
Introduction

Three paradigms

‘So you are writing about Beethoven’s middle-period string quartets. Which
quartets will you include?’ This question was frequently asked of me as I
wrote this book. There is a well-established sense of what constitutes
Beethoven’s ‘early’ and ‘late’ quartets, but the grouping and indeed the
assessment of the ‘middle’ quartets is ambiguous. This has long been the
case: although Opp. 59, 74 and 95 have been central in the performance of
chamber music since the nineteenth century, scholars’ views of them since
this time have been ambivalent. These works warrant a fresh look, a new
approach. William Drabkin calls for a bird’s-eye view of these quartets, a
‘summing up of Beethoven’s achievements in Op. 59, or in the middle-
period Quartets as a group’.1 This wide-angle perspective can arguably best
be achieved by first ‘zooming in’, with a detailed contextual study of Opp.
59, 74 and 95, which this book offers. The book’s contextual approach
provides the foundation for comments on the works as a set; it also allows
a broader critique of three core paradigms in Beethoven studies, which,
because of Beethoven’s centrality, influence our views not only of the
middle-period quartets but also of Western music history in general.

The most dominant and persistent of these paradigms is the traditional
division of Beethoven’s career into three ‘style periods’, with the recent
emphasis on the last period. This teleological view of his career has been
strongly criticised, but remains a key reason for the comparative neglect of
the middle-period quartets today.2 The middle-period quartets were once
considered more a goal, less a way station, but since the mid-twentieth
century the late works have garnered by far the most scholarly praise and
attention. My analyses of Opp. 59, 74 and 95 – on their own aesthetic terms,
and with regard to their varied reception histories (Chapters 3–8) – leads me

1 W. Drabkin, ‘Brought to Book? New Essays on the Beethoven Quartets’, Beethoven Forum, 13
(2006), 92.

2 For a critical view, see T. DeNora, ‘Deconstructing Periodization: Sociological Methods and
Historical Ethnography in Late Eighteenth-Century Vienna’, Beethoven Forum, 4 (1995), 1–15;
and J. Webster, ‘The Concept of Beethoven’s “Early” Period in the Context of Periodizations
in General’, Beethoven Forum, 3 (1994), 1–27. 1
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to question this teleological view. A study of these works’ reception, in
particular, reinforces the fact that the canon of chamber music is a con-
struct, reflecting the changing ideas and ideals of writers with various vested
interests and social and cultural situations; it can serve to both open and
close our understanding of these works.
A second persistent paradigm is that of ‘heroic’ Beethoven. This para-

digm pertains especially to the middle-period works, and also threatens to
restrict our understanding. Scott Burnham has shown how ideas of
Beethoven’s personal heroism – of his triumphing over personal setbacks –
have been projected onto his career, as a whole and in part. They have also
been projected onto narratives supposedly embodied in selected symphonic
works.3 Like the goal-oriented periodisation of Beethoven’s career, the
‘heroic’ paradigm has been subject to critique.4 But it persists, and still
warrants specific attention from scholars of Beethoven’s quartets: notions of
compositional ‘heroism’ are pronounced in discourse about these works,
and some of the most influential scholars fault the middle-period quartets in
particular for not following the expected ‘heroic’ and ‘public’ styles.5

In general, there is a need to carve out some new aesthetic spaces for these
works – new in terms of today’s understandings of the string quartet c. 1800.
Such aesthetics can either move us away from or broaden the traditional
lenses or binaries through which these works have been viewed, which involve
paradigms of ‘heroic’, ‘symphonic’, ‘public’, ‘traditional’, ‘transitional’, ‘true’
or ‘emancipated’ quartets. Recent studies of ‘characteristic’, rhetorical and
traditional elements in Beethoven’s middle period have yielded alternative
conceptions, which can broaden our perspectives.6 Especially important are

3 S. Burnham, Beethoven Hero (Princeton University Press, 1995), especially Chapter 3,
‘Institutional Values: Beethoven and the Theorists’, pp. 66–111. For a critical view, taking
account of who constructs these narratives, see T. S. Grey, ‘Everybody’s Hero’, Beethoven Forum,
8 (2000), pp. 207–23 (especially p. 220).

