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Preface

Since Beethoven’s day the gap between the general lover of concert music and the contemporary composer has widened into a gulf, and in the twentieth century the gulf became a chasm. The same gulf has opened between the general reader about music and the works of music historians and music theorists, who often write in a language nearly incomprehensible to the general reader.

A writer who tries to bridge this gulf is likely to be derided as a “popularizer,” while standing little chance of truly becoming popular.

This is an unfortunate situation: for composers, for music lovers, for historians of music, and for people with a love of culture and reading.

Beethoven and the Grosse Fuge: Music, Meaning, and Beethoven’s Most Difficult Work is written for people on both sides of that gap, and for those in the middle. It is for people who love music, and think about it, and believe that great music bears with it something important, though what that thing may be is elusive, perhaps unsayable.

I first heard Beethoven’s Grosse Fuge thirty-five years ago as a graduate student at the Manhattan School of Music. I have not been able to stop thinking about it since then. I have been contemplating and planning this book since then. It is a reaction to the Grosse Fuge, an attempt to answer the question which the piece must raise in the mind of anyone who listens to it. That question is: What in God’s name is going on here?

I fell in love with the Grosse Fuge at once. But my brain asked a second question. Granted that the piece works; granted that it is the most powerful music Beethoven ever wrote—and that means, in effect, the most powerful music anyone ever wrote—still: Why would anyone write something like this?

This book is the shortest answer I could come up with.

Beethoven has been subjected to more than two centuries of intense scrutiny. Yet some aspects of Beethoven’s life, and some aspects of the Grosse Fuge, have not been revealed with sufficient clarity, possibly because they are in plain sight. This book offers three propositions about Beethoven’s life, and three about his music.

First, that the Grosse Fuge—not the substitute finale that Beethoven wrote at the insistence of his publisher—belongs as the finale to his Opus 130 String Quartet in B-Flat, and that there is no evidence that Beethoven ever intended anything else.

Second, that the creative dry period that Beethoven suffered in his mid- to late forties—roughly from 1814 through 1819—was caused by depression.

Third, that though Beethoven clearly was an eccentric man, many of his quirks, including his furies and resentments, were rational reactions to a social and economic system that was stacked against the independent composer.

These aspects of Beethoven’s life are treated in the first three chapters.

As for the music itself, the Grosse Fuge, and its companion pieces among the Late Quartets—Opus 132 in A Minor and Opus 131 in C-Sharp Minor—raise the question of whether absolute music can have meaning, and they raise the question more acutely than any other musical compositions have done. Chapter 4 therefore addresses the question of what it means to ask whether absolute music—music without words—can have meaning.

I take the position that absolute music can have meaning, but it usually does not. Only in exceptional cases does music rise to that level, and even when it does, as in Beethoven’s Late Quartets, the meaning may be untranslatable.

Second, I propose that in some cases “normal” musical perception can be a form of synesthesia. By normal musical perception I mean the manner in which an average human being listens to music and responds to it. By synesthesia I mean one mode of perception—hearing—being perceived as directed motion through volumes of space. This synesthetic mode of listening seems to occur most often with polyphonic works and in some compositions of the Vienna Classic period.

By hearing interpreted as motion through space I do not mean the motion of a violinist’s arm, or the direction a sound comes from, or the space of a concert hall. Nor do I mean that Beethoven was synesthetic, or that musicians or listeners need be synesthetic to understand music. I mean that the manner in which people appreciate some forms of music, particularly some pieces of Western Classic and Baroque music, involves the creation of a synesthetic space: a three-or four-dimensional volume through which sound moves. The synesthetic creation, or mode of perception, is the intuited sense of space—sometimes tremendous space—through which sound appears to move, with direction. That this has not previously been called a form of synesthesia I attribute to the fact that humans have come to take this form of perception for granted, and have not observed what a remarkable thing it is.

The book concludes by observing that the theme of the Grosse Fuge, its structure and the transformations through which Beethoven develops it, resemble the structure and transformations of DNA.

I would like to thank Jane Krochmalny, for everything; my sister, Debbie Price; composer-arranger-virtuoso Kenny Goldberg, for his encouragement during the many years it took to write the book; Fred Rivera, for moral courage; Victoria Graham, for help with the word processing; musicologist Mary Ann Morrow, for kindly responding to emails from a stranger inquiring about rehearsal practices in Classical Vienna; Dr. Oliver Sacks, for taking time from his busy schedule to read and comment on the book; and Renée Camus, Jayme Bart-les Reed, Sally Craley, and all the editorial and production workers at Scarecrow Press.


Chapter 1

Beethoven and the Grosse Fuge

If Beethoven did not exist, and someone found it necessary to invent him, no one would believe it. That the central figure in Western music would write his greatest works after becoming deaf is unlikely. Also unlikely is that his greatest work would receive just three public performances in the seventy-five years after it was written, and that nearly two centuries after the composer’s death, few people, even among his admirers, would know his greatest composition, and even fewer would like it upon first hearing. But that also seems to be the case.

