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      Introduction


      William Meredith, Director

      Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies

      San José State University

    


    
      Bettina Brentano, the Immortal Beloved,

      and Beethoven Historiography


      To enter, or reenter, consideration of the identity of the woman Beethoven called his “Unsterbliche Geliebte” (Immortal Beloved) is to come face to face with one of the most disputed topics in Beethoven historiography. Just as biographies often reveal as many—if not more—insights into their writers as their subjects, so the most commonly accepted theories about the identity of the Immortal Beloved reveal a great deal about their authors and the field of Beethoven research in general. As well, a close examination of the topic exposes the widely divergent and heated opinions on the importance of biography in musicology as a broad topic, as well as the complex interplay between biography and music. Though many Beethoven scholars—especially those who were trained in and subsequently adopted essentially positivist/modernist frameworks—regard the question of the identity of the Immortal Beloved as a subgenre of lightweight scholarship that cannot result in new insights into the “music itself,” other Beethoven scholars, including myself, regard the subject to be extremely revealing—a sort of Rorschach music-biography test.


      As editor of The Beethoven Newsletter/Journal published by the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies at San José State University and the American Beethoven Society since 1986, I have been drawn—sometimes willingly, at other times somewhat unwillingly by virtue of my position and the consequences of peer review decisions about articles submitted to the journal—into the passionate debates over the identity of the Immortal Beloved.1 Because we established at its founding that the newsletter should be an open forum to publish both new information about Beethoven as well as new interpretations of subjects, it contained a significant number of substantive articles either on or related to the Immortal Beloved topic by Virginia Beahrs (1986, 1990), Maynard Solomon (1987), Marie-Elisabeth Tellenbach (1987, 1993–94), Susan Lund (1988, 1991), and Christopher Reynolds (1988) during the nine years the publication was titled the Beethoven Newsletter.2 These included not only challenges to Maynard Solomon’s popular theory that the Immortal Beloved was Antonie Brentano from Virginia Beahrs and Marie-Elisabeth Tellenbach (both of whom supported the candidacy of Josephine Brunswick), but also endorsement of his theory from Susan Lund, who built on it with her own hypothesis that Antonie’s son born on March 8, 1813, was Beethoven’s own child. (Solomon had not included the information that Antonie had borne a son in either the article in which he first put forth his theory or in the subsequent chapter on his theory in his biography.)3 The decision to publish articles on Beethoven’s biography in the newsletter drew praise from esteemed English Beethoven scholar Alan Tyson, who wrote to me on October 3, 1987, “The ordinary musicological journals usually contain very little information about Beethoven’s personal life; it’s very good for us to have today a place for comments on his personality, his letters, etc.”


      For an editor trained in the traditional Beethoven topic of sketch studies, however, I quickly learned that dealing with such articles was a plunge into hot water. Solomon, for example, did not believe that the newsletter should have published Lund’s theory because it was “sensationalistic,” as he told me at a national meeting of the American Musicological Society in 1988. Some of the articles were less controversial, such as the literal scholarly translation in English that Virginia Beahrs made of the letter to the Immortal Beloved, which we published in 1990 and which still remains the most accurate translation.


      I also had to accept early on that my own opinion on the identity of the Immortal Beloved, speaking in my role as director of the only Beethoven center in the United States, was of interest to some people. As I revisited Maynard Solomon’s theory and argument, became more familiar with the competing theories, discovered the weak points in the arguments for every candidate, and realized that uncontested confirmatory evidence does not exist, I officially adopted the position that the matter remains contested but that there may well be evidence that has yet to come to light that will help solve the problem, and that it is best to keep an open mind on the issue. Indeed, instead of the matter becoming clearer over the past two decades, it now appears to be fraught with complexities that have obscured what I naively once imagined to be a purely scholarly matter whose solution would eventually succumb to the normal tools and methodologies of musicological inquiry. Before turning to Bettina Brentano’s musicality and other facts that make her an attractive candidate, let me elucidate some of these complexities.


      The Relationship between Biography and Music


      The complexity that plays a decisive role in the Immortal Beloved debate is the matter of the relationship of a composer’s biography to his or her music. The ways in which we answer the straightforward question “Did the circumstances of Beethoven’s life affect his music?” have profound implications. Every Beethoven article, monograph, and biography answers the question either by replying to it directly or by ignoring it. Let me give an example that may seem at first unfair. In 1961, the eminent modernist Schenkerian theorist Allen Forte published an elegant, well-written study on the sketches for Beethoven’s Piano Sonata in E Major, Opus 109. The monograph was published by the Music Teachers National Association.4 In the book’s 12 chapters, Forte surveyed the “traditional bases of Beethoven’s compositional technique,” analyzed the three movements of the sonata, and discussed the sketches for each movement. In a remarkably concise, Webern-like conclusion (all of seven sentences!), Forte wrote:


      The nature of Beethoven’s original musical idea for Op. 109 remains concealed. However, the sketches and autograph revisions suggest that he had in mind a plan for the entire work, a plan which during the composition process was amplified and refined until all elements had been coordinated to form a cogent tonality. . . . In Example 38 we see that the thirds of the variation’s theme bass (Example 38c) are implicit in the tetrachords of the second movement (Example 38b, mm. 4 and 8), while both tetrachords and thirds are given by the bass line in the first movement (Example 38a). The intervallic basis of this extended relationship also enables us to understand more fully the significance of detail, for we see that the first four notes of the composition constitute a microcosm, a concise linear statement of the two intervals which are to control the whole work.5


      As elegant and valuable as Forte’s analysis is, at the same time it is as clear an example as possible of a methodology of interpreting music that divorces the notes not only from the generally accepted sphere of “meaning” that was articulated by Classical period writers on aesthetics but even further from the realm of a composer’s biography. In such writings, the value of Opus 109 appears not to lie in its immensely rich depiction of human emotions but in its “cogent tonality” and the microcosm of the first four notes that “control the whole work.”6


      Contrast this position with the words of one of the most important aestheticians of the second half of the 18th century, Johann Georg Sulzer: “We have seen that music is essentially a succession of sounds that originates in a passionate emotion, and which has the power to depict, arouse, and strengthen such emotions” (italics mine).7 Or, in the words of Heinrich Christoph Koch from 1782–93, “the proper aim of music is to awaken feelings. Accepting this a given, we now wish to consider more closely the principal aspect of this art, that is, compositions and the works arising therefrom.”8 Such conclusions from writers of Beethoven’s lifetime would seem to imply that music analysis and criticism have as their most important task the unveiling of emotions in music and how those emotions are depicted and symbolized: in other words, the origins of the music.


      To be fair, Forte did not set out to explicate the “passionate emotion” that was the origin of Opus 109 or the manner in which the sonata communicates meaning. And what he did set out to do, he accomplished with a finesse and skill I deeply admire. But his 20th-century view of the “compositional matrix” of the origins of the sonata demonstrates how distant his approach was from that of Beethoven’s own time.


      If we adopt the opposite approach and proceed from the Classical period framework that this sonata was designed to “depict, arouse, and strengthen” emotions, are there any connections between the sonata and the composer’s biography in general and also specifically to the identity of the Immortal Beloved in particular? In the latter case, the answer is clearly yes. We need only consider the moving letter that Beethoven wrote to the dedicatee of the sonata, Maximiliane Brentano (1802–61), one of the daughters of Antonie Brentano, who remains the leading candidate for the Immortal Beloved in the United States. On December 6, 1821, the composer explained the rationale for his dedication to “Maxi,” directly linking it back to the years 1810–12 when he had been accepted into the intimate circle of the entire family:


      A dedication!!!—now it is not one [of those dedications] that are misused by a great many—It is the spirit that unites the noble and better people on this earth, and which time can never destroy, this is the spirit of which I speak to you now, and which makes me see you still in your childhood years, likewise your beloved parents [geliebte Eltern], your excellent and gifted mother, your father inspired by truthful, good, and noble qualities, always thinking about the well-being of his children, and so I am in this moment [again] in the Landstrasse—and see you before me, and when I think on the excellent qualities of your parents, I have not the slightest doubt that you will have been and are daily inspired to be a noble imitation of them—never can the memory of such a noble family fade in me, may you sometimes remember me fondly—my heartfelt wishes, may heaven bless you your life and the loves of those around you forever.—Affectionately and always your friend Beethoven.9


      The backstory of the letter begins with Antonie’s father, Johann Melchior von Birkenstock, who owned a large house on the Landstrasse (destroyed today) that contained his immense collection of art, books, and scientific objects. After his death in late October 1809, his daughter Antonie, along with her family, moved from Frankfurt to handle the sale of many of these objects, a sale that took place in 1812. Though she may have met Beethoven already in the 1790s (according to two sources), it was during the period 1810–12 that Beethoven became close to the family. According to family lore, the children brought the composer flowers and fruit, and the composer returned the favor with chocolates. In addition, in June 1812 he dedicated the Piano Trio in E-flat Major, WoO 38, to Maxi “to encourage her in her fortepiano playing.” Beethoven is supposed to have visited the family often, attended chamber music concerts at the Landstrasse house, and improvised for Antonie when she was indisposed. In August 1812, in the aftermath of what appears to be some catastrophe regarding the Immortal Beloved, perhaps in Teplitz, Beethoven traveled to Karlsbad and Franzensbad with the family, immersing himself once more in their family life.


      Any interpretation of Beethoven’s dedication letter for Opus 109—one of the most personal dedications of his entire career—must, it seems to me, take into account the riddle of the Immortal Beloved. If, as Yayoi Aoki and Maynard Solomon have argued,10 Antonie was the Immortal Beloved, Beethoven’s poignant remembering of what the entire family meant to him must somehow be reconciled with the fact that the composer and Antonie, during those very same years of 1809–12, were not only in love with each other but writing to each other about their love (not to mention the possibility that Antonie’s child, Karl Joseph, born on March 8, 1813, may have been Beethoven’s son). If Antonie were the Immortal Beloved, it is difficult for me not to interpret the dedication letter as disingenuous if not deliberately deceitful. How could Antonie be one of the “noble and better people on this earth” if, as Maynard Solomon suggests, she “may well have asserted that the conditions of her existence were not an insuperable bar to their union, and advised Beethoven that she was willing to leave her husband and remain in Vienna, rather than return to Frankfurt”?11


      On the other hand, it is difficult to know what to make of the fact of Beethoven’s attempted and successful dedications of three of his most important piano works to Antonie in 1823. Antonie herself was the intended dedicatee of the English editions of Beethoven’s last two sonatas, Opuses 110 and 111. In an undated letter probably from February 1823, Beethoven instructed Ferdinand Ries, “The dedications of the two sonatas in A-flat and in c minor are to Mrs. von [?] Brentano born von Birkenstock.”12 For some reason, Beethoven’s directions were not followed exactly: the English first edition of Opus 110 bore no dedicatee, but the English first edition of Opus 111 was indeed dedicated to “Antonia Brentano.” (The continental first edition of Opus 110 does not have a dedicatee; Opus 111 was dedicated to Archduke Rudolph, who was seemingly Beethoven’s default dedicatee.) Antonie did receive the continental dedication of the Diabelli Variations, Opus 120, in June 1823. Was this flurry of dedications to Maximiliane and Antonie in 1821 and 1823 somehow related to the Immortal Beloved affair—or were they simply in reaction to the fact that Beethoven was involved in questionable financial dealings with Franz Brentano on the sale of the Missa solemnis, a complex matter far beyond the scope of this preface?


      If one chooses to attribute these letters and dedications not to memories of the Immortal Beloved or to ongoing financial misdealing, it would be equally if not more reasonable, in my opinion, to interpret them as evidence of yet another example of Beethoven’s deep attachment to a family that had meant much to him over the years. This is especially true because the last three sonatas have a striking nostalgic quality. In this regard, we can look not only at his first and most important “substitute” family, the Breunings from Bonn, who so “adopted” the young composer that their home became his second home, but also at families like the Malfattis, with whom Beethoven was extremely close for several months in the spring of 1810. Beethoven wrote to Baron Ignaz von Gleichenstein, who had introduced him to the family, “I am so happy when I am with them. I feel that they may be capable of healing the wounds with which wicked persons have torn my soul apart.”13 Beethoven’s close relationship with the Giannastasio del Rio family in 1816 (through 1820)—as seen below, a relationship that resulted in important clues about the Immortal Beloved and Beethoven’s views on romantic relationships—is yet another instance of intimate bonds with a substitute family. Fanny Giannastasio del Rio’s diary clearly reveals that the composer turned to this family as a substitute as well.


