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Notes on the Moonlight Sonata

• Composed 1801

• Beethoven in love with 17-year-old Countess and he 
proposed marriage, but her father wouldn’t accept it.  
She ended up marrying a nobleman.

• Beethoven in despair.

• A critic said the sonata reminded him of moonlight
shining on Lake Lucerne.

• Vacant spaces evoke a forlorn feel of unfulfilled longing. 

• A ―Fantasia,‖ composed more like an improvised form, 
not a strict sonata—almost like creating a mood and 
exploring where it goes.  It’s a simple but profound piece.



Interest in Napoleon

• Beethoven respected the ideals behind the 
French Revolution.

• Beethoven intended to dedicate the 3rd

Symphony to Napoleon.

• But when Napoleon, ―man of the people,‖ 
declared himself Emperor, Beethoven, like 
many others, turned against him. 



Beethoven’s 5th Symphony (1804-08)

• ―Like Fate knocking on the door‖

• ―The most powerful drama made out of almost nothing.‖

• ―Thoughts of our own mortality are never far away when the 
powerful strains of the 5th Symphony can be heard.‖

• E.T.A Hoffman on Beethoven (trans. from German):

• ―Beethoven's music opens the floodgates of awe, fear, horror, 
suffering, and arouses that endless longing which is the 
quintessence of romanticism.‖ 

• ―Your reviewer remains convinced that this present symphony 
unfolds the romanticism more fully than any other of his works; in a 
climax which continues to mount until the very end, the listener is 
transported into the marvelous spirit world of the infinite.‖



Notes on the 5th Symphony

• 1808: Beethoven contemplates suicide.

• “Only art held me back.”

• The Heiligenstadt Testament was a secret letter 
Beethoven wrote in 1802 about his depression—a letter 
he saved to be read by his family after his death.

– An excerpt: ‖forgive me when you see me draw back when I would 
gladly mingle with you, my misfortune is doubly painful because it must 
lead to my being misunderstood, for me there can be no recreations in 
society of my fellows … what a humiliation when one stood beside me 
and heard a flute in the distance and I heard nothing.‖

• ―The Symphony can be viewed as an extension of that 
process of searching for spiritual fulfillment.‖



Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony (1808)

• “About the countryside; it’s about nature.”

• Scene by brook, scene of the peasants, scene of the storm 
(could be an interior, psychological storm).

• First movement:  

“happy thoughts when first going into the countryside.”

• “The shackles of formality have been cast aside.”

• “The Romanticism movement was to be characterized by the 
search for the means to express emotion…”

• This Romantic movement is witnessed for the first time most 
fully in Beethoven. 

• “He stretched the boundaries of expression … to the very limit.  
He was the last great classicist and the first real Romantic.”