4 For general critique of this paradigm, see N. Cook, ‘The Other Beethoven: Heroism, the
Canon, and the Works of 1813–14’, 19th-Century Music, 27 (2003), 3–24; and N. Mathew,
‘Beethoven and His Others: Criticism, Difference, and the Composer’s Many Voices’, Beethoven
Forum, 13 (2006), 148–87.

5 See, for example, J. Kerman, The Beethoven Quartets (New York: Knopf, 1967), especially
p. 116 regarding quartets after Op. 59 No. 1; and M. Broyles, Beethoven: The Emergence and
Evolution of Beethoven’s Heroic Style (New York: Excelsior, 1987), especially p. 106.

6 See, especially, H. Danuser, ‘Streichquartett f-Moll Quartetto serioso op. 95’, in A. Riethmüller,
C. Dahlhaus and A. L. Ringer (eds.), Beethoven: Interpretationen seiner Werke, 2 vols. (Laaber,
1994), vol. II, pp. 78–95; J. Daverio, ‘Manner, Tone, and Tendency in Beethoven’s Chamber
Music for Strings’, in G. Stanley (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Beethoven (Cambridge
University Press, 2000), pp. 147–64; K. von Fischer, ‘“Never to be Performed in Public”. Zu
Beethovens Streichquartett op. 95’, Beethoven-Jahrbuch, 9 (1977), 87–96; E. Sisman, ‘After the
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studies of the various conceptions of ‘heroic’ that were current c. 1800, as
compared to the more restricted understanding of heroism that emerged
later in connection with Beethoven.7 All these aesthetic ideas can be elabor-
ated with specific regard to early nineteenth-century ideas about, and
cultures of, chamber music. The groundwork for this is laid in Chapter 1,
which discusses theories and practices pertinent to the culture of string
quartets in Beethoven’s Vienna; the individual analyses in Chapter 3–7 take
this exploration further.

Previous scholars of Beethoven’s middle-period quartets have focused on
score and sketch analysis, which bears witness to a third persistent para-
digm: the idea that these musical works are essentially embodied in musical
notation and are thus removed from physicality, visual codes and social
meanings.8 Chapter 2 considers some important early sources – autograph
manuscripts and early editions – that attest to Beethoven’s attention to
performance, and to meanings that arise from it. In the chapters that follow,
I develop analytical methods and hermeneutics to help us to access these
meanings, so that we can understand what Nicholas Mathew has called the
‘other voices’ of Beethoven – the lyric, melancholic, ironic, and so forth – as
they speak in these string quartets.9

Scholarship has tended to move away from the kinds of analyses and
‘work concepts’ that would seem to help most with this task, and ever closer
to the score-centred paradigm of ‘true’ quartets. This concept is discussed in
detail in Chapter 1. The overall trend in discussion of these works can be
encapsulated in the approaches of two representative and influential

Heroic Style: Fantasia and the “Characteristic” Sonatas of 1809’, Beethoven Forum, 6 (1998),
67–96; and J. Webster, ‘Traditional Elements in Beethoven’s Middle-Period String Quartets’, in
R. Winter and B. Carr (eds.), Beethoven, Performers, and Critics: The International Beethoven
Congress, Detroit 1977 (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1980), pp. 94–133.

7 M. Head, ‘Beethoven Heroine: A Female Allegory of Music and Authorship in Egmont’,
19th-Century Music, 30 (2006), 97–132; L. Lockwood, ‘Beethoven, Florestan, and the Varieties of
Heroism’, in S. Burnham and M. P. Steinberg (eds.), Beethoven and His World (Princeton
University Press, 2000), pp. 27–47.

