Lloyd Silikovitz
4/21/26
Beethoven’s deafness shaped his composing in many ways. He used themes of struggle and later acceptance as his deafness progressed. His deafness may also have influenced the way he produced musical manuscripts and his choice of musical elements including pitches, motives and the use of complex structure. As his deafness got worse, he began to rely more on other parts of his body, like his eyes and hands, to compose great music. Furthermore, others’ views of his deafness influenced how his work, especially his later work, was received. During his lifetime, people who did not understand the purpose of Ode to Joy attributed that to his deafness. However, after his death, Wagner wrote an influential essay that claimed that, far from being a hindrance, his deafness was a significant reason for the greatness of his later works. 
Critics commonly divide Beethoven’s music into three periods, with his second and third periods beginning after a noticeable increase in his deafness (Burkholder et al 562-3; Burkholder et al 572-3). He wrote a letter to a friend in 1801 explaining his growing deafness, including a ringing in his ears, difficulty hearing actors on the stage, especially when they sang high notes, but also finding loud noises intolerable (Franz et al 42). He was already starting to avoid social functions because he was afraid of not hearing people (Franz et al 43).  In the following year, he was invited to the city of Heiligenstadt, where he walked with a friend in the countryside (Burkholder et al 564). The friend could hear a shepherd playing a flute in the distance, but Beethoven admitted that he could not hear anything while that was happening (Burkholder et al 564). This led him to write the Heiligenstadt Testament, in which he confessed that his growing deafness had led him to consider suicide, but his devotion to creating art prevented him from doing so (Burkholder et al 564). 
During his second period, Beethoven portrayed many strong emotions in his music. There was a clear sense of struggle in many of his works that came from his struggle with trying to cope with his deafness. Lewis Lockwood points out Beethoven’s anxiety over his deafness was accompanied by a high level of creativity (Lockwood 113).  His Second Symphony is a perfect example of this tense creative energy. According to Lockwood’s analysis of the second movement, he states that the second movement uses much more energy than the previous movement as “[I]t opens with a wild and powerful figure on the dominant that stops with an abrupt accented two-note motif on the downbeat” (Lockwood 159). He also says in his analysis that the piece uses a new range of dramatic expression to some unpredictable contrasts “movement to movement, section to section, idea to idea” (Lockwood 159).  Lockwood argues that even in his state of deafness and fear, “his steady absorption in his creative work shows the reserves of will he could summon up in overcoming the threat to his ability to hear music” (Lockwood 113-4). This suggests that the strength of will that he used to compose despite his deafness was reflected in the strength of emotions he presented in his works at the time.
Robin Wallace argues that there is a close relationship between deafness and depression, one that influenced his works at the time. Wallace explains, “Depression flattened his emotional life, but he responded by broadening the experience range of the music he was writing. As his deafness grew, his music became more tactile, more visual, and more emotionally dynamic” (Wallace 216). While people often associate themes of struggle with Beethoven’s second period, Wallace points that Beethoven portrayed a much more diverse set of intense emotions (Wallace 216). He explains, “[H]is deafness made the high points higher and the low points lower, but he remained the same person throughout” (Wallace 216). Wallace’s examples include, “the tragic defiance and triumph of the Fifth Symphony,” “the relaxed humor of the Eighth,” and “the lyricism of the Archduke Trio” (Wallace 216). 
However, the emotional content Beethoven used for his works started to change even further when his third period came around. His rapidly increasing deafness seriously affected his life in many ways. He started using an ear trumpet by 1814, and January 1815 marked his last public piano performance (Huxtable 4). He also almost completely stopped conducting (Huxtable 4). Around 1817, he started to use conversation books to communicate with his visitors (Huxtable 4). The ringing in his ears and sensitivity to loud noises seemed to stop as his deafness became more pronounced, and by 1822 he stopped getting medical treatments for his deafness (Huxtable 4). When Beethoven accepted the fact that his deafness would never get better, his final works started to reflect themes of peace, acceptance, and joy, as in his Ninth Symphony, Ode to Joy. (Huxtable 4-5). J. Peter Burkholder, et al, discuss other ways Beethoven expresses certain emotions in his pieces during his third period. Jan Swafford explains that in the case of Ode to Joy, Beethoven emphasizes feelings of joy and acceptance by including a climatic finale that uses the central words, “Be embraced! Brothers! Above the stars must he dwell! This kiss for all the world! Joy! Joy” (Swafford 854)!  Lewis Lockwood writes about how Missa solemnis was about seeking the peace of the soul. The analysis points out that even though Beethoven never got those feelings of equilibrium and tranquility, or rest from the anxiety he endured from his deafness and the fear of death, he was able to represent those kinds of feelings through the Missa solemnis (Lockwood 411). 
