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Praise for Why Beethoven


 


‘You want to build a Beethoven library? There can be no better starting point. You want to expand your existing collection? This book is for you. Not just the familiar works – symphonies and piano concertos – but lesser known chamber pieces, and even songs and musical quips. Not many Beethoven books tell you about the 30-second musical joke “Schuppanzigh ist ein Lump”. Lebrecht does. Few chapters are more than a couple of pages long. Bite-sized Beethoven. Brilliant idea.’ 


John Suchet, Classic FM presenter


 


‘From one of our most prolific and wide-ranging writers on music, here is a connoisseur’s guide to Beethoven recordings fleshed out with vivid bits of biography and memoir. Most books recommend either recordings or works. This singular book does both.’ 


Jan Swafford, author of Beethoven: Anguish and Triumph


 


‘An incredibly fascinating personal search for the “core” of Beethoven’s personality, his legacies and relevance of his figure nowadays. Lots of details and facts were new to me, many of the chapters provoked me to think even further, beyond the music and philosophy of this titan.’ 


Vasily Petrenko, Music Director of the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra


 


‘The inimitable Norman Lebrecht here turns his glaring spotlight not so much onto the composer as onto responses to him over the intervening centuries. This is a Beethoven book for our pixelated, attention-deficient era . . . one heck of an enjoyable read.’ 


BBC Music Magazine


 


‘With these 100 reverently irreverent venerations, Lebrecht not only burnishes further the immortal legend of Beethoven but demonstrates that language need not end where music begins. An illuminating and uplifting mosaic.’ 


Gabriela Montero, pianist and composer


 


‘Norman Lebrecht, in his remarkable book, shows that Beethoven has, in his philosophical approach, as much relevance as he always had – maybe even more in these crazy times.’


Franz Welser-Möst, Music Director of the Cleveland Orchestra
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A manuscript page from the ‘Heiligenstadt Testament’, Beethoven’s


admission of deafness and declaration of renewed determination.










Prologue


I first met Till Janczukowicz one summer afternoon in the 1990s, at a bucolic festival in Schleswig-Holstein. We were attending the world premiere of an atonal string quartet in a cowshed amid the lowing of displaced Friesians in drizzling rain. Between a squeak and a moo, this round-faced young man shared with me his vision of making every classical recording available from a single source. ‘The record labels will never go along with that,’ I said with a shrug.


Quarter of a century on, I met Till again over dinner in a Kensington restaurant. He had just raised ten million dollars and was uploading the whole of recorded classical music, from Caruso to Yuja Wang, onto his website. Till had made his dream come true. Now he wanted to collaborate with my classical music news site and was pumping me for ideas.


‘Beethoven,’ I said.


‘Why?’


‘It’s his 250th birthday coming up.’


‘What do you have in mind?’


‘A critical guide to the complete works,’ I improvised.


‘How many works?’


‘250.’


‘Recordings?’


‘Around fifteen thousand.’


‘How often?’


‘Daily.’


‘When can we start?’ said Till.


On the bus home, my wife reminded me that I had two book tours coming up, was halfway through a new novel and was already working eleven-hour days. ‘How will you fit this in?’


‘I’ll prioritise.’


‘You’re no good at that,’ she objected.


‘You’ll help me.’


I reckoned it would take me four years, doing nothing else, to listen to fifteen thousand Beethoven records. That would mean this book would appear on his next anniversary in 2027, which seemed a long way off. On reflection, though, did I really need to spin-test every single disc? As a record omnivore I know the catalogue as Demetrius knew the library at Alexandria and Elias Canetti the book stacks in Auto-da-fé. Much in the vaults consists of duplicates and trivialities. By cutting out vanity fare, reissues and no-hopers I could whittle Beethoven on record down to a discussion of one thousand items. That began to look almost manageable. Even fun.


All the research was done, no further travel required. Beethoven’s world was matchbox small. He lived in Bonn and Vienna, never saw the sea. He took his summer break in a spa. I had visited his homes, his resorts, his woods, his lakes, his grave. His life was sedentary, uneventful, with few highs and frequent lows. Near-autistic, he failed regularly in love and probably never had sex, at least within an identifiable relationship. From the age of thirty-one he was profoundly deaf, his social life reduced to jottings in conversation books. He lived in squalor, offending visitors with foul smells and filthy floors. Yet even as he drove people away, Beethoven reached deeper into the human condition than any musician before him. Mozart and Haydn beside him were mere crowd pleasers. Once his music surpassed mortal understanding, he just (to paraphrase Churchill) kept burrowing on. Delving deep, he was a self-made man on a self-made mission. By the last masterpieces it is no longer clear if he knows where he is going.


He was inhibited by the worst disability that could befall a musician, the inability to hear. That fact alone makes his triumph unique. That Beethoven composed at all is miraculous; that he wrote above and beyond any music that had been heard before almost defies understanding. Like a pope in a pandemic, he reached for the one above: yet Beethoven never attended church. What he believed is uncertain. How he kept composing without hearing what he produced is an act of stubbornness unparalleled in creation. It is also an inspiration for every human being with a creative spark never to give up making art so long as there is breath in the lungs and bread in the bin.


Why Beethoven? The question has nagged me all my life. How could he write the Emperor Concerto while cowering beneath Napoleon’s cannon? What impelled him to shatter convention, adding singers to a symphony and seven movements to a string quartet? Why is ‘Für Elise’ the biggest piano hit in China? Does his music mean today what it once did, or does its shape shift through time? The only way to address that question was to approach Beethoven both through the music he wrote and through the ways it has been interpreted and reinterpreted on record by artists as disparate as the heavy-bearded Joseph Joachim and the micro-skirted Yuja Wang. Each generation and every artist finds a different Beethoven. As in Shakespeare and the Bible, interpretation counts at least as much as text.