8 The two book-length studies of these works, for example, largely comprise analytical notes:
G. Abraham, Beethoven’s Second-Period Quartets (OxfordUniversity Press, 1942); and L. Hübsch,
Ludwig van Beethoven, die Rasumowsky-Quartette Op. 59 Nr. 1 F-dur, Nr. 2 e-moll, Nr. 3 C-dur
(Munich: Fink, 1983). Useful comments on the performance of these works are found in:
L. Lockwood, Inside Beethoven’s Quartets: History, Performance, Interpretation (Harvard
University Press, 2008); P. Ryan, ‘Beethoven’s String Quartet in F major, Op. 59 No. 1:
Performance Practice in the Twentieth Century’, DMA diss., University of Cincinnati (1990);
R. Martin, ‘The Quartets in Performance: A Player’s Perspective’, in R. Winter and R. Martin
(eds.), The Beethoven Quartet Companion (University of California Press, 1994), pp. 111–42; and
R. Winter, ‘Performing the Beethoven String Quartets in Their First Century’, in Winter and
Martin (eds.), The Beethoven Quartet Companion, pp. 29–57.

9 Mathew, ‘Beethoven and His Others’.
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commentators. Theodor Helm, in his seminal book on Beethoven’s quartets
(1885), seems to take a fairly open view of the string quartet as a musical
work; certainly he is among those who consider visual experience of per-
formance to be vital. He observes that the finale of Op. 59 No. 3, in
particular, requires a ‘genialer Führer’ (brilliant leader), someone like
Ferdinand Laub (1832–75) or Joseph Joachim (1831–1907). And he sug-
gests that ‘the listener would do well to seek a place close to the quartet
players in the performance of the C major quartet’.10 Being ‘up close and
personal’ with the string quartet in performance is essential, he finds, for
savouring the material effect of these works.
Fast-forwarding to Joseph Kerman’s magisterial book on the Beethoven

quartets of 1967, one finds a much more composition-centred view of
the string quartet. This is grounded in the strongly harmonic-motivic
orientation that predominates in twentieth-century analysis, post-Hugo
Riemann, and persists today. Kerman’s own analytical approach seems
more concerned with savouring the Beethoven quartets as masterly com-
positions than with their manifold performative or sensually affective
elements. This focus tends to belie the breadth of listener experience
suggested by the wonderfully rich choice of vocabulary he deploys. For
Kerman, the quartets of Op. 59 are revolutionary ‘explorers’ through
which Beethoven uncovers radically new ground in terms of string quartet
techniques and expression.11 The metaphors that he brings into play when
discussing this opus exude space, strength and movement: the works are
twitchy and nervy, have sinews, are aerated, explode symmetrically. How
can we understand this kinetic energy in analytical terms, and how, more
generally, are we to account for new kinds of musical ‘individuals’ or
personae in the quartets? The reader wants to hear much more about
the so-called secondary parameters – register and timbre in particular – to
understand more fully how this music might variously speak to us and
move us viscerally. These parameters, especially register, are foregrounded
in this book’s analyses, which aim to be multivalent and eclectic. This
approach can bring us, in our score-centric age, to a better sense of why
Helm would want to sit close to the string quartet in performance, rather
than study the score in silence.

10 T. Helm, Beethoven’s Streichquartette. Versuch einer technischen Analyse dieser Werke im
Zusammenhange mit ihrem geistigen Gehalt (Leipzig: Fritzsch, 1885), p. 117. Helm’s
comments on Beethoven’s string quartets, which were subsequently to be published in his
Beethoven’s Streichquartette, first appeared in the Musikalisches Wochenblatt, 3 Oct. 1873–21
Sept. 1882. All translations are mine unless otherwise noted.

11 Kerman, The Beethoven Quartets, p. 119.
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Beethoven’s ‘theatrical epoch’

