (1744–97) and his uncle, Frederick the Great (1712–86)—first appeared in print in 1810 and were repeated in encyclopedias, music dictionaries, and music periodicals throughout the remainder of his lifetime. At precisely what date Beethoven became aware of these reports is not known; probably they came to his attention almost immediately. Beginning in 1819, his friends and his nephew, Karl, urged him to deny the reports. The Conversation Books repeatedly contain such entreaties as “Such things must be corrected, because you do not need to borrow glory from the king—rather the reverse is the case,” or “It is written that you are a bastard of Frederick the Great• . We must insert a notice in the Allgemeine Zeitung.”5 But the composer would not be moved to action, nor did he authorize or even permit any of his friends to refute the story of his royal ancestry, which had by this time gained wide currency in France, England, and Italy as well as in Germany and Austria. Wegeler, in a letter of December 28, 1825, sounded a note of anger and disappointment with Beethoven for having permitted the story to flourish for so long without contradiction: “Why do you not avenge the honor of your mother when, in the Konversations-Lexikon and in France, it is given that you are a love-child? • Only your natural reluctance to occupy yourself with anything other than music is the cause of this culpable indifference. If you wish, I will let the world know the truth about this. This is the least point on which you should respond to me.”6


That neither the accusation of “culpable indifference” nor his old friend’s challenge to avenge his mother’s honor called forth an immediate response is in itself remarkable. It was almost a full year later, and only after the onset of the illness that was to result in his death, that Beethoven belatedly replied to Wegeler, in a letter of December 7, 1826: “You say that I have been mentioned somewhere as being the natural son of the late king of Prussia. Well, the same thing was said to me a long time ago. But I have adopted the principle of neither writing anything about myself nor replying to anything that has been written about me. Hence I gladly leave it to you to make known to the world the integrity of my parents, and especially of my mother.”7 Yet, having written the letter, he neglected to have it posted. Evidently he still had a great reluctance to refute the rumor. When Wegeler again wrote to him reproachfully, Beethoven replied on February 17, 1827: “But indeed I was surprised to read in your last letter that you had not yet received anything. From the letter which you are now receiving you will see that I wrote to you as long ago as December 10th of last year• . [It was] left lying about until today.”8


Here, as in Beethoven’s delusion about his birth year, we are confronted with a difficult question: What were the forces and events in Beethoven’s life that caused him thus to deny his father and to dishonor his mother’s memory? And here, too, an interpretation of this extraordinary matter can be attempted only after we have laid a foundation of fact concerning Beethoven’s earliest experiences in Bonn.


Kapellmeister Ludwig van Beethoven strongly opposed the marriage of his son, Johann, to Maria Magdalena Keverich Leym in 1767. He claimed to have made inquiries and discovered that she had been a chambermaid. His reproaches were sufficiently loud to reach the ears of his landlord’s family, the Fischers, who lived downstairs: “I never believed or expected that you would so degrade yourself,” they reported that he said to Johann.9 Such was the first confrontation involving the three main characters in the early life of Ludwig van Beethoven: his grandfather, his father, and his mother.


Maria Magdalena Keverich was born on December 19, 1746, the daughter of Heinrich Keverich, chief overseer of the kitchen at the palace of the elector of Trier at Ehrenbreitstein. At sixteen she married Johann Leym (born August 9, 1733; he was a valet of the elector of Trier), bore him a son who died an infant, and was widowed in 1765, before she was nineteen. Johann van Beethoven brought his intended bride home to Bonn from Ehrenbreitstein, and they were married on November 12, 1767, despite the elder Ludwig’s opposition. “Madame van Beethoven later said,” Gottfried Fischer tells us, “that her family would have given her a good wedding celebration, but her father-in-law stubbornly refused to be present unless the thing were quickly over with.”10


The kapellmeister was mistaken in his claim that Maria Magdalena had been a housemaid. Actually, her family included a number of wealthy merchants, court councillors, and senators. Hence, as Schiedermair remarks, it was not Johann van Beethoven but rather Maria Magdalena Keverich Leym “who contracted a marriage beneath her station.”11 Why, then, did the elder Beethoven oppose the marriage? Perhaps because it threatened to disturb the carefully ordered, precise, and comfortable existence that he had led for many years with his son in the second-story apartment at Rheingasse 934, a building owned by Theodor Fischer, the most recent in a family line of master bakers. The memoirs of Fischer’s children described the apartment: “Everything was so beautiful and proper and well arranged, with valuables, all six rooms were provided with beautiful furniture, many paintings and cupboards, a cupboard of silver service, a cupboard with fine gilded porcelain and glass, an assortment of the most beautiful linens which could be drawn through a ring; everything from the smallest article sparkled like silver.”12 A household so meticulously maintained reflected the equally well-ordered life of its strong-willed owner, who was used to his own ways and had no desire to be separated from his only son.


Ludwig van Beethoven the elder, Beethoven’s grandfather, had been baptized on January 5, 1712, at Malines (Mechlin) in Belgium, the third son of Michael and Mary. At the age of five he became a student at the choir school of the church of St. Rombaut, where he remained until 1725. In that year he began to receive instruction on the organ and in the art of accompanying and realizing figured bass at the keyboard; soon he was playing at services in various churches. In 1731 he was appointed choir director at the church of St. Pierre at Louvain, and by 1732 he was singing bass at the Cathedral of St. Lambert in Liège. In March of the following year—perhaps at the request of Elector Clemens August, archbishop of Cologne, who is thought to have met him in Liège—he made his way to Cologne and thence to Bonn, where he was to spend the rest of his life, first as bass soloist and singer in the choir (a post he retained until his last year of life) and in addition, from 1761 until his death, as court kapellmeister in charge of music at the chapel, the concert hall, the theater, and the court ballroom. He died on December 24, 1773, following a stroke early in the year.


His starting salary was 200 thalers per annum, which was increased by an additional 100 thalers on August 22, 1746; when he was appointed court kapellmeister in a decree dated July 16, 1761, the total was raised to almost 400 thalers, a very substantial sum. Moreover, in addition to his court duties, he had sufficient cash and time to establish a profitable wine business, evidently started soon after he arrived in Bonn. As early as 1738 he took a six-year lease on two apartments, a cellar, and part of a storehouse in a building in the Wenzelgasse.13 He and his family lived in one of the apartments and rented out the other, reserving the cellar and storehouse for commercial use. In later years, he also had enough spare capital that he was able to lend out considerable amounts of money. Contemporary documents, dated between 1769 and 1773, refer to three loans totaling some 500 thalers, equivalent to the kapellmeister’s salary for more than a year.


The kapellmeister’s commercial activities were quite in the family tradition. His father, Michael (1684–1749), had been indentured as a baker’s apprentice in 1700 and became a master baker in 1707; he later prospered in real estate and, after 1720, as a dealer in laces, paintings, and furniture. By 1739 his fortunes had suffered a reversal and rumors of bankruptcy spread, causing him to begin selling off his estate. By 1741 he was indeed bankrupt, with unpaid judgments of approximately 10,000 florins (an amount equivalent to a small fortune today) against him. He and his wife accordingly joined their sons, Ludwig and Cornelius, in Bonn, where, beyond the jurisdiction of the Flemish courts, they lived peacefully until their deaths in 1749. Cornelius (1708–64), who arrived in Bonn circa 1731–32, was a chandler by trade and became purveyor of candles to the electoral court. He married a widow of the Bonn bourgeoisie in 1734, and from 1736 onward his name appeared on the list of the burghers of Bonn. After the death of his first wife in 1755, Cornelius married a relative of hers, Anna Barbara Marx, under a special papal dispensation overriding the proscription on marriages within the restricted bounds of consanguinity.14


On September 7 or 17, 1733, Ludwig married Maria Josepha Poll (or Pols; nothing is known of her background; she was born ca. 1714), and they had three children, of whom only Johann, born in 1739 or 1740, survived (no record of his baptism has ever been found).15 Maria Josepha reportedly was an alcoholic, and her condition became such that she was placed in a cloister, where she remained until her death on September 30, 1775. The date of her removal to the cloister is not known.16 The Fischer memoirs describe her husband at the wedding of Theodor Fischer, on June 24, 1761: “During the ceremony, tears streamed from his eyes, and when asked about it, he answered that he was thinking about his own marriage and wedding ceremony.”17 Presumably he was thinking also of his marital tragedy, and so his wife may have been absent as early as 1761. The testimony as to her alcoholism comes from the Fischer children, Gottfried and Cäcilia, who would have learned of it from their parents. There is nothing to indicate that any member of the Beethoven family visited her at the cloister. In later years the composer never mentioned his grandmother’s existence, although her death took place when he was almost five years old. There is no indication that the elder Beethoven entered into a relationship with another woman after his wife’s removal; according to the little that is known, he remained alone in the Fischer house with his son. His subsequent resistance to his son’s marriage may have been in part an unwillingness to reintroduce a discordant female element into his totally self-sufficient bachelor existence.