I started, with a nod to Neil MacGregor’s A History of the World in 100 Objects, by arranging Beethoven’s works in a hundred chapters. It made no sense to follow the catalogue order of opus 1 to 138, both because the dating is unreliable and because with Beethoven there is no fixed order of invention. A theme for a royal cantata, knocked off when he is nineteen, might ultimately turn into the climax of his opera Fidelio. The fifth symphony’s fateful knocks start life in a juvenile sketch for two pianos. Beethoven sometimes operates in blocks: half a dozen sonatas or string quartets, then a decade until the next. He will be stuck in a sheaf of Irish songs when, out of nowhere, up pops the Hammerklavier. Existing in self-made disorder, he leaves his chroniclers free to find their own connections. In doing so, one follows his hand down the manuscript pages, noting hesitations, interruptions, erasures, food stains, all of them part of the process of creation.


After much deliberation, I decided to examine the works from a midpoint and fan outward in both directions – the way pianists do when playing the 32 sonatas as a cycle over a week, never in order of publication but mixing works from different periods to uncover their coherence and consistency. Beethoven’s stream of consciousness runs not from one score to the next, rather between a handful of overarching ideas that form the arteries of his creative corpus.


The place to meet Beethoven is in the music. Since each of us relates to music in a personal way – formed by place and time, learning and heritage, quirks and gifts – every approach to Beethoven is bound to be subjective and every study will expose as much of yourself as it does of the subject. In the course of this book I found myself confronted by long-buried childhood traumas, by insights into adult relationships and by various tramlines that Beethoven laid down in my life. By revisiting overgrown research paths, I have also stumbled on the shocking identity of the mysterious ‘Für Elise’, among other mysteries, and the very diverse roots of his original ethnicity. Beethoven exists, in life, on the page and on record, as a sub-awareness in all our lives, a splinter beneath a cuticle, a buried memory that bursts into flower at inconvenient moments. Seeking Beethoven through his music, across a span of two hundred and fifty years, is the purpose of this book.


As a person Beethoven is portrayed by most biographers as unruly, unkempt, bullying to underlings, rude to friends, unrewarding to know. After two years in his company I see him as an almost ideal human being. He is resilient to fate and awesomely independent, serving neither church nor state. He goes from one composition to the next, not knowing who will pay for it. He believes that each day, in most ways, he can do better. He treats critics and fans with equal disdain.


Amid the hierarchies of top-down Vienna, he refuses to bend the knee like Mozart to men in power and invents a recognisably modern form of arts sponsorship – a patron who pays for music in exchange for a name-check (who would ever have heard of Waldstein without his sonata?). When the rich and mighty order him about, he turns a deaf ear. He premieres the ninth symphony on a weekend when they are at their country homes and he can engage with real music lovers. His view of the world is self-limited. Ignorant of science, uninterested in philosophy, he mistrusts doctors, hates lawyers, despises landlords, owns no property. He speaks German, reads Latin, has a smattering of French, needs nothing more.


His habits are simple. He buys best-quality pencils and pens. He does not own a suit, or a dress jacket. His shoes are country-shod. He drinks coffee at breakfast and wine at night. He pees in a pot and shoves it under his chair, forgetting to empty it. When he cannot pee any more he dies, with grace. The more I follow his hand down the page, the more I revere his massive omniscience from so mundane a base. Where on earth did Beethoven get the idea that a mere musician could change the world?


*


Before I put a word on screen, my world shut down. On 9 January 2020, days into Beethoven’s 250th year, the Israeli pianist Ammiel Bushakevitz entered the Great Theatre in Wuhan, China, to perform Beethoven’s Triple Concerto. The house, a red and gold swagger of post-Maoist prosperity, was sold out. Ammiel, who had played there before, sensed disquiet. ‘There were definitely rumours of a coronavirus, it was mentioned by our guides and translators,’ he e-mailed me. Seven days later, Wuhan locked down. None of us knew yet what was coming.


On honeymoon that week in the Galapagos Islands, a young mathematician saw tortoises that had been alive during Charles Darwin’s visit in 1835. ‘There were signs everywhere telling you to keep two metres from them,’ said Professor Adam Kucharski. Back in London, a government official asked him what was the best distance to maintain between people during a pandemic. ‘Two metres,’ said Kucharski. That’s how iron rules get made.


In March, Covid-19 came west. The first musician death to cross my screen, on 12 March, was that of Luca Targetti, a casting director at La Scala, Milan. Each morning brought more tragic news. Dmitri Smirnov, a Russian composer living in England, was suddenly unable to breathe. A Brazilian conductor, Naomi Munakata, was disturbed by a lack of masks in rehearsal. Both died. Vincent Lionti, a violist, left his colleagues in the Metropolitan Opera orchestra mute with grief. A music critic passed away in Madrid, a dramatist in Manhattan, a Beethoven string quartet lost its cellist, an Indian composer died on hospital steps.


As the skies emptied of aircraft, the streets of cars, I sat on a sunny patio listening to the birds. They sang softer, no longer competing with machines. On AbeBooks I bought a book titled Was Beethoven a Birdwatcher? He must have been, with a nightingale played by a flute in the Pastoral Symphony, a cuckoo by the clarinet and an oboe that gives a kind of quail-wail. In a disturbingly hot April, swallows flew in from Africa, mocking our confinement. At the first easing of travel I ran up the hill to the station, prepared to break all rules in order to smell the sea. Beethoven, landlocked all his life, stopped me from jumping a barrier.


A teenaged grandson moved in. He knew nothing of Beethoven. Supervising his schoolwork, screen time, exercise, sleep and nutrition, I imagined Beethoven caring for his orphaned nephew without the most elementary household skills. Beethoven drove himself half-mad in the process and his nephew to near-suicide. He was not a role model for practical parenting.


In life’s crises I used to ask myself what Gustav Mahler would have done in similar circumstances. During Covid-19, I could not bring myself to listen to Mahler, not knowing when I might hear his music again in a concert hall. Beethoven, on the other hand, kept going. He had music for all media, all moods. Musicians in their bedrooms played Beethoven on Zoom to each other and posted the results on YouTube. A woman in her kitchen in the middle of England Zoom-conducted amateurs all over the country in the nine symphonies. Half a million Philadelphians tuned into the fifth. When vaccines arrived, Beethoven played to mile-long queues of bared arms, as the world queued to resume normality.


