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Teaching Notes 

Beethoven Biography Selections 

The first biography selection on Ludwig van Beethoven, from Famous Composers for 

Young People, would be suitable for younger children. The second biography selection, 

taken from Music Masters in Miniature, contains a little more detail, making it suitable 

for older elementary children and upper level students. Choose the selection which 

works best for your students. 

Selections for Study 

 Symphony No. 5 in C Minor, Op. 67 

 Bagatelle No. 25 in A Minor, “Für Elise” 

 Piano Sonata No. 8 in C Minor, Op. 13, “Sonata Pathetique” 

 Piano Sonata No. 14 in C sharp Minor, Op. 27, “Moonlight” 

 Symphony No. 6 in F Major, Op. 68, “Pastoral” 

 Symphony No. 9 in D Minor, Op. 125, “Choral”: IV 

See the website for a link with audio files, purchase or borrow CD collections of 

Beethoven’s work or consider using Spotify.  

Additional Selections: Listen to the remainder of the selections from The Best of 

Beethoven, if you have purchased this audio cd, or choose other selections from the 

audio files linked at the website. 

Resources 

 Beethoven (Getting to Know the World's Greatest Composers) by Mike Venezia 

 Beethoven Lives Upstairs (Book) by Barbara Nichol  

 Beethoven Lives Upstairs (Audio) (Classical Kids) (Free at Spotify) 

 Beethoven Lives Upstairs (DVD) (David Devine as Director, Producer)  

 The Best of Beethoven (Audio cd) from the Naxos Best of series 

Optional Upper Level Suggestion: Great Courses (The Teaching Company) has 

several lecture style audio CDs and DVDs on Beethoven 

R: The Arts  



A Mind in the Light Curriculum © 2019 Lisa Kelly. All rights reserved. 

 
 

~For Young Listeners and Readers~ 

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN 

The Giant Musician; Classical Period 

BORN 1770— DIED 1827 

Ludwig van Beethoven, regarded by many as the Master Musician, was born at Bonn, 

on the river Rhine, in Germany, on December 16, 1770. He came into a world filled 

with strife and struggle. Napoleon had been born a year earlier, and across the ocean 

the American War of Independence began five years later. Beethoven was destined to 

revolutionize the form and spirit of music, while others were fighting to open new 

paths of liberty to the people.  

His father, Johann van Beethoven, was a court musician and a man with very little 

strength of character. His mother was a good and noble woman, rich in spirit, 

although lowly in the matter of birth and education. His grandfather, Louis van 

Beethoven, who died when Ludwig was three, was the child’s spiritual father. He was 

a fine musician and a great man. Some of his spirit entered the young boy and helped 

to carry him through the difficult years of his miserable childhood.  

When Ludwig was about five years old, his father began to give him music lessons. 

Johann soon realized that the boy had talent.  

“I shall make him another Mozart!” he declared.  

From then on, the boy never had a moment’s freedom from practicing scales. His 

father was determined that his son should be a concert performer.  

“He will soon support us all,” said Johann.  

Ludwig progressed very rapidly. When he was nine, Tobias Pfeiffer became his 

teacher. He was a musician friend of his father’s who lived in the same house. Herr 

Pfeiffer was also determined that Ludwig should become a great pianist, so instead of 

one task master, the boy had two. Many a night after Johann van Beethoven and Herr 

Pfeiffer had come home from spending the evening in an ale house, they would 

awaken little Ludwig.  
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The wonder remains that Beethoven didn’t learn to hate music for ever and ever! 

There were moments when he did rebel against this tyrannical discipline. But in spite 

of everything, music was his language and through it he had to express himself.  

When eleven years old, Beethoven began to study with a fine musician by the name of 

Neefe. Not long after this, Neefe was called away, and Ludwig was very happy indeed 

when his teacher asked him to take his place as organist at the Electoral Chapel.  

At about this time Beethoven began to study the Forty-eight Preludes and Fugues of 

Johann Sebastian Bach. These preludes and fugues, written by Bach in the various 

keys to show his new system of tuning, proved a great inspiration to Beethoven. 

When he was fourteen, he became second court organist with a salary.  

He was now composing, and his first published music was called Variations on a March 

by Dressler.  

In Germany at that time, every musician hoped to go to Vienna, and when Beethoven 

was seventeen, through a fortunate circumstance, he visited that famous city. While 

there he played for many important persons, including Mozart.  

