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BEETH O V EN , who was bom in 1770 and died in 1827, 
lived through the whole period of the French Revolution, 
surviving the Battle of Waterloo and the famous Vienna 
Congress, which undid so much of Napoleon’s work— 

restoring the Kingdom o f Naples, the Dukedom of Tuscany, 
the Papal territories and giving Milan and Venice back to Austria. 
The Bastile feil on July i4th, 1789. France was declared a 
Republic in September, 1792. Napoleon defeated Austria and 
invaded Italy in 1796, entering Milan on May 15d l of that year. 
Peace was made with Austria in 1797 and Napoleon became 
First Consul on November 6th, 1799. Italy was again invaded 
in 1800, when Napoleon, by winning at Marengo on June I4th, 
1800, was able to make a favourable peace with Austria which 
lasted until 1805. On May i8th, 1804, however, Napoleon 
had assumed the title o f Emperor and the French Revolution 
may be said to have run its course by that date.

Now it is especially interesting to inquire into Beethoven’s 
attitude to these striking political events, all o f which happened 
while he was a young man, since he has so often been claimed as a 
revolutionary composer and a friend of revolutions by those to 
whom political causes are nearest to heart. But what politicians 
and sociologists are always apt to forget is that a great artist is 
more concerned with humanity than with society; just as a great 
religious spirit will be more concerned with God than with any 
particular Church or religious Organisation, in contrast to the 
academic type o f mind for whom the form is separable from and 
more important than the content.

Great religious spirits—such as Jesus or Spinoza—do not 
show that respect for the law (and hence do not give such im- 
portance to changes o f law) as do the more literal-minded zealots 
who are always looking for a sign, an outward and visible sign, 
which they so invariably mistake for inward and spiritual grace. 
The artist shares with the great religious teachers that predilection 
for an individual concrete reality rather than a general common 
form, and he has necessarily a somewhat sceptical and mocking 
attitude to all formulas for improving men by law. One of the 
earliest remarks o f Beethoven bearing on politics is in a letter 
written from Vienna to Bonn dated August 2nd, 1794, when he 
was a young man o f twenty-four and thus at the period o f one’s 
life when one is most susceptible to enthusiasm for political ideas, 
which reads as follows :

“  It is very warm here. The Viennese are afraid it will 
soon be impossible for them to have any more ice cream ; 
for, as the winter was mild, ice is rare. Many persons of 
importance have been arrested ; they say there was fear o f a 
revolution breaking out—but it is my belief that so long as an 
Austrian can get his brown beer and sausages there will be 
no revolution. The gates in the suburbs are ordered to be 
closed at ten o’clock at night. The soldiers have loaded guns. 
One dare not speak too loud, otherwise the police will 
accommodate you for the night. Are your daughters already 
grown up, train one to be my bride, for if  I am in Bonn 
unmarried I shall certainly not stop so long . . . ”
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It is not to be denied that this is an exceedingly cool letter 
to be written by a young penniless man o f twenty-four only two 
years after the establishment o f the French Republic, and it is in 
striking contrast to the tone adopted by young intellectuals all 
over Europe after the Russian Revolution in 1917 and that 
revealed by most o f our young artists in relation to the present 
Civil War in Spain.

Yet, equally, nobody could deny that Beethoven was one of 
the greatest idealists who has ever lived and that a real love of 
humanity is one o f the most striking o f his qualities. I think we 
may find a solution to the apparent inconsistencies in his attitude 
in his intense sense o f reality and powerful intellect. Beethoven 
was also the very antithesis o f a sentimentalist, as all truly 
passionate natures are. As is well known, he was very sarcastic if 
people were moved to tears by his playing. “  We artists,”  he would 
say, “  don’t want tears, we want applause ” ; and yet his playing 
was such that, as Czerny relates :

“  Frequently not an eye remained dry, while many 
would break into loud so b s; for there was something 
wonderful in his expression, in addition to the beauty and 
originality o f his ideas and his spirited style of rendering 
them.”
Such an extreme individual as Beethoven could never have 

accepted the democratic notion that all men are equally— 
worthless; which is really what democracy, as vulgarised by 
demagogues, amounts to. Beethoven was entirely dependent 
financially all his life on the Viennese aristocracy ; yet at the house 
of Count Browne, when a young nobleman persisted in talking 
while he was playing, he stopped and said in a loud voice :

“  I play no longer for such hogs.”
Now Beethoven would have done exactly the same in the 

presence o f a democratic leader, a Totalitarian like Mussolini, 
a National Socialist like Hitler or a Communist like Stalin. 
About that there can be no doubt whatever. Beethoven was, 
as he once described himself, “  a man o f power ” ; he was not 
afraid o f his skin, nor was he to be bullied or cowed by Super
stition or authority into Submission. For a man like Beethoven 
every conceivable Government, Church or Institution would be a 
tyranny if  it interfered with his freedom as a man and an artist, and 
all institutions and governments— whatever their idealogical 
description—demand from their servants unquestioning obedience. 
To whom did Beethoven owe allegiance ? Only to God and to his 
art. To Count Lichnowsky, one o f his patrons, he wrote :

“  Falsehoods I despise. Visit me no more.’
The marvellous combination o f spiritual sense and common 

sense in Beethoven may be illustrated best by putting in juxta 
Position the following passages written out by Beethoven hun 
s e if :

God alone is our Master.
I am that which is. ,
I am all that is, that was, and that shall be. No morta 

man has lifted my veil. ,.
He is alone by Himself and to Hirn alone do all 

owe their being.
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With his remark, written immediately after Moscheies’ 
pious inscription at the end o f his pianoforte arrangement of 
Beethoven’s Fidelio : Moscheies had p u t :

“  Fine. With G od’s help.”

