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Dancing and Dance Music

Concerning his relationship to the dance music of his time and his own dances Schindler wrote the following: “Prior to his arrival in Vienna in 1792, he had not, as he says himself, become acquainted with any folk music except the country folk songs from his Rhineland home, with their strange rhythms. The list of his works shows how much he busied himself with dance music, notwithstanding the fact that the musicians in Austria were unwilling to acknowledge his compositions of Austrian dance music as Austrian. His last attempt in this direction dates from the year 1819, the year of the creation of the Missa Solemnis. In the Zu den drei Raben inn at Mödling (a suburb of Vienna), there was a company of seven musicians from the country who played the unadulterated real music of his new home. The friendship between Beethoven and these native musicians grew apace and a number of dances, ländlers and others, were composed for their use. I was present when in the year mentioned above (1819), Beethoven handed his new opus to the leader of the band at Mödling. In a gay mood the Master mentioned he had so arranged the composition of these dances that from time to time one or the other of the musicians could put down his instrument, take a rest, even go to sleep. After the leader, having accepted the gift, had left, Beethoven asked whether I had noticed how the village musicians often dropped off to sleep during their playing, and then again, as they woke suddenly, would chime in with a number of hearty loud notes, played at random, but for the most part in the right key, and so would alternate between napping and waking. In the Pastorale Symphony, said Beethoven, he had tried to imitate these poor fellows “…”if you, dear Reader, will look at the music on pages 106, 107, 108 and 109 (of the Breitkopf and Härtel edition) you will find the proof of it. You will see the stereotyped accompanying phrase of the two violins on page 105, you will see the sleepy second bassoon with the repeatedly abruptly dropped notes, while the bass, the cello and the viola have stopped altogether. Not until page 108 do we see the viola waking up, arousing in its turn the neighboring cello, then the second horn begins, plays a few notes, but passes immediately. The last ones to be fully aroused to renewed activity are the bass and the two bassoons. The clarinet too has its time and space for a period of rest. Turn to page 110, and the allegro in 2/4 time shows in its form and character the essence of the ancient Austrian dance music. For dances existed in former times in which the duple rhythm changed suddenly to 3/4 time. I, myself, watching the dances in the woodland villages around the capital, have (in the decade from 1820-1830) seen such dances performed…”

The Ländliche Tanz of Beethoven’s “Pastorale” does indeed seem to be a highly stylized landler. As a matter of fact, we find that the landlers played in Upper Austria and Styria have this transition from 3/4 time to 2/4 time. One of the best experts on this type of dance, Commenda, says in his book on landlers what we may take to be a confirmation of Schindler’s report: “Almost every fiddler or musician had his jealously guarded transcriptions of ländler tunes familiar to him often handed down for generations of musicians. To read these notes was possible only for a learned and accomplished musician, and for the actual dancing, the practice was not to play from the music but from memory. Most of the ländler transcriptions as well as those published from the old records are in 3/4 time. The same musician will sometimes play the melody in 3/4 time, sometimes in 2/4 time according to the pace observed by the dancers.” 

It might be recalled that the old “Grandfather dance” begins with a deliberate, slow 3/4 ländler, and changes, without transition, into 2/4 time. In the Austrian province around Salzburg, such dances still are being used.

Schindler continues in his report that Beethoven wrote a number of waltzes for the band in Mödling, copying the parts himself. To trace these lost dances seemed a vain task for Schindler, who simply said that the score was lost. It really seemed so for a long time, but in 1907 Hugo Reimann found the parts of these “Mödling Dances” in the archives of the Thomas Schule in Leipzig.

In all these waltzes, minuets and ländlers, the practice to which Schindler points, of the alternately sleeping and waking musicians, shows itself in the changing roles of the various instruments. They are highly stylized in spite of their relation to folk style, and Reimann points out that in their composition the creator had left behind him folklore or Austrian music, and was in truth writing real “Beethoven” dances. 