Mozart was well pleased with his playing but he saw nothing unusual in such an 

accomplishment. He then asked young Beethoven to improvise for him, in other 

words, to make up the music as he played. Beethoven was happy to do this and he 

threw his whole self into the music. Mozart listened intently, then slipped quietly out 

of the room and remarked to some friends:  

“Keep your eyes on him; some day he will give the world something to talk about.”  

Not long after this visit to Vienna Beethoven’s mother died. She was very, very dear 

to him, and it took him many months to recover from the shock. He now assumed 

responsibility for his younger brothers and baby sister. He began to give music 

lessons, and a ray of sunshine came into his life when he met the von Breuning family. 

The mother became interested in him when he began to teach one of her sons and 

she often invited him to her home. She talked with him and introduced him to some 

of the world’s great literature. He began to read the poems of the German poet, 

Goethe, whom he afterwards met, and he studied the works of Shakespeare and other 

English poets. Thus, a new life was opened to him, as his own world was gradually 
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unfolding. It was a glorious feeling for the young man, who was burning inside with a 

great genius.  

When he was nineteen a part of his father’s court salary was transferred to him, as 

Johann van Beethoven was becoming less and less responsible.  

The next year the famous composer, Joseph Haydn, on his way to London stopped at 

Bonn, where he entertained some of the musicians at a dinner. Beethoven was among 

them. On his return journey Haydn again stopped at Bonn, and it was then, no doubt, 

that arrangements were made for Beethoven to study with him.  

From the time of his first visit to Vienna, Beethoven had dreamed of returning to that 

city. With the help of the Elector at Bonn, he again went to Vienna in 1790. For a 

time he studied with Haydn, but the lessons did not last very long. Beethoven’s spirit 

was unbridled. He was exceedingly independent, and Haydn, a famous musician and 

no longer a young man, was not a patient teacher. He called his pupil the “Grand 

Mogul.”  

By the time Beethoven was twenty-four, he decided to settle in Vienna. He now began 

to give concerts and to compose in earnest. He was the first great composer to work 

independent of a wealthy patron. Instead of one family, he served the public. Mozart 

and Haydn, for instance, were nearly always subject to the beck and call of a royal 

patron, but Beethoven’s rebellious spirit admitted no such discipline. There had been 

enough of this in his youth. Grown to manhood, he continually gave expression to 

whatever was in himself. He was many times rude in manner and uncouth in dress 

and person and his spirit was indomitable. He once wrote in a letter:  

“I will take Fate by the throat…. Oh! it is so beautiful to live — to live a thousand 

times.”  

These words were written when he was tortured with the knowledge that he was 

rapidly becoming deaf. This great affliction, which appeared when he was about thirty, 

undoubtedly helped in its peculiar way to give the world some of its greatest music. 

Up to this time Beethoven had been recognized chiefly as a performer. Now, because 

of his deafness he was forced to give up playing in public, but since musical 

expression was as necessary to him as breathing, he turned more and more to 

composition. His first great symphony was given in April of 1800. He entered the new 

century with new ideas and a will to create.  
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In 1804 he completed his famous Eroica symphony. This was written to express his 

admiration for Napoleon, die liberator. But when Napoleon took the title “Emperor” 

for himself, Beethoven scratched out the dedication, which contained Napoleon’s 

name, and wrote Sinfonia Eroica instead, which means simply heroic symphony. 

On and on he worked. While pacing the woods in the vicinity of Vienna he composed 

some of his greatest music. We marvel at his creating the glorious sounds which we 

enjoy hearing over and over. For instance, we respond to the sounds of nature in his 

music which had been so dear to him but which he could now no longer hear. His 

deafness increased his inner hearing, and the world is richer today because he could 

put down in written notes those glorious sounds which rang through his tortured 

brain.  

A sad story is told of his conducting a performance of the Ninth Symphony, which 

contains the famous choral section — the Ode to Joy. With his back to the audience, he 

continued to conduct while thunderous applause greeted the end of the symphony. A 

thoughtful musician who sat near him touched his arm, and he turned toward the 

applauding audience.  