As his deafness first began to get worse, he started to experiment with using more low-range and middle-range notes in his works at the time. Edoardo Saccenti, et al, point out that during this time, Beethoven was able to hear those kinds of notes more clearly when music was being performed, “seemingly seeking for an auditory feedback loop” (Saccenti et al 2). Saccenti, et al, discovered that the use of high notes in Beethoven’s string quartets decreased significantly from 1798-1801, the years leading up to the Heiligenstadt Testament (Saccenti et al 2). However, between 1824 and 1826 during his late period, his use of high notes in his string quartets increased once again (Saccenti et al 2). The authors point out, “[W]hen he came to rely completely on his inner ear he was no longer compelled to produce music he could actually hear when performed and slowly returned to his inner musical world and earlier composing experiences” (Saccenti et al 2).
As Beethoven’s deafness got progressively worse over time, he seemed to rely more on his eyes to create new textures in his music. Robin Wallace points to the Piano Sonata in F major, written in 1796 as his symptoms were emerging (Wallace 159). Wallace argues for the visual appeal of the player’s hand on the piano: “[T]his movement begins with both hands playing a broadly spaced melody in octaves that rises from the depths of the keyboard into its most melodic register” (Wallace 161). Wallace suggests that Beethoven was able to compose for the eyes on paper by adding contrasts of register and articulation. (Wallace 163). Wallace’s analysis states, “[L]ong slurs encase the first six measures on both sides; the one for the right hand begins in the lower staff and rises over the upper one. The hands begin playing together in the lower staff, leaving the upper one empty, so the music may appear lopsided” (Wallace 163). Another example the author points out is with the “Et vitam venturi saeculi” fugue of Missa solemnis. Beethoven’s sketchbook shows the distinctive analysis of the fugue (Wallace 111). Wallace explains that “four stately half notes in succession on the same pitch are followed by four more that outline a descent by thirds” (Wallace 111). He adds that because the fugue is in 3/2 meter, “these four notes are split by a bar line, with the first pitch, the upbeat, standing alone,” with the following four notes descending all on lines or all in spaces (Wallace 111). Wallace describes the “Et vitam venturi saeculi” as “a fugue for the eyes, from which the one for the ears will eventually emerge” (Wallace 112). Wallace later points out that with his hearing loss at the time, “Beethoven would have increasingly realized that his pen was a powerful supplement to his failing ears” (Wallace 164).
As his deafness grew, he used short, memorable, and visually appealing motifs in many of his later works. The Et vitam fugue for Missa solemnis is a good example of a short, memorable motif, but there are others that Beethoven achieved. His first four notes of his Fifth Symphony are considered to be the greatest and most iconic of all those motifs (Wallace 101). Jan Swafford adds that with those opening four pitches, “[T]he Fifth reaches out and shakes you, then for solace presents you with the most exquisite beauties” (Swafford 495). Wallace also claims that the opening four pitches of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony as the most iconic in the world. He adds, “[T]he rhythm and melodic profile even look distinctive on paper” (Wallace 101). Lockwood writes about Beethoven’s third symphony, Eroica, which also used memorable motifs. He explains that “Beethoven intensifies the relationships among the themes and motives of the first movement by placing at the beginning a small vocabulary of melodic intervals that present the main ideas of the movement” (Lockwood 206). According to Wallace, the memorable motifs of the Third and Fifth Symphonies can be understood as part of Beethoven’s mental “Rolodex” (Wallace 101). Wallace argues that keeping a bank of sound memories in the brain could be a way for deaf composers to organize their thinking, associating the memory with auditory input that they can hear only imperfectly (Wallace 9).
In addition to those small motifs, Beethoven also often took those small fragments and put them together to create long complex musical structures. Wallace explains that these structures could be carefully planned visually, “with the fragments serving as bricks and mortar to fill in the frame” (Wallace 220). That was especially the case with the Eroica Symphony. At the time, the Eroica Symphony was Beethoven’s longest and most complex piece, and he had a very hard time trying to put down all his sketches of the Eroica together. Jan Swafford points out that Beethoven came up with some variations that would be part of the first three movements of an upcoming symphony, but none of his sketches stuck (Swafford 332). That was when Beethoven decided to repeat the main motif that he established in the first movement. According to Wallace, throughout his many drafts, Beethoven’s main motif was used as a placeholder for thematic material that he would come up with later. He explains that Beethoven “was using a simple visual cue—one that stood for a musically noteworthy event and was itself grounded in his physical sense of time—to help consolidate what would turn out to be one of the longest, most complex musical structures yet written” (Wallace 104). Beethoven’s use of continuity drafts also played a part in designing his long complex musical structures. Wallace observes that these drafts were made to “show substantial portions of the finished work on a single staff, minus the details that will flesh them out but with the most essential musical content always visible” (Wallace 111). According to Swafford, he started to use longer continuity drafts by sketching a single line of melody or figuration that “stands in for the full ensemble he hears in his mind” (Swafford 5770).