Within Maria Magdalena Leym’s family, the attitude toward the marriage seems to have been equally unenthusiastic; the wedding was held in Bonn rather than in the bride’s hometown, perhaps because of family opposition. Maria Magdalena’s father (born January 14, 1702) had died on August 3, 1759, when she was only twelve years old. Her mother, born on November 8, 1707, was married on August 14, 1731, and had six children, of whom four seem to have died in infancy. After the death of Herr Keverich in 1759 the mother became the family breadwinner, working as a cook at the court. Toward the year 1768 Frau Keverich suffered a psychological breakdown, to which her daughter’s second marriage may have contributed. A petition on her behalf to the elector of Trier, dated March 26, 1768, reports that “through an ill-turned marriage of her only daughter up to 300 Thalers disappeared,” and although one scholar generously takes this to mean that she had given her daughter a substantial dowry, other observers conclude that Johann van Beethoven relieved his mother-in-law of almost all her savings.18 Because of her poverty, and because she was allegedly “feebleminded,” a guardian was appointed. The petition continues: “She has imposed upon herself a life of such severe and unusual penitence that it is hard to understand how she can survive, living as she does in this unnatural manner, taking little food, and that of the worst quality, and sometimes lying almost the whole night through in the bitterest cold, wind, and rain, outside the churches in the open air.”19 Indeed, she did not survive for very long: she died in September of the same year.


Maria Magdalena’s reaction to her mother’s death and the contributing role her own marriage may have played in it is not known, but we may reasonably surmise that this was one of the first links in the “chain of sorrows” that she described to Cäcilia Fischer, one of the Fischer children, as constituting her married state. In a discussion concerning a suitor of Cäcilia’s, Frau van Beethoven remarked to the young woman: “If you want to take my good advice, remain single, and then you will have the most tranquil, most beautiful, most pleasurable life. For what is marriage? A little joy, but then a chain of sorrows. And you are still young.” Frau van Beethoven often elaborated on this theme, remarking “how thoughtlessly so many young people get married without knowing what [sorrows] await them.” She knew of few happy marriages and of fewer happy women: “One should weep when a girl is brought into the world,” she said.20


Her first son by Johann, named Ludwig Maria, was baptized on April 2, 1769, and died after six days. The next child, Ludwig, was baptized on December 17, 1770, and therefore was probably born on December 15 or 16. She had five more children, of whom two, Caspar Anton Carl, baptized on April 8, 1774, and Nikolaus Johann, baptized on October 2, 1776, survived. Anna Maria Franziska, baptized on February 23, 1779, lived only a few days; Franz Georg, baptized on January 17, 1781, survived until August 16, 1783; and Maria Margaretha Josepha, baptized on May 5, 1786, died on November 26, 1787, at the age of a year and a half.


We have, then, a sketch of the beginnings of an inauspicious marriage, one that had been opposed by the parents, that was to be marked by precarious economic circumstances, conflict, and tragedy throughout its relatively brief span, and that was apparently regretted by the wife soon after the ceremony. Maria Magdalena’s disappointment at her marriage cannot be ascribed simply to the deaths of her mother and her first child, nor to poverty. Three of her first four children survived and in the early years of the marriage her family was under the protection of the elder Ludwig, who was earning a high salary from his post as kapellmeister supplemented by income from other enterprises, and who turned out to be not at all averse to helping his son’s family. Clearly, the marriage did not fulfill the threat that he had anticipated. His orderly existence continued as before; his daughter-in-law recognized his authority as the patriarchal head of her family; his relationship to his son underwent no profound change; and he gained a grandson as well, who bore his name.


Nor was Maria Magdalena’s husband incapable of providing for his new family. Contrary to widespread assertions in the earlier biographical literature, Beethoven did not spend his entire childhood and youth in highly straitened circumstances, let alone in what A. W. Thayer and other biographers called “great poverty.”21 Johann van Beethoven’s typically modest annual salary of 100 thalers as court tenor was increased in 1769 by a token 25 florins, but he received a further 50 florins more under a decree of April 3, 1772, and in January 1774 he was granted 60 thalers per annum for the maintenance of his mother, a sum that was transferred to him as a permanent addition to his salary following her death the following year. Thus, by 1774, Johann’s income from the court was fixed at 210 thalers, which at the prevailing rate of exchange was equivalent to 315 florins. This salary was in line with salaries paid to other court musicians.22 Later, after June 1784, when Beethoven began to receive a salary for his services in the court orchestra, the family’s income from the court reached 450 florins (300 thalers)—in those days a not insignificant salary in a German principality, more than double the salary of the most poorly paid musicians and exceeded only by the salaries of the kapellmeister and the kapelldirektor.


Johann also earned something as a music teacher, for he was regarded, at least throughout the 1770s, as a competent musician. There is no reason not to accept Gottfried Fischer’s statement that during these years Johann “performed his duties punctually; he gave clavier and voice lessons to the sons and daughters of the English, French, and Imperial embassies, to the gentlemen and young ladies of the local nobility, as well as to those of esteemed burghers; he often had more to do than he could do.”23 He was said to be so well liked by his students that he received many favors and presents from their families. (Among the gifts were supplies of good wines; Beethoven scholar Theodor Frimmel wryly comments that even at this early time, “one must notice that the talk is already about wine.”)24 He was also frequently called on to prepare young musicians for service in the chapel.


Thus, the young court musician earned amounts normally sufficient to support a family in a modest way. Furthermore, with the death of his father on December 24, 1773, when Beethoven was just three years old, Johann became the sole heir to a sizable estate consisting of a substantial legacy in cash, household possessions, accounts receivable, and outstanding loans, cash advances, and mortgages. He pursued the collection of debts owed to his father, several of which were for significant amounts and one of which—a loan to one Johannes Curth—was for the large sum of 1,000 florins, an amount sufficient for a Bonn family to live on for more than two years.25 The kapellmeister’s bequest lifted his son out of the category of a hard-pressed court employee. It was not, therefore, as a family provider that Johann failed, at least in the early years.


Changes in the Beethoven family’s lodgings over the years help to chart some of the fluctuations in their fortunes.26 Soon after marrying, in 1767, Johann and Maria Magdalena found lodgings appropriate for a young couple of modest income setting up its first residence and moved to the simple garden house behind Bonngasse 515 (now no. 20) where Beethoven was born. Six years later, however, upon inheriting the kapellmeister’s property, the growing family swapped those cramped quarters for superior lodgings in the Dreieckplatz. By 1775 or the fall of 1776 at the latest they returned to the Fischer house in the Rheingasse, near the banks of the Rhine, where Beethoven’s grandfather and father had lived from 1760 to the end of 1767. There they remained for nine years or thereabouts, with two brief interruptions, one in 1776–77, when they stayed at lodgings in the Neugasse, and a second in February 1784, when the Rhine overflowed, flooding many sections of Bonn, and the Beethovens briefly lived at Stockenstrasse 9 until the waters receded.27 The lodgings in the Fischer house, although reportedly in a plainer section of Bonn, were both comfortable and spacious. The Beethoven family occupied six rooms—two large ones facing the street and four facing the courtyard—plus a maid’s room.”28 The Neugasse apartment was smaller and had a less congenial view, but was centrally located; supposedly it was taken because Frau von Beethoven wanted lodgings closer to the court, the church, and the market.29 Probably in early 1785 they rented their last apartment, in an attractive house at a desirable location at Wenzelgasse 462, and it was there that a housekeeper was engaged to attend the family after the death of Frau van Beethoven.30


Johann van Beethoven had received an elementary education and had been placed in a preparatory class of the College of Jesuits in Bonn, where he failed to make any progress. At twelve he had entered the court chapel as a soprano. His father had taught him to sing and to play the clavier, and he learned to play the violin capably as well. After his voice changed, he was, by a decree of 1756, accepted into the electoral choir, in which he remained until his last years, when his “stale voice” and notoriously drunken behavior compelled his retirement. He had faithfully followed the pattern that his father had set out for him; and he had remained under his father’s wing—both at home and in the choir—evidently without demur, until, in what must have been a major act of defiance for so amiable and submissive a young man, he decided upon marriage in 1767.


Actually, he had spoken of marriage for many years prior to that time. He and Theodor Fischer, the landlord’s son, were close friends, played the zither and sang songs together, and decided in approximately 1760 that the time had finally come for them to start families—to “ship out onto the sea of love.”31 Theodor Fischer was married in 1761, but “Johann der Läufer” (“Johann the sprinter”), as his father derisively called him, was off to a slow start; it would be another six years before he summoned sufficient courage. When the time finally came, he found a bride in a distant city and brought the news of his betrothal to his father as a fait accompli: “When Johann van Beethoven presented his loved one to his father in person,” relate the Fischers, “he said that this is what I wish, and he stood fast and declared that he would not be swayed from his determination that she would be his bride.”32


Thayer believed that Johann’s alcoholism was probably inherited from his mother, and Gottfried Fischer naively attributed it to the wine trade that the kapellmeister maintained. Biographers have had their theories: Prod’homme hazards that the court tenor began to drift “little by little” into drunkenness as the family’s “resources diminished, after the death of his father.”33 Schiedermair assumes that the alcoholic haze in which Johann spent his final years was somehow intensified by the death of Maria Magdalena.


