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Born just a few years after Wolfgang
Mozart died, Franz Schubert had a lot in
common with the famous composer.
Schubert was also a gifted child who
astonished adults with his musical
ability. As a teen, Schubert was taught
by one of Mozart’s rivals. And like

Mozart, Schubert’s life ended prematurely and was
filled with struggle.

Still, while Mozart was celebrated across Europe,
Schubert was almost completely unknown until just
a few years before his death. Mozart worked as a
court composer; Schubert couldn’t get a job. The
challenges of Schubert’s life inspired his art —
music which is today performed across the world.
Schubert’s life, his challenges and his compositions
are all reasons he is considered one of our great
composers.
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Idolizing Beethoven

L
udwig van Beethoven was dying. He was suffering from
kidney and liver disease, perhaps made worse by alco-
hol. By February of 1827, he knew his life would soon

be over. Beethoven was famous in a way no composer before him
had been—not Wolfgang Mozart, not Joseph “Papa” Haydn.

While many of Beethoven’s fellow citizens in Vienna were
aware of his illness, one man—a virtually unknown young com-
poser—was especially distressed by the great man’s struggles.

The composer was Franz Schubert, an early part of the Ro-
mantic Movement in music. Beethoven was Schubert’s idol. As a
teenager, Franz loved his work so much that he sold some of his
school books to pay for a ticket to a performance of Beethoven’s
opera Fidelio. Later, he dedicated a set of piano variations to
Beethoven with the words “by his admirer and worshipper, Franz
Schubert.” And his Ninth Symphony contains part of the “Ode to
Joy” theme that Beethoven used in his own Ninth (“Choral”)
Symphony.
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Chapter 1 - Idolizing Beethoven
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Franz Schubert drew inspiration from the great composers who came before him,
like Beethoven, Wolfgang Mozart and Joseph Haydn. Yet during his brief lifetime,
he not only carved out his own style, but later became the composer most
identified with the Romantic movement in music.
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Franz Peter Schubert
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“His ideal was Beethoven,” school friend Benedikt
Randhartinger once recalled. “All other composers mattered little
to him.”

According to one story, Beethoven took the time to read some
of Schubert’s work as he lay on his deathbed. Reading through
those compositions, Beethoven exclaimed, “Truly, in Schubert
there is a divine spark!” He saw in the man’s work a genius few
had recognized.

But no one is sure if the two men actually met face to face.
Although they only lived a few miles from each other, their lives
were worlds apart. Beethoven was celebrated, Schubert obscure,
a 30-year-old who’d spent his life struggling against poverty,
depression and a disease which was slowly killing him. Unable to
support a wife and family, he’d never married. And until recently,
music publishers had rejected his work.

A friend of both Schubert and Beethoven, Anselm
Hüttenbrenner, was by Beethoven’s bedside on the evening of
March 26. Suddenly a flash of lightning illuminated the room.
The composer raised his arm, his fist tightly clenched. Then he
fell back onto his bed.

Ludwig van Beethoven was dead.

Three days later, 20,000 mourners attended the funeral.
Schubert was one of 36 torchbearers who walked alongside the
coffin as it was carried to the gravesite, an enormous honor for
the young man.

A poet named Franz Grillparzer, a friend of Schubert’s, deliv-
ered the funeral oration. “He was an artist,” Grillparzer said,
referring to Beethoven. “Who shall stand beside him?”
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Chapter 1 - Idolizing Beethoven

Afterwards Schubert hung out with friends until the night’s
wee hours, talking about Beethoven. Although he mourned the
loss of his idol, it’s possible that Schubert believed that
Grillparzer’s words were directed at him. All he needed was a bit
more luck, some dedication and his work could be as admired as
Beethoven’s.

But there would be no luck.

In less than two years, Franz Peter Schubert died. Though he
was buried just a few yards from his idol Beethoven, it seemed
that his reputation went into the ground with him. Even one of
his friends, referring to two of Vienna’s most famous composers,
wrote that “In spite of all the admiration I have felt for my dear
friend, we shall never make a Mozart or a Haydn out of him.”

The friend was wrong. After his death, Schubert’s works were
discovered. It took several decades, but Schubert’s reputation has
grown immensely despite his lack of success in life. Today he is
regarded as one of our great composers.
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