
Certain themes and ideas 
permeate the compositions 
and work of Beethoven

One thing that Beethoven was certain about was 
his own genius
He saw himself as serving a divine purpose- to 
bring enlightenment through his music to the 
rest of mankind

Four themes 
from 
Beethoven's 
musical output

• Freedom
• Nature
• Brotherhood
• Isolation



The worst possible affliction

• Beethoven was obsessed with the idea 
of Fate

• For him his growing deafness (which he 
said started in his late 20's) was the worst 
thing blow that Fate could give him
• He also felt that, because Fate had 
made him a composer for all of mankind 
he could not sacrifice his Art to domestic 
comforts (ie getting married)- he 
remained single until his death



Heiligenstadt 
Testament
1802

• This 'testament' (as in "Last Will and 
Testament") is a letter, never posted, 
that Beethoven addressed to his 
brothers Karl and Johann.
• In it he expresses thoughts of suicide, 

the isolation that his hearing problems 
cause him when in society, and his 
resolution to continue living
• The only point in continuing to live 

was to dedicate himself to Music

'I shall seize Fate by the 
throat;
it shall certainly not crush 
me completely'



The Fifth Symphony
• Duh Duh Duh Dah

• Possibly the most famous four notes 
ever written.

• E.T.A. Hoffmann (Author, Composer 
and Music Critic) saw this as 'fate 
knocking at the door'

However......

It may be a coded message 
about freedom and 
equality, linked to the 
French revolution

It quotes Cherubini's 'Hymne Du Panthéon' 'We swear, sword in hand, to die for the 
Republic and for the rights of Man'

Theme 1 - Freedom



Theme 2 - Nature

Look no further than 6th Symphony – The Pastoral Symphony

It's a hymn to the 
beauty, power 
and consolation 
of nature

It has a programme, as 
follows:
1. Awakening of cheerful 
feelings on arrival in the 
countryside
2. Scene by the brook
3. Merry gathering of 
country folk
4. Thunder, Storm
5. Shepherd's song. 
Cheerful and thankful 
feelings after the storm

Beethoven used to enjoy 
getting out of Vienna for 
long walks in the 
countryside.



Theme 3-
Brotherhood

• The enormous 9th 
Symphony

• The first symphony ever to 
feature voices- a quartet 
of soloists and a choir

• Beethoven set a text by 
Schiller 'An die Freude' 
(Ode to Joy) that he had 
been considering setting 
since the 1790s

• It was written with all 
of humanity in mind- we 
are all 'universal brothers'

"Joy, beautiful spark of Divinity,
Daughter of Elysium*,

We enter, drunk with fire,
Heavenly one, thy sanctuary!
Thy magic binds again
What custom strictly divided;
All people become brothers,
Where thy gentle wing abides."

*Elysium = Heaven

The melody is deliberately simple-
for all people to understand and 
remember



Theme 4-
Isolation

• "Oh you men who think or say 
that I am malevolent, stubborn, 
or misanthropic, how greatly do 
you wrong me? You do not 
know the secret cause which 
makes me seem that way to 
you…. "

Heiligenstadt testament, 1802



'Cavatina'

• His deeply personal late period works seem to reflect the isolated 
universe Beethoven increasingly retreated into. Private essays in 
sound, his late period sonatas and string quartets are strange, 
incendiary, obsessive, celestial, and sometimes profoundly sad...
• He admitted in a letter to a friend that one of these late works, in 

fact, had the power to move even him, its author, to tears: the 
Cavatina of his string quartet no. 13, Opus 130.



'Beklemmt'

• About two-thirds through the cavatina, 
Beethoven provides an unusual instruction in 
the quartet’s score: beklemmt. It is not a 
common music term. Translations include 
choked, oppressed, tight-chested. The music 
transforms radically and suddenly. The violin 
solo, now gaunt, stutters through clipped 
utterances over a faint pulse.

28 mins 00 secs

Can you hear how the first 
violin here is made to feel 
isolated?



Consolation

In bar 23 the second violin emerges from 
the accompaniment and offers a tune to the 
lonely soloist. “Sotto voce”—hushed—a 
falling fifth, followed by three patient 
triplets. The second violin sings just the 
beginning of a melody that is then repeated 
and continued by the solo violin.
• A sympathizing friend, reassuring from a 

distance?

26 mins 40 secs

Through this music Beethoven is telling us 
that even in the midst of despair there is 
hope