The etiology of alcoholism, however, has deeper roots than these. As the British psychoanalyst Edward Glover has observed: “All the primary features of alcoholism represent fundamentally the individual’s attempt to extricate himself from an impasse.”34 An alcoholic may find in drink a temporary surcease from an unhappy life situation or an unbearable psychological conflict. We may speculate that the impasse from which Johann could not extricate himself was the conflict concerning his relationship to his father, a domineering personality who brooked no opposition from either his family or his musicians. Where Ludwig could not control by persuasion he did not hesitate to seek to compel; unable to enforce obedience by his musicians on one occasion, he petitioned the elector, who thereupon commanded the unruly court musicians “to obey all the commands given by our Kapellmeister” upon threat of dismissal.35 Johann’s domination by his father is readily evident: the elder Ludwig had chosen his son’s profession, taught him music, introduced him to the court chapel, obtained his appointment as court singer, and functioned simultaneously as his employer, protector, and sole parent. The absence of Johann’s mother both necessitated and intensified this protective role and perhaps contributed to resentments on both sides. The Fischer memoirs portray a father who was convinced that his son would never amount to anything and broadcast this conviction in contemptuous tones. The elder Ludwig’s opposition to his son’s marriage apparently reflected his belief that Johann—who was by then twenty-seven or twenty-eight—was incapable of becoming a husband and a father, let alone of choosing a suitable bride. Johann’s marriage, then, seems to have represented a rare moment of rebellion against a demeaning relationship.


But Johann was not to find in marriage release from the powerful influence of his father. Although the kapellmeister moved out, it was only down the street, a little way from his son’s lodgings at 515 Bonngasse, and he remained a dominant force within Johann’s new household. Johann had found his own woman, had started a family, and was carrying out his duties and obligations—he was doing the best he could. But it was still not enough. Nothing had changed, really. To his father he remained “Johann der Läufer,” the Johann van Beethoven who “had a flighty spirit,” who, when his father was called away from home, would take advantage of his absence to leave Bonn traveling to Cologne, Deutz, Andernach, Coblenz, Ehrenbreitstein, “and who knows where else.” “Keep running, keep running,” said his father, sarcastically. “You will some day run to your final destination.”36


The death of his father brought to the surface signs of Johann’s competitive and even hostile feelings. (Surely it was no desperate need for money that caused him to pawn his departed father’s portrait.) The mediocrity of his own career should have made Johann aware of the gulf that separated his capabilities from those of his father, but his only recorded reaction to the elder Ludwig’s death shows that he thought otherwise. Within two weeks of his father’s death, in early January 1774, he petitioned the elector for a salary increase, writing:




Will your Electoral Grace be pleased to hear that my father has passed away from this world, to whom it was granted to serve His Electoral Grace Clemens August and Your Electoral Grace and gloriously reigning Lord • 42 years, as Kapellmeister with great honor, whose position I have been found capable of filling, but nevertheless I would not venture to offer my capacity to Your Electoral Grace.37





The thought that he could become kapellmeister was doubtless only the most grandiose of Johann’s notions, but it was an enduring one that he would try to convert into reality a decade later. In general, however, he lacked the energy to pursue his fantasies. The Fischers remembered him often lounging next to the window, staring out at the rain or making faces at his drinking companion, the fish dealer Klein, who was similarly wont to recline in the window across the street. He spent an increasing amount of time away from home, as well as many nights in the taverns or wandering through the town with his friends, arriving home in the middle of the night or early in the morning—a sure way of avoiding his family and conjugal responsibilities and leaving the leadership of the family to his wife. When the Rhine flooded in 1784, it was not Johann but his wife who showed heroism and bravery, calming the residents with encouraging words and waiting until others had been evacuated to make her escape into the Giergasse across the roofs and down improvised ladders.


In later years, Johann came to be regarded as a person of uncertain reputation. An official report to Archduke Maximilian Franz, immediately after he reached Bonn in the summer of 1784 as successor to the deceased elector Maximilian Friedrich, reflected the general opinion: “Johann Beethoven has a very stale voice, has been long in the service, very poor, of fair deportment and married.”38 Until 1784, he had been tolerated because of the protection first of his father and then of the powerful electoral minister Count Kaspar Anton von Belderbusch. (We may assume that Belderbusch’s protection was a transference from a friendly and long-standing relationship with the court kapellmeister, who was a fellow Fleming.) The count served as godfather to Johann’s third son and was a frequent visitor to the Beethoven lodgings, one of the few members of the titled nobility so recorded. Johann became so closely identified as a protégé of Belderbusch’s that he earned the ill will of the minister’s many enemies. An anonymous contemporary document prepared by opponents of Belderbusch includes Johann van Beethoven on a list of “good sleuthhounds and spies who may be hired for a cheap price,”39 suggesting that Johann may have been regarded as an agent or informer for Belderbusch.


The death of the minister in 1784, a few months after the passing of Elector Maximilian Friedrich, left Johann van Beethoven without a protector or friends of influence at the court. To compound his difficulties, in late 1785 or early 1786 he attempted to defraud the heirs of Belderbusch through a false claim on their estate.40 He claimed, in a petition to the elector, that he had given many valuable gifts to the count and to his mistress, the abbess of Vilich, in return for an alleged promise that he would be appointed kapellmeister. He demanded that the Belderbusch heirs return the gifts, which were detailed in Johann van Beethoven’s petition under a forged signature. He claimed that it had been suggested to him that “his late father’s inheritance could perform faithful service and release him from his poverty.” Thereby, the document alleged, his father’s inheritance had melted away—"the largest part of his wealth sacrificed to the man upon whom he at that time depended"—with disastrous consequences for his wife and children. Though no legal action was taken against him when the scheme collapsed, his status in the court and in Bonn reached its nadir, perhaps hastening the downward-spiraling course of his dissolution. A report on a petition by young Ludwig van Beethoven of February 15, 1784, requesting that he receive a formal appointment as assistant court organist with increased remuneration bluntly states that his father was no longer able to support his family. Thereafter, Johann was tolerated on the electoral rolls as an act of charity, and he became something of a comic figure. On January 1, 1793, the elector wrote to Court Marshal von Schall that “the revenues from the liquor excise have suffered a loss” by the recent death of Johann van Beethoven.41


At home, Maria Magdalena complained about her husband’s drinking debts and often lamented being left alone so often in the house. But it seems clear that both she and Johann were content to have her run the family’s affairs. This is implied in an episode reported from their early married life:




When he received his monthly salary or money from his pupils, he would play a joke upon returning home: he would throw the money in his wife’s lap and say: “Now woman, manage with that.” Then she would give him a flask of wine, saying: “One cannot let men return home with empty hands.” • He said: “Yes, empty hands!” She responded: “Yes, so empty, but I know that you prefer a full glass to an empty one.” “Yes, yes, the woman is right, she is always right.”42





Essentially nothing changed in later years. Johann would walk conspicuously through the neighborhood drinking wine from a flask. Once Frau van Beethoven called to him from the window and he responded: “It is such hot weather that I have a great thirst.” She said, “That’s true, but you often have a thirst without a summer heat,” to which he replied amiably, “You are right, I agree with you. I thank you, it will soon be time to eat; don’t worry, I will come right away.”43 When he was in his cups, he was prone to lose his sense of propriety. Jokingly, he addressed young Cäcilia as “our patroness of music” and asked her for a kiss. She objected, telling him, “I am not a kissing girl, you already have a wife, go kiss her, not me,” to which he responded, “You are a clever witch and you know well how to reply.” When, some years after this, he again made advances to her, “She pushed him away, he hit the oven and knocked it over, pulling the stove and stovepipe from the wall.” Everyone supposedly took the episode in good fun, Johann saying, “That taught me a good lesson,” and his wife praising Cäcilia Fischer: “That was the right thing to do; that’s how it should turn out.”44