To this Beethoven added :

“  0  man, help thyself.”
But now I wish to come to the heart o f Beethoven’s attitude 

towards Revolution and, in particular, the French Revolution. 
Now, first of all, stränge as it may seem to our young pacificists 
and populär frontists, Beethoven was a patriot. In 1797 he com- 
posed a military hymn :

Ein grosses deutsches Volk sind wir,

and he once refused to play before Frenchmen. This, however, 
was due to special circumstances, and it drew from him the 
characteristic letter to Lichnowsky :

“  Prince ! What you are, you are through accident and 
birth. What I am I am through my own efforts. There are 
princes and there will be thousands o f princes more, but 
there is only one Beethoven.”

It is worth remarking here that Beethoven had not got 
Mozart’s ever-present, all-comprehending compassion and 
sympathy. Mozart could not have written that letter. He would 
have too clearly realised that what he, Mozart, was was also an 
“ accident of birth ”  and not to be merely ascribed to his own 
efforts.

This, however, does not affect the accuracy of Beethoven’s 
sense of values, for being, like Mozart, a true creator his sense in 
this respect was infallible. The best example and the one nearest 
to our theme is his famous action with regard to the dedication 
of his third symphony, now known as the “  Eroica.”  This great 
work was composed during the winter o f 1803/4. When it was 
completed a fair copy was made, on the outside page of which 
was written the dedication: “  Napoleon Bonaparte.”  On
May i8th, 1804, Bonaparte assumed the title of Emperor and the 
news quickly spread to Vienna. Beethoven “  in a fury of dis- 
appointment and with a torrent o f reproaches tore off the title- 
page and dashed it on the ground.”  Later on he gave it a new 
title under which it was published, namely :

Symfonia eroica per festeggiare il sovvenire d’un gran 
nomo. (Heroic Symphony to commemorate the memory of a 
great man.)

Now I am going to say something very surprising, but which, 
nevertheless, is, I am convinced, profoundly true. It is this : 
Why Napoleon failed, why he did not succeed in uniting Europe 
mto one great Repüblic, was because Beethoven tore up the dedication 
to him of the “  Eroica ”  Symphony !

If Beethoven had not torn up the dedication o f his symphony 
to Bonaparte there would have been no Moscow, no Elba, no 
Waterloo, no St. Helena, for Bonaparte, instead of being the 
ounder of another despotism, would have been the true liberator 

Beethoven had considered him to be as First Consul of the French 
Repüblic. Why was the First Repüblic invincible ? Why did 
its ragged armies defeat the well-equipped forces of Austria ? 

ecause of the spirit which inflamed them, and this spirit was no 
onger with Bonaparte. It fled when Beethoven tore up the title- 

Page of the “  Eroica ”  and never returned.

It is exceedingly stränge that among so many readers o f the 
Old Testament few have considered the important, the decisive 
part played in the tribal and national struggles related therein 
by the gods of the respective protagonists. The combatants and 
the leaders of the opposing forces, you will find, all understood 
very well the paramount importance of God being on their side. 
All claimed God as an ally under their different linguistic names 
and cultural Symbols. To-day we find nations and peoples in 
exactly the same Situation. Just as in the Thirty Years’ War, which 
devastated Germany, the opposing Protestants and Catholics 
each claimed God as an ally and murdered each other in the name 
of God so to-day the opposing Fascists and Communists each 
proclaim the justice of their cause. Truly it is in the name of 
Right rather than of God that each now makes his appeal; but 
this merely develops the tendency already revealed in the French 
Revolution which enthroned Reason in place o f the more 
mysterious and therefore less calculable power, God.

It must have become clear to Beethoven that all these idols— 
whether called Reason, Humanity, Justice, Religion, or by the 
name of some national Deity—are merely Symbols which can be 
turned to any purpose whatsoever and in whose name any crime 
may be committed and condoned. Therefore, we hear very little 
from Beethoven in his later years on the subject of Revolution. 
But this does not mean that he had changed. It only means that 
as he developed he had come to realise what stränge things can 
happen in the name of Justice, Religion and Humanity, and how 
little trust is to be put in idealistic phrases and how everlastingly 
ready idealogues are in their passion for reforming man and 
re-making him in the image of their ideal to imprison him, 
deprive him of all rights and, if  he prove obdurate, to murder 
him in his own interests.

Nevertheless, just as the Creative artist is Creative as long as 
the spirit does not depart from him, so we may also say that when 
the spirit which gives life departs from a cause then that cause 
is doomed. That the oppressed should rise against the oppressor 
when his injustice is too great to be borne is not only right, but as 
inevitable as the boiling of a kettle at a certain temperature. But 
to call aloud to all other kettles to boil and to be in a frenzy 
because they are not boiling is what it is to be a doctrinaire 
revolutionary. This Beethoven never was and could not be, 
because, like all great men, he believed in individual freedom and 
individual responsibility. The true valuation o f a Prince 
Lichnowsky or of a Beethoven or a Mozart lies no more in what 
they were by birth—aristocrat or genius, etc.—than the true 
valuation of any man lies in his being a member o f a Fascist or 
Communist Organisation or in his being an Englishman or an 
American. Rather does it depend on whether the spirit o f God 
is in him or has departed from him. Now, it is because this is 
so much more difficult to ascertain that men fix labels upon them- 
selves in the hope of swindling their fellows. It was in the name 
of the French Revolution that Napoleon attempted to conquer 
Russia. It will probably be in the name of Beethoven that some 
future Organisation of inferior artists will try to suppress the 
individuality of a future Beethoven. But all these attempts are 
doomed to failure since somewhere at some place the spirit 
of God living in some human being will, like Beethoven, tear 
in pieces the title of these self-appointed despots to rule others 
and this act will be a sign that God has deserted them. When 
that happens nothing can save them.
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