There were downsides, too. In the first Covid summer, voices within a Black Lives Matter insurgency called for aspects of Western culture to be ‘cancelled’. The chief music critic of the New York Times advised orchestras to impose quotas on white composers. An op-ed in the Chicago Tribune argued that Beethoven should be ‘eliminated’ for a year. Nobody called for a ban on Bach, Mozart, Verdi, Rodgers and Hammerstein or the Rolling Stones. Beethoven exemplified a form of excellence and aspiration that soared above street rhetoric and protected the rest of Western civilisation. While I grew up the Beatles sang ‘Roll Over Beethoven’, declaring classical music defunct. Despite their appeal, Beethoven endures, indestructible.


There are many books which claim that spending a year with Proust, Kafka, Shakespeare, Picasso or Einstein will make you happier, healthier, sexier and stronger. I have a weakness for such books and part of me hoped that living with Beethoven through a pandemic would give me back a full head of black hair, the blood pressure of an Olympian and the capacity to write all night long in three languages. It didn’t, but I learned a few things.


Beethoven teaches us that bodily impairment can yield spiritual compensations. A Beethoven with full hearing could not have conceived the late quartets, works in which he reaches beyond the grasp of his musicians, beyond the here and now. Unbothered by practicalities, he touched the ethereal. Not a spiritual man in any religious or moral sense, he sought godliness in nature. He had no interest in progress and technology, never rode a train or tinkered with a machine. He was not intellectual or good at conversation. He was a musician: he wrote music.


But when the world stops on its axis, as it did in Covid, there is no wiser, saner, safer guide than Beethoven to walk us through the valley of the shadow and safely out the other side. In dark nights, when we mourned the day’s dead and dreaded tomorrow’s toll, Beethoven, like Winston Churchill in 1940, had the ring of truth, of confidence, of hope. Churchill, slurring his words in drink, steered my parents through six years of war. In our two years of plague, I never doubted for a moment that Beethoven would see us through and would still be there when the skies reopened and we flew again across the world to hug and kiss all those we had so sorely missed. Beethoven was and is and will be. His music is a bond of our common humanity. Why Beethoven – a statement not a question. We need him now, as ever.


 


Norman Lebrecht


St John’s Wood, London, June 2022
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To hear some of the unique performances discussed in this book, hover your phone over this QR code and you will be directed to an online playlist.


 


Or click this link to open the playlist within your e-reader: Online playlist










Introduction


Beethoven: The life


There is not much to tell. He was born in Bonn in mid-December 1770 (possibly on the 16th; he was baptised the next day). His father, a tenor in the ruler’s chapel and a violin teacher on the side, was a rustic wretch, prone to drink and violence. After the death of his mother, Maria Magdalena, Beethoven moved to Vienna. Hailed as the new Mozart, he asserted himself as his own man, a composer who wrote as he pleased, not to please.


Patronised by the rich, he fell in love lucklessly with their daughters. He was not unattractive. Portraits show a man of medium height (around 5 foot 5), strongly built, high-browed and with bushy dark hair that turned grey. Women feared his intensity. He never married.


At thirty-one, going deaf, he contemplated suicide. Three prime years were wasted on a custody battle for a nephew who brought him no joy. In growing isolation, he pushed music beyond known limits. Music, he said, ‘is the mediator between the spiritual and the sensual life,’ a bridge between heaven and earth. He died aged fifty-six, on the stormy afternoon of 26 March 1827. His funeral drew the largest crowd Vienna had ever seen.


Beethoven: The music


Beethoven lives in his works. On paper we find a creator who cracks bad jokes and breaks off when bored, deciding that seven minutes is long enough for a piano sonata. He takes a routine susurration of strings and turns it into the allegretto of the seventh symphony. A quarter of his substantive works are for solo piano, ranging from ‘bagatelles’ – literally, sweet nothings – to the shocking, lopsided rhythms of his final sonata. He is a master of surprise. The listener, no matter how familiar, is not ready for what comes next.


Rage flares up and down the staves. The violin concerto is a war of one voice against authority. The Hammerklavier breaks pianos. The 14th quartet, in seven movements, smashes Haydn’s perfect symmetry. Every work reveals something of Beethoven’s inner life, from the lofty Missa Solemnis to the flimsy ditty ‘I Love You’. Score by score, we enter his unconscious. Beethoven is a perpetuum mobile, a restless propulsion that spears out in multiple directions. Be surprised, he says. Be unprepared.


In discussing the works I avoid the tools and terms of academic musicology with its clunky categories of early, middle and late Beethoven and its Italianate names for quick and slow. Wherever possible, I avoid insider terminology. Beyond the analysis of form and text, I turn to Freud and Jung, Hegel and Marx, Kafka and Mann, Einstein and Kahneman, for larger meaning. If Beethoven matters, he must be viewed through the world of ideas and the unending march of interpretation.


Beethoven: The masters


Until 1900, music lived at home, around the family piano with, maybe, a flute or violin and a sheaf of well-worn scores. Concert outings would be previewed four-handed on the piano and replayed on return. Music, until 1900, was hands-on. Radio and recordings removed the need to make music with one’s own hands and lips. Music could be consumed passively, without the hard slog of picking note after note. A performance was accessed from an armchair, through speakers.


The Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra recorded the first complete symphony, Beethoven’s fifth, with the Hungarian conductor Arthur Nikisch, in 1913. Charismatic conductors acquired cult status. Wilhelm Furtwängler performed the ninth symphony for Adolf Hitler’s birthday. Leopold Stokowski filmed it for Walt Disney’s Fantasia. Herbert von Karajan harnessed Beethoven in Cold War Berlin. Leonard Bernstein conducted the ninth symphony for the fall of the Berlin Wall.


Politicians used Beethoven as political capital. Stalin twinned the Soviet Union’s tenth anniversary to the centenary of Beethoven’s death. Communist China ended the Cultural Revolution with a televised Beethoven’s fifth. A French agitator used the seventh symphony in the 2022 presidential election campaign. The European Union claimed the ninth as its anthem. Everyone wanted a bit of Beethoven.


Chinese pianists – Lang Lang, Yundi Li, Yuja Wang – broke his music online, where viewers increasingly turned to older interpreters. ‘Ashtray Annie’ Fischer recorded with a fag between her lips; Glenn Gould squatted on a sawn-off piano stool; Friedrich Gulda played with a naked girlfriend at his side. Four Russians – Emil Gilels, Sviatoslav Richter, Maria Yudina and Maria Grinberg – are so convincing and so different you can hardly believe they are playing the same notes. The lives of great interpreters reflect fragments of Beethoven’s.


