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Ludwig van Beethoven was born in Bonn, Germany, on December 16, 1770. He died 
March 26, 1827, in Vienna. His grandfather had been the Kapellmeister for the 
Archbishop, and his father was a court musician. But his father was also the town 
drunk, and he was cruel to his son. If Ludwig did not practice enough to please his 
father, he was beaten. He saw that Ludwig had remarkable talent and was determined 
to capitalize on it by exploiting him as a child prodigy. This might have adversely affected 
the love for music of a child less gifted. But the young Beethoven lived and breathed 
music and soon became a brilliant pianist and a master of improvisation. His first work 
was published when he was only 11 years old, and others followed very quickly.

Although he did go through periods of financial want during his lifetime, for the most 
part his compositions brought him a considerable income, so that he did have reason-
able security. On one occasion, he lacked enough money to pay his rent. A friend 
dropped in, and Beethoven told him of his problem. “I cannot understand that,” said the 
friend. “After all, you are Beethoven.” With that the friend gave Beethoven a short 
theme and told him to write some variations. In a short time, the work was finished. The 
friend went out for a few moments and returned with a good sum of money. . . more 
than enough for the emergency. He had sold the theme and variations to a publisher a 
short distance down the street!

When he was 17 years old, Beethoven traveled to Vienna. Here he made a great impres-
sion on everyone who heard him play, and especially on those who heard his improvisa-
tions. Even Mozart said, “Keep an eye on that fellow; he will make a great commotion in 
the world some day!” When he was 22 years old, Beethoven moved to Vienna where he 
remained for most of the remainder of his life. He achieved great fame as a pianist and 
as a composer. His new works were eagerly awaited by a large circle of musicians who 
especially appreciated his genius. On one occasion, they even signed a petition request-
ing that a new work be given public performance. That work was his great 9th 
Symphony, composed for orchestra and chorus.

The great tragedy of Beethoven’s life was his deafness, which shut him off from society 
for the last half of his life. He was unable to hear his music performed but could hear it 
perfectly in his own mind. His sense of pitch and quality of sound did not disappear 
when his hearing vanished, and his greatest works were composed when he was 
almost totally deaf. It has been suggested that his deafness may have been a blessing, 
since it caused him to withdraw from society to such an extent that he had a great deal 
of time to compose. It also caused him to become philosophical and introspective, and 
one can hear this in his music. As he composed his great 5th Symphony, he said, “I will 
seize fate by the throat. . . I will not be defeated.” And this work was his symphony of vic-
tory, indeed.

Not only did Beethoven revolutionize the symphony as a musical form, but he totally 
changed the direction of music in general. He ushered in a new era for the piano. Even 
his “trifles” (Bagatelles) were the beginning of a vast new literature of short piano piec-
es of a similar type.

Ludwig van Beethoven
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