
A ‘Forerunner’ before our Time.

There was a man from Bonn in Germany — a composer,  this composer was Ludwig van 
Beethoven. He changed the course of music history. Not just how music sounds, but what 
it can mean and how we think now of music, musicians and composers. He set music 
going in a radically new direction, and by doing so created an unlimited horizon for future 
composers.
 
Beethoven came of age in the time we call the ‘classical era.’ One of this eras greatest 
composers, Haydn, was his teacher and recognised his pupils unprecedented and unique 
gifting. Music of this time was generally polite and restrained, and followed careful 
composition rules — for example, how the different bits of a symphony go together, or how 
a sonata should be formed.

Beethoven’s character and creative spirit were just too restricted by this genteel approach 
to music. He took it and split it apart at the seams.
His sonatas became whirlwinds — crammed with energy and anger that had never been 
seen before in such a small musical space. He also wrote sonatas that were so difficult 
they were on the brink of being unplayable — it forced musicians to become heroes, ready 
to conquer Beethoven’s fiery music.

His concertos did the same — even in the quieter moments, the music had a strength and 
purpose that felt new and revolutionary. Again, the soloist was a mighty hero, and the 
music like a drama playing out on the concert platform.

But it was Beethoven’s symphonies that really took the world by storm. He decided that 
the music could symbolise the world outside the concert hall — there’s a gentle scene by a 
creek in the forest in his Pastoral Symphony. Whereas his Eroica or the Fifth Symphony 
pose even bigger questions about struggle and triumph, fate and destiny.
His biggest triumph with the symphony was to decide that an orchestra wasn’t enough! His 
final Ninth symphony has a finale that brings in a chorus and soloists. It sets words about 
joy and freedom and it’s an unparalleled statement about humanity and togetherness.
When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, the concert that followed and conducted by Leonard 
Bernstein,  there was only one piece of music that fitted the bill!

So to recap: Why Beethoven?
He was born in 1770. His father being a drunk made his life horrible. He grew up in a 
musical world with polite rules and conventions. But he broke every one of them. His 
sonatas are Herculean, his string quartets are among the most intense pieces of music 
ever written; and he changed how we think about the symphony. He began suffering 
severe  deafness starting in 1798 and by 1812 he was basically stone deaf.
But there’s more. His Ninth symphony which he finished in 1824 was to become his 
monumental composition before his death in 1827. He was with the conductor on stage at 
its first performance. At the conclusion, he was turned around to face the rapturous 
audience response. While he could not hear….we hope he understood the the enormity of 
his achievement.

 All of this he was able to capture on paper with musical notes which he could not hear. A 
Forerunner of his day, and we are blessed to be in receipt of the work of this genius. Listen 
to what Sir Malcolm Sargent has to say and the ‘Ode to Joy’ by Lenard Bernstein.