The day I submit this manuscript, I receive the last release in a long-gestated cycle. The Canadian pianist Angela Hewitt recorded the 32 sonatas over sixteen years, almost as long as Beethoven took to compose them. Coming from outside the elite US and European conservatoire network and rejecting corporate Steinway pianos for a boutique Italian Fazioli, Hewitt’s approach is refreshing, questing and undogmatic. I am shaken to the point of tears by her reading of the concluding opus 111 sonata with its unnerving syncopations and eventual consolation. I must have listened to this sonata a hundred times and it still has more to say about my life and times than I ever suspected. Why Beethoven? I ask myself yet again. Because whenever I think I’m getting close to understanding the man and his music, he delivers one more shattering revelation. And then another.










BEETHOVEN HIMSELF
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Not pathetic


Piano Sonata No. 8, ‘Pathétique’, Op. 13 (1797–8)


Beethoven, who generally hates titles, doesn’t mind this one. New to Vienna’s ballrooms, he bangs out a Grand Sonate Pathétique, its pathos striking a pose that is at once arrogant, wistful and ironic. The adjective ‘pathétique’ in 1790s Vienna, like its English equivalent today, can convey anything from fatal tragedy to mild contempt. It’s a banal word like ‘nice’, best applied to biscuits. Over time, in an edition made by one of Beethoven’s students, this sonata becomes a fixture in school curricula. A Year 10 teaching aid explains that ‘pathétique’ ‘means “moving” or “emotional”.’ More people learn to hate Beethoven from being taught this sonata than by any other cause.


The front page offers a dedication to Prince Karl Alois von Lichnowsky, chamberlain of the royal court. Lichnowsky is a music buff who gives young Ludwig free lodgings in exchange for premiere rights to his music. The prince holds Friday soirées with the best musicians, no refusals accepted. Musicians are warned that he can be capricious, critical and downright cruel.


Lichnowsky was Mozart’s patron until, tiring of his dependency, he sued the composer for an alleged debt and won a court order for 1,415 gulden (around £40,000 today). Mozart died a month later. Lichnowsky never claimed the cash. ‘A cynical degenerate and shameless coward,’ in the words of a family friend, his sexual predilections were deemed peculiar even by Vienna’s debauched elite. His noble wife, Princess Christiane, was obliged to take a room in a brothel to receive him on marital nights as this was the only place apparently where the prince could achieve orgasm. His personal portfolio of temporal power, domestic sadism and musical immersion was unexceptional among Vienna’s rulers. In a crowded field of hereditary autocrats he was, in many ways, the most corrupt.


Lichnowsky, however, was generous to Beethoven at the outset, giving him 600 gulden a year (£15,000) in spending money as well as two fine violins, a Guarnerius and an Amati. The prince also afforded him discreet protection, stepping in swiftly if Beethoven got into trouble. When musicians called a strike over an 8 a.m. rehearsal call for the second symphony, a work dedicated to Lichnowsky, the prince laid on a lavish hot breakfast to assuage their dissent. Beethoven showed minimal gratitude, never asking for more; that much he had learned from the Mozart experience.


The inevitable breakup came one September night in 1806 at Lichnowsky’s Czech castle at Hradec. After his orchestra played the second symphony, the prince asked Beethoven to play something new for his guests. Beethoven, not a man to take requests, went about ‘hitting the keys with the flat of his hand, or running a single finger up and down the keyboard, in short, doing all manner of things to kill time and laughing heartily,’ we are told.


The prince repeated his demand, this time with menaces. His guests were French army officers, rowdy and vainglorious. Beethoven resented the French and resisted their occupation. Getting up from the piano he picked up a chair and threw it at the French, then charged ‘indiscreetly and suddenly’ out into a stormy night. He walked to the nearest town where, soaking wet, he cadged a bed in a doctor’s house. Next morning he got a ride to Vienna. Once home, he took Lichnowsky’s bust off a shelf and hurled it to the ground. When Lichnowsky demanded an explanation, he replied: ‘Prince, you are what you are by circumstance and birth; I am what I am through myself. There are, and always will be, thousands of princes. But there is only one Beethoven.’


That epigraph went viral. Beethoven had just reset the historic relationship between composer and power, tipping it in his favour. Where Haydn and Mozart could be treated as staff, Beethoven was Beethoven. He would never take the knee to men of wealth and might, least of all to the monster who ruined Mozart. His timing was fortunate; Napoleon had fragmented and weakened the aristocracy. There was always another palace where a composer could play.


Soon after, Beethoven was approached by Lichnowsky’s estranged brother, Count Moritz, asking if he could be his new sponsor. Beethoven, handing over his 27th piano sonata, opus 90, told Moritz: ‘Live happily, my esteemed friend, and always regard me as worthy of your friendship.’ The subtext: ‘unlike your rotten brother.’


Five years on, in September 1811, Prince Karl, fallen from power, turned up one morning at Beethoven’s studio. Beethoven, hearing his voice, got up from his desk and locked the door. The prince persisted, returning day after day, sitting on the steps until the composer finally came out to say good morning. Their roles were reversed. Beethoven was the benefactor, the prince his supplicant.


The ‘Pathétique’ that he wrote for Lichnowsky remained Beethoven’s favourite sonata (an Italian word for ‘something that sounds’, as distinct from cantata: something which is sung). His aide Anton Schindler heard him playing it often: ‘What the Sonata Pathétique was in Beethoven’s hands (although he left much to be desired as regards clean playing) was something one had to hear, and hear again, in order to be quite certain that it was the same well-known work. Every single thing became, in his hands, a new creation.’


The opening movement is deadly serious, the central section deceptively simple, chipping in a clip of Mozart’s K457 sonata; the finale is cheerful. Marcel Proust, hearing his grandmother play the ‘Pathétique’, calls it ‘the steak and potatoes’ of Beethoven sonatas. It lasts twenty minutes.