The later years of his life were made unhappy by many lawsuits and complications in 

regard to his nephew, Carl, who had been left in his care. Then Fate once more played 

a sad part in his life. After taking this unfortunate young man to the country for his 

health in the summer of 1826, Beethoven contracted a severe cold on their journey 

back to Vienna in December. Upon their return the ungrateful Carl neglected to get a 

doctor before pneumonia set in. Other complications followed which resulted in his 

death on March 26, 1827.  

In his lifetime Beethoven carried on and developed the sonata form of music begun 

by Haydn and Mozart. He introduced many changes, and the symphony flowered in 

him.  

He wrote masterful concertos, sonatas and quartets, the opera Fidelio, the great Missa 

Solemnis, which means Solemn Mass, and many other works. But above all, he is the 

composer of the immortal nine symphonies! 

-From Famous Composers for Young People by Burch and Wolcott 
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~For Older Listeners and Readers~ 

Ludwig van Beethoven 

1770-1827 

Among the great, it is reasonable to look for one greatest, and in the temple of music 

the name of Beethoven is inscribed above all others on the high altar.  

This does not argue that in his every composition Beethoven excelled every other 

musician who ever lived. Such a statement could be challenged in almost countless 

ways. What can be affirmed without question is that he carried certain musical forms 

such as the symphony and the string quartet to the highest point of development in 

the history of creative musical endeavor along classic lines, and produced aside from 

this a succession of works in the sonata form of such outstanding and epoch-making 

significance that no other composer may be said to have been his equal. The sum of 

his whole personality and effort furthermore suggests a universality of genius and a 

Jovian omnipotence of character which set him apart from all others in the realm 

considered. 

Around his rugged and overpowering personality have already grown up such legends 

as render him almost fabulous. His contempt of temporal power and those who wield 

it, his violent fits of temper and hatred of convention, his eternal unsatisfied quest for 

a shadowy feminine ideal, his uncouth gestures, obliviousness of personal appearance, 

abhorrence of constraint in any form and of the elaborate formalities of etiquette, 

indifference to adulation of himself and impatience at those who offered it—all these 

are authentic outlines in a Titanic and polyglot word-portraiture to be found in the 

Beethoven literature existing. Yet there is also another picture—of a Beethoven who, 

when not immersed in a fury of creation, could be the man of fashion, his sturdy, 

deep-chested figure meticulously clad in the elaborate satins and other habiliments of 

the day, grandly exacting from the social great the respect he regarded as his due— 

still another of a brusquely convivial Beethoven lingering with one of his few 

intimates over a glass of wine in a Vienna tavern—and once more, alas!, the picture of 

a deaf, harassed, poverty-stricken man writing immortal pages in the depth of a silence 

deepened only little when the grave encompassed him. His life, in truth, presents a 

study to which only a work of such vastness as Thayer’s great biography can do 

justice.  
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For all the prefix “van” to the Beethoven name, there is no evidence that the family 

was of noble extraction. The probability simply is that in the districts adjacent to 

Louvain, in Flanders, where Beethoven’s ancestors were first heard of, it was 

customary to add to the given name a place designation in this manner. The name 

Beethoven may have referred to a small village in the region mentioned.  

Louis van Beethoven, at any rate, made his way from Flanders to Germany and settled 

in the city of Bonn. He was a musician of excellent parts and, achieving the good 

graces of the Elector, was made finally Kapellmeister to the electoral court. His one 

son, Johann van Beethoven, grew up to be a man of handsome presence but 

otherwise apparently as shiftless a wastrel as ever sprawled on a tavern bench. What 

musical ability he had seems to have been mainly vocal. He became a tenor singer 

and, as his father’s son, had no difficulty in obtaining a position in the chapel choir. In 

1767, he married a widow, Maria Magdalena Laym, daughter of the Elector’s cook. 

Their first child, christened Ludwig, died in early infancy. The second and great 

Ludwig was born probably on December 15, 1770, his christening having been 

recorded on the seventeenth of that month.  

There is a strange lack of definite information as to Beethoven’s earliest years. It is 

known that as an infant he was the joy and hope of his grandfather, old Louis, who 

was not long spared to direct his steps, dying as he did in 1773. His impression on the 

child must have been most marked, however, as Beethoven in his mature years could 

recall many details of the old man’s appearance and actions. With Louis van 

Beethoven’s death, the last link binding the family to any real respectability was 

broken and his son Johann’s life from that time is an unsavory record of profligacy 

and domestic tyranny.  