Glenn Gould called the Grosse Fuge “not only the greatest work Beethoven ever wrote but just about the most astonishing piece in musical literature.”1 But in the 155 years before Gould straightened us out, execration of the Grosse Fuge was relentless and vitriolic. The first critical review, in the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung of 1826, called it “incomprehensible.” After the fugue’s first public performance in London, in 1887, a critic called it “the biggest, most abstruse, bizarre, and unharmonious piece of musical extravagance ever written.” In his 1906 book on Beethoven, Dr. Ernest Walker, director of music at Balliol College, Oxford, called the piece “uncouthly inconsequential.” Donald F. Tovey wrote for the 1911 edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica that the Grosse Fuge was unplayable, that it “surpasses the bounds of musical performance.” In 1928 Joseph de Marliave called it a “tiresome waste of sound.” Marliave added: “This fugue is one of the two works by Beethoven—the other being the fugue from the piano sonata, Op. 106—which should be excluded from performance.” Sidney Grew reported in 1931 that these terms had been used to describe the Grosse Fuge in articles published since the 1927 centenary of Beethoven’s death: “dour, uncouth, inconsequential, labored, extravagant, cerebral, obscure, impracticable, foolish, mad, illogical, formless, meaningless, and experimental.” And in 1947, Daniel G. Mason, composer, critic, and associate professor at Columbia University, wrote: “This long, complicated, and through many hearings repellent if not unintelligible work . . . [of] impenetrable profundity . . . seems to be fostering Beethoven’s lifelong capriciousness until it begins to verge on pathological eccentricity. The sequence of moods is irresponsible . . . the most disappointing episode in the entire series of the quartets.”2 Rehabilitation of the Grosse Fuge began thanks to the efforts of a few brave string quartets in the 1920s, and took hold in the universities, not surprisingly, after composers and theorists of the serial school came to power in the 1950s and thereafter.

Even those who disagree with the judgment that the Grosse Fuge is Beethoven’s greatest work will surely concede it’s his most difficult—to listen to, as well as to perform. The Great Fugue, Opus 133, was written as the finale to the Opus 130 Quartet in B-Flat, but broken off from it at the publisher’s insistence and published separately. It was performed in public just once while Beethoven was alive, then not at all for two generations. The sheer difficulty of performance was not the only reason. The Grosse Fuge is a bewildering composition: intellectually demanding, rhythmically disjointed, complex and unprecedented in form, harsh in sonority, with a virtually unsingable “melody,” and none of the lush, caressing sound that we have come to call Romanticism.

In 1931, more than one hundred years after its first performance, musicologist Sydney Grew wrote:


In the whole of music there is no other piece with quite so strange a history as the “Grosse Fuge” of Beethoven. Its name has been known for a hundred years to every student or music-lover acquainted with the body of Beethoven’s compositions, but on the evidence of what has been said about the composer and his works, in books, periodicals, and newspapers, perhaps not more than half a dozen people in any decade have ever got more knowledge of it than the name and the bare facts of its original production.3



In his article, “The ‘Grosse Fuge’—The Hundred Years of Its History,” written for “Music and Letters,” Grew asked that we “invest the subject with a little more seriousness and reasonableness.”


We have no cause to be proud of what we have thought of the work for the last hundred years—rather the reverse. But we need not be ashamed that it has taken all that time to learn how to understand and play it, for its spirit is so exceedingly fine and lofty that a century was required in the process of education. Nor ought we to blame Beethoven for making the music so very hard: what he had to express could not have been managed in any simpler way.4



Beethoven’s Opus 133 is a difficult work to play, to understand, and to listen to. An unsuspecting listener who walked in today on a performance of the opening 132-bar fugue might think the piece was written last week in New York. As the longest and most powerful single movement in what are universally regarded as Beethoven’s most profound works—the five Late Quartets—the fugue deserves more serious study than it has received in the pages from the forests felled for books about Beethoven—671 books about him in the Library of Congress, and thousands more in which he plays a central part. Books have been written about his “Immortal Beloved,” a woman whose identity is not certain, to whom Beethoven wrote a letter he may never have sent and whom he may never even have kissed. In 2000, Russell Martin wrote a very good book about a lock of Beethoven’s hair. When a librarian rummaging through shelves at the Palmer Theological Seminary outside Philadelphia in 2005 found a copy of a four-hand piano arrangement of the Grosse Fuge, in Beethoven’s handwriting, the discovery made news around the world and the manuscript was sold for $1.95 million at Sotheby’s auction house. Yet when it comes to the music that is the Grosse Fuge, biographers and critics, even the idolators whom Beethoven more than any other composer seems to attract, simply shake their head and pass on. Many find it incomprehensible—though it is the most intellectually rigorous piece Beethoven ever wrote—or they dismiss it as a sad, unhinged result of Beethoven’s deafness and his long estrangement from the world. Or they prefer not to mention it. Grew wrote:


[T]he voluminous literature inspired by the Centenary [of Beethoven’s death in 1927] contained—so far as I have observed—practically nothing on the fugue or on what it stood for in the composer’s art. Even the great Beethoven numbers of “Music and Letters,” for instance, contain only one reference to it, and that no more than a passing one. Such an omission is as curious as would be the omission of the “Hamlet” group of plays from a discussion of Shakespeare, because this fugue is as significant in respect of Beethoven as those plays of tragic failure are in respect of Shakespeare.5



Yet it would take another generation after Grew’s lament until professional string quartets would begin to restore the fugue in performance, as often as not, to its proper place as the finale of the Opus 130 quartet. The world was unable to accept the Grosse Fuge until it had been presented with the music of Bartók, Stravinsky, and Schoenberg.