Such embarrassed attempts at levity aside, it might not be unfair to conclude from these and similar reports that Maria Magdalena assumed the role of the pained, suffering, righteous wife of a ne’er-do-well drunkard and played it in high tragic style until she herself succumbed to a lingering illness. Surely that is not the whole story, but the surviving documents do not encourage an image of a hopeful and confident marital partnership. Cäcilia Fischer could not remember ever having seen Frau van Beethoven laugh (“She was always serious”), and the widow Karth described her as “a quiet, suffering woman.”45 She was said to be “a clever woman [who] could give converse and reply aptly, politely, and modestly to high and low, and for this reason she was much liked and respected.”46 Apparently she was not withdrawn, for it was reported that she became “hot-tempered and argumentative” on occasion, and Gottfried Fischer observed that “she knew how to give and take in a manner that is becoming to all people of honest thoughts.”47 Cäcilia also recalled that Beethoven’s mother would often speak about her travels and about the “dangers she had undergone,”48 which, taken together with her warnings about marriage, may indicate a fearful and imaginative disposition, perhaps one quite similar to that which Beethoven evinced in his Heiligenstadt Testament, his letter to the Immortal Beloved, and elsewhere in his correspondence and diaries. We may safely assume that, directly or by implication, Maria Magdalena imparted to her children, and particularly to her oldest son, many of the same thoughts she passed on to Cäcilia Fischer. Indeed, the Fischers assert that Beethoven was present when his mother warned Cäcilia against marriage, which, if true, may explain why we find an almost literal echo of those feelings in a report by Fanny Giannattasio of Beethoven’s opinions in 1817 on the same subject.49


On Maria Magdalena’s birthday the family momentarily set aside its troubles and conflicts. The scene is described by Cäcilia Fischer:




Each year, the feast of St. Mary Magdalene (her birthday and name day) was kept with due solemnity. The music stands were brought from the Tucksaal and placed in the two sitting rooms overlooking the street, and a canopy, embellished with flowers, leaves, and laurel, was put up in the room containing Grandfather Ludwig’s portrait. On the eve of the day, Madame van Beethoven was induced to retire betimes. By ten o’clock all was in readiness. The silence was broken by the tuning up of instruments; Madame van Beethoven was awakened [and] requested to dress, and was then led to a beautifully draped chair beneath the canopy. An outburst of music roused the neighbors, the most drowsy soon catching the infectious gaiety. When the music was over the table was spread and, after food and drink, the merry company fell to dancing (but in stockinged feet to lessen the noise), and so the festivities came to an end.50





No equivalent respect or honor was shown the father of the family, for it was his role to play the amiable and ineffectual Dionysian, heir to the weaknesses of the flesh, as a foil for Maria Magdalena’s suffering transcendence of life’s tribulations.
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CHAPTER TWO

CHILDHOOD


THERE IS AMPLE EVIDENCE of the crucial effect upon Beethoven’s early life of the stresses and conflicts within his family constellation. In a home in which the son’s natural role model, the father, had been toppled from his pedestal, the monumentalization of the grandfather took on heroic proportions, and this deeply affected Johann’s attitude toward his oldest son, with, in turn, rich implications for the latter’s course of development.


Beethoven’s admiration for his grandfather bordered on hero worship; his desire to emulate the kapellmeister remained with him throughout his life. In 1801 he wrote from Vienna to his friend Wegeler in Bonn, asking him to forward “by the mail coach as soon as possible”1 one object—the portrait of his grandfather, painted by Radoux—which he treasured until his death.2 Wegeler is, perhaps, the best witness to the earliest manifestations of this reverence: “Little Ludwig clung with the greatest ardor to the grandfather, who, we are told, was at the same time his godfather; despite his tender age when he lost him, he vividly retained the early impressions. He spoke readily about his grandfather to his childhood friends, and his pious and sweet mother—whom he loved more than his harsh father—had to tell him much about his grandfather.”3 In 1816 Fanny Giannattasio wrote in her diary that Beethoven often spoke of his grandfather in glowing terms, describing “what a true and honorable man he had been.”4 We have to make some allowances for exaggeration in these anecdotes, for the kapellmeister was “incapacitated” by a stroke early in 1773, when his grandson was just turned two years old.5 Whatever his actual memories may have been, Beethoven’s psychological identification with the old man was so powerful that on August 1, 1824, he wrote his attorney, Johann Baptist Bach: “I think that I might have a stroke some day, like my worthy grandfather, whom I take after.”6


It was only natural that Beethoven should strive to emulate the kapellmeister, who had been the most powerful force in Bonn’s musical life. (Beethoven himself retained a lifelong aspiration to become a kapellmeister.) It is worth noting, however, that a strong psychological identification with a grandfather may well go hand in hand with a repudiation of the father; a boy may try to come to terms with an unsatisfactory image of his father by idealizing a male grandparent. In Beethoven’s case, as we have seen, the kapellmeister’s death failed to restore Johann to a position of eminence in the household; on the contrary, recollections of the grandfather’s talent, position, and power, contrasted painfully with the father’s hapless mediocrity. Moreover, Johann’s resentments against the kapellmeister, already deeply rooted, were intensified by what may have appeared to him as his wife’s attempt to mold Beethoven in the grandfather’s image, an attempt that Johann was bound to resist.


The issue was joined when Beethoven reached the age at which he could be taught music, when he was about four or five years old. Johann used the occasion as a means of establishing his supremacy in the family as well as an opportunity to instruct a supremely gifted child in the art of playing clavier and violin. He conducted his son’s musical education in a brutal and willful manner. There is unequivocal testimony on this. Head Burgomaster Windeck “saw the little Louis van Beethoven in [the] house standing in front of the clavier and weeping.”7 Cäcilia Fischer remembered him as “a tiny boy, standing on a little footstool in front of the clavier, to which the implacable severity of his father had so early condemned him.”8 The Belgian music historian François-Joseph Fétis interviewed a childhood companion of Beethoven’s who reported that “Beethoven’s father used violence when it came to making him start his musical studies, and • there were few days when he was not beaten in order to compel him to set himself at the piano.”9 Wegeler claimed to have witnessed “the same thing,” recalling that on his visits to a neighboring house, “The doings and sufferings of Louis were visible.”10 The father was not merely strict, but cruel. “He treated him harshly,” wrote Court Councillor Krupp many years later to the musician Nikolaus Simrock, “and sometimes shut him up in the cellar.”11


After several years, Johann, finding his own knowledge insufficient to the task of Ludwig’s musical education, enlisted the aid of an eccentric actor-musician, Tobias Pfeiffer, who had come to Bonn in the summer of 1779 with the Grossman and Helmuth theatrical company. Pfeiffer and Johann soon became tavern companions; Pfeiffer was invited to stay in the Beethoven apartment, and it evidently appeared only natural to Johann that he share his pedagogical duties with the twenty-eight-year-old Pfeiffer until the latter’s departure the following spring. Bernhard Mäurer, a cellist in Bonn at the time, relates the story: “Often, when Pfeiffer had been boozing with Beethoven’s father in a wine-tavern until 11 or 12 o’clock, he went home with him, where [they found] Louis • in bed sleeping. The father roughly shook him awake, the boy gathered his wits and, weeping, went to the piano, where he remained, with Pfeiffer seated next to him, until morning.”12


Johann naturally viewed the boy’s talents both as a potentially significant source of extra income and as a means of self-glorification: reports that he rejoiced in his son’s accomplishments indicate that he welcomed credit for having fathered such a being. In the early years, at least, his primary goal was to train Beethoven as a competent musician who would in due course take his place in the family line of electoral court musicians. Although he presented the seven-year-old in a concert in Cologne on March 26, 1778, which also featured his pupil the soprano Helene Averdonck,13 Johann promoted no further public concerts for some years, which may be an indication that Beethoven was not yet ready to be hailed as a keyboard prodigy of the first rank. Perhaps that is why Johann’s pedagogy took an unusual turn, if we can credit the Fischers on this point. They recalled that Beethoven’s first steps toward expression of his genius were manifested in free fantasies on the violin and clavier, improvisations that were quickly silenced by his father: “Once he was playing without notes; his father happened in and said: ‘What silly trash are you scraping away at now? You know that I can’t bear that; scrape according to the notes; otherwise your scraping won’t be of much use.’” This was not an isolated incident. “When Johann van Beethoven happened to have visitors and Ludwig came into the room, he was wont to edge up to the piano and play chords with his right hand. Then his father would say: ‘More of your fooling around? Go away, or I’ll box your ears.’” On another occasion, he was again playing according to his own invention, without notes. “His father said: ‘Haven’t you heard anything of what I’ve told you?’ He played again, then said to his father: ‘Now isn’t that beautiful?’ Whereupon his father said: ‘That is something else, which you made up yourself. You are not to do that yet• . I won’t have you doing it now, you’re not ready for it yet.’”14


One wonders when Johann might have considered his son to be ready. Mastery of the art of improvisation was the hallmark of the eighteenth-century virtuoso and composer. At the age of six, Leopold Mozart’s son created “utter amazement” with his ability to “improvise for hours on end out of his own head, now cantabile, now in chords, producing the best of ideas according to the taste of today.”15 An impulse to express his talent through improvisation manifested itself in Beethoven, too, during his first decade, but his father did not take kindly to attempts to stray from the narrow path that he had set for his son.