For all that, Johann was shrewd enough to see possibilities of exploitation in his eldest 

son, and soon took steps in the matter. That Beethoven displayed the almost 

superhuman precocity of Mozart is certainly not true, but there can be no doubt that 

from infancy his genius was evident. A set of three piano sonatas, published when he 

was thirteen and inscribed with a flourish to the Elector of Bonn, declares in the 

inscription that music had occupied his mind since his fourth year. This may be true 

more in fact than in spirit for there is no doubt that Johann’s incessant driving of the 

little boy made his musical tasks hateful to him on many childhood occasions. 

Ludwig’s one consolation throughout his entire childhood and adolescence was in his 

gentle and long-suffering mother. Her death from tuberculosis, hastened doubtless by 
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her husband’s neglect and drink-inspired behavior, occurred during the boy’s 

seventeenth year and was a shock from which he was long in recovering.  

Apparently Ludwig’s very earliest teacher was his father, who soon became aware that 

his rudimentary knowledge of musical theory would not carry the boy far. From him 

Ludwig learned enough, however, to give a certain degree of direction to his already 

great natural talent, and when eight years old he appeared successfully at a public 

concert in Bonn. The year following he enjoyed the tender mercies of one Pfeiffer, 

crony and tap-room companion of his father. Despite his bibulous habits, Pfeiffer 

seems to have been a fellow of sense and a certain real ability. There is evidence that 

Beethoven gained from him excellent elementary knowledge. It is to Johann van 

Beethoven’s credit also that he endeavored at this time, to the extent of his ability 

when sober, to provide for his son the elements of a general education. This, 

however, was at all times made subservient to his musical progress. It was not long 

continued and was circumscribed further by his father’s slender resources straitened 

as these were by his convivial habits.  

Better things were in store for the boy when, in 1781, in his twelfth year, he came 

under the tutelage of Christian Gottlob Neefe, an excellent musician, who 

superintended his musical studies thenceforward until his Vienna days. Neefe’s advent 

in Bonn was brought about through the retirement of Van den Eeden, organist of the 

electoral chapel, from whom Ludwig had had lessons on the organ. These lessons he 

continued with Neefe, and when, in 1782, the latter made a journey to Munster the 

lad of twelve was left in charge of the chapel music. He was also made cembalist in 

the orchestra and given charge of the rehearsals in the Elector’s theater, the musical 

direction of which Neefe likewise controlled. Ludwig’s position was without pay, 

however; his father’s voice was rapidly giving out and his usefulness in the choir 

approaching an end; the family affairs were going from bad to worse. Ludwig applied 

for the position of assistant court organist, with pay, but nothing seems to have come 

of the application, and the family condition became desperate.  

The death of the Elector Max Friedrich at this time made way for the accession of 

Max Franz, brother of the emperor, Joseph II. The new Elector appears to have 

retained the elder Beethoven in his choir for a while and also allowed Ludwig the 

princely annual stipend of 150 florins, with the title of second organist—but even this 

small sum was welcome, and conditions continued much as they were until, in 1787, 

Ludwig, now seventeen years old, made a journey to Vienna. Where the money for 
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this came from no amount of research can disclose. What is certain, however, is that 

here Beethoven met Mozart and played for him, eliciting at first only formal 

commendation but later electrifying the elder genius by his already extraordinary skill 

in improvisation. He returned to Bonn with a widened horizon but on the whole 

dissatisfied and depressed, which condition of mind was soon bitterly intensified by 

the death of his mother. The background was indeed somber and was lightened only 

by two growing friendships that were to endure through life. These were with the Von 

Bruening family—widowed mother, sons and daughter—and through them with the 

young Count Waldstein, to whom years later Beethoven dedicated the famous 

Waldstein Sonata (op. S3) for pianoforte. Frau von Bruening appears to have 

understood the moody, inarticulate boy as few others did during his lifetime, and 

became in effect a second mother to him. Beethoven had by this time secured a 

certain number of engagements to teach the children of the wealthier families in Bonn 

and though the work was little to his liking, it brought him a moderate income. His 

father having become by this time almost wholly incompetent, Ludwig was obliged to 

petition the Elector for recognition as head of the family, which was granted, the 

father’s income being mostly paid to Ludwig for the support of his younger brothers.  

The next high light in his career was the visit to Bonn, in December, 1790, of Joseph 

Haydn, then sharing honors with the dying Mozart as greatest musician of the time. 