Central tomy approach is the idea of a ‘theatrical epoch’ in Beethoven’s career
around the time he was composing the middle-period quartets. This epoch
was muchmore than a passing phase. It can be defined as an extended period
during which he was particularly engaged with, and sought further involve-
ment with, theatrical works and theatrical concepts. It stretches from at least
Die Geschöpfe der Prometheus, Op. 43 (1800–1), to Leonore Prohaska, WoO
96 (1815), and intensifies in 1804–6 and 1809–10with his work on Fidelio, Op.
72, and Egmont, Op. 84.12 Right in the middle of this period, and attesting to
its importance for Beethoven, comes a lengthy letter from the composer to the
directorate of the Hoftheater in Vienna. The letter dates from sometime
before 4 December 1807. In it Beethoven makes a case for the Imperial
Court Theatre to engage him as a salaried composer.13 The contract he
proposes entails the annual composition of one opera and one smaller theat-
rical work, in return for a fee, and a concert for his benefit to be held in the
theatre. The contract did not materialise, but not for lack of trying: the letter is
detailed, carefully argued, and written out in another hand, then signed by the
composer. Evidently he had spent much time on its conception; indeed, it can
be understood as the culmination of a concentrated period of career planning
and compositional action with respect to the theatre.

This career-planning process, along with the actual composition of large-
scale theatrical works, was carried out simultaneously with the planning and
execution of the middle-period quartets. By autumn 1804 at the latest, he was
contemplating writing more string quartets to follow Op. 18 (composed
1798–1800, published 1801).14 However, on 24 November Beethoven’s
brother Kaspar Karl informed the proposed publisher of these new quartets,
Breitkopf and Härtel, that the composer was very much taken up with work
on Fidelio.15 Work on the opera had occupied Beethoven since the begin-
ning of 1804; a first version was completed in the summer of 1805. Fidelio
finally reached the stage in November 1805, and was again revised for two
further performances on 29 March and 10 April 1806. It is likely that
Beethoven began work on the Op. 59 quartets shortly thereafter.

12 Early versions of the opera are often referred to as Leonore; however, the work was premiered
as Fidelio. Here I use Fidelio to refer to both the 1805/6 version and the 1814 revision, and
provide the version date where relevant.

13 S. Brandenburg (ed.), Briefe, 1783–1807, Ludwig van Beethoven. Briefwechsel: Gesamtausgabe,
7 vols. (Munich: Henle, 1996), vol. I, pp. 333–5.

14 See ibid., vol. I, p. 225. This letter is written by Beethoven’s brother Kaspar Karl.
15 Ibid., vol. I, p. 230.
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In the case of Op. 74, Beethoven began working on the quartet before
Egmont, which was commissioned by the Burgtheater in Vienna in 1809.
Sketches for the quartet in the sketchbook Landsberg 5 provide fascinating
glimpses into Beethoven’s thinking, which changed radically in the course
of the compositional process. The final version, preceded by intensive
sketching, seems to have been crafted alongside and influenced by prelimin-
ary thoughts on Klärchen’s Lied ‘Freudvoll und leidvoll’ from Egmont (see
Chapter 6). Beethoven then busied himself with the composition of key-
board works to fulfil a contract that he had arranged with Clementi in 1807,
and then with Egmont.16 It seems that he was free to return to focus on the
string quartet after this, completing the main work on Op. 95 in late 1810,
although the precise chronology of the sketches, and the timing and exact
nature of Beethoven’s completion of and revisions to the score, remain in
question.17 Several of the extant sketches for Op. 95 on loose-leaf manu-
script were once stitched together by Beethoven to form a single homemade
manuscript volume, which contained sketches for the ‘Archduke’ Trio, Op.
97, and two works for the theatre: the incidental music to König Stephan,
Op. 117, and the music for Die Ruinen von Athen, Op. 113. This suggests
that he was developing ideas for these chamber and theatrical works con-
currently, and perhaps considering them as related in terms of drama.
In this book I shall argue that this compositional context – of large-scale

theatrical works – proved highly significant for the middle-period quartets.
Angus Watson has suggested that these theatrical works provide an impor-
tant context for Beethoven’s chamber music in general for the period
1804–9; however, the connections that he makes are limited to brief dis-
cussion of thematic links.18 The theatrical impulse is felt on various levels,
and is especially pronounced in the string quartets of this period. There is
evidence of concrete inspiration from scenes, sentiments or gestures in
Fidelio and Egmont; more abstract but equally pertinent manipulations of
formal conventions; and heightened expressive modes, especially the lyric
andmelancholic. I make the case that these middle-period quartets need not
be primarily considered ahead of their time, or behind the time in the sense

16 See C. Brenneis (ed.), Ludwig van Beethoven: ein Skizzenbuch aus dem Jahre 1809 (Landsberg 5),
2 vols. (Bonn: Beethoven-Haus, 1992–3), vol. II, p. 24; and B. Cooper, ‘The Clementi-Beethoven
Contract of 1807: A Reinvestigation’, in R. Illiano (ed.), Muzio Clementi: Studies and Prospects
(Bologna: Ut Orpheus, 2002), pp. 337–53.