      If we, then, subscribe to the school of thought that allows for works to be connected to their composers’ lives, the Sonata in E Major, Opus 109, had a deeper origin than mere tetrachords and intervals: the Idee (idea) that inspired the work, to use the word of Beethoven’s pupil Carl Czerny,14 may reside in a deeply felt nostalgia about what the relationship with the Immortal Beloved might have meant for the composer’s life, in an attempt to curry favor with Franz Brentano indirectly through dedications to his daughter and wife, or to Beethoven being consumed by a desire to depict his remembering of what it felt like to be embraced and loved by an artistic noble family.


      Of course, many if not most writers have refused to divorce music from biography. On the opposite end of the spectrum from Forte’s works are studies where interpretations of the works depend to one degree or another on knowledge of some aspect of biography—either of specific events in the composer’s life or of his personality or character. Many are not controversial: I don’t recall a single study of the Eroica Symphony that does not somehow take into account Beethoven’s relationship to Napoleon on one of several levels.


      Other studies connecting biography and music have generated substantial opposition. Unfortunately, several of the most important and controversial studies about the Immortal Beloved have never appeared in English translation, which has substantially restricted their impact. The first is a monograph by Jean and Brigitte Massin, Recherche de Beethoven, that appeared in 1970. The first part of the work is titled “‘L’unique bien-aimée’ de Beethoven: Joséphine von Brunswick”; this part is divided into two sections. In the first, the Massins argue that Josephine was the Immortal Beloved, and in the second that the presence of Josephine in Beethoven’s life left traces in his music. Over 65 pages, the Massins connect the opening rhythmic motive of the single movement piano work, the Andante favori—which Beethoven gave to Josephine with the words “here—your—your Andante”—to the reappearance of the same motive in a set of later works. From the standpoint of music theory, the connections make eminent sense. Among other works, they discussed the beginning of the Sonata in F Major, Opus 54; sections of Fidelio; the opening of the Appassionata; no. 6 of To the Distant Beloved, Opus 98; and the theme of the slow movement of the Sonata in E Major, Opus 109. As the Massins noted, the close similarity between Opus 109 and the song cycle had already been pointed out by Romain Rolland decades earlier in 1937. The melodic shape and rhythmic motives of the setting of the words “Und ein liebend Herz erreichet was ein lieben Herz geweiht” (“And a loving heart attains that which a loving heart consecrates”) in the sixth song of To the Distant Beloved are strikingly similar to the melodic and rhythmic shape of the second phrase of the variation theme of Opus 109.15 The sonata phrase appears to be an instrumental recomposition and rethinking of the song phrase:
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          An die ferne Geliebte, Opus 98, no. 6
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          Sonata, Opus 109

        

      


      Seven years later, the Massins’ work was elaborated on and extended by the Swiss/German musicologist Harry Goldschmidt in a lengthy monograph entitled Um die Unsterbliche Geliebte: Eine Bestandsaufnahme (Concerning the Immortal Beloved: A Stock-Taking).16 It too has never been translated into English. The monograph is divided into five sections: a review of the topic, the Brentano family, the Brunswick family, consideration of the candidacies of Antonie versus Josephine, and “Music as Biographical Document.” This last section is most important for my purposes here. In it, Goldschmidt argues that music can serve as a biographical document and that many works, Opus 109 again among them, contain musical encodings of the solution to the Immortal Beloved.


      At first encounter, Goldschmidt’s theory would suggest that Antonie Brentano was indeed the Immortal Beloved, since her daughter was the dedicatee of the sonata. However, he followed the Massins by connecting the music back to the Andante favori. Furthermore, Goldschmidt theorized that the opening is a musical encoding of Josephine’s name, which makes sense in the light of the rhythmic settings of the name Leonore in the opera examples provided by the Massins:17
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      Goldschmidt’s and the Massins’ theories that the Immortal Beloved was Josephine Brunswick and that the music contained coded references to her found much broader circulation in German-speaking countries in a book from 1983 by Marie-Elisabeth Tellenbach titled—I give it here in English even though it too has unfortunately never appeared in English translation—Beethoven and His “Immortal Beloved” Josephine Brunswick: Their Fate and Its Influence on Beethoven’s Work.18 Trained in musicology, history, German history, and Latin, Tellenbach adopted many of the same works discussed by the Massins, including Opus 109, as her evidence while adding previously unknown documents from the Deym family archive. (Some of these are briefly discussed in the English-language synopsis article of Tellenbach’s main points in 1987 and also in an essay by Virginia Beahrs that revisited the entire question; each appeared in the Beethoven Newsletter.)


      Over time, Goldschmidt’s preoccupation with the theory that many pieces of Beethoven’s music contained coded references to Josephine seemed to become an obsession that threatened to derail his reputation as a—and I select this adjective carefully—sane Beethoven scholar. In the fall of 1985, at a conference organized by Beethoven scholar William Kinderman in Victoria, Goldschmidt gave an extended and bizarre presentation on the transformation of the Andante favori motive and its reappearance in later works. To those of us who were not then familiar with the Massins’ work and Goldschmidt’s own monograph, his obsession seemed not only excessive but also a clear demonstration of the perils of the approach.


      It should not have surprised us, then, when the clearly exasperated Maynard Solomon vented his irritation in an essay from 1987. (It was not entirely clear if the source of the irritation was the continuing opposition to his own theory about the identity of the Immortal Beloved in English-language publications or to the connecting of music and autobiography.) In an essay that first appeared in the Beethoven Newsletter in 1987, he opined against Tellenbach, Goldschmidt, Beahrs, and the Massins. With learned sarcasm, Solomon closed his entire essay with these words:


      By elaborating the assumption that all music is concealed autobiography, Josephine Deym advocacy has become close kin to the more extreme speculations on the identity of the “onlie begetter” of Shakespeare’s sonnets; and by resorting to the unriddling of secret codes and hidden texts in Beethoven’s instrumental music, such advocates bid fair to become the new Baconians and Oxfordians. The pursuit of Josephine Deym threatens to convert the works of Beethoven into a new “Great Cryptogram,” whose mysteries may be plumbed only by the initiate.19


      Other Beethoven scholars had different reactions to Tellenbach’s arguments as they appeared in 1987 in the English-language condensed synopsis of her book. Alan Tyson wrote Beethoven Center curator Patricia Stroh on January 7, 1988, to thank her for sending three copies of the issue containing the essay:


      It is very useful for me to have two extra copies of the Newsletter because of the especial value of Marie-Elisabeth Tellenbach’s account of Beethoven and the Countess Josephine Brunswick—I shall want to show this very important article to lots of people (and I wouldn’t like to risk the loss of my only copy!). Of course her point of view is in great opposition to Maynard Solomon’s identification of the Immortal Beloved (which I accepted in the New Grove Beethoven); but I think it should at least be available to English-language folks who will not read her large German-language book on the subject. So I expect to see references to this Newsletter in a lot of footnotes!


      Tellenbach herself generously wrote to me on February 6, 1988, “I perfectly understand Maynard Solomon’s irony and can’t blame him for this.”


      Stepping back from the fray and revisiting these competing theories, I was struck by the overlapping musical conclusions in two studies. The first I have already mentioned. In his Schenkerian analysis of Opus 109, Allen Forte made the following observations:


      1. The possibility for interaction of [the third and fifth of the triad] and for their connection by means of the passing note A (or A#) is implicit. Indeed, it will become increasingly clear that to a considerable extent the melodic development of the [first] movement resides in the composing-out of relationships which are inherent in the upper third of the triad where A plays a primal role.20


      2. [Codetta of the second movement:] Beginning on C in the upper voice of the third measure from the end we have a “diminutional” tetrachord which supports the more fundamental motion, B-A-G. . . . Clearly one of the main melodic considerations here is the descent from fifth to third. This may be regarded as a means of preparing the interval—the upper third of the tried—which is to be composed out in the subsequent movement.21


      To pare down Forte’s argument, in the sonata the interval of the third from B-G# (or B-G) and the notes A or A# and C (and C#) are “composed out” in each movement. What strikes me as particularly important about Forte’s brilliant analysis is that, once transposed from E Major to E-flat Major, these are exactly the same notes and intervals that shape the phrase singled out by the Massins in the sixth song of To the Distant Beloved.


      The second conclusion was put forward in 1988 by Christopher Rey-

      nolds in a sophisticated analysis of To the Distant Beloved. In it, he demonstrated that “Beethoven remarkably, yet surreptitiously, depends on motivic transformation to derive songs 2 through 6 from individual phrases of song 1.”22 Reynolds labeled the motive of the phrase quoted by the Massins “Motive 3”; he focused on it when he discussed the coda, remarking, “No other motive compares.” Near the end of his article, Reynolds suggested that “Beethoven himself may have attached special significance to Motive 3, judging from its appearance on at least three other occasions. He first used a strikingly similar motive in his Andante favori of 1805. . . . Subsequently Beethoven used it in the variation movement of the Pianoforte Sonata in E Major, Opus 109, in the second phrase of the theme. And lastly it appeared again in 1825 when George Smart heard Beethoven improvise ‘for twenty minutes in a most extraordinary manner’ on the motive.”23 Reynolds concluded his article with a middle-ground position. After pointing out that scholars have “interpreted the recurrences of its opening motive as evidence of Beethoven’s unabated love for the Countess” [Josephine], he ended: “While the possibility exists that Beethoven—like Schumann, Brahms, and others afterwards—associated particular motives with specific people and ideas, one cannot make such a claim on the basis of the evidence now available. In any case, it is not necessary to associate specific motives in An die ferne Geliebte with specific individuals to show that the meaning of the text—and thus also of the music—parallel Beethoven’s life circumstances.”24


      The debate on whether music can—even should—be connected in a general or specific way to a composer’s biography is one that will assuredly continue, even though postmodern theories that are still influential in musicology support analyses and arguments that contextualize music in the richest ways possible.


      Beethoven Scholarship and the

      Informational Cascade Effect


      When I was a doctoral student at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, I was fortunate to study Beethoven’s sketches in a graduate seminar with visiting professor Douglas Johnson, then on the faculty of the University of Virginia, Charlottesville. Johnson had written his dissertation on Beethoven’s early sketches, was completing what has become known as the “Sketch Bible” with Alan Tyson and Robert Winter,25 and was, as he mentioned in class one afternoon, a self-confessed member of the “Beethoven mafia,” as he labeled it. Anyone familiar with Johnson’s work knows both that he thinks critically about every issue he visits and that he is not afraid to stir up matters, as he did with an opinion essay published in 1978 that appears to have altered the course

      of sketch studies.26 His admittedly casual remark about a “Beethoven mafia” and its influences has made me question over the years whether the world

      of American Beethoven scholarship was indeed controlled by a relatively self-contained circle of scholars who were the go-to choices for vetting Beethoven articles and books for scholarly journals, arranged Beethoven conferences

      for each other at which members of the circle gave papers without issuing

      the standard scholarly “call for papers,” and supported each other’s work

      in very significant ways such as writing supportive letters for grants and promotions.


      In two ways, Johnson’s comment made sense. As the entire field of musicology became more and more responsive to postmodern theories about music, culture, and the arts in the 1980s and 1990s, the world of Beethoven scholarship appeared to remain, for the most part, stubbornly impervious to change. Even new subfields like sketch scholarship continued to be valued not for what the sketches could tell us about the meaning of the works (characterized in recent musicology as the field of “hermeneutics,” which has proven to be especially fruitful in the writings of Lawrence Kramer),27 but how they detailed the purely musical genesis of the themes and the formal construction of the pieces. Feminist work on Beethoven met with either outright ridicule or cool disinterest.