Even Beethoven’s recent biographers often do not seem to know what to make of the fugue. William Kinderman’s 1997 biography devotes six pages to “Beethoven’s most controversial single work . . . the largest and most difficult of all Beethoven’s quartet movements, dubbed ‘das Monstrum aller Quartett-Musik,’ in Schindler’s derogatory formulation.” Kinderman relates the circumstances in which Beethoven decided, or allowed, the fugue to be separated from Opus 130, but as for the question of where the fugue rightly belongs, he says, “a proper assessment of the issue must rest primarily on aesthetic grounds, on our analysis of the music.” But Kinderman does not provide the analysis, or offer us an aesthetic judgment, though he states that “Beethoven’s composition of the substitute rondo finale cannot be equated with a renunciation of the quartet in its original, ‘Galitzin’ version, with the Grosse Fuge as finale.”6 (The “Galitzin” version refers to Prince Nikolas Boris Galitzin, who commissioned three quartets from Beethoven in 1822, an offer Beethoven accepted in 1823. Galitzin, however, did not pay the debt until 1852, to Beethoven’s nephew, and even then, without admitting that he owed the money, “but as a voluntary tribute to the dead composer”7—a typical example of the problems composers had in dealing with noble patrons.) Perhaps we can read Kinderman’s judgment in the sentence, “As with some of Beethoven’s comic pieces, the integrity of this quartet resides in a tension between eccentricity and normality.”8 Kinderman hedges. His comment that Beethoven’s agreeing to write a substitute finale did not constitute a “renunciation” of the fugue, and his remark on the “integrity” of the quartet leads one to believe that Kinderman thinks the fugue is the proper ending for the quartet. But that “tension between eccentricity and normality” indicates uneasiness. And the comparison to comic music is surprising. There is nothing comic about the Grosse Fuge, nor the manner in which it presents a titanic struggle overcome. It may have provoked laughter in 1827 because its motivating aesthetic was so far from that of any music previously written—unconcerned with beauty and prettiness, wholly concerned with the inexorable working out of a musical idea.

Barry Cooper’s 2000 biography devotes a scant two pages to the Grosse Fuge. As is customary with Beethoven biographers, Cooper describes the situation in which the fugue was written and separated from the five movements that precede it, but spends little time on the music itself. Cooper clearly prefers the alternate finale, and states—I believe without evidence—that Beethoven preferred it too, that Beethoven “felt uneasy about it [the Grosse Fuge]: however well it absorbed and resolved ideas from earlier in the quartet, it must have seemed somewhat inappropriate. . . .”


Naturally he expected to be paid extra for the new movement, but the decision to write it must have been made on aesthetic grounds: he would never have compromised his artistic integrity for the sake of a few ducats; nor would he have composed a simpler movement merely because of perceived technical difficulties, or to placate a few friends. Although the Grosse Fuge is widely preferred as the finale today, Beethoven clearly intended the new finale to replace it, and the Grosse Fuge to be performed as a separate work.9



In a previous book, Beethoven and the Creative Process, Cooper went so far as to call the fugue “an intrusion into the quartet, rather than the germ from which it sprang.”10 I disagree, and believe not only that Cooper’s conclusions are incorrect, but that there is no evidence for them, in Beethoven’s life or in the documents that survive from the people who knew Beethoven.

In his 1966 book, The Beethoven Quartets, Joseph Kerman devoted 27 pages to the music of the Grosse Fuge, which he calls “eminently problematic.” Kerman withholds judgment on the fugue, yet seems tremendously relieved when he finishes his pages on it and moves on to the fugue that opens the Opus 131 Quartet in C-Sharp Minor. Perhaps he reveals his attitude to the Grosse Fuge in this pithy summation of its 30-bar overture: “This section hurls all the thematic versions at the listener’s head like a handful of rocks.”11

Beethoven specialist Lewis Lockwood, in his 2003 biography, devotes 11 pages to the fugue. Here is how Lockwood sums up the opposing arguments:


The two sides of the “finale” controversy regarding Opus 130/133 have hardened over the years. Some argue that since Beethoven authorized the separation of the fugue from the rest of the work, published it separately, and wrote the “little” finale in its place, this final decision to separate it should prevail. Another view, championed by Arnold Schoenberg and his associates in the Kolisch Quartet, is that Beethoven’s conception of the work entailed the great fugue as its finale from the outset, that his
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