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During Beethoven’s darkest times, when he
stumbled about the streets of Vienna like a ragged
madman, people thought his career was over. Many
of his friends and patrons had died. He no longer
seemed to be producing music except for a few
trivial pieces.

But appearances were wrong. He was creating
what is generally regarded as his greatest single
work. Known as the Ninth Symphony, it is much

more difficult and massive than any of the preceeding eight.

But Beethoven was aware that the people of Vienna thought he
was crazy. He was afraid his symphony would be rejected.

Making things even worse, there had only been time for two
rehearsals. By this time he was totally deaf and could not hear
how well the musicians performed.

So on May 7, 1824, Beethoven conducted the Ninth Symphony for
its premiere performance in Vienna. When the last notes of the
magnificent final movement came to an end, Beethoven stood on
the stage with his back to the audience. One of the singers gently
turned him around so he could see the audience. The applause
was thunderous. Everyone was standing and cheering.

Nearly 180 years later, Beethoven’s works are still enjoyed by
music lovers all over the world. On January 12, 2003, the Ninth
Symphony was added to the “Memory of the World” register so
that the compositions of Vienna’s “mad genius” will live on for
eternity.
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Masters of

Music

I
n November of 1792 Ludwig van Beethoven arrived in
Vienna, the musical capital of Europe.  He was 22 years old,
short and thin. But in spite of being slender, he had powerful

shoulders and arms, and strong hairy hands with stubby fingers. His
head was large, with a broad forehead and bushy eyebrows. His hair
was black and bristly. His eyes reflected his feelings: sometimes sad,
sometimes flashing anger.

He was clumsy. He constantly bumped into, knocked over, and
broke things. When he came to Vienna he got the name and ad-
dress of a dancing master and even took a few lessons, but never did
learn to dance in time to music. One lady wrote that he had “no
exterior polish; on the contrary he was unmannerly in both de-
meanor and behavior.” In short, Ludwig van Beethoven was an
awkward young man who didn’t know how to behave.

What he did know how to do was play the piano.

Beethoven had grown up in the much smaller town of Bonn,
Germany. In addition to mastering his piano technique, he had also
been an organist in the court there, played the viola in the orchestra
and was already composing music.

New Pianist in Town
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Beethoven’s name confused people.  His grandfather came
from Flanders where the prefix “van” was common.  It did not show
social class.  In Vienna the prefix “von” meant that the person was a
member of the nobility.  People in Vienna assumed that the young
man from Bonn was named Ludwig von Beethoven and was a mem-
ber of the nobility.  Actually his name was Ludwig van Beethoven
and he was a commoner.  When people made this mistake Ludwig
did not correct them.

Young Beethoven had been invited to study with Franz Joseph
Haydn, the most famous composer in Vienna. On his way back to
Vienna after returning from a tour of London earlier in the year, the
great composer had stopped briefly in Bonn. There he saw music
composed by Beethoven. He said that he would accept Beethoven
as his student if he came to Vienna. As it turned out, Beethoven
was not grateful. He was stubborn and resented Haydn’s criticism.
He even started taking lessons with another teacher without telling
Haydn.

Joseph Haydn was a kind man. He tried to help Beethoven. He
wrote to the elector (a nobleman like an English duke) in Bonn
asking him to send Beethoven more money to live on in Vienna. He
also sent some of Beethoven’s compositions. Haydn was embar-
rassed when he received the elector’s reply: “The music of young
Beethoven which you sent me I received with your letter. Since,
however, this music, with the exception of the fugue, was composed
and performed here in Bonn before he departed on his journey to
Vienna, I cannot regard it as progress made in Vienna.” Further-
more, it turned out that the elector was paying Beethoven much
more than the young man had told Haydn about.

Haydn had planned to take Beethoven with him on his second
trip to London. He changed his mind. However, he did arrange for
another teacher to continue Ludwig’s lessons in counterpoint. But
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Beethoven’s teachers all had problems with him. They said that he
was so stubborn that he only learned through hard experience. He
thought his teachers were jealous of him.

Awkward, shy, and unsure of himself, Beethoven often re-
sponded to people with anger. He thought people were insulting
him when they were actually trying to help him. But the music-
loving nobles of Vienna didn’t care that Beethoven was hard to get
along with. All they cared about was how he played the piano. And
he played the piano brilliantly. His powerful playing style was very
different from the gentle style of other pianists. He often made fun
of these pianists and their style.

Joseph Haydn was not
only a great composer,
but also a kind and
fatherly man who tried
to help younger
musicians. He agreed
to teach Beethoven,
but his efforts to help
the young composer
were not appreciated.
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Beethoven’s student Carl Czerny described his effect on
audiences, “He knew how to produce such an effect upon every
hearer that frequently not an eye remained dry, while many would
break out into loud sobs. After ending an improvisation of this
kind he would burst into loud laughter and banter his hearers on
the emotion he had caused in them. ‘You are fools!’ he would say.”

At this time the upper classes in Vienna loved pleasure. They
wanted to forget the danger of war. The French Revolution in 1789

The people of Germany and Austria in the late 18th Century loved big parties and
private concerts with which they attempted to forget the horrors of the French
Revolution. This painting by Johann Franz Rousseau shows a masquerade ball at
the Bonn Hoftheater in Bonn, Germany.
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and the bloody reign of terror that followed frightened them. The
death of their emperor, Joseph II, ended his policies of social jus-
tice. His successors, Leopold II and Francis I, persecuted anyone
with liberal ideas. In order to forget these things, the Viennese
competed with each other to see who could have the biggest parties
and private concerts.

The piano, which had been developed early in the 18th Cen-
tury, was the rage. There were over 300 pianists in Vienna. The
children of the wealthy were all taking piano lessons from them.
But in spite of the large number of pianists, very few were first-rate.
Mozart had died in 1791. No one near his genius had appeared—
until Beethoven arrived.

Ludwig wrote to his friend Frau von Breuning back in Bonn
saying that he wanted to embarrass and have revenge on the
Viennese pianists, whom he considered his enemies. During the
next few years he met challengers for his position as the leading
pianist in Vienna. The patrons of these musicians would set up
piano-playing duels. The favorites would perform against each
other, the way animals fight in an arena. In one of these duels the
loser referred to Beethoven as “that young fellow who must be in
league with the devil.”

For his first three years in Vienna, Beethoven played mostly
for aristocrats at their private concerts. After that his reputation
spread and he made public appearances. The reviews were good. In
1796 he went on a tour to Prague, Dresden, Leipzig and Berlin. He
performed at the Prussian court for the king, Friedrich Wilhelm II.
The king gave Beethoven a gold snuffbox filled with gold coins.

Beethoven’s student Czerny said that during this period of his
youth, Beethoven “received all manner of support from our high
aristocracy and enjoyed as much care and respect as ever fell to the
lot of a young artist.”
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The nobility loved music. It was important to their social
status to be known as patrons of an important artist. They gave
Beethoven praise, money, and gifts. He later told his secretary and
biographer, Anton Schindler, that these early years in Vienna were
the happiest of his life.

Young Beethoven was spoiled, stubborn, and easily angered.
Because of his talent as a virtuoso pianist he was supported by
several noble patrons, sometimes living in their homes almost as a
member of the family. This emotional support and feeling of be-
longing was something Beethoven longed for. It was something he
had never had before. And he would never have it again.

Chapter 1 - New Pianist in Town

This map of
Austria and
Germany
shows the
long distance
the young
Beethoven
had to travel
from Bonn,
Germany
where he
was born
and grew up,
to Vienna,
Austria
where he
spent his
adult life and
gained fame
first as a
pianist and
then as a
composer.
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