      One possible example of the control of the field in journals intended primarily for musicologists is the absence of a single article about the Immortal Beloved in the 13 volumes of the prestigious journal Beethoven Forum that appeared from 1992 to 2006. I say possible because, while I was a member of the advisory board for the journal, I was never asked to vet an article, although I did on more than one occasion recommend that authors send their work to the editorial board. At one of the last annual meetings of the advisory board of the journal at the national conference of the American Musicological Society, one of the editors asked, after mentioning an article that had been submitted on the topic, if there was not an informal agreement in place to “embargo” any Immortal Beloved article. Perhaps the total absence of any articles on the subject simply reflects the fact that none substantive enough for publication were submitted.


      It may also be true that something parallel to the “informational cascade effect” of behavioral economics has played a role in the belief that Maynard Solomon had solved the Immortal Beloved question once and for all, even though the cascade theory was developed based on actions and behavior more than information itself.28 Briefly, an informational cascade “occurs when it is optimal for an individual, having observed the actions of those ahead of him, to follow the behavior of the preceding individual without regard to his own information. . . . Four primary mechanisms have been suggested for uniform social behavior: (1) sanctions of deviants, (2) positive payoff externalities, (3) conformity preference, and (4) communication. . . . These effects tend to bring about a rigid conformity that cannot be broken with small shocks. Indeed, the longer the bandwagon continues, the more robust it becomes.29 . . .

      The fundamental reason the outcome with observable actions is so different from the observable-signals benchmark is that once a cascade starts, public information stops accumulating.”30 Cascades can, however, be broken: “in reality we do not expect a cascade to last forever. Several possible kinds of shocks could dislodge a cascade; for example, the arrival of better informed individuals, the release of new public information, and shifts in the underlying value of adoption versus rejection.”31


      The endorsement of Solomon’s solution in the Beethoven entry by Joseph Kerman and Alan Tyson in the 20th edition of The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians in 1980 did much to solidify support: “Of recent conjectures as to her identity the most plausible (by Maynard Solomon) is that she was Antonie Brentano. . . . Brentano fulfils all the chronological and topographical requirements for being the addressee of the famous letter.” In the next sentence, however, Tyson and Kerman note: “Whether the psychological requirements are fulfilled depends on one’s reading of her personality and of the letter’s intended meaning.”32 Kerman and Tyson’s endorsement of Solomon’s theory as the “most plausible” became a point of fact in the revision of their article for Grove Music Online credited to Beethoven scholar Scott Burnham. Now the sentence reads: “Maynard Solomon showed in the 1970s that she [the Immortal Beloved] was Antonie Brentano, an aristocratic Viennese lady ten years younger than Beethoven who at 18 had married a Frankfurt businessman, Franz Brentano, Bettina Brentano’s half-brother. (As there are no explicit letters from Antonie Brentano to Beethoven, some do not accept that the case is closed; but no plausible alternative has been presented.)” With the transformation of Solomon’s “conjecture” (Kerman and Solomon’s term) into statement of fact and the denial of the existence of at least one if not two plausible alternatives, Solomon’s theory might seem confirmed.33 Recently, a major American Beethoven scholar commented to me privately that those who refuse to accept the Antonie theory are “impervious” to the facts of the case.


      Although I am old-fashioned enough to believe in “facts”—that is, discrete pieces of information that scholars and researchers use to construct their theories—my ears pricked up at the assertion that Solomon’s case was indeed built of facts, even though the argument is masterfully constructed. The English Beethoven scholar Barry Cooper made two valuable observations about the case of the Immortal Beloved as it relates to facts at the end of an extended 1996 book review of Gail Altman’s Beethoven: A Man of His Word / Undisclosed Evidence for His Immortal Beloved.34 First, Cooper wrote: “Frequently it happens that a hypothesis by one scholar becomes accepted as fact without proper scrutiny. . . . She demonstrates, as indeed Tellenbach has done, that much of the basis for the claims of Antonie’s supporters consists of distortions, suppositions, opinions, and even plain inaccuracies.”35 He then goes on in blistering detail to elucidate Altman’s many substantial errors and concludes, “The book is most useful, then, for reminding us how little we know for certain about Beethoven’s personal life.” Second, he states, “Although Antonie Brentano may seem completely unsuitable from a psychological angle (and not everyone is agreed about this), it begins to appear again that she must be the Immortal Beloved. The only other possibility is that Beethoven kept his relationship so guardedly that his connections to the woman in question are otherwise virtually undocumented. If that is the case, her name should be found on the Karlsbad arrival lists. Before there is any more speculation, a re-examination of these seems to be the next step.”36 Cooper’s point, it seemed to me then, was well taken: the only “fact” of the case is that Beethoven believed the woman was in Karlsbad when he wrote the letter. As you will read in this monograph, however, another possibility must be considered: Beethoven only needed to have thought that the woman was in Karlsbad. If it can be demonstrated that any of the candidates intended to go to Karlsbad and may have communicated that information to Beethoven, she should be considered with an open mind.


      Cascade theorists argue that the introduction of “new public information” has the potential to dislodge a cascade. In my opinion, Walden’s research on Bettina Brentano has resulted in the injection of just such new information and arguments into the Immortal Beloved controversy. Whether or not his arguments succeed in displacing Antonie—and in the absence of any indisputable evidence in any candidate’s favor—they surely warrant wider distribution and critical attention. I’ll close with some of my own reactions to his theory.


      Bettina Brentano, the Musician,

      as the Immortal Beloved


      Having mulled over arguments in favor of Antonie Brentano, Josephine Brunsvik, Almeria Esterhazy, and Bettina Brentano over the past 25 years, I find three parts of the Bettina theory to be persuasive enough that I believe Walden’s proposal merits unbiased consideration.


      First, to the best of my knowledge there are only two extant Beethoven letters in which he unequivocally uses the informal “du” with a woman. The first three usages occur at the end of his letter of January 16, 1811, to Bettina Brentano: “nun lebwohl liebe liebe B. ich küsse dich so mit Schmerzen auf deine Stirne, und drücke damit, wie mit einem Siegel, alle meine Gedanken für dich auf”37 (“now best wishes dear dear B. I kiss you thus with pain on your brow, and impress thereby, as with a seal, all of my thoughts for you”; Beethoven crossed out “so with pain”). The second letter containing “du” is the letter to the unidentified woman now known as the Immortal Beloved written on July 6 and 7, 1812, 18 months after the first letter. Unlike the first letter, Beethoven uses the informal forms of you throughout the letter, even in the famous closing “ewig dein[,] ewig mein[,], ewig unß[.]” (It is difficult to translate the close into English with any assurance of accuracy as to Beethoven’s meaning.38) Since the consistent use of “du” in the second letter occurs in what is clearly a love letter—even though one primarily of ambivalence, even rejection, as several writers have noted—such use makes logical sense. In the letter to Bettina, however, Beethoven began the letter, as he should have when writing to a married woman, using formal address (sie, ihren, ihnen, seinen) and continued with the formal you until he began the emotional close quoted above.


      Is it really conceivable that Beethoven used the familiar you with the recently married Bettina in 1811, then used it again in 1812 with her married sister-in-law Antonie, and that these are the only two women whom Beethoven ever addressed with the familiar you? Besides the repeated use of “du” at the first letter’s close, Beethoven also revealed in the 1811 letter, in my opinion, that he was at the least infatuated with Bettina and had been since his summer of 1810 in Baden: “I carried your first letter about with me the whole summer, and it often made me feel blissful39 . . . yet in my thoughts I write you however 1,000 times thousand letters in my thoughts” (that is, a million letters!). Is it a coincidence that Beethoven begins the Immortal Beloved letter stating that he is writing “only a few words today, and to be sure in pencil (with yours),” meaning that he has been carrying around, again in the summer away from Vienna, a physical object that represented on some level the woman with whom he was in love?40 Was it possible for Beethoven to be in love with Bettina and with her sister-in-law Antonie during the same months preceding the Immortal Beloved letter?


      My second argument focuses on a single unusual word Beethoven used to describe the possibility of a life with the Immortal Beloved: “Chimäre.” In the middle of September 1816, again spending the summer in Baden, Beethoven and the father of Fanny Giannastasio del Rio had a conversation that was later recorded by Fanny. According to Fanny, “er liebe unglücklich! Vor fünf Jahren hab er eine Dame kennen gelernt, mit welcher sich näher zu verbinden er für das höchste Glück seines Lebens gehalten hätte. Es sei nich daran zu denken, fast Unmöglichkeit, eine Chimäre” (“he loves unhappily! Five years ago he made the acquaintance of a lady, whom to bind himself nearer to would have been the greatest happiness life could have afforded him. It was not to be thought of, almost an impossibility, a chimera”). Literally, a chimera was, according to Homer, “a thing of immortal make, not human, lion-fronted and snake behind, a goat in the middle, and snorting out the breath of the terrible flame of bright fire.” Such a combination fire-breathing creature was of course an impossibility; as is clear from Beethoven’s combination of the terms impossibility and chimera in his conversation with Giannastasio, he was remembering the possibility of binding himself to the Immortal Beloved as an almost impossible fantasy, a chimera. But why did Beethoven chose such a strange descriptor for this impossibility, one that would evoke—particularly for a learned teacher like Giannastasio—the weird Greek combination of creatures? Is it possible that the Immortal Beloved herself was chimera-like, that is, a combination of characters that do not belong together, a character with the potential to breathe fire?41


      Viewed from the perspective of the 19th century (let alone the 21st), it is difficult for me not to view Bettina as a chimera: a beautiful woman who was famous for her ability to improvise songs, a woman composer, a feminist and intellectual, a writer, seducer of Goethe, a social reformer intensely interested in the political situation of the day and later in life an advocate for the oppressed Jewish community, a wife and mother, an early Romantic idealist, and a fiery figure on every level. By the end of her life, she had occupied at least three positions normally reserved for men: composer, published writer, and social reformer.


      As feminist scholars have recently argued, Bettina rejected many societal models: she revolted “against any a priori limitations on particular biological entities” and sought to “dismantle the very categories on which notions of gender rest.” According to Elke Frederiksen and Katherine Goodman,


      Unlike those of her contemporaries such as Goethe, Schiller, and Friedrich and August Wilhelm Schlegel, Brentano von Arnim’s views on gender do not rely on Romantic understandings of the complemental nature of gender or on the realization or re-evaluation of virtues thought to be “feminine.” Rather, she dismantles dichotomistic definitions of reality.

      . . . Brentano von Arnim’s understanding of her own more complex identity obliges her to engage in activities traditionally thought to be the prerogative of men. That they are thought to be masculine, however, is shown to be the perspective of her culture and not her own.42


      It is difficult not to add her dismantling of gender categories to the list of ways in which Bettina was chimera-like. In fact, in combination with her many activities, it is difficult to imagine how a life with her would have given Beethoven the “stability and regularity” he said that he sought in the Immortal Beloved letter. I must note that many of Bettina’s accomplishments mentioned above postdate her time with Beethoven. However, by the time she met him in the spring of 1810, Bettina had been fascinated and was immersed in three subjects that also preoccupied Beethoven: freedom and the ideals of the French Revolution (introduced to her by her grandmother), Goethe’s writings,43 and music.


      It is this last item in my list of Bettina’s accomplishments that leads to my third and final argument in favor of Walden’s theory that she may be the Immortal Beloved. In my opinion, it is also the strongest. As mentioned above, some writers and scholars have opined that Antonie Brentano does not meet the “psychological requirements” for being the Immortal Beloved. Except for her “lack of regularity,” Bettina seems to me to have been exactly the kind of woman to whom Beethoven would have been most attracted—most particularly because of her genius at improvisation. Her abilities in this regard and a serious assessment of her musical creativity are discussed in Ann Willison’s excellent essay on Bettina’s musical life, “Bettina Brentano von Arnim: The Unknown Musician.”44 The following survey of her musical biography is drawn entirely from Willison’s work.