Haydn, on the way to his triumphal tour of England, stopped in Bonn for some days. 

There is no certainty that the two met at this time, but on Haydn’s return visit in 1792 

a meeting took place, the upshot of which was that, toward the close of that year, 

Beethoven left for Vienna, his immediate purpose to study with Haydn. His 

arrangement with the Elector for indefinite leave of absence assured him of certain 

financial support which, it seems, was paid but irregularly. In 1793, the French 

revolutionary armies approached the gates of Bonn and the Elector Max Franz was 

obliged to seek refuge; returning later that year he was again besieged in 1794, and fled 

for good. With this, Beethoven's income from Bonn ceased completely.  

Soon after Beethoven’s arrival in Vienna he had news of his father’s death. His two 

brothers, Karl and Johann, came to live with him in Vienna. Thence removed also his 

friends the Von Bruenings, and Franz Ries, who had been his violin teacher in Bonn. 

From this time Beethoven seems to have had no further thought of returning to his 

birthplace.  
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There can be no doubt that, as an instructor, the easy-going Haydn was from the first 

a disappointment to the eagerly inquiring Beethoven. No definite breach between 

them is reported, but it is known that while continuing his work with Haydn, 

Beethoven also studied with Johann Schenck and when Haydn left Vienna on his 

second trip to England in 1794 their relations as teacher and pupil ended. Beethoven 

continued his studies with Albrechtsberger, Schuppanzigh and Salieri, the last named 

of whom had been first a teacher of Mozart and later one of his rivals in composition. 

It now became highly important for Beethoven to buttress his economic position, and 

this he did by acquiring, in the person of Prince Carl Lichnowsky, a most munificent 

friend and patron. This apparently was brought about through the good offices of 

Waldstein who also probably was responsible for Beethoven’s entree to the homes of 

many other families of rank and fashion, where, at private soirees, his astonishing 

virtuosity as a pianist gained him rapid fame.  

Lichnowsky, who was to become, above all others, Beethoven’s friend, Maecenas and 

sponsor, was a Pole of noble birth who had set up his establishment in Vienna in the 

1780’s. His friendship with Mozart is a matter of record, and his interest in art and its 

creators was sincere and practical. The untimely death of Mozart in 1791 had made a 

void in his circle which Beethoven stepped in to fill. With the exception of a brief 

period in 1814 and 1815, the twelve years of their association were in certain respects 

the best that Beethoven was to see. From their disastrous quarrel, at Gratz, in 1806, 

dates the commencement of Beethoven’s decline, in so far as this is traceable to 

extraneous causes. A truce was patched up some years later but their relations were 

never the same. Lichnowsky died in 1814.  

With his new friend, Beethoven made, in 1796, a tour through parts of Germany, 

appearing in Berlin and Prague. Several of his earlier piano compositions were by this 

time well known, notably the Sonata Pathétique and the Concerto in B Flat (later 

published as Opp. 13 and 19 respectively). These he had played publicly in Vienna 

and now performed them on tour, returning with reputation much enhanced.  

He was by this time well known in Vienna and had attracted to him a number of 

young and congenial spirits whom he treated alternately with rough familiarity and 

lofty condescension. As he grew older, his tendency toward the latter became 

intensified. He was at all times one who knew his own worth and demanded 
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recognition of it, this demand in his last years frequently developing into irascible 

exaction.  

At thirty, Beethoven’s star had definitely risen and he was recognized as the foremost 

musical figure of the day. In that year or the previous one he wrote his first 

symphony. His wisdom in waiting until a mature age to essay this highest form of 

musical expression is shown in the fact that while his style still smacks of Mozart and 

Haydn the first symphony is recognized as a distinct artistic achievement and has its 

unquestioned place among the “immortal nine.” This year saw also the production of 

his oratorio, The Mount of Olives.  

But even now the shadows were gathering. His brothers, Karl and Johann, who seem 

to have inherited the ne’er-do-well character of their father, were already giving him 

trouble which was never wholly to cease from that time, and served above all else to 

embitter Beethoven’s last years. But worse—infinitely worse—was the fact, gradually 

forced upon his consciousness, that he, Beethoven, the man to whom sound was the 

breath of life, was growing deaf.  