17 S. Ong, ‘Aspects of the Genesis of Beethoven’s String Quartet in F minor, Op. 95’, in
W. Kinderman (ed.), The String Quartets of Beethoven (Urbana and Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 2006), especially pp. 138–9 and 154–63.

18 A. Watson, Beethoven’s Chamber Music in Context (Rochester, NY: The Boydell Press, 2010),
pp. 140–216.
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of ‘traditional’. Rather, they are precisely of their time in the sense that they
engage deeply with contemporary aesthetic and dramatic ideas c. 1800. The
works do not sit easily on one side of a binary opposition. Rather, they
encompass ‘public’ and ‘private’ aspects, feelings of joy and sorrow, and
dialogues with the past as well as ostensibly ‘modernist’ trends, such as
process-orientation and fragmentation. These engaging dualities are central
to the theatricality of the middle-period quartets, and are an essential part of
these works’ unique, explorative character.

Beethoven’s ‘theatrical epoch’ 7
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1 Setting the scene: theories, practices and the early
nineteenth-century Viennese string quartet

Beethoven’s middle-period quartets were composed at a major turning
point in the history of chamber music. A fundamental shift entailed
among other developments an opening up of chamber music for public
and professional performance and reception, and the beginnings of review
culture. This shift happened gradually over an extended period, in which
the decade 1800–10 was especially crucial. The five middle-period quar-
tets, completed in 1806 (Op. 59; three works), 1809 (Op. 74) and 1810
(Op. 95), reflect the changing times and were themselves instruments of
change.
One index of this change is an increasing disjunction between theories

about the string quartet and the string quartet in practice. Ideals of
the string quartet as a musical genre were crystallising c. 1800, and a
distinct canon of string quartets was emerging; but these ideals did not
necessarily add up to a coherent, unified ‘theory’ of the genre. The
supposed models – the canonised string quartets – did not necessarily
relate well to the ideals espoused by theorists; and neither did the per-
formance practices of the time. In exploring the relationship between
theory and practice, I shall first consider ideas of the string quartet as a
musical work c. 1800, then turn to practices – the changing contexts,
performers, patrons and publishers that shaped the special culture of
string quartets in Beethoven’s Vienna. Performance practices are con-
sidered in Chapter 2.

Theories and ideals of the string quartet c. 1800

Ludwig Finscher concludes his history of the string quartet with a compel-
ling theory of the genre. Briefly, it runs as follows. In the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, there emerged a concept of the string
quartet, primarily in German lands, based on the fusing of two strands
of thought: the elevated tradition of four-part writing, and the topos of
conversation. The concept arose, he maintains, equally from the music
itself, particularly Haydn’s quartets from Op. 33 (1781) and later, and8
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Mozart’s ‘ten great string quartets’.1 According to Finscher, this ‘theory of
string quartets’ is unique: no other genre has a comparably solid, binding,
far-reaching conceptual framework, which has served to regulate quartet
composition to the present day. Taken as a hypothesis or as speculation,
Finscher’s theory works well as a partial explanation of a complex phenom-
enon. But a unitary, binding concept for the string quartet c. 1800, and for
Beethoven’s works in particular, is both too simple and anachronistic.