There are around 150 recordings, going back to Frederic Lamond and Wilhelm Backhaus in 1926–7. Edwin Fischer and his pupil Alfred Brendel present austerity. Arthur Rubinstein is all winks and smiles. Glenn Gould is a Mountie on a murder hunt, tension alternating with existential anxiety. His ‘Pathétique’ was issued on an album titled Build Your Baby’s Brain. Friedrich Gulda plays slow and decadent, my preferred choice. Among modern releases, I admire the dreamy Argentine Ingrid Fliter and the poetic Frenchman Jean-Efflam Bavouzet. No one, though, goes deeper than the Russian Emil Gilels. Just wait until we get to Gilels.










2


Silence, please


Piano Concerto No. 4 in G major, Op. 58 (1805–6)


In the 1970s, while my friends were watching football and chasing girls, I was pulling round objects out of oblong sleeves. Collecting classical recordings, like buying a British car, was a game for losers. One in three releases was scratched, warped or wobbly and the machines we played them on were perilously frail, yielding nothing like the full, warm sound of a good concert hall. Expecting disappointment, geeks like me collected records as a penance for past sins, storing them in knee-high racks along the living room wall.


At the British Federation of Recorded Music Societies I met doctors, lawyers and lorry drivers who bought a dozen LPs every month, spending more on music than on wine or clothes. We politely debated the merits of Herbert von Karajan’s latest Beethoven set against his three previous boxes. A consensus held that Karajan, an ex-Nazi, was the greatest living Beethoven conductor. My dissent was received by doctors with compassion, like a cancer patient who refused chemo.


The opinions in these societies were moulded by Gramophone, a magazine which served in relation to the classical record industry as The Times did to the royal family. Gramophone was stuffed with glossy eight-page advertising supplements paid for by corporate record labels. In Gramo-phone, all was for the best in the best of all recorded worlds. ‘You see, Norman, I never like to write anything bad about anyone,’ its chief critic Edward Greenfield told me over a Salzburg Spritzer. A former Westminster correspondent and a friend of ex-prime minister Edward Heath, Ted also turned out the Penguin Record Guide with two fellow Gramophone reviewers, Robert Layton and Ivan March. Together they sold more records than any single artist. Classical records, I slowly came to realise, were a bit like new Beaujolais, a really dull French product with sensational promotion. Somehow, I would have to develop a palate to tell greatness from rank.


We bought records in the basement departments of high-street pop stores. Upstairs you saw girls in mini-skirts and young men who cross-dressed; down below, men in frayed sweaters shifted furtively, like MPs in a sex shop. No one smiled. The secondhand shops were worse, stuffed with the detritus of deceased professors. I once saw a rat scuttle between Brahms and Bruckner in a Notting Hill store. Not one browser blinked.


America was better. On a virgin trip to New York, I entered a Fifth Avenue record store with dark-wood panelling, dimmed lights and central heating. Classical records, I saw, did not have to be dingy. Guys would sidle over to my rack to chat about tempi. I once convinced a till assistant to swap an Isaac Stern concerto on the store system for a smarter choice by Ivry Gitlis or Camilla Wicks. Sam Goody’s on West 49th was classical heaven, though it could take forever to settle up while counter staff ran through the entire catalogue for a superior alternative. New York, New York was record heaven with a culture all its own. A friend hung out with Leonard Bernstein, who would play new releases with young guys in what they called a ‘circle-jerk’.


The LP was on its last grooves. In 1980, gleaming, sterile, immaculate, digital compact discs were hailed by Karajan, no less, as absolute perfection. ‘All else is gaslight,’ he declared. Superficially (as ever), he was right. Digital recording eliminated clicks and scratches. You could spread jam on a disc – they did this in a Decca demonstration – and it still belted out the 1812 overture louder and more ominously than Napoleon at the gates of Moscow.


But there was a downside to perfection. CDs took the uncertainty out of record buying, and what is life without risk? Predictability killed my craving. Record labels, flush on CD profits, churned out the same old symphonies over and over and over again. Karajan recorded his ninth Beethoven box. Telling one set from another required supersonic hearing, a voluminous knowledge of Beethoven and a critical distance that grew with age and frequent disappointment. Which is not to say that I was impervious to acts of genius.


Had you asked me over a stiff Manhattan about the fourth piano concerto, I would have mulled around some outlying contenders before issuing an opinion that the best performance on record, undeniably the all-time best, was Emil Gilels with the Philharmonia Orchestra, conductor Leopold Ludwig, on the British EMI label which, for reasons too legal to recount, was known in the US as Angel. What put this 1957 oblong clean top of my all-time pile? Accuracy, to be sure, clarity of articulation and the capacity to surprise me on fifth, or fiftieth hearing. Gilels was a Soviet export artist who never gave an interview or a smile, but who played with transcendent detachment and a wondrously calibrated sound. Ludwig was a workaday German Kapellmeister. The orchestra was good in parts, the strings a bit thin, not on peak form.


What enthralled me, then as now, was poetry and lack of pretension. Gilels plays as if, like the prophet Ezekiel, he’s hearing a voice and seeing visions. Midway through the central movement, I am unable to breathe for the tension he conjures. The space between each note is separated like chess pieces on a world championship board. How Gilels achieves this illusion is a mystery unfathomable by science. Somehow in Abbey Road on the morning of 30 April 1957 Emil Gilels entered a zone no other musician had ever visited and made it his own. The next morning he recorded the fifth concerto, the Emperor, competently but without comparable inspiration. He made five more recordings of the fourth concerto, none of which catch fire. The Gilels-Ludwig G major concerto stands forever in a class of its own. Such greatness is random and unrepeatable (of the internal world of Emil Gilels I would discover more on a subsequent occasion).


Which is not to discard all other contenders. Artur Schnabel’s waspish 1942 reading with Frederick Stock and the Chicago Symphony Orchestra gives a glimpse of eternal life. The Chilean Claudio Arrau achieves celestial grace. The 1950s British pianist known as ‘Solomon’ offers a masterclass in understatement. Arthur Rubinstein is effervescent, András Schiff a tad precious and Ivan Moravec wilfully elusive. Radu Lupu flickers to deceive. Krystian Zimerman is vivid with Leonard Bernstein; Glenn Gould with the same conductor is most peculiar.


