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In 1805, the world of music was startled by an avant-garde new work from a German composer. Intellectually and emotionally, Beethovens Third Symphony, the Eroica, was revolutionary music. It rudely broke the mould of the Viennese Classical symphony and revealed a new and powerful expressiveness of both a personal and a societal kind. The symphony carried an earnest message that was easy to associate with numinous concepts such as Will and Triumph and even the Brotherhood of Man. And the whiff of actual political revolution was woven into the work, for it was originally inscribed to Napoleon Bonaparte, a dangerous hero for a composer dependent on conservative royal patronage. This was something quite new, and after those first two stunning chords, music was never the same again.

James Hamilton-Paterson reconstructs this great moment in Western culture, the shock of the music and the symphonys long afterlife.
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INTRODUCTION & GLOSSARY
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A miniature of Beethoven in 1803 done by the Danish artist Christian Horneman. It is probably the most accurate of all the earlier portraits and Beethoven himself valued it highly enough to give it to his old friend from his Bonn days, Stephan von Breuning.

Beethoven Haus, Bonn / Bridgeman Images;
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A view of Vienna in 1760 by Bernardo Bellotto. In the foreground is the Belvedere with St Stephens Cathedral at the paintings centre. The dominant impression is of Baroque splendour; unseen is the squalor and bustle of the distant city, the vast Austrian Empires commercial and artistic hub.

Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Austria / Bridgeman Images;


For all the fame of Beethovens Third Symphony, the Eroica, each new generation of concertgoers and music-lovers can probably benefit from being reminded of quite what a ground-breaking work it was when first performed in 1805. At that time its immediate claim to notoriety was that it appeared to have rudely broken the mould of the Viennese Classical symphony at a stroke, and in some ways it had. However, it was not merely a musical form that it changed for good. The Eroica also revealed a new and powerful expressiveness of both a personal and a societal kind. Private importuning with appeals to the emotions was to become the staple of the Romantics with whom Beethoven overlapped. But the more public kind of buttonholing achieved by the Eroica and its successors (particularly the Fifth and Ninth Symphonies) seemed to carry an earnest message that was easy to associate with numinous  not to say grandiose  concepts such as Will and Triumph and even the Brotherhood of Man. This was something quite new.

Beethoven himself made explicit the connection between the Eroica and Napoleon Bonaparte, and the symphony does indeed have revolutionary overtones of various kinds. Yet today this seems less important than the effect it has had in the last two centuries on the whole course of Western music. Just as France has its Revolution, so Germany has its Beethoven symphonies: thus Robert Schumann in 1839. To Beethovens symphonies we can directly attribute the modern orchestra and its conductor, the modern concert hall and the modern concert programme, of which they are still a core element (one that is much resented in some quarters). How this came about is worth a closer look.

First, though, it might be useful to put Beethovens music and the style he inherited into historical context. No matter how original a musician he was, he still faced the same basic problem that any composer of abstract music faced and still faces: how is he or she to keep it going? This is obviously less difficult for music that is narrative in the sense of setting a text, accompanying a film, or representing in sound scenes such as battles or pastoral landscapes. But in the absence of such external ways of driving music forward it all becomes more problematical. For instance, it is well and good to start with a great tune, but there is a limit to how often it can just be repeated. It has to go somewhere. The question remains: where next, and why there? One solution discovered centuries ago was to take the tune and write variations on it, as Beethoven did in the last movement of the Eroica.

VARIATION FORM

As the name suggests, this involves taking a tune and decorating or altering it in different ways while still keeping it recognizable. In earlier times sets of keyboard variations (like some of Handels) could be fairly monotonous and conventional. J. S. Bachs Goldberg Variations were probably the first set to show what could be achieved with the form. In the latter half of the eighteenth century and with certain exceptions (for example in a number of symphonic and instrumental works by Haydn and Mozart), sets of variations often tended towards salon triviality. After initially writing variations mainly for his own use to show off his skill as a pianist, Beethoven increasingly used the form to express some of his most personal music. In his later use of variations the tune he started with often became harder and harder to recognize as he imaginatively exploited its remoter possibilities.
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The first Versailles version [1802] of Jacques Louis Davids Napoleon Crossing the Alps depicts a much stylised First Consul leading his troops through the Great St. Bernard Pass in the spring of 1800. In point of fact the weather at the time was unusually clement but Davids invention of a following gale and scudding dark clouds added the necessary touch of Romantic heroism. Compare this with the account of a clap of thunder at the instant of Beethovens death in 1827 as reported by his friend Anselm Hüttenbrenner.

Beethoven Haus, Bonn;

Apart from variations, what else might drive a piece of music onwards? In the Medieval period when most European music was either ecclesiastical or folksong the problem of the form music might take was presumably less pressing because either words or dancing provided the extra-musical impetus. However, composers who wanted more sophistication to their music than was afforded by the beautiful but wandering and somewhat shapeless unison of Gregorian chant were well aware of the problem of form. Above all, they wanted some interesting harmony. With the late fifteenth-century masses and motets of composers such as Ockeghem, Josquin Desprez and others of the Franco-Flemish school an ingenious style evolved, leading to the great works of Palestrina. This was contrapuntal music of astonishing complexity, often taking a popular tune as its foundation and elaborating it by means of intricate canons and inversions and other devices.

COUNTERPOINT, CANON & FUGUE

Instead of a tune being harmonized vertically, with the four voices (soprano, alto, tenor and bass) forming simple chords beneath it as in God Save the Queen or Kumbaya, counterpoint has the voices running horizontally against (counter) each other. Usually each voice has its own tune, and it is up to the composers skill to make these individual tunes integrate in a harmonically pleasing way. At any one moment, taken vertically, the voices might not harmonize at all; but the ear expects them to come together shortly and resolve any discords, and it can be immensely pleasing when they do, like any other kind of deferred satisfaction. One of the best-known early examples of this is Thomas Talliss magnificent motet Spem in alium, written in about 1570: a contrapuntal tour de force with forty independent voices.

A special form of counterpoint is canon. Frère Jacques or Londons Burning are well-known examples. Both are tunes that can be sung vertically by all four voices at once. On the other hand the voices can also come in independently, contrapuntally, one after the other in any order, with a fixed delay between entries, and still make a harmonious sound, going on and on as long as anyone can bear it because there is no longer any obvious place to stop. It was not for nothing that such canons used to be known as rounds in English. The two examples mentioned above are not very sophisticated. Once again Thomas Tallis supplies a well-known example of something a good deal more beautiful in Talliss Canon, which is usually sung to the Church of England evening hymn Glory to Thee my God this night. Music students were often set the task of composing canons, since it is excellent practice for hearing different voices independently. Bach, Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven all wrote dozens, often to highly dubious or even downright obscene words. (Mozart especially. His canon Lick my arse was eventually published by the German firm Breitkopf as Let us be merry.)

The elaborate use of counterpoint became the basis of the Baroque style that was further developed throughout Europe and essentially lasted until the death of J. S. Bach in 1750. Probably its best-known form is that of the fugue. There are strict fugues and much looser ones, and they can in theory be for any number of independent voices but are mostly written for between two and five. One voice starts out all alone with a basic tune (often only a few notes) known as the subject
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