      While attending the Ursuline school in Fritzlar in 1794–97, Bettina received her first music instruction. When she moved to Frankfurt, she studied piano and music theory with Philip Carl Hoffmann. At the age of 19, she described her musical activities to her brother-in-law: “I am taking [forte]piano lessons from Mr. Hoffmann again, despite the temptations that I am exposed to; I am also diligently learning to sing, and I am in the theater whenever operas are performed; music is now my only resource and refreshment.”45 In 1809, she traveled to Munich to study voice and composition with the opera composer Peter von Winter, whom Willison describes as her most important teacher. In February 1809, she wrote to Achim von Arnim and the Savignys that she had two 90-minute voice lessons a day in addition to piano and Italian lessons with other teachers. Upon her return to Landshut, she studied Generalbaß with Eixdorfer. In 1810, Bettina enlisted the assistance of a law student named Alois Bihler to help her transcribe her songs. Bihler helped her with harmony and the notation of rhythm and she returned the favor: “He gives rhythm to my music, I expand on his melodies, he writes a purer bass setting for me, I invent the instrumental countermelodies for him.”46 Her final formal voice lessons with Vincenzo Righini ended shortly after her marriage to Achim in 1811.


      Beethoven must have been impressed with what Willison calls her “strongest musical talent, one for which she consistently received approbation”: improvising music to poetry. Bihler enthused: “Irresistibly . . . Bettina ruled in the realm of song. Here she fully unfolded her wonderful individuality.

      . . . She seldom chose written songs—singing she created poetry and creating poetry she sang with a glorious voice in a kind of improvisation. For example, she knew how to pour a wealth of soulful emotion into the simple, slow scale as well as into the spontaneous improvisations welling up from within her, so that I listened enraptured by her creative genius.”47 Bihler was not alone in his praise; in 1806 the famous writer Ludwig Tieck was brought to tears by her improvisation. Clemens Brentano described the occasion: “she sang before him so wonderfully and beautifully, the wild cry of her soul, no Aria brillante like she used to sing. . . . As for her singing, her extemporaneous singing—I saw him shedding tears, and he assured me that he, the church musician, had never heard anything like it and he now knew how music originated.”48


      Though there are no records of Beethoven having heard Bettina improvise, if he did hear her on a similar occasion, it must have been a remarkable moment in the history of music: the most gifted instrumental improviser of his time, who was also famous for bringing music lovers to tears with his playing, listening to the spontaneous creation of music and words.


      It may be that Bettina’s genius at improvisation and deeply Romantic approach to the creative process held back her progress as a composer: in her own self-critiques, her technical musical skills remained far below her lofty inspirations. In 1810—the year she met Beethoven—she lamented: “I firmly believe that music would become my daily occupation, but more difficulties appear each day; for example, I have a true inclination to the most profound thoughts, but my technical ability does not match up to my imagination, which remains unfulfilled in consequence.”49 In later years, she expressed similar frustrations in her epistolary novels: “I am also exasperated with thoroughbass. I would like to blast this fraternity of tonalities into the air,”50 and “I can invent a melody more easily than analyze it in terms of its origins. With music, everything must be grasped more deeply by introspection than by following the law; this law is so narrow that the musical spirit overflows it at every instant.”51


      The same disdain for pedantry reappears in her description of the seven songs published in 1842 in what is called the Spontini Songbook:


      I have kept my word to Spontini, by having seven songs engraved, together with their completely obstinate accompaniments. . . . As for the musical turnings, the craggy, uneven path of this product, I could not decide, even for the sakes of the foolish bigwigs who make laws governing an art which is much too powerful for their pedantic ears, to give up a single false fifth. . . .

      How many thousand times I repeated with rapture these tones that pleased only me, in whose place I never found any others, but only these, although they played for me such beautiful harmonic progression! Therefore everything had to remain as the true, original, stuttering conversation of my soul newly in love with music; and I could not bear that my bass—which dances with quick leaps and bounds around the melody like a deer, often chimes in and echoes more clearly in its feelings what the melody is unable to express—that they master its willful turning and spinning.52


      Despite Bettina’s statement that the songs will not make pedantic bigwigs happy, the set as a whole is remarkable. In fact, I think it is impossible to understand Bettina fully unless the music of this set is known and appreciated.53 One of the most beautiful songs in the collection is “Aus dem Wintergarten von Arnim,” no. 3 (see the music example).54


      Achim von Arnim’s Der Wintergarten, published in 1809 before he married Bettina, is a collection of short stories and novellas based on 17th-century German works of varying sorts. The stories are recounted by a group of people in a country house to pass the time during a long winter, a winter that is an explicit political metaphor for the French occupation of Germany.55 The first of the four stanzas reads:


      The sluggish day is pursued by the moon,


      it breathes peace [Ruh] onto all living things,


      the sea is not accustomed to such peace,


      to unrest [Unruh] I am in this manner elected;


      my only happiness, the dream,


      I must foremost hate:


      in the highest bliss it will


      abandon me once more.56


      In the second stanza, a wind from the east throws asunder the fruits and weaker blossoms of a fruit tree. In the last two stanzas, Achim writes about a secret love whose identity cannot be revealed because of “silent vows and virtue”: “my completely hidden light of love must surely not reveal its flame.”


      Bettina’s 15-measure strophic setting depicts, brilliantly and with sophistication, both the joyful subjects of the text (peace/fortune/dream, fruitfulness, love, Concordia) and their loss (hate, fruits and blossoms thrown asunder, the pain of secret love). Though set in the key of E-flat Major—a key associated by some writers with “love, devotion, of intimate conversation with God”57—Bettina blights the happiness traditional for this major key with a harmonic progression to F Minor—a key associated with sorrow, grief, and despair—on the word “Unruh” (unrest, agitation) in m. 7. In m. 9 she ironically tonicizes F Minor with its secondary dominant on the words “my highest happiness.” When the music wants to turn to B-flat Major, a key associated with love, it stalls at F Minor.58
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      Another important musical symbol in the setting is seen in Bettina’s use of rhythmic suspensions. Just as the progression toward happiness, fruitfulness, and the dream of revelation is delayed by the long winter, so the progress of the melody is constantly impeded with suspensions across the beats and measures. The voice part contains suspensions in 13 of its 14 measures, and the piano part is laden throughout with single and double suspensions. Another “suspension” is the fact that the song begins not with its tonic chord but on the dominant—and resolves to the tonic midway through the first measure on the rhythmically weaker half of the measure.


      Three more symbols stand out. The first involves the striking use of falling sixths in mm. 1 and 12. The melody begins on the fifth scale step, leaps up a fifth to the second scale step, and then descends a major sixth to the fourth scale step (the pitch A-flat, which she almost always harmonized as the third of the F-Minor triad). Falling major sixths are frequently used as symbols of incoming happiness, and indeed, in both measures, the sixth resolves with a suspension to the third degree of the scale, the note that most importantly signals the “major-ness” (happiness) of major keys. Thus, Bettina begins the song with a depiction of the happiness that eludes the singer throughout the poem, a happiness most clearly enunciated at its end: “O sweet last moment, there I will be able to speak, there will the stream of love break through my eyes and lips.”


      The desired happiness is also depicted masterfully in Bettina’s construction of the melody. The melody rises again and again by step toward the goal of B-flat (the dominant note of the key) but never attains it. Such an ascent appears most clearly in mm. 3–4, but the stubborn withholding of the longed-for note returns three more times in this tiny jewel of a song.


      The last symbol I will mention occurs in the last two measures. Just as the poet remains deprived of his dream, so the singer does not find musical completion: she stops singing on the weakest beat of the penultimate measure on a highly expressive diminished seventh chord on the note A-natural, and the piano completes the final cadence of the song in the only measure in which it plays alone. The singer’s last note—on a weak beat and harmonized with a diminished chord—feels as unfinished as the poem in performance.


      Willison suggests, though without supplying any evidence, that someone may have assisted Bettina with the accompaniments of the Spontini songs.59 If she did indeed have assistance polishing the piano parts, such assistance would not contradict the fact that Bettina herself created the musical symbols discussed here. The use of key symbolism, melodic and harmonic suspensions, falling sixths, and the failure of the melody to reach the dominant note in its ascent are all aspects of the music that originated in the melody itself, and the creation of melody was—according to her contemporaries and this music—one of her greatest gifts and skills.


      The fact that Bettina was a supremely gifted singer and very talented composer does not, of course, make her the Immortal Beloved. But the several completed songs that survive and her skill at improvisation document that she was indeed the kind of woman Beethoven found most compelling. It is surely no coincidence that Josephine Brunsvik, the only woman we know for a fact Beethoven loved, was a very gifted pianist and had a profound understanding of music.


      Despite the opinions of some in the musicological world, uncovering the true identity of the Immortal Beloved remains an important goal for Beethoven biographical work. Walden’s carefully drawn arguments and theories warrant our serious consideration. If they do not topple Antonie as a favored candidate in English-speaking countries, at the very least they will enrich our understanding of a brilliant and unique woman who meant a great deal to Beethoven in 1810 and 1811.60
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      Background

    


    
      This book is the result of almost two decades of investigation and research about the identity of Ludwig van Beethoven’s so-called Immortal Beloved. Solving the mystery will open up a whole new source for analysis of Beethoven’s middle years and his musical output during those years and afterward. French author and Nobel Prize winner Romain Rolland attributed Beethoven’s seventh, eighth, and even sketches of his ninth symphonies to the happiness resulting from his contact with the Immortal Beloved. Beethoven’s seventh was his most rhythmic, his eighth was his most joyous, and his ninth, although put on hold after his romantic disappointment of 1812 but finally completed many years later, was his most monumental. It is generally acknowledged that the sudden decrease in his musical output after 1812 was related to that romantic disappointment, and analysts have struggled to discover the cause of it for more than a century.


      Bettina Brentano matched perfectly Beethoven’s needs and aspirations when she first met him in 1810. Beethoven was an admirer of the great German playwright, poet, novelist, and scientist Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Bettina was a close friend of Goethe and admired him as much as if not more than Beethoven. She believed in spirituality, loved and appreciated music, and wrote music of her own. She was a Romantic idealist who constantly searched for truth. Perhaps as a result of naive optimism, she also hoped and worked through her social contacts for a solution to the political turmoil of those Napoleonic times.


      Her ideals and idols were based on her own needs for music, interaction with genius, and literary creation. Goethe responded to two of them. Beethoven responded to two as well, albeit a different two. When Bettina had a minor domestic quarrel with Goethe’s wife that resulted in her ostracism from Goethe in 1811, Beethoven was there to fill the gap, and the sorts of letters she previously sent to Goethe were now sent to Beethoven instead.


      When she first met Beethoven, she was beautiful, unattached, and filled with a youthful energy that matched Beethoven’s own. As a result of her meeting him, she considered engaging in a career in music and politics, thus foreswearing the traditional life of a wife, almost the only choice then open to privileged and educated women. Beethoven, then in his late 30s, had at that stage of his life finally achieved success and relative financial stability. When Bettina met him, he was searching for a woman with whom he could share his life, hopefully with musical talent that could possibly help him in coping with his growing deafness.


      After much internal turmoil, Bettina decided instead to enter into a marriage with a handsome acquaintance only a few years older than she, Achim von Arnim, who needed a child to inherit control of an estate that would give him financial security for life. Confessing afterward that she did not marry him for love, Bettina married him nevertheless in 1811 but almost died in providing the child he needed. After her near death experience at the childbirth, she briefly concluded in 1812 that marriage was a mistake and that a life in music was what she needed and really wanted.