The agony this shattering knowledge caused to Beethoven is something which need 

not be inquired into too closely. In the end he bore his deafness with a fortitude 

which more than anything else stamps him of heroic mold. But there can be no doubt 

that in the early stages its oncoming drove him almost to suicide. Its progress was 

gradual and from the first baffled all medical skill then available. By about 1816 the 

condition was practically total and during his last six or seven years he could hear 

nothing whatever.  

Adjusting himself to the inevitable by almost superhuman force of will, Beethoven 

continued his work, his material wants taken care of by his stipend from Lichnowsky 

and certain income which his published compositions were now bringing him. His 

Second Symphony appeared and he set out upon the Third (Eroica) with which 

commenced what is recognized as his second period as a composer. This 

symphony—among the greatest of all his works—appears to have been projected as a 

tribute to the young Napoleon, at that time in Beethoven’s eyes the apotheosis of the 

democratic spirit, born to scourge monarchical tyranny from Europe. Midway in the 

composition, news came of Napoleon’s final seizure of power and proclamation of 

himself as Emperor, whereupon Beethoven in ungovernable rage tore off the 

dedicatory page and stamped it into fragments.  
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Popular works such as the Moonlight, Pastoral and Kreutzer Sonatas had also appeared 

and attained an immense vogue, being played everywhere in Vienna.  

In 1803, Beethoven commenced his one opera Fidelio—at first given the name of 

Leonora, which was preferred by Beethoven and changed only with very bad grace at 

the urging of Schikaneder, manager of the Theater an der Wien, where the work was 

first produced. Finally completed after much heart-burning—Beethoven was never at 

his best in vocal music—the work was set for performance on November 20, 1805. A 

more inauspicious time could hardly be imagined. The French armies under 

Napoleon, bent upon the crushing of Austria, were nearing the capital, and the 

appalling debacle of Austerlitz was but two weeks in the future; the city was panic-

stricken. The opera achieved in all five performances that year and the next, but its 

success was mediocre. Revived in 1814 at the time of the Congress of Vienna, it was 

received with acclaim and is nowadays put on at intervals in the great opera houses. 

Beethoven’s struggle with the overture to this work is historic. Three overtures were 

successively written and discarded before in the fourth he attained the expression he 

desired. The discarded Leonore Overture No. 3 has become one of the most popular of 

his shorter works.  

Vaguely connected with the Fidelio and Eroica period is also the letter to the “Immortal 

Beloved,” whose identity remains as much of a mystery now as when the letter was 

first found among Beethoven’s effects, following his death. Various writers at various 

times have sought to connect this unknown with one or another of the women who 

influenced Beethoven in his earlier Vienna days—the Countess Giulietta Guicciardi 

(to whom the so-called Moonlight Sonata is dedicated), Therese Malfatti, Bettina von 

Arnim and Therese von Brunswick—to the last-named of whom he was said at one 

time to be engaged. All such speculation has proven idle. The fact seems to be that 

the universal and diffused character of Beethoven’s romantic impulses was all his life 

“in love with love” and concerned with a romantic ideal of his own imagining which 

never really assumed human form. History is silent as to any promiscuous affairs in 

which he may have been involved. There is evidence that throughout his earlier life he 

was much preoccupied with romantic imaginings, but he may justly be credited with a 

lofty ideal in human affections.  

Beethoven’s break with Prince Lichnowsky in 1806, heretofore referred to, marked 

the close of another definite phase of his life. However, he had lately formed a 

friendship with Prince Rasoumowsky, a Russian nobleman of affluence and a strong 
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bent for the subsidizing of musical talent. In Prince Lobkowitz he also found a lavish 

patron whose spendthrift tendencies, however, made him an uncertain support. 

Written at Rasoumowsky’s request, and dedicated to him, were the three famous 

“Rasoumowsky” Quartets (op. 59).  

Several of his greatest works were composed at this period. These include the Fourth, 

Fifth and Sixth (Pastoral) Symphonies, the Mass in C Major, his one Violin Concerto, 

the Coriolanus Overture and the Piano Concerto in G (op. 58).  

In 1808, an event took place which roused Vienna to the necessity of bestowing 

something better than applause on its most illustrious citizen. This was an invitation 

to Beethoven from Jerome Bonaparte, King of Westphalia, to take charge of the 

music at his court. Little as he liked the Bonaparte family, the salary offered was one 

that could not easily be rejected. While still undecided, Beethoven received a visit 

from the Archduke Rudolph, Prince Kinsky and Prince Lobkowitz, who together 

bound themselves to give him a yearly income of four thousand gulden. This 

Beethoven accepted, on the understanding that he remain in Vienna or some other 

part of Austria.  

