
 

That night in Vienna, December 1808 

 

A tough year 

 

Beethoven needed to end the year in surplus. The concert that was to take place at the Theater an 

der Wien on 22 December, 1808 was meant to produce one for him. And that‟s possibly why he 

crammed so much (admittedly great) music into one evening. 

Beethoven‟s correspondence that year had been full of ploys to get advances, juggle various 

sources of income, or stave off delivery of promised works. These were the days before 

royalties; of one-off payments, instalments at best. Beethoven could never quite get enough. 

„Cheer me up as soon as possible with the 300 florins still due me,‟ Beethoven had written to 

Count Oppersdorf in March, when giving the Count a progress report on what would become the 

Fifth Symphony. The Count had already given Beethoven a down-payment of 200 florins in June 

1807, and he apparently gave Beethoven a further 150 florins (of the „300 florins still due me‟) 

on 29 March. But Beethoven was so strapped for cash he sold the completed Fifth (along with 

the Sixth Symphony, two trios and a cello sonata) to the publishers Breitkopf and Härtel in 

November 1808, and hoped the count would console himself with the dedication of the Fourth 

Symphony. 

It is not that Beethoven was unappreciated. Ever since his arrival in 1792 the Viennese had a 

good sense of his pre-eminence. They may not necessarily have enjoyed his music, but even 

when it was bewildering they sensed that it was something to take note of. In Vienna, according 

to Carl Czerny, Beethoven was „respected as an extraordinary being‟. After all, this was the 

fellow who had already given the world the Eroica Symphony, the symphony Beethoven at first 

intended to dedicate to Napoleon, until Napoleon had himself crowned emperor (Beethoven had 

then torn up the title page). The Eroica had made a big noise in the musical world. Its first 

movement was already the length of a symphony by Beethoven‟s predecessors Mozart and 

Haydn; its second movement, novelly, was a funeral march with fugue, and the work closed with 

a stupendous set of variations on a theme Beethoven had previously associated with Prometheus, 

who stole fire from the gods. 

The Viennese by now knew Beethoven‟s opera Fidelio, the Violin Concerto, the first four 

symphonies and three piano concertos. What they thought of Beethoven‟s music may have been 

influenced by the man they saw composing in his head as he walked the streets, gesticulating and 

occasionally stopping and scribbling in a notebook. Aspiring pianist Wilhelm Rust described 

Beethoven in a letter to his sister (9 July 1808): 

 

He is as original and singular a man as are his compositions; usually serious, at times merry, but 

always satirical and bitter. He is a great lover of truth and in this goes too far very often; for he 

never flatters and therefore makes many enemies… 

 

As usual Beethoven‟s private life was a shambles. Beethoven moved 30 times in 30 years in 

Vienna, but since autumn 1804 he had been living at the Pasqualati House on the Mölkerbastei. 

He lived on the fourth floor, to the chagrin of overweight friends, like Ignaz Schuppanzigh, the 

violinist. His lodgings consisted of two rooms with views to the Vienna Woods over the Glacis, 

the wide grassed area outside the city wall or Bastion (both replaced by the Ringstrasse in the 

mid-1800s). To enjoy views of the Prater Gardens Beethoven knocked a window in the eastern 



 

wall, much to the annoyance of his landlord Baron Pasqualati, whose development approval he 

didn‟t seek. Soon, however, Beethoven would become restless again. 

On 27 March, he attended the tribute concert to his teacher, Joseph Haydn, at which Haydn‟s 

Creation was sung. But he was troubled by an infected finger, a source of worry to someone who 

still wanted to earn a living as an improviser. Beethoven even mentions it in a letter to Count 

Oppersdorf in which they are ostensibly discussing the unique instrumentation of the finale to the 

Fifth Symphony:  

 

…The last movement is with 3 trombones and piccolo – though not with 3 timpani, but will 

make more noise than 6 timpani and better noise at that – I am still under treatment for my poor, 

innocent finger… 

 

1807 had been an unsatisfying year. Beethoven wanted to end 1808 with more to show. He 

would give his last public performance as a pianist when he played the Fourth Piano Concerto 

and Choral Fantasy in concert at year‟s end. By then of course, his finger mended, the retirement 

was forced on him by increasing deafness. And as usual Beethoven was casting around for a 

suitable opera, the quickest cut to fame and fortune in those days. He had expected to do better in 

this sphere. 