On the debit side, Pierre-Laurent Aimard, with Nikolaus Harnoncourt and the Chamber Orchestra of Europe, is too damn thoughtful; this is music, for heaven’s sake, not a doctoral thesis. Van Cliburn bumbles around the lower end of the cerebellum, rubbing elbows with Liberace. Lang Lang’s 2017 concert with Christoph Eschenbach and the Orchestra de Paris is quite the ugliest thing on record, the pianist’s opening touch as thick as dumplings and his dynamic never softer than mezzo-forte. There you are: this 1970s record buff just saved you from three seriously dud buys.


*


The day before rehearsal Artur Schnabel takes a walk with the conductor Otto Klemperer to discuss the G major concerto. ‘The opening,’ says Schnabel, ‘must be so quiet, it is practically immaterial.’


‘Show me,’ says the conductor.


Schnabel moves his lips, miming the first notes.


‘Too loud,’ says Klemperer.


No music has a softer introduction, the piano barely heard and the respondent strings soft as silk. This is a new kind of musical conversation. Never before has a concerto begun with a solo; never has the orchestra been put in a different key from the soloist. Beethoven is making a statement of intent: he is out to disrupt order, to break things. The soloist’s hush is an instruction to audiences to shut their chatter and listen up. Beethoven, himself, cannot hear anything below triple-forte. The opening amounts to a self-designed hearing test that is bound to fail.


In the middle movement, the pianist breaks the orchestra’s flow with an ultra-slow solo. In the finale Beethoven changes key to C major to bring in trumpets and drums while the piano finds its way circuitously back to G. He is dancing on the edge of chaos, a composer showing he can do anything he likes.


The concerto was premiered in March 1807 at the palace of Prince Lobkowitz, Beethoven’s second major sponsor; Lobkowitz, for 4,000 florins a year, would receive dedications of the third, fifth and sixth symphonies. A good musician who played violin and cello and sang in a deep bass voice, Lobkowitz had twelve children with a Schwarzenberg princess to whom he was, against the norm, monogamously devoted. He spent all his money on music, winding up destitute (as did Waldstein and Fries, two other Beethoven backers).


We have no reports on the private premiere. The public concert on 22 December 1808 was catastrophic, a four-hour Beethoven bash on a freezing night that featured, besides the concerto, the fifth and sixth symphonies and the Choral Fantasy. ‘Too much can be no good thing,’ muttered one guest. The concerto, with Beethoven as soloist, bombed. His pupil Louis Spohr recalled:


‘Beethoven . . . forgot at the first tutti that he was a solo player, and springing up, began to direct in his usual way. At the first sforzando he threw out his arms so wide asunder that he knocked both the lights off the piano upon the ground. The audience laughed, and Beethoven was so incensed at this disturbance that he made the orchestra cease playing, and begin anew. [Conductor] Seyfried, fearing that a repetition of the accident would occur at the same passage, bade two boys of the chorus place themselves on either side of Beethoven, and hold the lights in their hands. One of the boys innocently approached nearer, and was reading also the notes of the piano-part. When therefore the fatal sforzando came, he received from Beethoven’s outthrown right hand so smart a blow on the mouth, that the poor boy let fall the light from terror. The other boy, more cautious, had followed with anxious eyes every motion of Beethoven, and by stooping suddenly at the eventful moment he avoided the slap on the mouth. If the public were unable to restrain their laughter before, they could now much less, and broke out into a regular bacchanalian roar. Beethoven got into such a rage that at the first chords of the solo, half a dozen strings broke. Every endeavour of the real lovers of music to restore calm and attention were for the moment fruitless. The first Allegro of the Concerto was therefore lost to the public.’


Music is littered with first-night failures, and those that we know about are the ones that eventually recovered. The G major concerto lay untouched for a quarter of a century until, nine years after Beethoven’s death, music director Felix Mendelssohn tried it out on a concert audience in Leipzig. The composer Robert Schumann wrote in a review that night: ‘I sat in my place, holding my breath and afraid to move’. Exactly as I do when I hear the Emil Gilels recording.










3


Down the lane


Gassenhauer Trio, Op. 11 (1800); Variations on ‘Ich bin der Schneider Kakadu’, Op. 121a (1824)


Gassen are the alleyways of old Vienna, dark lanes with large cobblestones. Hauer is a stone-hewer. A Gassenhauer is a tune that is whistled down the alley by delivery boys. Beethoven’s trio gets its name when the main tune becomes an earworm. That is not his intention. The composer is writing for his life.


There are two forms of composing at the turn of the nineteenth century, private and public. Beethoven writes at his desk for all eternity. When called on stage, he faces demands for instant improvisation – a riff of variations, often competing with slick wizards. Anton Reicha, Beethoven’s friend from his Bonn days, could play fifty-seven variations over ninety minutes on a theme he plucked from thin air. Beethoven tried to avoid such tests of a dubious skill, not always successfully.


In 1800 word arrives from Prague that a showman called Daniel Steibelt is making ladies swoon with lascivious variations, while milking their husbands in side-bets on how long he can keep it up. When Steibelt reaches Vienna Beethoven’s patrons tell him to stop the upstart, ‘knock him on the head’. A showdown is set up in March at the palace of the banker Count Moritz Fries.


Beethoven is first into the ring, playing a theme from his unfinished trio opus 11 for piano, clarinet and cello. It’s a work in progress, never heard before. Steibelt responds with a riff on his own new quintet, adding tremolos to his playing, a sneaky technique that is calculated to flutter hearts. He is declared the winner.


A rematch is arranged for the weekend. Bets are taken. Steibelt weighs in with an impertinent improvisation on Beethoven’s trio, which he has only heard once. He rises from the piano seat, beaming and hand-kissing all round. Beethoven is half-pushed to the piano. Seeing the score of Steibelt’s quintet, he turns it upside down on the stand, picks out a cello line and, with one finger, dazzles off a sheaf of variations. ‘He improvised in such a manner that Steibelt left the room before he finished, would never again meet him and, indeed, made it a condition before accepting an offer that Beethoven should not be invited.’ Nobody ever challenges Beethoven again to a piano duel. There is a scintillating 1969 record of his Gassenhauer trio by Daniel Barenboim, Gervase de Peyer and Jacqueline du Pré.