      For artistic, emotional, and spiritual comfort, she had during her pregnancy substituted Beethoven for Goethe as her correspondent, telling Beethoven, as she had told Goethe in earlier letters, how much she loved him and how she dreamed at night of lying in his arms. Unlike Goethe, poor lovesick Beethoven, longing for sexual and emotional female companionship, hoped that her love was of a different kind than she possibly meant, and in a brief moment of physical and emotional exhaustion in 1812, he hesitatingly wrote to her of his own love and dreams: “I talk to myself and to you—[written pause] arrange that I can live with you, what a life!!!” But he never mailed his letter because Bettina arrived just after he wrote it in the summer spa town where he was trying to find a cure for his illnesses. There she told him of her decision that she could not leave her child and would remain in the role of a loyal German wife. The shock of hearing that decision devastated Beethoven. He accepted it with dignity but almost never recovered.


      The story has a pathos that even Goethe could not conjure up in his novels and plays. It was at the same time a boon and a tragedy for music, and ranks with one of the greatest and most poignant love stories of all time.


      Right at the outset, I would like to make clear to the reader that I am a lawyer by training. The methodology I use in this book is to present the case that Bettina is Beethoven’s Immortal Beloved in the best light I can, as would a lawyer attempting to prove that case in court. The case’s theory is based on two crucial letters completely overlooked in previous scholarly analyses. The first is the single surviving 1811 letter from Beethoven to Bettina written just 18 months before he wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved. In that 1811 letter, Beethoven acknowledged having already received two letters from Bettina and begged her to write to him soon and often. Second is the love and desire for physical intimacy Bettina expressed for Goethe in at least one surviving letter to him, from which I argue that Bettina wrote similar missing letters to Beethoven.


      To make my case, I set out in chapter 2 what I intend to prove, much as does a plaintiff’s lawyer or prosecutor at the beginning of a trial. The supporting evidence is presented with full citations in the chapters that follow. I also critically analyze the evidence and arguments proffered on behalf of Josephine Brunsvik and Antonie Brentano, the other women currently contended to be Beethoven’s Immortal Beloved, and show how they could not be. It is for the reader to judge whether I have established my case.


      Chapters 3 through 11 explore in greater detail events touched on in chapter 2 and contain reference citations constituting the evidence I rely on in support of my theory. Many of the sources are in English and may be found in most reference libraries in North America. Other sources are in German and include many out-of-print or obscure books found only in libraries and archives in Europe.


      Chapter 13 offers a short synopsis of the salient points of the narrative and my general conclusions as well as a summary of the most important supporting evidence. Interested readers will find additional source citations in the Summer 1999 and Winter 2002 issues of the Beethoven Journal, which contain two papers written by me that form the nucleus of this book.


      As will be noted in chapter 3, Bettina published in 1835 after Goethe’s death and when she was 50 a partly fictional book of correspondence exchanged between her and Goethe in the early years of her life, entitled Goethe’s Correspondence with a Child. It is referred to in this book as the “Goethe Correspondence book” and is mentioned frequently. The only English translation of the Goethe Correspondence book published in North America is Bettina von Arnim, Goethe’s Correspondence with a Child (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1859), but it is out of print and very rare. However an e-text of it is available online at www.hedweb

      .com/bgcharlton/bettina-goethe.html. A single volume in German including the book itself and the original letters exchanged between them that have been found up to now is available in volume 2 of Bettine von Arnim Werke und Briefe, 4 vols. (Frankfurt: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1992).


      The reader should be aware at the outset that Bettina intended the Goethe Correspondence book to be an epistolary book similar in form to an epistolary novel, a form used and popularized by Goethe for one of his own novels. She used her own letters to Goethe as the basis for her book but modified some of the original letters and may have created others. The liberties she took in doing that caused her critics to contend that she created or took similar liberties with all three letters to her from Beethoven that she published. When one of those three was found in the possession of a third party late in the 19th century exactly as she had published it, her critics contended that she concocted in full the remaining two because they were not found among her papers after her death. One of the purposes of this book is to establish that she did not concoct those other two. In making my argument, I distinguish between the letters she exchanged with Goethe and with Beethoven that survive today and are found in collections, archives, or libraries, with those that are not. The latter are referred to in this book as the “missing” letters. Included in the description of missing letters are those that were seen and verified by reliable witnesses at some time in the past. The many critics of Bettina contend that most, if not all, of the letters I describe as missing never existed at all and that she concocted them, but one of the purposes of this book is to show that most, if not all, of the missing letters did in fact exist but have been lost or destroyed.


      Frequently Used Phrases


      Beethoven Description Letter: The letter written by Bettina describing her time with Beethoven in Vienna dated May 28, 1810, that is today missing but which was reproduced, probably in an edited form, in her Goethe Correspondence book. See chapters 4 and 7.


      Teplitz Letter: The letter from Beethoven to Bettina written in Teplitz in July 1812 and handed to her as he hurriedly left town, just two and a half weeks after he wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved. In the Teplitz Letter, he said a painful good-bye to Bettina and ended with the words “God how I love you!” The letter does not survive, but its authenticity is corroborated by the facts detailed in chapter 5.


      1810 Letter Gap: The gap in the surviving letters from Bettina to Goethe starting with her partly surviving letter to him of July 28, 1810, just where she begins to describe what happened between her and Beethoven, up to her surviving letter to him of October 18, 1810. The missing letters were referred to in Goethe’s surviving letters to her of August 17 and October 25, 1810. See chapter 4.
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      Beethoven’s Letter to the Immortal Beloved

    


    
      History of Beethoven’s Letter

      to the Immortal Beloved


      Although the great German composer and pianist Ludwig van Beethoven poured out his emotions countless times in his music, he did so in a significant way only twice through the medium of written words. The first time was in 1802, in the form of a will now known as the Heiligenstadt Testament. In it, he told of struggling to come to grips with the terrible realization that he, a musician who lived in a world of hearing and creating sound, was inexorably growing deaf. The second time was in 1812, when at the age of 41 and still a bachelor, he wrote in pencil a passionate yet touching 10-page love letter to an unidentified woman. The letter was undated and presumably never sent, because it was found after his death 15 years later, hidden away in a locked and secret drawer. He did not name the woman in the letter, which began with the words “My angel, my all, my self” and ended with the words “your beloved L, forever yours, forever mine, forever us.” She has come to be known historically as his “Immortal Beloved,” because he referred to her that way within the text of the letter. An English translation of the complete letter is set out in appendix A, and its first and last pages are shown in illustrations 5a and 5b.


      The mystery of who his love was remains unsolved to this day. Beethoven never married, but in 1816, Fanny Giannastasio del Rio, a young admirer, overheard him tell her father that “five years ago, he had made the acquaintance of a person, a union with whom he would have considered the greatest happiness of his life. It was not to be thought of, almost an impossibility, a chimera—‘nevertheless it is now as on the first day’ he could not get it out of his mind.”1 Whomever Beethoven was referring to, she is generally thought today to be the Immortal Beloved. Over the last century and a half, at least 10 names have been put forward as guesses as to who the woman was. The riddle was not made easier by the fact that the letter bore no year nor place of writing, saying however in one place, “Monday evening on July 6.”


      Clues within the letter allowed researchers to arrive at a consensus by the 1920s that the letter was in all likelihood written in 1812 when Beethoven was in Teplitz, a Bohemian spa town, and was intended to be sent to a woman in the nearby Bohemian spa town of Karlsbad.2 This consensus and the resulting research has led The Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies in San José, California, to narrow the list of leading candidates today to three: Antonie Brentano, Josephine Brunsvik, and Bettina Brentano. Antonie was the only one of the three who actually was in Karlsbad when Beethoven wrote his letter, although Bettina had apparently intended to go there when Beethoven wrote his letter, but her husband changed their destination and they came to Teplitz instead, where Beethoven was. The problem with Antonie and Bettina as candidates, however, was that they both appeared to be happily married. Antonie was pregnant with her fifth child when the letter was written, and Bettina had given birth to her first child only eight weeks before. Josephine Brunsvik was the only one of the three whose marriage was disintegrating when the letter was written, but she was nowhere near Karlsbad that summer and appears not to have had any plans to go there.


      The Case against Antonie


      Antonie Brentano was first proposed as a candidate in the 1970s by Maynard Solomon, an eminent American musicologist. Of the three front-runners noted above, she was the only woman who was in Karlsbad when Beethoven wrote his letter, and Beethoven knew her well. The problem with Antonie being the intended recipient, however, is that the letter was in Beethoven’s possession when he died, so it is unlikely that he posted it. Her presence in Karlsbad therefore works against her in favor of someone who intended to go there but may have somehow got word to Beethoven that her plans had changed. Solomon suggested that perhaps Beethoven did post the letter but that Antonie gave it back. That scenario appears unlikely because a return of the letter, effectively meaning rejection, would make it improbable that Beethoven would keep hidden away until his death such a painful reminder of the rejection. Solomon seems to have realized this, so he alternatively suggested that the kept letter was only a first draft, and that Beethoven recopied and posted it. This is even more improbable given the length of the found letter and the fact it was signed with Beethoven’s initial. Of course if a copy was posted and received by Antonie, it should be noted that it has never been found in her papers.3


      The principal reason Antonie is ruled out as the Immortal Beloved, however, stems from Beethoven’s confession in 1816 referred to above that he had met the love of his life five years before. Alexander Wheelock Thayer, the great 19th-century biographer of Beethoven whose masterful work as edited and reedited still remains the foundation of research about Beethoven’s life, carried out research and made inquiries that established that Beethoven, who was a frequent guest at the house of Antonie’s father, had known Antonie even before her marriage in 1798. Proponents of the theory that Antonie was the Immortal Beloved dispute this, but for the reasons set out in chapter 12, their contention is mistaken. Accordingly, if Antonie knew Beethoven before 1798, she could not be the woman to whom Beethoven was referring in 1816. A powerful further argument against Antonie as the Immortal Beloved is reflected in the opinion of Richard Specht, a distinguished Viennese music critic and biographer, who wrote in 1933 that Antonie was married, and “marriage meant for Beethoven a divine sacrament against which it would be a sacrilege to offend.” According to Specht, Beethoven “would have torn out his tongue rather than suffer it to utter words in the Immortal Beloved letter of such glowing passion and regret to another’s wife.”4 Beethoven was a close friend of both Antonie and her husband and was like an uncle to their children. That Beethoven mused in his letter to the Immortal Beloved about living together virtually rules out Antonie, already the mother of four children, as being the intended recipient of the letter.


      The Case against Josephine


      Beethoven first met Josephine, the daughter of a Hungarian countess, when the countess brought her and her sister to Vienna in 1799 to take music lessons from Beethoven. Josephine was 20 at the time. That same year, her mother arranged a marriage for Josephine with a man 30 years her senior. The marriage was an unhappy one, and the husband died in 1804 after Josephine had three children by him and was pregnant with her fourth. There is no question that Beethoven fell deeply in love with Josephine sometime between 1804 and 1807, and there even exists an unsigned copy made by her of a letter from him written in 1804 or 1805 that resembles some of the language and ideas contained in the letter to the Immortal Beloved.5 However, the copy uses the formal German “Sie” not the intimate “du” that Beethoven used in the letter to the Immortal Beloved. Use of “du,” equivalent to the old “thou” in English, indicates in German a degree of intimacy between a man and a woman not lightly bestowed, especially by a woman. Also all surviving signed letters from Beethoven to her use the formal “Sie.” From unanswered or disregarded letters from Beethoven to Josephine in 1807, it appears that she rejected him in that year,6 and three years later she married again. The second marriage did not turn out well and was already in trouble in 1812 when Beethoven wrote the letter to the Immortal Beloved. Josephine and her second husband separated in 1813 or perhaps in the summer before, when the letter to the Immortal Beloved was written. Therefore, only she of the three leading candidates appears to have been separated or had a disintegrating marriage when Beethoven wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved, and it is mainly for that reason that Josephine’s candidacy remains alive.


      The proponents of her candidacy contend that she and Beethoven continued their relationship after 1807 until her second marriage in 1810, then revived it when her marriage to her second husband began to disintegrate. There appears to be no evidence of that by correspondence or otherwise, so it must remain purely speculative.


      Another problem with Josephine’s candidacy is that there is no evidence that she was in, near, or even planned to go to Karlsbad when Beethoven wrote his letter. To the contrary, all evidence indicates that she remained in Vienna throughout the summer of 1812. She had gone to Karlsbad the previous summer, and her visit was routinely reported in the police travel registrations required in those days, but there is no record of her traveling there in the summer of 1812.