But the political stress of these times was great, and affected Beethoven as it did all 

others. Gradually, also, his earlier friends in Vienna were passing out of his life, some 

removed by death, others estranged by his sudden and unpredictable fits of temper. 

An unproductive period was ahead of him, broken by only four major compositions 

in three years —the Egmont Overture, the “Emperor” Piano Concerto (Op. 73), the 

“Archduke” Trio, dedicated to his royal friend and pupil Rudolph, and the “Harp” 

Quartet. The guaranteed income, paid for a while in full, was reduced first by the 

sequestration of Prince Lobkowitz’s estate and later by the death of Kinsky. When 

finally restored in 1815, the depreciation in Austrian currency, resultant on the 

Napoleonic struggle, had so far progressed that the sum netted him scarcely more 

than a third of its face value.  

So matters continued from 1809 to 1812. It should not be supposed, however, that 

during this time Beethoven’s fame suffered any eclipse. On the contrary, it was 

steadily going forward to the zenith it attained in 1815 when monarchs literally sued 

for his favor, and Beethoven, walking out with Goethe, found a certain mordant glee 

in the fact that more homage was paid to himself by the passers-by than to the great 

man from Weimar. About 1810, he met the strange and gifted Bettina von Arnim, 
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sister of Klemens Brentano and friend of Goethe, whose writings were at that time 

creating a good deal of stir in Europe. She appears to have been one of the few who 

really understood Beethoven in his later years and the friendship was one of the most 

congenial and comforting of all in his life.  

In 1812, the Seventh and Eighth Symphonies were completed, and the next year, 

following Wellington’s victory at Vittoria the former was first performed at an all-

Beethoven concert, together with a battle piece composed for the occasion. At this 

concert, all of the most celebrated musicians then in Vienna took active part, playing 

as simple members of the orchestra. These included Meyerbeer, Spohr, Moscheles, 

Schuppanzigh, Hummel, and Dragonetti, dean of contrabass players. Enthusiasm 

exceeded all belief and Beethoven was hailed as the greatest personage of his time.  

The Congress of Vienna, convening in 1814 and continuing through the following 

year, witnessed Beethoven’s apogee. Fidelio was revived, the A Major Symphony and 

battle music performed; he was feted in the salons of the ambassadors and presented 

with the freedom of the city. The star shone brightest as it was about to fade.  

In November, 1815, occurred the event which above all other things that we know of 

led to Beethoven's undoing and decline. This was the death of his good-for-nothing 

brother, Caspar Karl, leaving to him the care of his nine-year-old son, Karl, the boy to 

continue to live with his mother. The mother had been, from the first, the object of 

Beethoven’s particular and incurable dislike. It was soon evident that the mother’s 

object was to be the thwarting and flouting of Beethoven’s authority at every step. At 

great expense and with unlimited trouble and sacrifice of time and peace of mind, 

Beethoven fought the matter through the courts. He eventually obtained custody of 

the child, applying himself at once and with great seriousness to his upbringing. 

Seldom has an infinitude of trouble been expended on a less worthy cause. Karl had 

inherited both the shiftlessness of his father and the frivolously shallow nature of his 

mother. To the end of Beethoven’s life, the lad was his problem and despair.  

Mainly as a consequence of this, the years 1816 to 1820 were socially sterile and 

almost barren of artistic achievement. Furthermore, over this same brother, Caspar 

Karl, Beethoven in 1815 had quarreled with almost the last remaining friend of his 

youth, Stephan von Bruening. Lichnowsky and Lobkowitz were dead. His deafness 

had become practically absolute, shutting him off from his kind. Deep depression had 

become his habit.  
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But the stricken colossus was yet to prove that he was even greater in defeat than in 

his triumph. About 1817, he had commenced his Ninth Symphony and the following 

year projected one of his most magnificent monuments, the Missa Solemnis. Both were 

completed in 1823, and on May 7, 1824, the former was given its first hearing in the 

Theater an der Wien. Beethoven, a tragic figure on the platform, was turned around 

by one of the choral singers that he might witness the gestures of applause he was 

never more to hear.  