It would be natural for a child, in confusion and despair over so tangled a relationship with his father, to turn to his mother for solace and love. However, it is nowhere recorded that Maria Magdalena protested her husband’s treatment of her oldest son. (We may surmise that Johann insisted that his harsh methods were merely good pedagogy.) Furthermore, there are indications that her care for her son was insufficient to offset the negative implications of her husband’s actions. Thayer found contemporary reports implying “that the mother’s care in externals was not always of the best”;16 Cäcilia Fischer related that the “Beethoven children were not delicately brought up; they were often left with the maids.”17 And she confirmed that Beethoven was “often dirty and negligent.”18 The only anecdote of Beethoven’s childhood directly expressive of his mother’s love for him dates from their trip to Holland in 1783; a young neighbor (later the widow Karth) heard Maria Magdalena relate that during a cold spell en route she “had to hold his feet in her lap to prevent them from being frostbitten.”19


In later years, Beethoven shrouded his first decade in a veil of silence. He rarely spoke of family, his school years, his early experiences.20 At the same time, he protected himself from his memories of childhood trauma by repeated expressions of love and respect for his mother, and avoidance of derogatory remarks about his father. All who knew Beethoven agree that he remembered his mother “with filial affection and fervent gratitude” and always referred to her “with love and feeling, calling her often an honest, good-hearted woman.”21 The first preserved letter by Beethoven, dated September 15, 1787, to an acquaintance in Augsburg, surely expresses deep feelings of love for his mother, who had died on July 17: “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?”22


Although the material we have bearing on Beethoven’s relationship to his father is extremely meager, it is sufficient to indicate, not only the expected resentments and shame, but the presence of a strong tender strain toward him as well. The Fischers recalled that Johann’s three sons, led by Beethoven, would go in search of their father when he “had a little too much to drink” and “induce their papa to go quietly home with them.”23 Two men who knew Beethoven intimately commented on his relationship with his father. Stephan von Breuning saw Beethoven “desperately” intervene with the police to prevent his father’s arrest.24 And Ferdinand Ries related that “he spoke seldom and with reluctance” about his father, “but any harsh word by a third person made him angry.”25 Beethoven complained about the inadequacy of his early musical training, but he never directly criticized his father.26 In a rare written reference to his father, found on a fair copy of Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach’s “Morgengesang” that had been made by Johann van Beethoven, Beethoven devotedly wrote in the upper corner: “Written down by my dear father.”27


This matrix of family circumstances, actions, and attitudes might well have led to permanent disillusionment and despair. It is testimony to Beethoven’s strength and resiliency of character that he was able to withstand these stresses. Nevertheless, their effects were readily discernible to many of his contemporaries. Apparently abandoning hope of establishing warm and loving relationships, Beethoven largely withdrew from the society of his fellows and playmates, and from his parents as well. Gottfried Fischer reports that Beethoven’s “happiest hours were those when he was free from the company of his parents, which was seldom the case—when all the family were away and he was alone by himself.”28 “He remained shy and monosyllabic,” wrote author Wilhelm Christian Müller, who interviewed Ferdinand Ries and Nikolaus Simrock, “because he had little thought of communication with others.”29 Mäurer also noticed the early signs of withdrawal in Beethoven, who “remained indifferent to all praise, retreated, and practiced best when he was alone, when his father was not at home.”30 Thaver, summarizing his researches among Beethoven’s former schoolmates, wrote: “Of those who were his school-fellows and who in after years recorded their reminiscences of him, not one speaks of him as a playfellow, none has anecdotes to relate of games with him, rambles on the hills, or adventures upon the Rhine and its shores in which he bore a part.”31


Even the most withdrawn child, of course, has his bright moments: we hear a few pathetic tales of young Beethoven stealing Frau Fischer’s chicken eggs and a neighbor’s hen, or reacting with excitement to piggyback rides by his cousins. But essentially his was a lonely, withdrawn childhood. Mäurer described him in the year 1780: “Outside of music he understood nothing of social life; consequently he was ill-humored with other people, did not know how to converse with them, and withdrew into himself, so that he was looked upon as a misanthrope.”32 His schoolmates recalled him as isolated and neglected. Electoral Councillor Joseph Würzer, who like Beethoven attended the Bonn Tirocinium, wrote these devastating words in his memoirs: “In all probability his mother was already dead at the time, for Louis van Beethoven’s external appearance was marked in a quite extraordinary way by uncleanliness, negligence, etc.”33


It is possible that Beethoven’s unclean and uncared-for appearance was a mute cry for help, an expression of a tormenting need that he could not express in words. A less equivocal distress signal was his inability to make progress at school. Funck, another classmate at the Tirocinium, wrote bluntly: “What was striking about Louis, to which I can testify, is that he learned absolutely nothing in school.”34 The Fischers remember Johann saying that Beethoven “wasn’t learning very much in school.”35 And Councillor Würzer marveled that “not a sign was to be discovered in him of that spark of genius which glowed so brilliantly in him afterwards.”36 Most unusual was his lifelong inability to learn arithmetic beyond addition.


Now, the child of genius or potential genius is inevitably said to be a lonely child, for, as one authority on the psychology of creativity Phyllis Greenacre has observed, “He is a child who senses his own difference [and] feels isolated and inferior thereby.”37 In his second decade, strengthened by the constantly growing consciousness of his creative powers, Beethoven emerged from his isolation with the assistance of teachers, friends, and patrons. In the 1770s, however, when both his creativity and his emotional survival were at risk, he seems to have found sustenance in inwardness, in fantasy. Cäcilia Fischer recalled Beethoven “leaning in the window with his head in both hands and staring fixedly at one spot.” When she interrupted his reverie, he said: “I was just occupied with such a lovely deep thought, I couldn’t bear to be disturbed.”38 In the attic of the Fischer house in the Rheingasse were two telescopes, with which one could see twenty miles. It was Beethoven’s delight to seclude himself in the attic and look out across the Rhine toward the Siebengebirge range.


The center of Beethoven’s fantasy life, however, was his music, which occupied virtually all his waking hours. School and friendship counted for little compared with the gratification and sense of accomplishment that he received from making music. Later he told his student Carl Czerny that he practiced “prodigiously,” usually until well past midnight, perfecting the technique that was to mark him as one of the outstanding keyboard virtuosos of his day, testing and expanding his improvisatory powers, giving expression in his solitude to his luxuriant musical imagination, tapping creative currents that must have stirred their originator as deeply as they did his listeners in later years. He hungered for instruction and sought it outside his home. The court organist Gilles van den Eeden (ca. 1710–82) taught him briefly in the late 1770s, perhaps in composition as well as organ technique, and according to tradition, Beethoven had organ lessons from Friar Willibald Koch and from Zensen, the organist of Bonn’s Münsterkirche. Van den Eeden is said to have sent the boy to play organ at High Mass, and one Pater Hanzmann arranged for him to play at six o’clock morning Mass at the monastery of the Minorites. His musical interests were not limited to the keyboard: he had lessons on violin from his mother’s distant cousin Franz Rovantini, and later, from Franz Ries, Bonn’s leading violinist; and he also studied horn with Nikolaus Simrock.


With the aid of his music, Beethoven wrapped himself in a protective cloak of his own daydreams. Freud writes that “unsatisfied wishes are the driving power behind fantasies; every separate fantasy contains the fulfillment of a wish, and improves on unsatisfactory reality.”39 And Beethoven’s reality paled in comparison with his ideal world. When Cäcilia Fischer reproached him: “How dirty you are again—you ought to keep yourself clean,” he replied: “What’s the difference —when I become a gentleman [ein Herr] no one will pay that any mind.”40 We seem to be in the presence of a fantasy life of rich and unusual dimensions.


Under ordinary circumstances, the topography of this fantasy life could not be mapped. However, Beethoven left us several trails to his psychic interior in his birth-year delusion and in his refusal to deny the reports of his royal parentage. Perhaps we are now in a position to offer some highly tentative interpretations of these matters.


In the fantasy that Freud and his disciple Otto Rank named the “Family Romance,” the child replaces one or both of its parents with elevated surrogates—heroes, celebrities, kings, or nobles.41 Freud found that this fantasy, which is universal in myth, religion, fairy tales, and imaginative fiction, is widespread in the daydreams of ordinary people, and appears in a more intense and enduring form among the creative and the talented.42 Usually it is a fantasy that arises during childhood or adolescence and thereafter recedes into an amnesia, from which it can be recovered only by analysis. With Beethoven, on the contrary, the fantasy apparently gained in strength and tenacity as he grew to maturity. But its roots were in the conditions of his childhood.