      The strongest argument against her candidacy is that Beethoven had known her since 1799, so she could not be the woman Beethoven said in 1816 he had met five years earlier and whom he could not get out of his mind.


      The Case against Bettina


      Beethoven first met Bettina in 1810, so she falls approximately within the five-year period mentioned by Beethoven in 1816 as when he had first met the “love of his life.” Her husband hoped to take her for a rest cure in Karlsbad in the summer of 1812 around the time Beethoven wrote the letter to the Immortal Beloved, but according to the husband he was talked out of it by Bettina’s sister and came to Teplitz instead, where Bettina met Beethoven again. Further, Beethoven wrote to her in 1811, about 18 months before he wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved, a surviving letter in which he acknowledged her marriage with sadness, begged her to write to him, and used in one part the intimate German “du,” which, so far as is known, he never used in any letter to any woman with whom he was romantically involved except in his letter to the Immortal Beloved.


      What has caused Bettina’s candidacy to be rejected in the past is that she was living in Berlin when Beethoven, who lived in Vienna, wrote the Immortal Beloved letter. Bettina appears at that time to have been happily married, had given birth to her first child only two months before Beethoven wrote his letter, and subsequently had six more children by her husband while she continued to live in Berlin. Also, because she was living in Berlin throughout 1811 and 1812, she could not have been having a physical affair with Beethoven. Most researchers assumed that Beethoven and the Immortal Beloved were having a physical affair because Beethoven tentatively expressed hope in the letter that the two might live together. Max Unger, a leading German researcher on the question of the Immortal Beloved, concluded in 1910, after careful consideration of Bettina’s relationship with Beethoven, that the main reason she could not be the Immortal Beloved was that she loved her husband, whereas the letter to the Immortal Beloved suggests a recognition by Beethoven that the woman loved him. That she could not have been the Immortal Beloved was essentially the same conclusion reached by Richard Specht quoted above, but for a different reason, namely, Beethoven’s idealization of the institution of marriage.


      As will be shown in the evidentiary chapters of this book, Bettina in her later years published a letter from Beethoven written by him in Teplitz in 1812, only several weeks after he wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved. If that letter to Bettina was genuine, it would prove conclusively that Bettina was the Immortal Beloved, but the original has not survived, and the authenticity is strongly doubted today. That is because when Bettina was almost 50, she published a book containing correspondence she claimed to have exchanged with Goethe (the Goethe Correspondence book), but when the original letters were made public in 1929, it was apparent that she had made a number of changes when she reproduced the letters in her book. As a result, her reliability and truthfulness are today under a cloud. The question of her reliability and truthfulness will be considered more fully in subsequent chapters of this book.


      Notes


      1. Thayer Forbes, 646.


      2. Thayer Forbes, 534, quoting Unger in footnote 15.


      3. See Solomon, Beethoven, 243–4.


      4. Richard Specht, Beethoven as He Lived, trans. Alfred Kalisch (London: Macmillan, 1933), 177–80.


      5. Thayer Forbes, 377–9.


      6. Thayer Forbes, 425.
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      The Case for Bettina

    


    
      Opening Submission


      This chapter sets out in outline form my case that Bettina Brentano was Beethoven’s Immortal Beloved. Supporting evidence with appropriate citations follows in succeeding chapters. The facts on which the case is based are set out here. Unless otherwise specifically noted, those facts are generally accepted and not disputed.


      Bettina Brentano was born in Frankfurt-am-Main, Germany, in 1785. Her father, a widower with three children by a previous marriage, was a Catholic from northern Italy who moved to Frankfurt, remarried, and established there a prosperous import and banking business. Bettina’s mother, a German and a Protestant, was 20 years younger than her husband. She gave birth to seven children by him, but during the marriage, she had a romantic relationship with the famous poet, novelist, playwright, and scientist Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who was also from Frankfurt. Bettina’s mother died when Bettina was eight. Her father sent her and her sisters to an Ursuline convent where she spent three years until the convent district was occupied by French armies, after which she moved to the home of her grandmother near Frankfurt. Her grandmother was a prominent writer, so the house was visited by eminent literary visitors while Bettina lived there. Bettina’s older brother Clemens became a prominent German poet and lyric writer and was close to and supportive of her. In her later teens, she moved to the house of her older sister Gunda, who had married Friedrich Savigny, a professor of law. She also met, through the introduction of Clemens, Achim von Arnim, a literary collaborator with Clemens. Arnim was to become not only one of the great Romantic writers of German literature in the early 19th century but also Bettina’s husband. Her literary connections included as well the Grimm brothers, who became icons of German folk literature. She spoke Italian, French, and German, learned Spanish, and had a working knowledge of English.


      Clemens urged her to read the literature of Goethe. In doing so, she became particularly influenced by his novel Wilhelm Meister, in which a lively girl from Italy named Mignon, traveling in Germany with a troupe of players, sings a poem of longing for her native Italy (“Kennst du das Land?”), which was later set to music by Beethoven and is commonly known now as “Mignon’s Song.” Being descended from an Italian father, Bettina identified with Mignon and even dressed and tried to dance and act as Mignon was described in Goethe’s novel. Equally important in her growing adulation of Goethe was the fact that Bettina got hold of and read the letters that the youthful Goethe had sent to her grandmother about his romance with Bettina’s mother. Bettina became obsessed with Goethe and his literary output. In 1807 she traveled (dressed as a man because of the dangers posed by the occupying French army) to Weimar, where Goethe then lived, and introduced herself. He was 35 years older than she. As a result of their meeting, she began a lengthy correspondence with him that will be more fully described in the evidentiary chapters of this book. In January 1810, while still a student, she wrote a remarkable, surviving letter to him, the significance of which will be discussed at greater length later in this chapter. She was 24 at the time and unmarried; he was then 60 and married.


      Although her social contacts gave her a strong background in literature, it was music that was her field of artistic choice. She studied voice and piano while a student in Munich, played the guitar, and sang in choirs in Berlin after she moved there in late 1810. In her later life, she composed songs that are still performed and recorded. She wrote that music is the most joyous wonder of human nature. In 1810, when she was 25, she began a long journey at the beginning of May accompanied by her sister Gunda, Savigny, and a few young fellow students, starting from a town near Munich where she had been studying, passing through Salzburg, then to Vienna, then to her family’s estate in Bohemia, then to the Bohemian spa town of Teplitz, and finally around the middle of August to Berlin, where she stayed at the new home of Gunda and Savigny. That journey was pivotal in her life. In the early part of the trip, she formed a close romantic relationship with one of the students with whom she was traveling.


      She arrived in Vienna around May 8, where she, Gunda, and Savigny stayed at the house of Bettina’s half-brother Franz and his wife, Antonie, for the better part of a whole month. Toward the end of May during their stay, Bettina looked up the famous Beethoven, who already knew Antonie, Franz, and Antonie’s father. (Proponents of the theory that Antonie was the Immortal Beloved contend that Franz and Antonie did not know Beethoven when Bettina met Beethoven, but as shown in chapter 12, their contention is erroneous.) Here is a part of what Bettina wrote in her Goethe Correspondence book about her meeting with Beethoven:


      I had been told that he was unsociable and would converse with nobody. They were afraid to take me to him; I had to hunt him up alone. . . . He was very friendly and asked if I would hear a song that he had just composed; then he sang, shrill and piercing, so that the plaintiveness reacted upon the hearer [Mignon’s Song]. “It’s beautiful, is it not,” said he, inspired, “most beautiful! I will sing it again.” . . . He accompanied me home and it was upon the way that he said many beautiful things upon art, speaking so loudly and stopping in the street that it took courage to listen to him. . . . They were much astonished to see him enter a large dinner party at home with me. After dinner, without being asked, he sat down at the instrument and played long and marvelously. . . . Since then he comes to see me every day, or I go to him. For this I neglect social meetings, galleries, the theater and even the tower of St. Stephen’s. Beethoven says “Ah! What do you want to see there? I will call for you towards evening; we will walk through the alleys of Schönbrunn.” Yesterday I went with him to a glorious garden in full bloom, all the hot-beds open—the perfume was bewildering. . . . He took me to a grand rehearsal, with full orchestra—there I sat in the wide, unlighted space, in a box quite alone.


      Bettina left Vienna to travel to Prague around June 3, then went on to a nearby estate that the Brentano family owned, where she stayed for almost a month. While she was there, Arnim traveled down from Berlin and proposed marriage, fully expecting that she would accept. He needed to marry and have at least one legitimate child in order to gain control of his wealthy grandmother’s estate. But the time Bettina had spent with Beethoven only a few weeks before had left such a deep impression on her that she told Arnim she was considering forgoing marriage to devote her life to music and political causes. Arnim returned to Berlin in a state of shock, judging from his next letter to her.


      Bettina traveled in August from the Brentano estate in Bohemia to the nearby spa town of Teplitz, where Goethe was spending his summer vacation without his wife. Bettina surprised him with her visit, and papers discovered after her death suggest he may have made sexual approaches that changed the nature of their relationship from one of worshipful admiration of him by a “child” to a more mature and ambivalent relationship of an aging man with an attractive and dynamic young woman. It may be significant that Bettina reached the age of 25 that year, the age of legal majority for women at the time.


      After leaving Goethe and Teplitz, she traveled on to Berlin in mid-August, staying with Gunda and Savigny in their new home. Waiting for her there was Beethoven’s first letter to her dated August 11, 1810, with which he enclosed a copy of “Mignon’s Song” and a song entitled “New Love, New Life,” both set to poems by Goethe. Because this letter does not survive, its authenticity is disputed, but its genuineness will be proven in the evidentiary chapters of this book. Its text is set out in the body of chapter 7. It is corroborated by a found dedication to Bettina in Beethoven’s handwriting on the title page of “New Love, New Life” bearing fold marks consistent with its being included with a letter. That title page is shown in illustration 6.


      Meanwhile Arnim, who lived in Berlin, continued his entreaties that they marry. Bettina, for her part, began her correspondence with Beethoven, writing to him twice before February 1811.


      In December 1810, Bettina finally agreed to marry Arnim, making him promise, however, that he would not interfere with nor be jealous of her close connection with Goethe. The marriage took place in a surprise and secret ceremony the following March. Bettina told a friend twice over the course of a long acquaintance that she did not marry Arnim for love but because he had paid her the honor of bearing his child.


      In mid-February 1811, not too long before her wedding, Bettina received a second letter from Beethoven (which survives and is shown in illustration 7) in which he acknowledged already receiving two letters from her since she left Vienna in 1810 and addressed her near the end in the intimate German “du.” Its text, translated into English, is contained in appendix B. Bettina also received around that time, presumably accompanied by an unpublished letter to her from Beethoven that has not survived, a sonnet he wrote for her lamenting but congratulating her on her marriage. The authenticity of this sonnet has also been disputed, but its genuineness will be proven in the evidentiary chapters of this book. A facsimile of it is shown in illustration 12, and its text in both German and English is set out in chapter 8.


      Bettina wrote to Goethe soon after her marriage, telling him how happy she was. She engaged in performing and composing music, and helping Arnim in his writing. In the summer of 1811, the newly married young couple took a belated honeymoon to the Brentano family summer home on the Rhine near Frankfurt. On the way, they stopped in Weimar, where Goethe lived. After a few days there, Goethe’s wife publicly quarreled with Bettina, tore off Bettina’s glasses, and stomped on them. Goethe, at his wife’s behest, ceased all written and personal communication with Bettina until after his wife’s death some years afterward.