The Kakadu variations for piano, violin and cello are spun off from a hit song in a 1794 musical comedy, The Sisters of Prague. Last revised in 1824, the final score allows us to see the work of young Beethoven reworked by the Beethoven of the ninth symphony. ‘Kakadu’ is German for cockatoo, so it’s featherlight.


The first recording, in 1926, is by the French violinist Jacques Thibaud with pianist Alfred Cortot and the Catalan cellist Pablo Casals, three hard hitters in search of an anvil. The trio breaks up when in 1945 Casals learns that both his French partners have collaborated with the Nazi occupation in France.


In the Beethoven catalogue the Kakadu’s number, opus 121a, is split with opus 121b – a six-minute ‘Opferlied’ (‘song of offering’) for voice, chorus and orchestra. Messier still, the Opferlied has two versions. His next work, opus 122, is the vacuous ‘Bundeslied’ for soloists, chorus and wind ensemble, part rambling song, part drinking ditty. After that, opus 123 is the Missa Solemnis, the Mont Blanc of sacred music. Beethoven can go from worms to angels at the turn of a page.
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Bon-Bonn


Piano Trios, Op. 1 (1791–5)


It is September 2009 and I am in Bonn for a festival of modern music marking sixty years of the Federal German Republic. This ‘small town in Germany’ (© John Le Carré) was a world capital until in 1991 the Bundestag moved to Berlin, gutting Bonn of half of its citizens and all of its status.


Our festival takes place in former seats of power. A morning recital is played in the Bundestag chamber. I take the seat marked Bremen, my wife has half of Bavaria. We observe Dieter Schnebel’s anarchic ‘Bauernszene’, which requires four musicians to smash dinner plates. György Ligeti’s Poème Symphonique for 100 Metronomes is performed in the old Federal Chancellery, actually in Angela Merkel’s living room, which is being kept in perfect order in case she might, some day, return. Ironic metronomes tick down to nothingness, signalling the evanescence of power, how randomly it is given, how easily taken away. Bonn became capital in 1949 only because Chancellor Konrad Adenauer lived nearby. ‘You know what people say about Bonn,’ sighs a Le Carré spy, ‘either it’s raining, or the railroad gates are down.’ The Rhine rolls by and the skies hang low. The town wrangles over commissioning a good concert hall and, in the absence of power, still cannot make up its desultory mind.


Beethoven’s roots in Bonn are shallow. Grandfather Lodewijk van Beethoven, from Louvain in what is now Belgium, sang in the Prince-Archbishop’s chapel. Promoted to Kapellmeister, or conductor, he runs a wine business on the side. His wife, then his son, become alcoholics. The son Johann, also a singer at court, plays violin, zither and keyboards. He marries a nineteen-year-old widow, Maria. Ludwig is their second child, of seven. He and two brothers survive.


The house where Ludwig van Beethoven gave his first cry, a 1700 structure with baroque stone frontage, was bought by a citizens’ group in 1893, expanded by the Nazis and revitalised in the 1990s as a parting federal gift. Its connection to Beethoven is vestigial; he left this house at four years old. Today, the Beethoven-Haus is a repository for the largest collection anywhere of Beethoven letters and memorabilia, of busts and portraits, of his death mask and a lock of hair. It is not a house of happiness, by any stretch.


‘People who’ve had very unhappy childhoods are pretty good at inventing themselves,’ writes Le Carré, of himself. The same is true of Beethoven. He is a child prodigy whose father dreams of making him into the next Mozart. Is he a victim of child abuse? In a 2021 television documentary the conductor Charles Hazlewood claims: ‘There are many theories surrounding what could have caused his deafness, but it is my suspicion, as with many others, that it was a result of the immense and relentless abuse he suffered as a child. His father – a musician himself and a violent alcoholic – would pull young Ludwig from his bed at all hours, forcing him to practise and in-between times punching him around the head, a constant act that arguably played a role in the dislodging of the composer’s tympanum and subsequent deafness.’ This is, in my view, far-fetched. Most children were hit by parents and teachers in those times, especially in music lessons.


Wary of his father, Beethoven has a mother who shields him from Johann’s fists and boosts his self-esteem. ‘She was such a good, loving mother, my best friend,’ he writes after her death. He does not talk much about her, still less about his father. If, as some argue, he develops an adult personality disorder, it is unlikely to be the result of an upbringing that was not, by prevailing standards, uncommonly brutal.


In his teens he played viola in the ruler’s orchestra. At twenty-one he set out for Vienna to study with Joseph Haydn. A patron, Count Waldstein, tells him: ‘Dear Beethoven, In leaving for Vienna today you are on the point of realising a long-cherished desire. The wandering genius of Mozart still grieves for his passing; with Haydn’s unquenchable spirit it has found shelter but no home . . . Work hard, and the spirit of Haydn’s genius will come to you from Haydn’s hands.’ So, no pressure.


Haydn, just turned sixty, is back from the triumph of his life in London, as well as his first love affair. After a lifetime of servitude on the Esterhazy country estate, he is known in Vienna as ‘Papa Haydn’, a genial soul. Haydn has only one request: that Beethoven, on his first published score, should declare himself ‘a pupil of Joseph Haydn’. Beethoven refuses. Haydn, without rancour, sees his pupil’s first three piano trios through the press, warning that the third of them will go way above audience heads. At the trios’ premiere at Lichnowsky’s, Haydn is first to his feet to applaud. He takes Beethoven out for hot chocolate and lends him money. Beethoven, ungrateful, tells friends he ‘learned nothing’ from Haydn.


It is a point he makes in the third bar of the first trio, flattening the E flat major key with a heretical D flat. A visiting Englishman, William Gardner, is so stirred by this surprise that he finds ‘all other music tame and insipid’. Beethoven revises the second trio and snorts defiance in the third. With Lichnowsky’s backing, he secures a contract with Carlo Artaria, Mozart’s publisher. Artaria requires payment in advance. Lichnowsky’s circle subscribe around a hundred sets. In all, the trios sell just 241 copies, but Beethoven is up and away, publishing with Artaria for a decade until 1803, when they sue each other.