The world may now love Fidelio, Beethoven‟s one and only completed opera, with its heartfelt 

expression of the love of liberty and portrayal of the courageous love of Leonore, who disguises 

herself as the boy Fidelio to win the freedom of her political prisoner husband. But it had had a 

mixed reception in late 1805 played before French soldiers during a temporary invasion, and 

though Beethoven had revised it for a revival in 1806, it was still to achieve satisfactory shape. 

Throughout 1808 Beethoven had been casting about for another suitable operatic subject. He 

teamed up with Heinrich Joseph von Collin, for whose drama Coriolan Beethoven had already 

supplied an overture.  

Collin proposed an opera on the liberation of Jerusalem but never finished the text. Macbeth was 

started but Beethoven‟s sketches merely tantalise us about a witches‟ chorus emerging from the 

overture. Collin was perhaps keenest on Bradamante, but that didn‟t appeal to Beethoven. Nor 

does Beethoven seem to have responded to an idea for a comic opera passed on by his friend 

Baron Gleichenstein. Irritated, Beethoven went to the country in summer in 1808 without a vocal 

assignment to work on. But how irritated? In September he was still fussy enough to knock back 

orientalist Hammer-Purgstall‟s ideas for an opera on an Indian subject. 

But above all he was troubled by money. Wilhelm Rust reports him threatening to leave Vienna: 

„“They are forcing me to it,” he said. He asked me…how the orchestras were in the North.‟  

An offer in November from the King of Westphalia, Jerome Bonaparte, must have seemed like a 

lifeline. Come and be Kapellmeister at Hesse-Cassel, said Napoleon‟s youngest brother. He 

promised Beethoven 3,400 florins a year. But Beethoven didn‟t really want to leave Vienna; he 

used the offer as a bargaining tool, and by March 1809 a trio of Viennese aristocrats were to top 

Jerome‟s deal – the Archduke Rudolph, Prince Lobkowitz and Prince Kinsky would pay 

Beethoven 1800 florins, 700 florins and 1500 florins per annum respectively, as long as 

Beethoven stayed in Vienna. But in December 1808 all this was four months off, and Beethoven 

still needed money. 

For some time he had wanted to be able to put on a benefit concert; finally, the director of 

theatres, Joseph Hartl, gave him what he wanted. Hartl knew that when it came to charity events, 

Beethoven was the biggest musical drawcard after Haydn; that had been proven beyond any 



 

doubt by benefit concerts in November 1807 and in April and May 1808 which had featured 

earlier Beethoven works.  

But Beethoven seems to have been promised an evening for himself (in return for his generosity 

to others‟ charity concerts), and, as the clock ran down on 1808, he was getting exasperated with 

the failure of the theatre directors to give him a date. Finally, after a concert in November, Hartl 

pencilled him in for a concert, an Akademie as they were called, at the Theater an der Wien on 

Thursday 22 December. 

 

What to play? 

 

Three of the works Beethoven wished to play at the 22 December concert are undoubted 

masterpieces. Beethoven would have known their worth, but the concert would be a wholesale 

demonstration of his wares.  

For vocal number he reached back nearly 20 years to a recitative and scena, Ah! perfido, which 

was first performed in Prague in March 1796. The text, on thwarted love – a popular Beethoven 

song subject – came from an opera seria libretto by Metastasio, Achille in Sciro. Beethoven‟s 

treatment showed his ability in Italian word-setting (which he studied with Salieri), but Ah! 

perfido was intended for concert performance rather than the opera theatre. The work may have 

been intended for Josefa Dušek, a soprano much admired by Mozart, but it requires considerable 

vocal range and stamina, which may be why Beethoven modified it for the Viennese premiere. 

There it was to be sung by the equally experienced Anna Pauline Milder, the first Leonore in 

Fidelio, but her part was eventually taken by a very nervous Mme Josephine Killitschky. 