      By autumn of that year, Bettina had become pregnant. The pregnancy was not a happy one. She wrote afterward that a pregnant woman carries death in her heart and finds it difficult not to hate the man who put her in that state. She confessed to being moody. At the childbirth in May 1812, she almost died, crying out to the midwife to save the child even if it meant her own death. Afterward she became bedridden, and her doctor prescribed a rest cure for her. Arnim accordingly resolved on a trip to the mineral bath spas in Bohemia. He wanted initially to go to Karlsbad to join his brother, who would be vacationing there, but he later wrote that Gunda, who was to accompany them, had talked him into going to Teplitz instead. On June 18, Arnim’s brother checked into the mineral baths at Karlsbad. On the same day, Bettina with Arnim, their infant, and Gunda finally left Berlin, their departure delayed because of Bettina’s health. Instead of going to Karlsbad as Arnim wanted, they were on their way to Teplitz. Both Goethe and Beethoven were there.


      While Bettina was recuperating from the life-threatening birth of her first child and Arnim was making plans for her Bohemian rest cure, initially as noted before to be in Karlsbad, Beethoven set out from Vienna on June 29, 1812, and arrived in Teplitz at 4 a.m. on Sunday, July 5, exhausted from an arduous journey in which his coach became mired for a time in mud. The next morning, July 6, he started his letter to the Immortal Beloved in pencil and continued it in intervals over the next day and a half, mentioning that he wanted to get it posted in time for the next mail pickup for “K” (Karlsbad), which he thought would be on the following Thursday. In fact, mail deliveries were daily that summer, but for some reason he appears not to have sent the letter, probably because he received a letter from Bettina that she would not be going to Karlsbad after all. Beethoven, depressed, continued to stay in Teplitz, writing to an acquaintance on July 14, “There is not much to tell you about T [Teplitz], for there are few people here and no distinguished ones among the small number. Hence I am living—alone—alone! alone! alone!”


      But his depression was lifted by the unexpected arrival in town of his hero Goethe, whom both he and Bettina virtually worshiped. Bettina had introduced the two artists to one another through correspondence, and they had exchanged letters in which they mentioned Bettina as their common point of reference. The two artists visited one another over the next three or four days, and on one occasion, Beethoven played the piano for Goethe. On another occasion, the two strolled together in the town park. According to a letter to Bettina from Beethoven that she published many years afterward but which has not survived, the two encountered a group of royalty from Saxony as well as the Austrian empress and probably the duke for whom Goethe worked strolling in the opposite direction on the park path. Goethe suggested that he and Beethoven give way, but Beethoven answered that the two of them were the kings and princes of the earth, and he marched with hat down through the oncoming group while Goethe stood to the side bowing. Beethoven teased Goethe about this, which appears to have annoyed Goethe, who later wrote that while Beethoven was undoubtedly a great artist, he had an “untamed” personality. Beethoven wrote that “court air suits Goethe too much.”


      On July 23, the same day that Beethoven and Goethe walked together in the park, the Arnims arrived in Teplitz, only two and a half weeks after Beethoven wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved. He was surprised and ecstatic. He sent a letter the same day to his publisher in nearby Leipzig asking that “Mignon’s Song,” which he had first played and sung to Bettina two years before when she came to his lodgings in Vienna, be sent to him in Teplitz. “Have an offprint made on the thinnest finest paper as quickly, as speedily, in the quickest way, with the greatest expedition and so quickly that one cannot express it in words, and send it to me here on the wings of thought; and be sure to have it made on the thinnest and finest paper.” Over the course of the next several days, Bettina met both Goethe and Beethoven. Her husband wrote in a contemporary letter, “Goethe and Beethoven are here, but my wife is not especially happy about it, since the former will have nothing to do with her, and the latter can barely hear her; the poor devil is becoming more deaf all the time and his friendly smiles make it all the more difficult to watch.”


      Whatever Bettina said to Beethoven, he suddenly left town in a day or two, neglecting to even take his travel papers with him. As he departed, he handed to Bettina a letter in which he wrote that “even minds can love one another,” begged her to write to him in Vienna “soon and fully,” and closed with the words “God, how I love you.” The authenticity of this letter, which has not survived, has been disputed, but its genuineness will be proven in the evidentiary chapters of this book. A copy of one page from it made by Bettina in her own handwriting is shown in illustration 8. Its full text, translated into English, is set out in appendix C.


      Beethoven did not return to Teplitz until early September, about the time Bettina was to return to Berlin. Whether the two met there at that time is not known. There is some evidence, however, that they continued to write one another. As noted above, in the letter Beethoven handed to Bettina as he precipitously left Teplitz in July, he begged her to write to him in Vienna “soon and fully.” In 1816, as noted in chapter 1, Beethoven told the father of young Fanny Giannastasio that his relationship with the love of his life was the same then as it was on the first day. In 1817, Beethoven wrote a letter to Bettina’s half-brother bearing a “double B” seal that closely resembled a seal then being used by Bettina on some of her writing, indicating that he and Bettina may have been corresponding with one another around that time and affixing similar seals beside their signatures. A copy of the last page of Beethoven’s 1817 letter bearing the “double B” seal and the similar seal used by Bettina are shown in illustrations 9 and 10 respectively. The evidence of continuing correspondence between Beethoven and Bettina will be more fully detailed and explored in chapter 3.


      In 1843, Bettina, then in her middle years, was interviewed by Anton Schindler, who had been Beethoven’s secretary in Beethoven’s later years and became one of his early biographers. He noted afterward that when he asked about her relationship with Beethoven, she “wrapped herself in a deep cloak of silence, pretending to hear nothing I said.” What was she attempting to hide? Around the same time, she gave away to Philipp Nathusius, a young literary disciple, one of her letters from Beethoven. In the accompanying letter to Nathusius, she wrote that she felt the need to atone to Beethoven’s spirit for a promise she had made to Beethoven and then broken. The original of the letter to her from Beethoven that she gave to Nathusius was found among Nathusius’s papers.


      In her old age, Bettina confided to a friend that Beethoven had loved her until he died, and that his love was not just platonic. This suggests she was communicating with Beethoven right up to the time of his death. Further, found among Bettina’s possessions after her death was a medallion-sized plaster relief of Beethoven’s face, very probably a gift to her from Beethoven. It is shown in illustration 11. Among the effects of one of Bettina’s daughters was an ornamented album page containing pressed flowers and foliage from the grave of Beethoven. It is not known how the daughter or her mother obtained it.


      Bettina’s Letter Writing


      As noted earlier, Bettina’s first love in life was music. She was also a compulsive letter writer. It is difficult to count how many found letters from her there are because of her habit of continuing letters over a number of days, sometimes with and other times without full dates. A 1929 auction catalogue of her effects lists 44 from her to Goethe, 10 to the Grimm brothers, two to Goethe’s wife, one to Goethe’s mother (another three have also been found), and one to Moritz Carrière, a prominent philosophy professor. She wrote many lengthy letters to her husband while they lived apart, a number to a young student with whom she became romantically involved while traveling to Berlin in 1810, several to a friend with whom she may have become romantically involved after her husband died, and a large number to a male friend while she and her husband were separated. The Goethe Archive in Düsseldorf has the originals of approximately 50 she wrote to two of her younger literary disciples, Philipp Nathusius and Julius Döring (she gave one of her Beethoven letters, the only one that survives, to Nathusius). She wrote frequent letters to her children, and to her sisters and brothers and their spouses. These are only a few examples. Their length and number are astonishing. The fact that Bettina had already written to Beethoven twice before his February 1811 letter to Bettina in the few months after she left him in Vienna is in itself remarkable. She wrote those two at a time when she was traveling from Bohemia, meeting Goethe in Teplitz, being courted by Arnim in Berlin, and then making arrangements to marry him. Events in her life in that short time period were occurring at a frantic pace, and yet she found time during that period to write not only twice to Beethoven but five times to Goethe.


      One aspect that should be noted before an analysis is made as to the circumstances leading up to Beethoven’s letter to the Immortal Beloved is the style Bettina used in writing most of her letters to others. She would begin many of them on one day, then continue them much as one does a diary over a number of ensuing days, until she finally ended the letter with its continuations and post it. Sometimes she inserted the day and month, sometimes only the month. She frequently omitted the year. This is exactly the style used by Beethoven in his letter to the Immortal Beloved. His letter was continued over several days, and only the day and month were included, not the year. This was not his usual style of writing letters, which were for the most part fully dated and specific, not long and rambling like Bettina’s stream-of-consciousness letters. I submit that in his letter to the Immortal Beloved, he emulated Bettina’s style.


      Keeping this history and methodology in mind, I now ask the reader to consider two remarkable letters that survive and today can be looked at, one from Beethoven to Bettina, and one from her to Goethe. Neither letter has been considered in previous analyses as to the identity of the Immortal Beloved. I submit that two crucial conclusions can be drawn as a result of a close examination of these letters that are important in establishing that Bettina was Beethoven’s Immortal Beloved. In considering the two letters and drawing these conclusions, I ask the reader to keep in mind two basic principles of Anglo-American common law.


      The first principle is the fundamental distinction between the proof required in a criminal as opposed to a civil case. In the former, the law requires the case to be proven beyond a reasonable doubt. In a civil case, the burden can be satisfied if the trier of fact (judge or jury) is satisfied that the case has been proven on the balance of probabilities.


      The second principle is the law of “similar fact” evidence. If evidence is admitted proving that a person has engaged in a certain unique and unusual behavior in past instances, it can be used to assist in reaching a conclusion that the person acted in the same or a similar fashion in the case at hand. If the judge determines that the similar fact evidence may have some probative value and is not unduly prejudicial, it may be admitted and used to permit a conclusion that the person acted in a similar fashion in the case at hand, based in a civil case upon the balance of probabilities.


      Consider now the two remarkable letters.


      The Surviving 1811 Letter

      from Beethoven to Bettina


      The only letter to Bettina from Beethoven that today survives is dated February 10, 1811, about 18 months before he wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved. Its English translation is set out in appendix B, and both pages of the original are shown in illustration 7. In the letter, Beethoven recognizes that Bettina will soon be marrying Arnim or has already done so. In the very last sentence, he addresses Bettina in the intimate German “du.” So far as is now known, it is the only time Beethoven used this form in any letter to a woman with whom he was romantically connected other than the Immortal Beloved. He did not use that form in any of his surviving letters to Josephine or Antonie. In this 1811 letter to Bettina, Beethoven tells her that he carried her first letter to him around with him all summer, and that it made him supremely happy. I submit that those are the words of a man in love. Beethoven also acknowledges, as noted previously, that he has already received two letters from Bettina, and he apologizes for not writing to her “often” up to then, an indication that he has written to her before. In the most important sentence, Beethoven begs her to write to him, despite her marriage, “soon and often.”


      As noted earlier, a few months after Bettina received this letter, she was cut off from correspondence with Goethe by Goethe’s wife. She admired and was attracted to genius. Beethoven was a genius in her own chosen field of music. She was a compulsive, almost obsessive letter writer. That Beethoven would have been a natural substitute for Goethe in her correspondence follows inevitably. Given all these circumstances, I submit that it is inconceivable that she would not have responded to Beethoven’s plea to write to him “soon and often.”


      I therefore invite the reader to conclude, based on the contents of this found letter and its surrounding circumstances, that Beethoven and Bettina corresponded after this 1811 letter to her. I also submit that this conclusion is free from any reasonable doubt and would therefore even meet the very high burden of proof required in a criminal case, not just the lesser burden based on the balance of probabilities required in a civil case.


      Yet only one letter from Beethoven to her survives, and none from her to him. Where are her letters to him, and more importantly, his to her? The likely answer follows in the Argument section of this chapter.


      And more importantly, what would she likely have written to Beethoven in their correspondence? To determine that, I ask the reader to carefully consider a remarkable letter Bettina wrote to Goethe in 1810.


      The Surviving 1810 Letter from Bettina to Goethe


      The 1810 letter Bettina wrote to Goethe does not directly involve Beethoven, but the principle of similar fact evidence establishes its relevance as to what the unfound letters from Bettina to Beethoven after 1811 may have said. Bettina’s remarkable letter to Goethe was written in January 1810, two and a half years before Beethoven wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved, and just over one year before Beethoven wrote his 1811 letter to Bettina described above. At the time she wrote the letter to Goethe, Bettina was studying music in a small town near Munich, was still unmarried, and was approaching the majority age of 25. Goethe was then 60 and apparently happily married. The text of the first portion of the letter translated into English is set out at the beginning of chapter 6.