In Beethoven’s Family Romance, as with many others, only the father is replaced by an elevated substitute, while the actual mother is retained. This is so for several reasons, but primarily because the identity of the mother as a rule is readily ascertainable, whereas, as the mythologist Johann Jakob Bachofen wrote, “The father as begetter presents an entirely different aspect. Standing in no visible relation to the child, he can never, even in the marital relation, cast off a certain fictive character.”43 Pater semper incertus est. Or, in Telemachus’s words to Athene, which Beethoven underscored in his copy of the Odyssey:




My mother saith that he is my father;
For myself I know it not,
For no man knoweth who hath begotten him.44





For this reason, the Family Romance fantasy may unwittingly be fostered in a child by a mother, especially by one who is dissatisfied in marriage, who demeans her husband in the presence of the child, or who feels that she deserved a more worthy mate. The contrast in status between Beethoven’s father and grandfather was already sufficient to underscore the former’s inadequacies. Added to this, Maria Magdalena’s frequent, and justified, complaints about Johann’s alcoholism and ineffectuality may well have had an unexpected effect on her son. At some point he may have come to feel that another man was (or should have been) his father, ultimately leading to Johann’s being supplanted as the father in Beethoven’s inner world. For the denial that Johann van Beethoven was his real father is the central “fact” in Beethoven’s Family Romance.


The ramifications of the Family Romance are extremely tangled, and its possible meanings cannot be exhausted. The father is at once slain and elevated; the mother is retained, raised to the rank of king’s mistress, but simultaneously degraded for her infidelity. The father may be removed in order to give the child access to the mother; siblings may be illegitimized to assuage incestuous feelings or to satisfy rivalrous impulses. The Family Romance permits the imaginary seizure of parental power, a seizure that we will encounter on more than one occasion in Beethoven’s later life. Patricidal implications are on the surface: the Family Romance neutralizes the father’s power by setting a more powerful figure in his place. At the same time it relieves guilt over the death or transcendence of the father. (“The man whose death I desired was not my father,” reasons the child, “it was a stranger who was slain.”) In a sense, Beethoven had split his father into real and illusory images, suppressing the all-too-painful knowledge of his father as wastrel, second-rate musician, toady, possible police agent, drunkard, and hapless extortionist and resurrecting him as a noble, royal figure or as the beloved paragon of childhood. In the recesses of Beethoven’s mind, his real father vied for supremacy with his desired, ideal father.


Beethoven was forced to carry a multiple burden, consisting not only of the patterns of father rejection that his mother’s attitudes and his father’s actions had instilled in him, but a matrix of negative feelings toward his mother as well, for she had caused him to become complicit in Johann’s downfall. Yet he could not identify with his father, for this would have entailed, in addition to a rejection of his grandfather’s example and his mother’s precepts, the suppression of his genius. (Otto Rank wrote, “There seems to be a certain necessity for the prophet to deny his parents.”)45 Surely, as he began to grow up, Beethoven must have wondered about the disparity between his own creative gifts and his father’s mediocrity. Perhaps this is why he underlined another meaningful passage in the Odyssey:




Few sons are like
Their fathers; most are worse, a very few
Excel their fathers.46





A person of Beethoven’s creative endowments may find it difficult to reconcile his gifts with his parentage. He may be imbued with a sense of his superiority over others, perhaps even over those who gave him life. This may lead toward an overweening self-sufficiency, a feeling of omnipotent self-creation, or it may lead to thoughts of having been begotten by more suitable—noble, royal, even divine—parents. The fantasy of royal descent satisfied Beethoven’s passion for grandeur, his hunger for greatness.


Let us consider the simplest, the most touching, and, I believe, the bedrock level of Beethoven’s Family Romance: the fantasy that he was an illegitimate child. Beethoven’s Family Romance was fed by, and perhaps had its origin in, his birth-year delusion. This, too, was a fantasy of illegitimacy. Here we may recall the confusion concerning his birth year and particularly the widespread belief that he was born in December 1771. Beethoven’s difficulty was this: if he was born in December 1771 at the earliest, then the certificate documenting the baptism of a Ludwig van Beethoven on December 17, 1770, must have belonged, as in fact he insisted it did, to his older brother, Ludwig Maria. And if this were the case, Beethoven’s own, “true” baptismal certificate had disappeared from the archives. It could not be found by Beethoven or by any of his friends—Wegeler, Ries, Müller—all of whom had procured copies of the “wrong” certificate. It follows, therefore, that his own baptismal certificate—the evidence of his birth and the proof of his parentage—either never existed or had been concealed or destroyed. What (he may well have wondered) could have been the reason for this mysterious suppression of the facts of his birth?


Following from this, other crucial questions arose, focusing superficially on the mystery of his correct age but in fact, and more poignantly, centering on the impenetrable secret: “Who is my real father?” The text of what was perhaps Beethoven’s first song, “An einen Säugling” (“To an Infant”), WoO 108, which he set to music when he was but twelve years old, holds out the hope of an answer:




You still do not know whose child you are. You do not know who prepares the swaddling clothes, who it is that warms you and gives you milk. You grow in peace nevertheless. Within a few years, among all those who have cared for you, you will learn to distinguish your mother. Nonetheless there is some occult giver who cares for all of us—our thanks go to him—with food and drink. My dim intelligence does not yet comprehend this; but after the years have gone by, if I am pious and a believer, even he will be revealed.





From here it was but a short step to the Family Romance fantasy.


The fantasy can take deep root, however, only when the child is (or imagines himself to be) neglected, maltreated, and unloved. The rarely assuaged, tragic family circumstances of his youth placed Beethoven’s personal “golden age” not in his earliest childhood but in the period before he was born, immediately after the marriage of his parents in 1767 and up to the death of their first son, Ludwig Maria. “What is marriage?” his mother asked, as Beethoven overheard: “A little joy, and then a chain of sorrows.” Surrounded by sadness, withdrawing into isolation and daydreaming, Ludwig van Beethoven may have inwardly felt that the first link in that chain of sorrows was forged at the time of his own conception and birth. He looked back in anguish to an Eden that he could not reach except by sharing the identity of his more favored older brother.


Ultimately, Beethoven’s Family Romance signified his belief that he was the “false” son, who could never take the place of his dead brother. His fantasy of ennoblement was not merely the assertion of a desired nobility, or the delusory rejection of his humble parents; most of all, it was the admission of a pathetic longing to be the firstborn, who was mourned but not forgotten by his parents. All of these interwoven fantasies, then, may have a single, transparent source: they may be the expression, denial, and symbolic transcendence of the feeling that he was unloved and unwanted. They are the rectification of a presumed illegitimacy. They are the heartfelt—and unanswered—cry of a child for his parents’ love.
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Christian Gottlob Neefe. Unsigned portrait in oils.


Collection Marie Greinert. From Irmgard Leux, Christian Gottlob Neefe (Leipzig, 1925).




CHAPTER THREE

THE SECOND DECADE


AT THE BEGINNING OF HIS SECOND DECADE, Beethoven’s career as a musician began to establish itself. Though he was not to become a prodigy like Mozart, at a respectably early age he was seen as an able young professional, something in which he took great pride. The Fischers describe him when he “came forward as a composer and • organist, and in token of rank wore a sword on his left side when he went up to the rood loft in the court church with his father.” No longer unkempt and ill clothed, he wore the gala dress of the court musician: “Sea-green frock coat, green knee breeches with buckles, stockings of white or black silk, shoes with black bowknots, embroidered vest with pocket flaps, the vest bound with real gold cord, hair curled and with queue, crush hat under the left arm, sword on the left side with silver belt.”1


Beethoven was now engaged in the work of the world, seeking to establish for himself a settled place both in his family and in society at large. He was imbued with a new sense of his inner worth. Indeed, according to the Fischers, he “now believed himself to be the equal of his father in music.”2 The relationship between father and son was undergoing an inevitable realignment, coinciding with the final separation of Beethoven’s musical education from his father’s supervision as well as the beginning of his training in composition. In short order, his musical abilities were recognized, so that he became assistant court organist at the electoral court (without salary) in 1782, when he was only eleven, and “cembalist in the orchestra” in 1783. In June 1784 he received an official appointment as deputy court organist, at a salary of 150 florins. These events mark the end of Beethoven’s childhood and the beginning of his “first period” as a composer.


The pivotal figure in this transition was Christian Gottlob Neefe (1748–98), a German composer, organist, and conductor who had come to Bonn in October 1779 to join the Grossman and Helmuth theatrical company and was named successor to van den Eeden as court organist on February 15, 1781. He became Beethoven’s composition instructor in 1780 or 1781 and remained his only significant teacher until Beethoven left Bonn in November 1792.