His outstanding productions, during the final years of his life, are the five great string 

Quartets commencing with Op. 127, which speak the last word in this form of 

composition.  

In these difficult times he made several new friends, mainly among the younger 

musicians of Vienna. But the continuous and intensifying signs of organic ailment, 

which his unusually robust constitution had fended off for many years, were causing 

him such ever-increasing distress that these gave him but momentary pleasure from 

time to time. Though his medical attention was not of the best, it is extremely 

doubtful if the best could have been of any avail.  

Financial worries pressed him hard—not that he was without resources, but in his 

determination to preserve intact a legacy he had put by for young Karl, he refused to 

sell more than one bond of a thousand gulden, out of eight which he held in the Bank 

of Austria. Meanwhile, he was frequently without proper food and other creature 

comforts. A remittance of a hundred pounds from the Philharmonic Society of 

London, received very shortly before his death, arrived too late to be of benefit.  

The final blow came when, in 1826, Karl, who had as usual wasted his time at the 

University and Polytechnic, failed in his examinations, tried to take his own life and 

was arrested for attempted suicide. Beethoven never recovered from this disgrace, 

though he lived until the spring of the following year, the cirrhosis from which he 

suffered becoming ever more aggravated and the dropsical condition which had lately 

set in constantly increasing in area. Four operations undertaken for this failed of any 

effect. Late in 1826, he rallied sufficiently to visit his brother Johann at a small 

country place the latter had purchased near Vienna, but on his departure during a 

terrible spell of weather the penurious Johann could provide for him only an open 

chaise. Beethoven reached Vienna with the chill of death in him and took to his bed, 

which he was no more to leave. Toward the last week in March, 1827, it became 
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evident that the end was near and he was visited by most of his remaining friends in 

Vienna, among them young Franz Schubert, whom Beethoven seemed then for the 

first time to recognize as a genius of like character to himself. Neither one could know 

how soon Schubert was to follow him.  

On the twenty-sixth of the month, a violent thunderstorm broke over the city. Did 

Beethoven’s hearing in that extreme moment return? No one can know. But the 

tempest seemed to disturb the dying Titan. Suddenly rousing, he raised his clenched 

fist toward the heavens, and expired.  

For his funeral light-hearted Vienna, forsaking momentarily its accustomed gay 

pursuits, assembled in a mass which threatened at times to overwhelm the cortege, 

every member of it a mourner bent upon according to the king of music a royal burial.  

Beethoven’s personal traits have formed the subject for endless discussion in the past, 

and will doubtless long continue to do so. That he made many friends is certain, and 

that he drove many of them away from him by what seems to have been involuntary 

temperamental harshness and obstinacy is probably true. Yet it is fitting that the last 

word of this indifferent sketch, “perfect only in imperfection,” be said by one who 

knew him in life and spoke for him in death. Beethoven’s funeral oration by 

Grillparzer may defer to some extent to the doctrine de mortuis nil nisi bonum, but is 

unmistakably a sincere and noble eulogy. To quote its last passages:  

“He was an artist, but a man, as well. A man in every sense—in the highest. Because 

he withdrew from the world, they called him a man-hater, and because he held aloof 

from sentimentality, unfeeling. Ah, one who knows himself hard of heart, does not 

shrink! The finest points are those most easily blunted and bent or broken! An excess 

of sensitiveness avoids a show of feeling! He fled the world because, in the whole 

range of his loving nature, he found no weapon to oppose it. He withdrew from 

mankind after he had given them his all and received nothing in return. He dwelt 

alone, because he found no second self. But to the end his heart beat warm for all 

men, in fatherly affection for his kindred, for the world his all and his heart’s blood.  

“Thus he was, thus he died, thus he will live to the end of time.  

“You, however, who have followed after us hitherward, let not your hearts be 

troubled! You have not lost him, you have won him. No living man enters the halls of 

the immortals. Not until the body has perished, do their portals unclose. He whom 
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you mourn stands from now onward among the great of all ages, inviolate forever. 

Return homeward, therefore, in sorrow, yet resigned! And should you ever in times to 

come feel the overpowering might of his creations like an onrushing storm, when 

your mounting ecstasy overflows in the midst of a generation yet unborn, then 

remember this hour, and think: we were there, when they buried him, and when he 

died, we wept.” 

 