      In her letter to Goethe, she writes of her deep love for him. “Don’t burn my letters . . . so steadfastly and truly alive is the love that I express in them for you, that I can only speak of it aloud [to myself] but show them to no one.” She also writes that although she may be far away from him, in her thoughts she sleeps every night in his arms, and will repay him for introducing the world of nature to her through his literature by embracing him with her “warm loving arms.” She describes that she dreams of falling asleep with her hand in his lap and awaking the next morning with him, when “you would certainly kiss me, and call me a thousand affectionate names, and call me your very own.”


      In Beethoven’s letter to the Immortal Beloved, he writes, “As much as you love me, I love you still more.” I submit that Bettina’s letter to Goethe demonstrates her state of mind with regard to persons of genius, especially in the field of artistic expression such as literature, poetry, and music. The psychology of her attitude toward love (physical, emotional, and platonic) will be explored more fully in chapter 6. Her letters to Goethe described in that chapter, and especially this surviving one that she wrote to him in January 1810, may reasonably lead to a conclusion that Bettina wrote similar words of love, admiration, and the possibility of physical intimacy to Beethoven. Both Beethoven and Goethe were geniuses, one in literature, the other in her intended field of music. Both were significantly older than she. Both were then far away. In Beethoven’s letter to the Immortal Beloved, not only did he accept as a given the woman’s love for him, he even hesitatingly suggested that they might live together. I ask the reader to conclude on the basis of this letter to Goethe that in one or more of the letters that Bettina sent to Beethoven after 1811 and before July 1812, she professed a love for Beethoven as well as the prospect of physical intimacy in much the same way she had for Goethe less than two years before. Beethoven would have been even more connected to her admiration for genius and artistic expression, because her intended outlet for artistic expression, like Beethoven’s, was primarily music. This conclusion, I submit, is more probably true than not. In other words, it meets the test of proof on the balance of probabilities.


      As to what Bettina wrote to Beethoven after his 1811 letter to her and before his letter to the Immortal Beloved, I will be asking the reader to come to two further conclusions, based not on the rule of similar fact evidence, but rather on the rule of the balance of probabilities arising out of the evidence I will be presenting. The first is that Bettina wrote to Beethoven of her depression during and after her pregnancy and her brush with death at the birth of her child. This conclusion is based on the sentence in his letter to the Immortal Beloved lamenting that she had apparently told him that she was suffering. The second is that Bettina also wrote in her letters to Beethoven that she considered marriage to have been a mistake, and that what she really wanted in life was a career in music. This conclusion is based on the unusual circumstances surrounding her marriage described earlier in this chapter.


      Summary of the Crucial Evidence


      Set out below is a summary of the crucial pieces of evidence and reasonable conclusions arising therefrom on which I will base my argument.


      1. The surviving dedication to Bettina in Beethoven’s handwriting on the title page of his song “New Love, New Life,” accompanying his first letter to her (missing) of August 1810.


      2. The contents of the single surviving 1811 letter from Beethoven to Bettina establishing that she had already written to him twice and he to her at least once; his entreaty to her in it to write to him soon and often; his resigned acceptance in it of the fact that she was or would soon be married; and his addressing her in part of it in the intimate German “du.”


      3. The fact that one of the two letters Bettina sent to Beethoven after she left Vienna in 1810 made Beethoven so happy he carried it around with him all summer, as he told Bettina in the surviving 1811 letter to her referred to in item 2 above.


      4. The conclusion that beyond any reasonable doubt, based on the contents and surrounding circumstances as to the surviving 1811 letter from Beethoven to Bettina described above, Beethoven and Bettina were corresponding with one another after 1811.


      5. The refusal of Bettina to Arnim’s initial marriage proposal, saying that she was considering devoting her life to music and political activism, and the unusual circumstances that had led Arnim to make his marriage proposal in the first place, based on economic necessity and convenience.


      6. The sonnet that Beethoven wrote for Bettina and sent to her as a marriage gift.


      7. The fact that Arnim and Bettina originally intended in 1812, the year in which Beethoven wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved, to travel to Karlsbad, where Beethoven believed the Immortal Beloved to be, but they changed their destination to Teplitz, possibly at the last moment.


      8. The conclusion that on the balance of probabilities based on the contents and surrounding circumstances as to the surviving 1810 letter from Bettina to Goethe, Bettina wrote similar words of love, admiration, and the prospect of physical intimacy to Beethoven in the correspondence they exchanged after 1811 and before his letter to the Immortal Beloved in 1812.


      9. Bettina’s acknowledged illness during and after her pregnancy and her near death at the birth, considered in conjunction with Beethoven’s statement in his letter to the Immortal Beloved that the woman was “suffering”; also her illness appears to have resulted in a postponement of her rest-cure trip to Bohemia.


      10. Beethoven’s excited surviving letter to his publisher shortly after Bettina’s arrival in Teplitz to mail to him in Teplitz the song he had sung to Bettina when they first met two years before.


      11. Beethoven’s sudden and unexpected departure from Teplitz a few days after Bettina arrived, and the poignant letter he handed to her as he left Teplitz only two and a half weeks after he wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved. In this missing letter to Bettina, he wrote that “even minds can love one another” and ended with the words “God, how I love you!”


      12. Bettina’s refusal to discuss her relationship with Beethoven when interviewed by Schindler in 1843.


      13. Bettina’s confession in giving Nathusius in the 1840s the single letter to her from Beethoven that survives, saying that she wanted to atone to Beethoven’s spirit for breaking a promise she had made to him.


      14. Bettina’s confession to a confidant in her late years that Beethoven had loved her until he died and that his love was not just platonic.


      15. The similarity between Bettina’s letter-writing style and the writing style (unusual for Beethoven) used by him in his letter to the Immortal Beloved.


      16. The “double B” seal used by Beethoven in an 1817 letter to Bettina’s brother that is similar to Bettina’s personal “double B” seal.


      17. The finding of a medallion-sized plaster relief of Beethoven among Bettina’s possessions after her death, most likely a gift from him to her.


      18. The finding of pressed leaves and foliage from Beethoven’s grave in the effects of Bettina’s daughter.


      Argument


      As noted in chapter 1, both Richard Specht and Max Unger believed that Bettina met the psychological, geographical, and timing requirements necessary for her to be the Immortal Beloved. But they both rejected her for slightly different reasons. Unger believed that because she loved her husband, she could not be the Immortal Beloved, since in the letter to the Immortal Beloved, Beethoven seemed convinced from something that the woman wrote or said to him that she loved him (Beethoven). Specht’s reason was that Beethoven’s idealization of the institution and sanctity of marriage would prevent him from writing the passionate tender words to another man’s wife.


      What follows is my reconstruction of the salient facts in the lives of Bettina, Goethe, and Beethoven, and my argument as to why the conclusions of Specht and Unger in ultimately rejecting Bettina as the Immortal Beloved were mistaken.


      In the last half of 1811 and the first half of 1812, Bettina was beset by problems: the emotional devastation she must have suffered because of the rupture with Goethe; the melancholia probably induced by a typical Berlin winter in 1811–12; the difficulties that emanated from her pregnancy and likelihood that she became depressed; the restriction on her musical endeavors resulting from her confinement; her near-death experience during the birth of her first child in May 1812; and the unknown physical or psychological symptoms that caused her to be bedridden after the birth, possibly including postpartum depression. They all occurred in the months after she received a letter from one of the greatest musical geniuses in history who acknowledged having already received two letters from her and begged her to write to him “soon and often.” That she would confide her troubles to an adoring musical genius and that he would have responded with words of comfort may be inferred from words in the letter to the Immortal Beloved such as “Why such deep sorrow ?” and “You are suffering, my dearest creature.”


      A further question arising out of the words used by Beethoven in his letter to the Immortal Beloved that has intrigued all commentators (and even led to outlandish theories) is that Beethoven acknowledged in his letter that the woman loved him. How can this be linked to Bettina? As noted previously, and as will be more fully explored in chapter 6, Bettina had in her letters to Goethe written words about her love for him, apparently ranging from platonic to intensely physical. I submit, as stated above, that in writing to Beethoven in answer to the plea in his 1811 letter to write to him “soon and often,” Bettina used the same kind of language of love for Beethoven that she expressed in her January 1810 letter to Goethe. That conclusion would counter Unger’s rejection of Bettina as Beethoven’s Immortal Beloved because he believed that she loved her husband. She undoubtedly did love her husband, as shown in chapter 6, but in a different way, so it would not have stopped her from writing to Beethoven, as she did to Goethe, expressing also her love for him because of what his genius had brought to her in music.


      Specht rejected Bettina as the Immortal Beloved because she was a married woman and Beethoven had reverence for the institution of marriage. However, Beethoven had met and fallen in love with Bettina before her marriage. If she had written to him in reply to his found 1811 letter explaining the reasons behind the marriage, her reservations about it, and her continuing dream of devoting her life to music and political activism, this would have salved Beethoven’s conscience, since he was not inducing the breakup of a customary marriage.


      I turn now to a probable reconstruction of the facts leading up to what happened after Beethoven wrote his letter to the Immortal Beloved. Beethoven expected when he arrived in Teplitz that he would hear almost immediately from Bettina that she had safely arrived in Karlsbad, as Arnim had previously planned. As noted earlier, their departure from Berlin had been delayed as a result of Bettina’s illness. Knowing that Beethoven was probably already in Teplitz, she wrote to him there, telling him of the delay, so Beethoven withheld posting his Immortal Beloved letter until he had received a letter from her saying that she had arrived in Karlsbad. When she unexpectedly arrived in Teplitz instead of Karlsbad, he did not need to post his letter but kept it until he died. Upon her arrival in Teplitz, Beethoven’s excitement was apparent from his letter to his publisher on the same day that she arrived. As noted previously, he asked that he be sent in Teplitz a copy of “Mignon’s Song” right away! What did he hope for?


      Also as noted previously, Bettina in her middle age gave Nathusius one of her letters from Beethoven, noting that she felt the need to atone to Beethoven’s spirit for a promise she had made to Beethoven and then broken. What was that promise? I submit that Bettina had written to Beethoven in the months before she came to Teplitz not only of her love for him, but also that her marriage was a mistake, and that a life in music was what she always wanted. Now that she had borne Arnim the child he needed to gain control of his wealthy grandmother’s estate, she was free to follow her own desires, and she may have promised Beethoven to join him in Vienna to pursue a life in music in collaboration with him as his muse and assistant.


      But when Bettina arrived in Teplitz, she likely told Beethoven that she had changed her mind and would remain in her marriage. She was emotionally stronger than when she wrote him after the childbirth, and now could not consider leaving her child and husband for a life in music with Beethoven. Beethoven must have been shattered. He left town precipitously, forgetting to take even his travel papers with him. As he left, he handed Bettina a tender letter of resigned acceptance as noted above, telling her how much he loved her, that “even spirits can love one another,” and exclaiming “God, how I love you!” The inevitable conclusion, I submit, is that Bettina was Beethoven’s Immortal Beloved. In many ways, his disappointment must have been as tragic for him as the increasing deafness he had faced and finally come to terms with seven years before.


      But what happened to the missing letters that we know Bettina had sent to Beethoven, and the letters from Beethoven to Bettina, all of which, except for the one she gave to Nathusius, are today missing? It is possible that the two destroyed them by mutual agreement, as did Brahms and Clara Schumann with some of their correspondence years afterward, but this is only a surmise. To Beethoven, the letters were so important that he carried one of them around with him all summer. As for Bettina, she had the originals of the three of them in 1839 when she had them published, because they were seen and verified by two reliable witnesses. I will discuss the matter at greater length in chapter 4. If she did destroy the letters for the reasons discussed in that chapter, it is obvious that she could not destroy the letter to her from Beethoven that she gave away to Nathusius, and she did not destroy but rather treasured the sonnet Beethoven had composed for and gave her.
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