As Beethoven’s deafness increased, he relied more on using his body to listen to the instrument, focusing on his sense of touch rather than sound. Wallace points out that Beethoven’s relationship with the piano got stronger as he began using a Broadwood piano and resonator (Wallace 134). He adds that it was believed that “Beethoven immediately preferred this piano, with its bigger sound and heavier action, to the Viennese instruments of his time” (Wallace 134). Wallace continues by stating that in 1820, Beethoven began to use the resonator, “a new device that could be placed over the piano and would amplify its sound by deflecting it back toward the player” (Wallace 139). In Wallace’s description of the Bagatelles of Opus 126, which were among his last piano compositions, they used special passages “seemingly designed to get the Broadwood’s frame vibrating” (Wallace 220). These passages helped to link the “oscillating bass with right-hand melodies that reinforce the harmonics from the opposite end of the keyboard” (Wallace 220). Some examples that Wallace mentions include Bagatelle number 4, in which “Beethoven uses an exaggerated musette texture to imitate the sound of the bagpipe in the middle section” and Bagatelle number 6, which has a “rocking open fifth in the left hand, over which the right hand rises in ascending thirds to a peak four and a half octaves above the bass” (Wallace 220). In short Wallace observes, “[M]oments like this show Beethoven listening to his instrument with his body, responding as much to touch as to actual sound” (Wallace 221).
Beethoven’s deafness continued to play a part in how his work was evaluated after his death. According to K.M. Knittel, Beethoven’s works during the third period were viewed as flawed, with critics claiming that his deafness and depression were an obstacle to his success (Knittel 51). One critic in particular, Knittel recounts, Francois-Joseph Fetis, “linked ‘certain harmonic successions found in the last works’ to Beethoven’s ‘most complete deafness’” (Knittel 53). Knittel points out that Fetis specially criticized Beethoven’s late period works for having “excessive repetition, incoherent development, unclear melodic ideas, and harshness of harmony, all of which ‘testify to the weakness of his memory of sound’” (Knittel 53).  Another critic claimed anonymously that “Beethoven’s deafness had caused the loss of his ‘discriminating judgement, which he had possessed in so striking a degree before his sense of hearing was impaired’” (Knittel 54). 
However, Wagner had a different perspective towards Beethoven’s deafness (Knittel 60). According to Knittel, Wagner was influenced by the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (Knittel 63-4). Schopenhauer believed that our consciousness has two sides: an inward part and an outward part (Knittel 64). The inward part refers to one’s own self, and the outward part refers to a visual knowledge of the outer world (Knittel 64). In Schopenhauer’s mind, “the composer must sever himself entirely from the world of Appearance and focus his ‘eye’ entirely toward that inner side” (Knittel 64). This philosophy inspired Wagner to think more about Beethoven’s genius in terms of his “inner vision” (Knittel 65). Knittel points out that Wagner believed Beethoven’s real threat was “anything that could draw Beethoven away from his inner world” (Knittel 66). He believed that Beethoven’s deafness benefited him by giving him protection (Knittel 67). He states, “‘The ear had been the only organ through which the outer world could still disturb him: to his eye it was long since dead’” (Knittel 67). In Wagner’s mind, those works that Beethoven composed when his hearing was completely gone were among his greatest achievements, and he influenced many people to believe this as well (Knittel 67). Knittel explained, “[B]y transforming the early critics’ narrative of struggle and defeat into one of struggle and triumph, Wagner succeeded in recasting the music of Beethoven’s third period as his consummate achievement” (Knittel 68). 
Wagner’s view of Beethoven’s work during the late period may also have been influenced by the Industrial Revolution. Knittel states that the Industrial Revolution greatly affected many peoples’ lives and gave them mental stress over their changing way of life (Knittel 77). Furthermore, Max Nordau wrote in 1892, “Even the little shocks of railway travelling, not perceived by consciousness, the perpetual noises, and the various sights in the streets of a large town . . . cost our brains wear and tear” (Knittel 77). Wagner’s view was particularly influential, and Knittel argues that it was because intellectuals who were trying to find peaceful quiet settings, away from the Industrial Revolution, found Wagner’s view of deafness as an escape from the chaos of the modern world to be compelling (Knittel 81). 
Beethoven’s changing relationship with his deafness shaped the emotional content of his work throughout his life. It affected many of his musical choices from simple and memorable motifs to long complex musical structures containing small fragments of music to rhythms that could be felt through the sense of touch show. His deafness also continued to influence how critics would view his later works long after his death. 
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