Neefe at once recognized and encouraged Beethoven’s genius and provided him with his earliest professional experience. He trained him as assistant court organist and left him temporarily in full charge as early as June 1782; shortly thereafter he turned over to his twelve-year-old student his position as “cembalist,” which involved direction of the orchestra from the keyboard and playing at sight from the score. Furthermore—and indicative of the quality of his concern for the young composer—he arranged for publication of Beethoven’s early works, and he wrote the first public notice about him, in a communication dated March 2, 1783, to C. F. Cramer’s Magazin der Musik, describing the electoral court musical establishment:




Louis van Beethoven [sic], • 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—to put it in a nutshell—he plays chiefly The Well-Tempered Clavichord 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 thoroughbass. He is now training him in composition and for his encouragement has had nine variations for the pianoforte, written by him on a march—by Ernst Christoph Dressler—engraved at Mannheim. This youthful genius is deserving of help to enable him to travel. He would surely become a second Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart were he to continue as he has begun.3





Later, from Vienna in 1792 or 1793, Beethoven was to write appreciatively (if rather stiffly) to Neefe: “I thank you for the advice you have very often given me about making progress in my divine art. Should I ever become a great man, you too will have a share in my success.”4 Clearly, Neefe hoped to be associated with the discovery of a second Mozart, and in fact his claim to fame rests in large part on his tutelage of Beethoven.5 Whatever his motivations, Neefe’s teaching and encouragement provided the springboard for Beethoven’s rapid development in the early 1780s. Moreover, by virtue of his own intellectual background and moral code, Neefe was someone whom Beethoven could look up to, and even emulate, at this critical juncture of his life. During his Leipzig years (1769–76), Neefe had been drawn toward the German Sturm und Drang movement, as well as to the poets Christian F. Gellert, Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock, and the young Goethe, and he had become sympathetic to the ideals of the German Enlightenment (die Aufklärung) as well. In Bonn, Neefe was a leader (Lokaloberer) of the Order of Illuminati and active in the city’s intellectual circles. Although there is no direct evidence of his influence on Beethoven’s subsequent attraction to Enlightenment literature and ideals, it is probable that it was at least partially through Neefe that Beethoven first made their acquaintance.


Neefe’s ethical outlook was evidently shaped by his own early conflicts with his father, who wished his son to follow him in the legal profession. He enrolled in 1769 at the University of Leipzig as a student of jurisprudence, but he was ridden with hypochondria and thoughts of suicide. His dissertation was, transparently, devoted to the question of whether a father could disinherit a son who wanted to enter the theater.6 Neefe opted for the negative on this issue, and turned from law to music in 1771. His moral code, as revealed in his Lebenslauf (Autobiography) of 1782, was marked by a striving for ethical perfection and for the suppression of sensual desire through sublimated activity.7 Clearly, Beethoven had found a kindred spirit and a moral mentor in Neefe, whose puritanical presence and ethical imperatives were a superb counterbalance to the behavior and character of Johann van Beethoven.


Beethoven’s first known compositions were produced under Neefe’s guidance. From 1782 to 1785 his works include the set of Nine Variations in C minor on a March by Dressler, WoO 63 (1782); Three Clavier Sonatas (“Electoral”), WoO 47 (1782–83), dedicated to Elector Maximilian Friedrich; a Piano Concerto in E-flat, WoO 4 (1784); Three Quartets for Piano and Strings, WoO 36 (1785); as well as several lieder and small keyboard works. The variations, sonatas, and lieder were quickly published, with attention pointedly drawn to their composer’s tender age. In a brief space of time Beethoven had entered the lists as a young, emerging prodigy, industriously applying himself to the vocation of composer.


Until recently it was assumed that his progress as a composer continued uninterruptedly throughout the remainder of the decade. A cold look at the evidence, however, reveals that, apart from these compositions, not a single one of the thirty-odd later Bonn pieces can with certainty be placed in the second half of the 1780s either by documentary evidence or by the testimony of contemporaries. No surviving autograph bears a date between 1785 and 1790; no contemporary review, correspondence, biographical notice, concert program, or dedicatory letter exists to confirm that a given work was written in that half decade.8 Of course, inasmuch as the dates of Beethoven’s Bonn compositions are very inexactly known, the absence of such documentation does not prove that none of them belongs to that period, but it does suggest that Beethoven composed at most a handful of works in a period of about four or five years after 1785. He apparently resumed composition with renewed seriousness and an increased level of productivity only as he was entering his twentieth year, in late 1789 or early 1790.


To confirm the existence of such a compositional hiatus would help answer several vexing questions about the graph of Beethoven’s productivity and perhaps explain why his grasp of the techniques of composition was insufficient until a rather advanced age, so that, after his arrival in late 1792 in Vienna, he found himself obliged to study counterpoint, at which point it took the combined efforts of a number of teachers to ground him in the rudiments of the art. The hiatus itself, however, which delayed his development as a composer during the crucial adolescent years, remains unexplained.


External factors surely played some role in Beethoven’s failure to compose a great deal between 1785 and 1790. His first publications evidently failed to create sufficient interest to warrant the assumption that he would emerge as a major composer. A devastating contemporary notice in Forkel’s Musikalischer Almanach of 1784 unfavorably compared several of Beethoven’s first publications with the work of beginning students (“[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”).9 By the time the three Piano Quartets, WoO 36, were completed in 1785, it is possible that Beethoven’s sponsors had given up hope of creating a prodigy of Mozartian proportions; perhaps this is one reason why the quartets remained unpublished. In fact, it is noteworthy that from 1784 until his departure from Bonn, there was only one publication, in 1791, of a Beethoven work.10 The successive deaths of Elector Maximilian Friedrich and Minister von Belderbusch in 1784 deprived the young composer of those who undoubtedly had been his most powerful friends at Bonn. A mid-1784 report to the new elector, Maximilian Franz, does not even refer to Beethoven as a composer, but merely as a young keyboard player of “good capability.”11 At least temporarily, Beethoven seems to have lost ground at the electoral court.


Moreover, his relationship with Neefe may well have gone through something of a crisis in mid-1784. As a foreigner, a radical, and a Protestant, Neefe was considered dispensable and the court tried to effect economies by replacing him with Beethoven. Neefe’s wages were in fact halved in June; as Forbes noted, Beethoven’s first payments “had clearly been taken out of the salary of his teacher.”12 The matter was resolved in early 1785, however, with the restoration of Neefe’s full salary.


The catastrophes that enveloped Beethoven’s family during the second half of the 1780s increased Beethoven’s responsibilities as financial provider and virtual head of the family. He was thoroughly occupied with multiple activities as court musician—with, from 1788, additional duties as violist in the court and theater orchestras—as music teacher, and, increasingly, as a solo performer. Starting from perhaps as early as 1781 he began to emerge as a regional keyboard virtuoso. During summers when the electoral court was on vacation, Beethoven frequently played for music lovers and art patrons in the towns and palaces of the Rhine countryside, so much so that Madame van Beethoven became a self-described “grass widow” (Strohwitwe).13 He ventured farther afield on only one known occasion, a voyage to Holland that, it is worth noting, was made wholly under his mother’s supervision. On November 23, 1783, he was featured (probably playing his Concerto in E-flat, WoO 4) in an orchestral concert at The Hague at the court of Prince Willem V of Orange-Nassau, for which he received the sum of 63 florins.14 Further details of Beethoven’s performances in Holland are sparse, but the widow Karth recalled Frau van Beethoven’s saying that “Ludwig played a great deal in great houses, astonished people by his skill and received valuable presents.”15 Perhaps expenses outstripped anticipated income, for the Beethovens, who hoped “they would make a lot of money” in Holland, evidently were disappointed by the takings, as may be gathered from Beethoven’s famous remark “The Dutch are penny pinchers who love money too much.”16


In Bonn, Beethoven gave private concerts at the family’s lodgings at the Fischer house: the two front rooms were joined to form an improvised concert hall and there “they held large concerts,”17 which were so well attended by a broad cross-section of Bonn’s music lovers—theater and university people, intellectuals, the bureaucracy, and nobility, and strangers attracted by news of the young pianist’s phenomenal gifts—that the landlord, Theodor Fischer, found his rest disturbed and eventually saw fit to give notice. The Fischers recalled how some of the concerts came about:




As Herr Ludwig van Beethoven progressed day by day in music and composing and sold his compositions to strangers, his fame thereby spread so far and wide that many of those who had visited him reported to others that, although he was still a youngster, he had already held his ground against all composers, so that many music lovers came here from far away foreign places out of curiosity and asked that he allow them to hear him play in a small concert. Then Herr Johann van Beethoven, when it was possible, sent out for musicians and organized a concert in his room. However, the gentlemen must have paid him well for this—we do not know.18