In this year, Beethoven was also trying to convince his publishers of the worth of his just-

completed Mass in C. The work had been commissioned for the nameday of Princess Maria of 

Liechtenstein by her husband Prince Nikolaus Esterhazy, erstwhile employer of Haydn who had 

provided the prince with many greater pieces in the genre. In the summer of 1807 Beethoven 

went to Heiligenstadt, where five years earlier he had written the so-called Heiligenstadt 

Testament, a letter to his brothers Carl and Johann pleading for understanding in the face of 

impending deafness. Here he got bogged down fleshing out the Fifth Symphony and a cello 

sonata. On 26 July he wrote to assure Esterhazy that the work would be delivered by 20 August 

(he pleaded illness and even included a doctor‟s note); the work was completed and Beethoven 

travelled to Eisenstadt for its first performance in September. By June 1808, Beethoven was 

offering the mass to his publisher Breitkopf and Härtel, along with the Fifth and Sixth 

Symphonies and the Cello Sonata, Op.69, for 900 florins. Cannily he mentioned that the 

Industrie-Comptoir would probably take all these if Breitkopf and Härtel didn‟t want them, but 

that he would prefer to offer them to Breitkopf and Härtel in the first instance.  

To no avail. In July, Beethoven repeated his offer for 700 florins and threw in two piano sonatas 

„or another symphony‟:  

 

You see that I give more and take less – but that is the limit – you must take the Mass, or else I 

cannot give you my other works...„There is no demand for church music,‟ you say, and you are 

right if you are referring to music from mere thoroughbassists, but if you will only have the 

Mass performed once you will see whether there will not be music-lovers who will want it. 

 



 

Breitkopf and Härtel were unmoved. Beethoven offered the above works again with two trios 

substituted for the piano sonatas „or instead of these trios, a symphony‟ for 600 florins, the Mass 

thrown in for free. 

Beethoven must have been hoping that a positive reception for at least some movements of the 

Mass (the concert on the 22 December would present only the Gloria and Sanctus) would 

convince Breitkopf and Härtel of the whole‟s saleability. The Mass in C is not the vast, profound 

setting of the Catholic text that is the Missa solemnis – the masterpiece Beethoven produced in 

his final years – but it is an attractive and rewarding piece showing a mellowness that balances 

what we otherwise know of Beethoven‟s personality. It carries on from the symphonic treatment 

of the mass text in the masses Haydn also wrote for Esterhazy but breathes into it a more 

confessional liturgical tone. Breitkopf and Härtel finally published it in 1812. 

 

Throw in two symphonies 

 

Beethoven‟s method of writing was to spend years letting a work gestate, often developing 

several pieces in the sketchbooks at the same time. The sketchbooks would fit into a coat pocket 

so that he could scribble down ideas that came to him as he walked. Every page and blank space 

would be filled up. Beethoven would write long sections of melody which at the same time 

indicated the long-range trajectory of the structure, one movement at a time. Once a work had 

been conceived in detail, he would return to his desk to begin the process of writing in full score. 

A couple of new symphonies had been transferred from the notebooks in the past few years. On 

14 September 1808 he wrote to Breitkopf and Härtel acknowledging receipt of one hundred 

ducats in gold for their right to publish on the continent: 

 

Symphony in C Minor opus 

ditto in F major opus 

trios for pianoforte etc.op. the first in D 

the other in [blank] 

sonata for pianoforte with violoncello Op. in A 

 

The symphonies in C minor and F major were those we know of today as Nos.5 and.6. One was 

later sent with a brief  note; the other was still with the copyist. They were at first numbered the 

other way round, a sign, sort of, that Beethoven worked on them at roughly the same time.  

In character however, they are very different. The Sixth, often known as the „Pastoral‟, depicts 

the feelings of pleasure Beethoven experienced in the countryside, even in the face of 

thunderstorms which refresh the summer fields and give cause for thanksgiving. The Fifth is a 

determined struggle against fate arising into victory. And yet, perhaps both works could be seen 

as different sides of the same coin. There are often webs of relationship between several 

Beethoven works. Certainly, the Fourth Piano Concerto, sketched out in some of the same 

notebooks as the Symphony No.5, uses the same tattoo-like theme, there gently ushered in by 

solo piano (an unprecedented concerto opening) in contrast with the Fifth where it is „like Fate 

knocking at the door‟. 