Certainly a discourse on ‘true’ quartets, which had been established in the
mid-eighteenth century, continued to develop in Beethoven’s time.2 This is
found not only in the writings of German authors but also, for instance, in
those of several French theorists. In this discourse, Haydn’s string quartets
and Mozart’s (especially his ‘Haydn’ Quartets) were consistently held up as
touchstones; Beethoven’s quartets, too, were increasingly included in the
canon of chamber music, and were to become central. There existed at least
some regulative concept of the string quartet at this time, as Finscher notes;
this was a compositional model or ideal to which composers could refer.
Beethoven’s comment to his friend Karl Amenda in 1801 that he had only just
discovered the right way to write quartets attests to his awareness of this ideal:

Be sure not to pass your quartet [Op. 18 No. 1] on to anybody, because I have greatly
altered it, as only now have I learnt how to write quartets properly; and this you will
notice, I fancy, when you receive them.3

But the real hardening of theories and ideas about the string quartet into a
unified, regulative concept arguably post-dates the period of the exemplary
works’ composition and early reception (the time of Haydn, Mozart and
Beethoven). Conceptions of the string quartet at this time were multi-
faceted, dualistic and open to debate.

Eighteenth-century conceptions of the string quartet can be understood
in relation to the two strands of thought that Finscher has identified: the
perfection of four-part writing, and the idea of conversation between four
intelligent people. On the one hand, the ideal of perfect four-part writing
relates to a conception of the musical work as a ‘pure’ interplay of musical
tones. Implicitly in this understanding the string quartet is a learned,

1 See L. Finscher, Studien zur Geschichte des Streichquartetts (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1974),
pp. 279–301. The Mozart quartets to which he refers are his last ten quartets: the six
dedicated to Haydn, the ‘Hoffmeister’ K. 499 and the ‘Prussian’ Quartets.

2 On this subject, see also my ‘Theater Piece and Cabinetstück: Nineteenth-Century Visual
Ideologies of the String Quartet’, Music in Art, 29 (2004), 134–50. The following three sections
draw on this article.

3 Brandenburg (ed.), Briefe, vol. I, p. 86. (Italics original.)
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elevated work, which resides essentially in the musical score. On the other
hand, the metaphor of conversation inclined towards a conception of the
string quartet as residing essentially in the act of performance, entailing
interaction between players and listeners. In this view, the string quartet is
implicitly social and entertaining, and visual and visceral in its meanings;
the musical experience is a product of the listener’s engagement with the
immediate, affective qualities of the music. In the former conception, how-
ever, the listener’s perception of compositional excellence – its equality,
‘purity’ and overall unity – is deemed paramount; the focus is on formal
qualities that can be abstracted from the work rather than experienced in it.
These two conceptions of the string quartet persisted in parallel in the

early nineteenth century, although metaphors of theatre rather than ‘con-
versation’ became prominent, especially in France. One can simplify the
situation and speak of ‘German’ and ‘French’ conceptions: the former more
score-centred and related to the ideal of perfect four-part writing, the latter
more focused on interaction and performance, and articulated in the meta-
phor of theatre. I shall separate these conceptions in what follows, for
argument’s sake. In practice, though, to understand the string quartet
c. 1800 in terms of any single, monolithic idea is to oversimplify. These
two conceptions are often present simultaneously in the discourse, and
indeed in the compositions themselves, which exhibit tensions between
the learned and the entertaining, the non-physical and the physical, and
the introspective and the social.4 An appreciation of the dualistic character
of the string quartet c. 1800 is central to the aesthetics of Beethoven’s
quartets, and to his contemporaries’ reception of them.

The ‘true’ string quartet as music’s Cabinetstück

In both theory and practice, the string quartet had become an elite genre by
1800. It was considered a touchstone for the budding composer; composing
a successful set of six quartets was a rite of passage for anyone aspiring to
inherit Mozart’s place, or to claim parity with Haydn in the European
musical world. Beethoven and his Viennese contemporaries would have
been well aware of the privileged status of the genre, and the ideals attached
to it, from publications, performances and salon conversations about the
celebrated works, and equally from the emerging critical and theoretical
discourse. New ideas of harmonic function, and the ‘completeness’ of four-

4 See also Daverio, ‘Manner, Tone, and Tendency’, p. 150.

10 The early nineteenth-century Viennese string quartet

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03545-4 - Beethoven’s Theatrical Quartets: Opp. 59, 74 and 95
Nancy November
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107035454
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

	http://www: 
	cambridge: 
	org: 


	9781107035454: 