On record the Beaux Arts Trio give a riveting account of these disobedient pieces; the third trio is simply exhilarating. Daniel Barenboim, Pinchas Zukerman and Jacqueline du Pré indulge in too many in-jokes. The 2020 Van Baerle Trio of Maria Milstein (violin), Gideon den Herder (cello) and Hannes Minnaar (piano) on a small Dutch label, are youthful and exuberant, like a young composer who is smashing musical windows.
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Third Man


Piano Sonata No. 4, Op. 7 (1796)


Vienna has a museum for everything. There are museums of clocks, chimney-sweeping, mental illness and Sigmund Freud. There is art history, motor transport and music, not to mention the houses where Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert lived. No city has more museums per square mile, or more varied. There is even a museum of death. My favourite is the sewer museum.


The Museum of The Third Man, located beside an impressive tunnel, is the private passion of Gerhard Strassgschwandtner and Karin Höfler, a pair of collectors fixated on the indelible Carol Reed film of 1949. The script, by Graham Greene, explores a post-war Vienna infested with unregenerate Nazis and black marketeers. Few films have a more memorable ambience. Anton Karas’ zither trembles through the opening credits. Bedecked with awards, The Third Man ran just six weeks in Vienna and vanished altogether from local memory until Gerhard and Karin opened their archive – complete with a live zither player and an in-person sewer tour (do not wear sandals, they advise).


Once you get down to ordure, Vienna has no secrets. The tunnels are a Freudian unconscious of human evacuation. Ardour is not far away either, a short walk to the concert halls and opera houses, where Vienna experienced post-war revival. The opera, without a roof or walls, incubated silvery new voices – Elisabeth Schwarzkopf, Sena Jurinac, Irmgard Seefried, Hans Hotter, Christa Ludwig, Julius Patzak – while the windowless Conservatory thrust forth a razzle of Beethoven pianists.


Friedrich Gulda won competitions and played Carnegie Hall at twenty. The quiet Paul Badura-Skoda scoured junk piles for Beethoven manuscripts. Jörg Demus raided antique shops for fortepianos. Between them they turned the clock back and forward on Beethoven, turning the key to a new kind of pianism.


Gulda could play anything, anywhere. The conductor Franz Welser-Möst speaks of his ‘crispy sound and the carefree, youthful approach in the early sonatas . . . an immediate understanding of Beethoven’s world’. In opus 7, Beethoven’s first standalone sonata, Gulda arrests the attention like Orson Welles in The Third Man. He makes us laugh in Beethoven, makes us cry, makes us wish we’d heard him live. In 1999 he announced his death, followed by a comeback concert; Gulda died months later in January 2000.


Badura-Skoda is gritty and ominous in this sonata, laced with laconic caprice. His fortepiano sounds unusually grand. Demus never recorded this sonata, which may be a mercy since some of his fortepianos sound like cardboard. But listen to him play ‘Für Elise’, and you’ll hear an interpretation that is ten IQ points above the field, at once analytical and entertaining, an exquisite legacy.


There is a fourth character in this Third Man scenario. Alfred Brendel, born in a Czech village and raised in Croatia, cuts his record debut in 1951 Vienna with a Christmas Tree Suite by Franz Liszt. Vox Turnabout, an American label that hires the Vienna Philharmonic under fake names, employs him to record the complete Beethoven piano music. Brendel, with goofy teeth, a receding chin and spymaster spectacles, is no one else’s idea of a cover star.


He recalls ‘winter mornings in dilapidated baroque mansions . . . where the logs in the fireplace cracked so loudly they had to be thrown into the snow before recording could begin’. He plays the complete concertos, sonatas and variations on Vox, to little immediate effect. ‘When I was young my overall career wasn’t sensational at all, it rather progressed step by step,’ he writes. ‘But then, one day [in 1970] I was performing a Beethoven programme in the Queen Elizabeth Hall in London. It was quite an unpopular programme, I didn’t even like it much myself and the next day I got three offers from big record companies. It seemed really rather grotesque, like a slow, hardly noticeable rise on a thermometer or a kettle warming water suddenly beginning to boil and to bubble and the steam comes out.’


Brendel signs up to re-record Beethoven for the Dutch label Philips, part of an electrical conglomerate that issues recordings in the colour of an ironmonger’s overalls. Brendel arrives in house colours, brown suit and tie. He makes few mistakes, needs no retakes and gets on outstandingly well with conductors who feel that he, somehow, brings the best out of them. He moves to London, where he records another Beethoven set every decade or so. No pianist matches his work rate and none, writes the New York Times critic Bernard Holland, ‘so wilfully avoided the ordinary channels to success and formulas for stardom and still arrived at the top of his profession.’ The piano maker Steinway labels him ‘the thinking man’s pianist’. He is first-choice purchase for the ordinary bloke in a raincoat in the Saturday morning record shop.


Brendel writes essays on music and several volumes of poetry. The Guardian editor Alan Rusbridger calls him ‘a formidable musical and intellectual presence.’ His retirement concert, at the Vienna Musikverein in December 2008, is a gathering of the great and the good with an atmosphere that, like a papal funeral, mingles formal lament with quiet relief.


Brendel’s Beethoven is thoughtful, accurate, immersive and self-questioning. He is not an artist who takes music lightly or sleeps well at night. He is torn by conflicts: ‘The profession of a performer is full of paradoxes, and he has to learn to live with them. He has to forget himself and control himself; he has to observe the composer’s wishes to the letter and create the music on the spot; he has to be part of the music market and yet retain his integrity.’ Listening to Brendel can make you forget that music is meant to be enjoyed. Like a footballer who has passed his prime, he makes fans suffer with every touch of the ball.


Brendel’s prime, for me, is in Third Man Vienna. His Vox Beethoven sonatas, raw and rushed, maintain an unfading authenticity. His variations are astonishingly varied, a shock of amazement with each track. Each concerto sounds like a debut. That spontaneity is absent from many of his Philips releases. Where his Schubert is profound, his Mozart witty, his Brahms dark, Brendel’s Beethoven runs too smooth. In the fourth piano sonata, where Friedrich Gulda is all flashing lights and emergency ambulance, Brendel is predictably reassuring.
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