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European Union
by R.l.Stove

'Ihe Ninth: Beetltoven and
the World in 1824
bv Harvey Sachs
Nerv \brl<: Random Ilouse
240 pp., $26.00

Sonnrrrtrss sHoRT BooKs on great
rnusicians markedly surpass longer ones.
Aspects oJ Wagner, b,v British philosopher
and ex-parliamentarian Bryan Magee, pro-
r.ides a much better guide in its 112 pag-
es to the I laster ol Bavreuth than do most

other Wagner-related books of seven times

thc size. Sirnilarly, Edmund lvlorris's 2005

Beethoven: The Universal Composer (256

pages, all spaciously printed) contains far

more genuine discernnent than numerous

scholarlv marathons. And so with this lat-

esi concise publication by the Cleveland-

born, now lv{anhattan-based, and for long

Ital ian-domici led Flarvey Sachs. Sachs'

earlier lvorks include comprehensive bi-

ographies of 
'Ioscanini 

and Artur Rubin-

stein, as n el l  as a piercingly pcrspicacious

1982 essay on (]lenn Gouid (lvl"rich con-

cedes all Gouldt pianistic r.irtues while ex-

posing,'nith quiet mercilessness, Gould's

tundamentally adolescent philosophizing).

Any music lover-no matter how well he

knorvs, or thinks he knorvs, Beethoven',s

Choral Synphony-wili learir something

nen'front Sachs'account, rrhich is nei-

ther pure musicology nor pure aesthetic

rumination, but a fascinating rnixture of

both. Herbert von Karajant cotnment on
Ileethoven,s symphonies in general accords

with Sachs' attitude: "They become y'oung-

30

er and younger every day; and the more

y'ou play them the more you knolu y<w can

never get to the bottom of them." Sachs

himself, with an equally refreshing scorn

for the criticai Zelfgelsl, calls his orvn book
"a vastly oversized and ,vet entirely inad-

equate thank-you note to Beethovenl' A

thank-you note-how bizarrel How sen-

timentall l{ow hopelessly non-postmod-

ernl But how good a pr6cis ofwhat Sachs

has managed to produce.

Beethovens verbal descript iLus oi his

orvn music are fragmentary and few. He

called the Pastoral Symphony "more an ex-

pression offeeling than ofpainting"; he fa-

mousl)'dedicated the Eroica "to the mem-

ory of a Great Man' (his erstwhile hero

Napoleon);but he never rerealed his mo-

tivations in writing the Chorai. By his si-

lence on this point-as well as by the as-

tounding demands lvhich the Ninth made

on its perlbrrners and audiences from the

start-he left an interpretive vacuum which

later composers and critics sought to fill.

Far greater in length than any previous

symphony, by Beethoven or anyone else,

the Ninth went well beyond the realms of

ra'hat musicians in 1824 considered pos-

sible. As Sachs notes,

A brand-new score that required

innovatory approaches to tech-

nique; a mixture of profession-

al and amateur instrumentalists

and singers who were l.lot accus-

tomed to working together; vo-

cal soloists who considered some

segments of their parts unsing-

able; hard-to-read, error- ridden

rnanuscript parts for players and

singers alike; and grossly insuf-

ficient time for study and prep-

aration: under these conditions,

only two rehearsals of the com-

plete ensemble were heldl One

wonders lvhether even 50 per-

cent of this new music could have

been presented intelligibh', let

alone convincingir ' ,  at the concert

Iin \,-ienna's Karntnertor 
-lheaterj

of May 7.

What rernains staggering, aimost two

centuries atterr.,v'ard, is how rapidly the

Ninth transcended its inauspicious debut,

which Beethoven hinrselfsurvived by less

than three,vears. Within a decade of his

death, the Ninth had become a staple of

concert l i fe in Paris, ofal l  places, rvhere

lVagner heard it conducted by local mae-

stro Frangois Habeneck and found the re-

sult "perfeci and so moving." Berlioz alscl

championed the piece tirelessly, both on the

rostrum and in his journalism. Bruckner,

born al-ewmonths aiierthe premiere, dem-

onstrated (in Sachs'words) "what may be

called a 'Ninth 
Syrnphony Obsessi<ln " with

his own output, which reveals that he nev-

er recovered frorn the ernotional irnpact of

the Ninth's opening bars, as frightening as

they are mysterious. Brahms took so long

to emerge from Beethoven's shadow-in

his own estimation even more than in that

of his early admirers-that his First Syn.r-
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phon,v acquired, rather to its creator's an-

no,vance, the tag "Beethoven'.s Tenth." De-

buss1, (in a passage unmenti<lned by Sachs)

refrrred to the Ninth as "a universal night-

mare": a characteristicallv spiteful remark,

but not rsithout iralf-truth, since elen Wag-

net rvith all his arrogance, retained a sense

of the work as beinga ne plus ubra. Much

of the lvork'.s structure is conveyed by Sachs

in an exegetic tttur deforce simultaneous*

iv detai led and rcadable. requir ing no par-

ticular score-reading knoi.v-how, but with

abundant re'r'elations lbr those u,'ho do have

the plinlgd music handl'.

Ilvron, Delacroix, Stendhal, Heine, and

Pushkin: All irnpinge on Sachs'account of
life in 1824, though of the fir-e only Hei-

ne hacl much intclest in Beethoven, and

that interest rvas nostly hostile (he at-

tr:ibuted Beethoven'.s Iate c<lnpositional

eccentr ici t ies to the el lects ofdeafness).

At least these art ists'presence in Sachs'

narrative gives a sense of context and

serves as a reminder that Europe proba-

bly came closer to being a unified nation

in the years between 181 5 and 1848 than

at any tirne since. Balzac and Baudelaire

cherished Beethoven as ferventlv as any

German author could have done. Sachs

cites both men; he also acknolvledges lat-

er and more specialized writers on rnu-

sic, from the meritorious (musicologist

Alfred Einstein) vlri the predominantly

inane (T.W Adorno) to the unashamed-

ly demented (such as femocrat Adrienne

Rich, who supposed the Ninth to be a "sex-

ual rnessage. . . [rvrittenj in terror of im-

potence or infertility"). Benjamin Brit-

ten once harrumphed that "the rot set in

with Beethoven," this verdict being a ver-

itable masterpiece of unconscious humor

from one lvhose orvn claims to m<lral sta-

tus consisted ofdraft-dodging and sharing

bis bed u'ith prepubescent boys.

Sachs is at times less convincing on his

subject's other music than on the Ninth.

Like all self-c<lnfessed unbelievers dealing

with Beethoven, he gets the rVIi ssa Solernnis

wrong, exaggerating its doctrinal hetero-

doxy. After a comparison of outstanding

ineptihrde betrveen the &fissa's " Agnus Dei"

movement and Woody Allens kvetching,

Sachs calls the ,&lissa as a whole "human-

istic, nondenorninational"-thus echoing

a rvidespread nyth painstakingly explod-

ed by former Regensburg protbssor War-

ren Kirkendale in The Musical Quarterly
four decades ago. 

'lhese 
are nonetheless

snrall faults in a book that for the most

part demands, and should get, admiring

attention for its elegant prose and tbr its

intel l igently unhackneyed i  nsights.

R.J. Stove littes in Melbourne, Australia,
and is arrently writing a biography of
Cisar Franck.
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by Thomos Fleming

"ll'ritittg'trtttr'/t tnrtre acces.siltly rt.rtd kno*'ladgr',tltl.l thart
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Ray Olso t t ,  l l ook l i s l
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