Beethoven spent much time conceiving music out of doors. Ignaz von Seyfried once said, „He 

was never found on the street without a small note-book in which he was wont to record his 

passing ideas.‟ We mustn‟t overstate the extent to which Beethoven was actually trying to 

„portray‟ country life in the Pastoral Symphony. Beethoven even wrote in some of his sketches: 



 

„All painting in instrumental music is lost if it is pushed too far…‟ but the Symphony No.6 most 

graphically illustrated Beethoven‟s habit of composing en plein air. 

In June 1808, he moved out of the Pasqualati House and went again to the rural village of 

Heiligenstadt for the summer. At No.8 Grinzingerweg he continued working on the Sixth.
 
His 

house looked out onto the street. His neighbours were the Grillparzers, whose rooms looked out 

on the garden. Their son, the poet Franz Grillparzer, remembered seeing Beethoven entranced by 

a peasant girl, Liese, whom he used to watch pitching hay from the back of a cart while he 

walked by the fields. Beethoven even helped Liese‟s father get out of jail for drunkenness, but 

almost ended up in jail himself for the insolent way he addressed the village council. 

In 1823 Beethoven took his biographer Schindler to where Schindler says he had composed the 

Sixth. They took a walk out from Heiligenstadt in the direction of the Kahlenberg to the valley 

between Heiligenstadt and Nussdorf. In the woods, Beethoven lay down against an elm by a 

brook and said that this was where he had composed the second movement, the „Scene by the 

brook‟, which ends with the calls of a number of birds – nightingale (flute), quail (oboe) and 

cuckoo (clarinet). Beethoven, by now totally deaf, asked Schindler if there were any yellow-

hammers around. „The yellow-hammers up there, the quails, nightingales and cuckoos round 

about, composed with me,‟ said Beethoven, and Schindler asked why yellow-hammers had not 

been included in that famous second movement. They had. Beethoven sketched down an 

arpeggio, a beautiful rising motif on the flute which colouristically marks the change of key as 

the theme continues in the strings. 

The Sixth Symphony is suffused with local colour, according to Schindler. The third movement 

evocation of country musicians was meant to be „realistic‟. Have you ever noticed, Beethoven 

apparently asked, how village musicians might fall drunk asleep and then wake up and resume 

playing, often in the right spot and same key. He‟d tried to mimic that. Schindler said that as late 

as the third quarter of the 19th century, peasant musicians, such as are memorialized in the third 

movement switch to two-in-a-bar time, could still be heard playing only a few hours distant of 

Vienna in Laab, Kaltenleutgeben and Gaden. The barrel-organ and men‟s singing societies had 

not yet „made an end of all honest ethnic culture‟. 

Of course, the major act of writing out had to be done in the studio. The main work on 

Symphony No.5 was done in 1807, after years and years of sketching. Beethoven‟s Fifth 

Symphony bears the imprint of years of deep concentration and study, particularly in its first 

movement where Beethoven mines the expressive maximum from the tersest minimum 

statement (those famous four notes, which have come to be associated with victory or „fate‟).  

But these famous four notes weren‟t his earliest thoughts on the work. Beethoven had arrived in 

Vienna looking for fame and fortune 16 years before. Somewhere in his sketchbooks was a 

theme foreshadowing the ghostly rising cello arpeggio, Allegro con brio, that would begin the 

third movement. As he sketched out the Eroica Beethoven continued working on ideas that 

would surface in both the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies. And in 1804/05, ideas for the Piano 

Concerto No.4 appeared along with sketches for the Symphony No.5. Around this time 

Beethoven considered a turbulent minor key ending for the Fifth, not the blazing quick-march 

that we know today. But the idea of a funeral piece in C minor bursting into a triumphant C 

major conclusion was something he had had in mind from his earliest extant composition – the 

Dressler Variations. Beethoven might have come close to completing two of the movements of 

the Fifth in 1806, but he and Count Lobkowitz visited Count Oppersdorf in Silesia, and after a 

performance of the Second Symphony, Beethoven stopped work on the Fifth to write the 

Symphony No.4 for their host.  



 

Back at home in 1807, Beethoven sits down and begins his full score. „Sinfone di L.v. 