We know that Beethoven was fond of dancing, though Reis tells us that he never really learned to keep in step. (Even Johann Strauss, the “Waltz King,” did not know how to dance!) Perhaps this failing of the composer had some influence on the opinion of the Austrian dance composers of the time, who considered Beethoven’s dance music unfit for dancing. While these severe critics of Beethoven repose unread in minor in music archives, the dance rhythms of the Master still delight the world…
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…most of the Beethoven dances are written in a simple form and in this respect strongly resemble those of Mozart. Their structure shows a division into eight parts, they are based on a few themes, and the harmonic plan is simple. Beethoven also liked to use themes from his earlier works; for example, in the “Mödling Dances” he used themes from his “Klavier Bagatellen” and he quoted the accessory theme from the larghetto of the Second Symphony in another dance of the same series. On the other hand, he used the seventh of his twelve Contredances for the Eroica, thus making it immortal. The most folk-like and popular of the dances are the germans and the landlers, where we find a triadic melodic line, with Alpine strains most obvious in the trios. Like Mozart, Beethoven closes his Deutsche with a brilliantly developed long coda, returning to one of the motives of the last trio. The ländlerischen go so far in realism and primitive expression that they verge on caricature, as in the piano version of Dance No. 3, when the bagpipe accompaniment enunciates both tonic and dominant simultaneously and the impression resembles that made by the Eroica tonic-dominant combination. In Dance No. 7, the accentuation of the second beat often gives us a fine musical picture of the syncopated stepping of the peasants in the ländler.

Beethoven’s contribution to ballet music also is considerable. In his youth he wrote a Ritterballet (Equestrian Ballet) which was performed on a carnival Sunday in 1791, in Bonn. Its “invention,” that is, its arrangement, was by his patron Count Waldstein. The dancing master Habich from Aix la Chapelle helped to produce it, but the music’s creator was not mentioned, apparently because it was intended that the whole should be credited to the Count. He may have contributed one or another to the tunes. A report found in Bonn tells us that this ballet dealt with the favorite pastimes of the ancestors; the hunt, the battle, carousing and love. It was a late descendant of the old ballet tournaments or perhaps a revival of one of those Renaissance “trionfi” of former centuries. The music is extremely popular in form, adapted to the requirements of the aristocratic society. There is a march, a Deutscher Gesang (faintly reminiscent of the melodies from Saint-Saëns’ Carnival des Animaux), a hunting song, a romance, a battle song, a drinking song (resembling one of the German student songs), a Deutscher Tanz and a coda which harks back to previously used melodies. (Cf. Entries: Prometheos and Vigano.)
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That this characteristically romantic interest was shared by Beethoven is shown by a letter (August 8, 1809) addressed to Breitkopf and Härtel, asking for a complete edition of Goethe and Schiller, in which he says “these two poets (i.e. Goethe and Schiller) are my favorites; likewise, Ossian and homer, (although unfortunately I can read the latter only in translation.”

At this time Beethoven was occupied, in a desultory fashion, with the setting of some Scotch, Irish, and Welsh fold songs for the Edinburgh collector and publisher, George Thomson (1757-1851). Thomson was not the first publisher in this field in the British Isles, and it was probably the earlier successes of publications by William Napier and William Whyte which led Thomson to enter this field in 1793. He first contacted Beethoven on October 5, 1803, and they actively corresponded until sometime in the summer of 1820.

Beethoven was by no means the first composer Thomson approached. He had already published several collections containing settings by Leopold Kozeluh (1752-1818), Ignaz Pleyel (1757-1831), a pupil of Haydn’s, as well as Haydn himself. Thomson sent Beethoven the unadorned “airs” without words, and Beethoven was expected to set them simply for either one or two voices, pianoforte, violin, and violoncello. Beethoven was unaware that in many cases words were being supplied independently of the music, and he frequently complained about their absence: 

“Once again, I beg you to send me the words of the songs, as they are very necessary if one is to give the proper expression.” (Postscript to a letter, dated Novermer 23, 1816).