Presumably, similar concerts were held at the Beethoven family’s other lodgings and perhaps at the homes of friends and fellow musicians as well. As the foremost young virtuoso in Bonn Beethoven certainly performed from time to time at the electoral court, as well as in the salons of the high nobility and leading burghers and officials. It was not long before he gained the support of the new elector, Maximilian Franz, of Count Ferdinand Waldstein, and of the families of Count Westerholt-Gysenberg and Count Hatzfeld as well. Additionally, in his capacity as a composer, he would normally expect to receive valuable gifts in return for dedications of published works, such as the Nine Variations in C minor on a March by Dressler, WoO 63, dedicated to Countess Wolf-Metternich in 1782, the Three Clavier Sonatas, WoO 47, dedicated to Elector Maximilian Friedrich in 1783, and the Twenty-four Variations in D on Righini’s “Venni amore,” WoO 65, dedicated to Countess Hatzfeld in 1791. Similarly, there is no doubt that Beethoven was rewarded for music written to a patron’s order, such as the Trio in G for Piano, Flute, and Bassoon, WoO 37, for the Westerholt-Gysenberg family, and the Musik zu einem Ritterballett (Music for a Knight’s Ballet), WoO 1, for Count Waldstein. The latter’s generosity was observed by contemporaries, Wegeler reporting that in Beethoven’s later Bonn years the young musician “often received financial support” from the count, “bestowed with such consideration for his easily wounded feelings that Beethoven usually assumed they were small gratuities from the elector.”19


So far as we know, Beethoven’s earnings in Bonn were always dedicated to the family interests, something that remained a matter of pride to him in later years. Naturally, it would be prudent not to overestimate how much money he might have earned from such sources, but there is no reason to think that the aggregate payments to him as composer and virtuoso performer were negligible. On the contrary, it is very likely that the patrons of the arts in the electorate of Cologne appropriately demonstrated their appreciation to the most prodigiously gifted of Bonn’s musicians. Thus, even after the exhaustion of the bulk of his grandfather Ludwig’s legacy, the family’s earnings were sufficient—when Beethoven’s auxiliary income was added to his and his father’s combined salary of 450 florins—to keep the family in relative security under normal circumstances.


Even in the later 1780s the documentary record is not altogether consistent with a picture of a family in need, let alone poverty. Nevertheless, the family endured occasionally straitened circumstances, living beyond their means, and experienced times when household expenses exceeded income. The main source of these difficulties was Johann van Beethoven’s decline into notorious alcoholism, accompanied by debt, wasteful expenditures, and reckless ventures. Clearly, by 1784 Johann had lost his moorings, the respect of his peers, and the capacity to support his family in a dependable manner, regardless of his income. Not outright poverty but a perpetual state of precariousness is what gives Beethoven’s early family circumstances their special poignancy. The Beethovens seem to have lived in a state of relative comfort, but at the same time were perched hazardously on the edge of calamity. They surely went through periodic cash shortages and temporary slumps, and the possibility of further setbacks or even of economic shipwreck was a source of perpetual anxiety, perhaps intensely felt by a family that had become accustomed to a privileged status by the history of their forebears, whose chief members included respected court employees, wealthy tradespeople, and entrepreneurs.


It may not have been the pressure of his extremely varied activities alone that limited Beethoven’s productivity as a composer in the second half of the 1780s; he found much time for leisure, social contact, and entertainment during precisely this period. And in the subsequent, very productive years of 1790–92 he found it possible to combine essentially identical duties as court musician and family provider with a very respectable output as a composer. Perhaps, after all, it was beneficial for Beethoven’s creative powers to lie fallow for a while; his later career contains several such “silent” periods, which were followed by heightened creativity. Lockwood rightly observes that “Beethoven’s development as a pianist and improviser, in the late 1780s, was not entirely a retreat from composition but a diversion of some of his energy into keyboard practice and improvisation that would soon after produce results in his most fruitful field of composition.”20


His apparent withdrawal from formal composition does, however, inevitably carry overtones of diminished ambitions, or even of defeat. And these implications were reinforced by the failure of his journey to Vienna in the spring of 1787. It is thought that he was sent there by the elector to enable the Viennese to hear and judge a gifted Bonn pianist, and perhaps to play for (or even to take lessons from) Mozart. But his stay lasted not more than two weeks: almost immediately following his arrival in early April his father notified him that his mother’s consumptive condition had worsened and requested that he return to Bonn at once. Beethoven immediately set out for home; yet even as he was on his way home his father urged him on: “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.”21 He had not remained in Vienna long enough to accomplish his purpose, and he did not return there after his mother’s death—she lingered until July 17—to take up where he had left off. The trip to Vienna, as the elector later caustically pointed out in a letter to Haydn, was a total failure, with Beethoven bringing back “nothing but debts.”22


These events would have been sufficient to wound the self-esteem of any sixteen-year-old. The death of his mother, followed by that of his baby sister in November, was of a different order: these losses and the ensuing mourning process may well have blocked Beethoven’s creative development and contributed to the prolongation of his moratorium. Moreover, his mother’s death had the effect of placing Beethoven in charge of the family, a responsibility that soon became a restrictive factor in his development, even as it forced him prematurally into an adult role.


After a parent’s death, a child’s position in the family may undergo a radical change, and sometimes there is a desperate, pathetic attempt to put the child in the place of the missing parent. It was now Beethoven rather than Maria Magdalena who was in charge of the family finances, Beethoven who had to deal with the consequences of Johann’s alcoholism, Beethoven who had to intervene with the police to prevent his father from being taken into custody. Events had combined to compel Beethoven to assume the role that first the kapellmeister and then Maria Magdalena had played throughout Johann’s life. In effect, Beethoven became his father’s guardian, thus restoring the infantile relationship of domination and care from which Johann had never been able to free himself.


During these last years, Johann van Beethoven largely gave up his grip upon reality and abandoned himself to a narcotized existence. Nevertheless, he was now able to exercise an even more profound control over his son’s life, based upon his ability to manipulate Beethoven’s sense of pity and guilt, which apparently grew as Johann’s fortunes declined. In fact, it seems that Johann’s strength lay in his very weakness, in his ability to compel others—successively his father, his wife, and his oldest son—to rescue him from himself. He had become Anchises on the back of Aeneas. (Ernest Simmel wrote of the alcoholic that “by his alcoholism he tortures those who care for him• . His addiction is chronic murder and chronic suicide.”)23 For Beethoven the burden of Johann would ultimately become insupportable. He would have to set aside the parasitical father whom he simultaneously loved and despised, who had transformed him into a surrogate wife and father, and who had become an impediment to his fulfillment as a composer and as an individual.


The turning point in this poignant entanglement occurred in late 1789, when Beethoven addressed a petition to the elector asking that half his father’s salary be paid to him, coupled with the condition that his father be retired from service and perhaps exiled from Bonn as well. Beethoven’s petition has disappeared, but the answering decree of November 20, 1789, survives:




His Electoral Highness having graciously granted the prayer of the petitioner and dispensed henceforth wholly with the services of his father, who is to withdraw to a village in the electorate, it is graciously commanded that he be paid in accordance with his wish only 100 rthr. [Reichsthalers] of the annual salary which he has had heretofore, beginning with the approaching new year, and that the other 100 thlr. [thalers] be paid to the petitioning son, besides the salary which he now draws and the three measures of grain for the support of his brothers.24





Thayer refers to Beethoven’s petition as “the extraordinary step of placing himself at the head of the family.”25 Actually, that step had been taken long before. Now he was attempting to free himself from a paralyzing embrace.


In order for the decree to become effective, Beethoven was to present the document to the elector’s Inland Revenue Office and Exchequer (Landrentmeisterei). He did not do this during his father’s lifetime, because, as Beethoven wrote in a petition to the elector in the spring of 1793, “My father earnestly besought me not to do this, lest he should be publicly regarded as incapable of supporting his family by his own efforts. He added that he himself would pay me the 25 Reichsthalers every quarter; and this was always punctually done.”26 Beethoven’s 1789 petition had clearly been warranted by circumstances, but he was incapable of fully carrying through the action, perhaps because of its patricidal implications. It is a measure of his devotion to his father (and of his inner strength) that Beethoven granted Johann’s plea that he be permitted to retain a fragment of personal dignity.


That Beethoven was ridden with conflicts concerning this momentous event in his life is shown by the remainder of his 1793 petition to the elector. It is the only record we have of Beethoven’s reaction to his father’s death:




MOST WORTHY AND MOST EXCELLENT ELECTOR:


MOST GRACIOUS LORD!


A few years ago Your Electoral Excellency was pleased to retire my father, the court tenor van Beethoven, and by a most gracious decree to allow me out of his salary 100 Reichsthalers so as to enable me to have my two younger brothers clothed, fed, and educated and also to discharge the debts which our father had incurred• .


After his death, which took place in December of last year, I wanted to avail myself of your most precious favor by presenting the aforementioned most gracious decree. I was horrified, however, to find that he had suppressed it.


Hence with the most dutiful reverence I beg Your Excellency graciously to renew this decree and also to instruct Your Excellency’s Landrentmeisterei to send me the previous quarterly amount which fell due at the beginning of February.




Your Electoral Excellency’s most humble and most faithfully obedient


LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN,
Court Organist27
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