Beethoven,‟ he writes on the front page with a red chalk pencil, usually indicative of final 

thoughts. He rules up the manuscript paper with three large dark bars, leaving enough room for 

crossings out, corrections, neater rewrites, and, if details flow smoothly, smaller subdivisions of 

the page. He writes in the instruments, leaving the bottom four staves on the page blank, the 

finale‟s four extra instruments: piccolo, tenor and bass trombones and contrabassoon, to be 

written in when needed. „Aus‟ (out) he writes on bars that aren‟t working, „aus‟ written over 

repeatedly in ink, red pencil and lead. Occasionally he writes „gut‟, „meilleur‟, „bleib‟ (good, 

better, remains).  

The first movement of Beethoven‟s Fifth is well-known for the economy of its expression. 

Beethoven drew nearly all of his material – even long phrases – from extensions of its opening 

germ of four notes. When working on the score, Beethoven suddenly changes his mind about the 

ending to this movement. Twenty-two bars of music are struck out and Beethoven substitutes the 

present-day‟s terse three-chord conclusion.  

Even at this late stage of gestation, Beethoven is still worrying to perfection the details of that 

famous bridge between third and last movements, which would draw on the famous tapping 

figure that had strafed pages and pages of his sketchbooks since 1804/05. He crosses out the 

woodwinds so that only the violins sinuously wind up over the ominously tapping timpani. 

Finally he writes in the additional instruments and launches from C minor to blazing C major as 

he has intended for many, many years. 

Towards the end of summer 1808 Beethoven returned to Vienna from his annual trip to the 

country. He moved from the Pasqualati House to 1074 Krugerstrasse (Countess Erdödy‟s). 

There, amongst sketches for a couple of Trios, Opp.70, are sketches for the finale of the Sixth 

Symphony, which in performance, like the last movement of the Fifth, emerges without pause 

from its preceding movement, in this case a thunderstorm. 

 

But will two symphonies, a concerto, concert aria and choruses be enough? 

 

Beethoven decided that his evening at the Theater an der Wien would need a finale. The 

magnificent ending to the Fifth Symphony – with its blazing entry, peremptory trombones, 

thrilling piccolo and increasing speed – is enough to leave a modern audience stamping and 

cheering. But Beethoven was concerned that it would not be suitable for a concert ending – 

because the audience would be too tired to appreciate it! Extra spice was needed, and he quickly 

threw together the Choral Fantasia, a work for the heterogeneous forces available at the concert. 

At first Beethoven thought of beginning the piece with a string quartet, but late in the day this 

legendary great extemporiser decided to improvise a piano introduction (to be written out 

properly the following year). The structure of the work is very simple: after the introduction, a 

recitative question and response between piano and orchestra (though not quite the operatic 

dialogue of the Piano Concerto No.4‟s Andante con moto); then a theme and series of variations 

before the choir enters. The words, probably by Kuffner, possibly by Treitschke are an ode to art, 

rather than the Ninth Symphony‟s ode to joy. The rivetting chords on the words „und Kraft‟ 

occupy the same position as the words „vor Gott‟ in the famous last movement of the Ninth, and 

the Choral Fantasia is in many respects a precursor – a glimpse of the landscape? a performance 

sketch? – of that greater work. 

 

So much to rehearse! 



 

 

Beethoven‟s concert is advertised in the Wiener Zeitung on 17 December: 

 

First Part.  

1, A Symphony, entitled „A Recollection of Country Life‟, in F major (No.5). 

2, Aria. 

3, Hymn, with Latin text, composed in the church style with chorus and solos. 

4, Piano Concerto, played by himself. 

Second Part. 

1, Grand Symphony in C minor (No.6). 

2, Holy, with Latin text composed in the church style with chorus and solos. 

3, Fantasia for Pianoforte alone. 

4, Fantasia for the Pianoforte which ends with the gradual entrance of the entire orchestra and the 

introduction of choruses as a finale. 

 

Note the reversal of numbers for the symphonies. The tickets were available from Beethoven‟s 

address in the Krugerstrasse. The nickname Pastoral for the F major work does not appear in the 

advertising, and only appears on one of the violin parts used in the performance. 