On the other hand, Thomson frequently complained about Beethoven’s settings being too difficult, and asked him to make alterations which Beethoven refused to do. The chief difficulty lay in the fact that Thomson’s ideas of an aesthetic of music were absolutely opposed to Beethoven’s…
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All in all, Beethoven added “symphonies” or “ritornellos” to forty-one Scotch, fifty-nine Irish, and twenty-six Welsh airs published by Thomson from 1814-1841.
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As Lombroso and many other psychiatrists confirm, the powers of a genius and insanity are close neighbors. Lombroso pointed out that the sudden change of emotion is proof of a certain type of mental degeneration: Beethoven represented a case in point. A certain “Ignaz” (Seyfried, Schuppanzign) was addressed in a letter: “Don’t come to see me any longer, you are a vicious dog, and they should be picked up by a knacker.” The next day he wrote: “My sweet little Ignaz, you are an honest guy, and I was wrong.” Outbreaks of rage were not unusual at all. He called friends and patrons by terrible names; for instance, Count Ferdinand Pallfy was called a pig, because he disturbed the Master while playing duets with Ries. According to Doležalek, Beethoven owned a sword, which had to be taken away from him, because his friends considered it a dangerous weapon at times when Beethoven was suffering spells of rage. At taverns and inns waiters had to suffer frequently from Beethoven’s bad moods. Rotten eggs and other food might be thrown out of the window. Grillparzer in a conversation with Dr. German Rollete (cf. Rollete: Mein Lebensabriss, edited by Paul Tausig 1908) said: “Beethoven, if irritated, acted like a wild animal.” The veins on his forehead would swell and his face take on a ghastly expression. Waldmüller’s portrait of 1823 gives an idea how the Master could look.
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Liszt, Franz

b. Raiding 1811, d. Bayreuth 1886. Famous virtuoso and composer. He concretized in Vienna 1823, where he studied with Carl Czerny, who brought the child prodigy to Beethoven. The following reminiscences of Liszt were communicated in 1875 to his pupil Ilka Horowitz Barnay: “I was about eleven years of age when my venerated teacher Czerny, took me to Beethoven. He had told the latter about me a long time before, and had begged him to listen to me play sometime. Yet Beethoven had such a repugnance to infant prodigies that he had always violently objected to receiving me. Finally, however, he allowed himself to be persuaded by the indefatigable Czerny, and in the end cried impatiently: ‘In God’s name, then, bring me the young Turk!’ It was ten o’clock in the morning when we entered the two small rooms in the Schwarzspanierhaus which Beethoven occupied; I somewhat shyly, Czerny amiably encouraging me. Beethoven was working at a long, narrow table by the window. He looked gloomily at us for a time, said a few brief words to Czerny and remained silent when my kind teacher beckoned me to the piano. I first played a short piece by Ries. When I had finished Beethoven asked me whether I could play a Bach fugue. I chose the C minor Fugue from the Well Tempered Clavichord. ‘And could you also transpose the Fugue at once into another key?’ Beethoven asked me. Fortunately I was able to do so. After my closing chord I glanced up. The great Master’s darkly glowing gaze lay piercingly upon me. Yet suddenly a gentle smile passed over the gloomy features, and Beethoven came quite close to me, stooped down, put his hand on my head, and stroked my hair several times. ‘A devil of a fellow,’ he whispered, ‘a regular young Turk!’ Suddenly I felt quite brave. ‘May I play something of yours now?’ I boldly asked. Beethoven smiled and nodded. I played the first movement of the C major Concerto. When I had concluded Beethoven caught hold of me with both hands, kissed me on the forehead and said gently: ‘Go! You are one of the fortunate ones! For you will give joy and happiness to many other people! There is nothing better or finer!,” Liszt told the preceding in a tone of deepest emotion, with tears in his eyes, and a warm note of happiness sounded in the simple tale. For a brief space he was silent and then said: “This event in my life has remained my greatest pride the palladium of my whole career as an artist. I tell it but very seldom and—only to good friends!” (From Schirmer: Beethoven: Impressions of Contemporaries).
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Opera projects

Despite his miraculous Fidelio, Beethoven remained outside the field of opera, perhaps because of the terrific difficulties which the composer encountered during the creation of this unique work.

“The whole business with the opera is the most tiresome thing in the world,” he said, “for I am dissatisfied with everything. There is almost no piece which would really and sincerely satisfy me.”

In Beethoven’s quartets, sonatas, and symphonies are found dramatic elements, lying within his programmatic material. As Arnold Schering has pointed out, according to Schindler, Beethoven’s friend and first biographer, many of these compositions are “hidden operas.”

His Ritterballet, written in his early youth in Bonn, was only a modest dramatic attempt.