Beethoven screwed up the booking of soprano Anna Milder for Ah! perfido. He asked his friend, 

the tenor Josef Röckel, to see if Milder could keep the date free, but Beethoven then sparked a 

quarrel and she refused. Röckel secured the young singer Josephine Killitschky, sister-in-law of 

the violinist Schuppanzigh. As Frau Schulze, Killitschky would be Leonore in the first Berlin 

production of Fidelio, but on this occasion she was so wrung up by friends over the importance 

of the date that it threatened to undermine her performance.  

Beethoven is said to have alienated the orchestra during the rehearsals. Ultimately only Seyfried 

(the theatre‟s house conductor and Beethoven‟s good friend) and Franz Clement (who had 

premiered the Violin Concerto two years earlier) would talk to him, and he had to stay in an 

anteroom while Seyfried came to him between movements for comments. The program was so 

full that no time could be found for a complete run-through. As for the Choral Fantasia, Seyfried 

said, „When the master brought out his orchestral Fantasia with choruses, he arranged with me at 

the somewhat hurried rehearsal, with wet voice-parts as usual, that the second variation should 

be played without repeat,‟ an instruction Beethoven himself was to forget in the evening with 

discordant results as the rest of the orchestra sailed on.  

The evening of the 22nd arrived. That night in the Burgtheater the Society of Musicians would 

also be mounting one of its regular pre-Christmas concerts for the widows and orphans of 

musicians, and as Court Kapellmeister, Salieri was probably obliged to support that competing 

event. It is interesting to wonder who was present at the Theater an der Wien, in the orchestra 

and in the audience. Who was in town at the time? There were violinists Anton Wranitsky and 

Herr Volta in the service of Prince Lobkowitz; Schlesinger working for Count Erdödy, 

Schmidgen for Count Amadé, and Breimann for Esterhazy… Cellist Joseph Linke had arrived in 

Vienna from Breslau in June, and the double bass virtuoso Dragonetti, who may have inspired 

the virtuoso double bass-section writing in the Fifth Symphony, arrived on the 2 July. Count 

Razumovsky, living at his new palace on Donau canal, had put together a string quartet – 

Schuppanzigh on first violin („for life‟), himself (or Mayseder) on second, Weiss on viola and 

Linke on cello. They would play Beethoven‟s quartets „hot from the griddle‟, according to 

Seyfried. We have first-hand accounts of the evening from Beethoven‟s fellow pianist-



 

composers Carl Czerny, Ignaz Moscheles and Ferdinand Ries. Was the great pianist Clementi 

there? He was in Vienna in December and distressed to learn that Beethoven had still not been 

paid for music his firm had published in London the year before.  

Johann Friedrich Reichardt, Kapellmeister of Hesse-Cassel, definitely was present; he had 

arrived in Vienna on 24 November and on concert night he sat with Prince Lobkowitz „in the 

first balcony near the stage, so that the orchestra with Beethoven in the middle conducting it was 

below us and near at hand…‟ Reichardt commented on the cold, but had other reasons to be 

chilled. He had arrived in Vienna to find that Beethoven had been offered his job from Jerome 

Bonaparte. (Beethoven had reason to be cold too; Collin had offered Reichardt the libretto to 

Bradamante.) Nevertheless Reichardt was big enough to go to Beethoven‟s concert; he even 

remarked that poor Beethoven „was having the first and only scant profit that he could find in a 

whole year.‟  

Was the evening a success? It presented for the first time anywhere two undeniable masterpieces, 

as well as  revealing to the Viennese public the excellence of the Piano Concerto No.4 and of 

Beethoven‟s versatility extending to vocal/choral music. If the Choral Fantasia was an anti-

climax – and Beethoven doesn‟t appear to have seen it that way – it nevertheless pointed the way 

to Beethoven‟s ultimate triumph, after nearly a decade of deafness, with a work that was to ring 

down through the 19th century to this day, the Symphony No.9. 

Good receipts? At least we know that Prince Esterhazy, on 18 January 1809, directed his pay 

office to transfer to Beethoven the sum of 100 gulden in support of his „musical Akademie‟. 

 

Gordon Kalton Williams 
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This essay was first published in the program booklet for Sydney Symphony concerts of these 

works conducted by Gianluigi Gelmetti. 

 


