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LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN
SONATA NO. 21, OP. 53 IN C MAJOR

(“WALDSTEIN")

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Vienna during the years between 1793 and 1802 was a time of success and struggle in
Beethoven'slife. During the early years there he composed primarily for piano. He explored
many genres as his horizons expanded. Some of the music he composed during the first decade
in Viennainclude 20 piano sonatas, concert arias, Lieder, two piano concertos, sonatas for violin
and piano, sonatas for cello and piano, string trios, string quartets, a ballet, the first two
symphonies, and music for the Viennese social life. Beethoven also recomposed some music
using sketches of works made at Bonn (Stolba, 546).

All went well in Beethoven’ sfirst yearsin Vienna, but soon he had to face a disease that
would remain for the rest of hislife.

In 1796 Beethoven began to experience some difficulty hearing. He thought it was a
temporary illness, but gradually it worsened. As the symptoms became more obvious,
Beethoven’ s social life deteriorated. He began to avoid company, for he did not want othersto
discover hisillness. Without hearing words even facial expression became a point of confusion
for him. In music, his career as virtuoso pianist had to come to an end. Every aspect in

Beethoven’ s life became more and more affected as consequence of this problem. He realized



there was no medicine that could heal him, and that eventually he would face total deafness.
Beethoven went through despair and depression and had to struggle intensely within himself. In
aletter of June 29, 1801, written to Wegeler in Bonn, Beethoven expressed:

I must confessthat | lead a miserable life. For ailmost two years | have ceased
to attend any social functions, just because | find it impossible to say to
people: | am deaf. If | had any other profession | might be able to cope with
my infirmity; but in my profession it isaterrible handicap...If itisat all
possible, | will bid defiance to my fate, though | feel that aslong as| live there
will be moments when | shall be God’ s most unhappy creature (Solomon,
113).

Beethoven was physically and mentally weak, and more than once he contemplated suicide
(Stolba, 542). Finally, at Heiligenstadt in the autumn of 1802, he became convinced that he was
not going to survive the winter. In October 6, 1802, Beethoven wrote hiswill in a document
known as the “Heiligenstadt Testament.” This document was a letter to his brothers, intended by
Beethoven’ sinstruction, to be opened only after his death.

Ah, how could | possibly admit an infirmity in the one sense which ought to
be more perfect in me than in others, ...l cannot do it, therefore forgive me
when you see me draw back when | would have gladly mingled with
you...For me there can be no relaxation with my fellow-men, no refined
conversations, not mutual exchange of ideas.... If | approach near to people a
hot terror seizes upon me and | fear being exposed to the danger that my
condition might be noticed.... What a humiliation for me when someone
standing next to me heard aflute in the distance and | heard nothing, or
someone heard a shepherd singing and again | heard nothing. Such incidents
drove me amost to despair, alittle more of that and | would have ended my
life -t was only my art that held me back. Ah, it seemed to me impossible to
leave the world until | had brought forth al that | felt was within me....l hope
my determination will remain firm to endure until it pleases the inexorable
Parcae to break the thread. Perhaps | shall get better, perhaps not, | am ready.-
Forced to become a philosopher already in my 28" year, oh it is not easy, and
for the artist much more difficult than for anyone else- (Thayer 304-06).



Beethoven seemed to be in a dilemma between life and death. But finally, after making his
will in Heiligenstadt, Beethoven fought with great determination and strength of character. His
defeats would be turned into victories, and Beethoven returned to Vienna determined than ever
to compose. It isin thistime of hislife, after the Heiligenstadt Testament, that his music
deepened. 1803 is therefore the beginning of aperiod in which Beethoven’s compositions reflect
agreater maturity, power, victory, and strength. Sonata Op. 53 in C major also known as the
“Waldstein” Sonata isthefirst of the post-Helligenstadt sonatas, and along with his Symphony
No. 3, Op. 55 (*Eroica’), immediately and palpably demonstrates Beethoven's extraordinary
resolve to continue to develop his artistry. In both, the sonataform is expanded well beyond its
previous conceptions. Both works are noticeably original, even revolutionary (Stolba, 542 and

547).

BEETHOVEN AND THE PIANO SONATA

Beethoven composed more piano sonatas than works of other genres. In fact, they are present
during virtually his entire compositional career.

During the classical era a sonata was most often a multi-movement work. The sonata
frequently contained three movements. alively first movement in sonataform, an expressive
slow second movement and a rondo to conclude. But in the case of Beethoven the sonata went
beyond this pattern. According to Robert Taub, to Beethoven the concept of a sonata as atotality

was fluid, not awork to be cast from a preformed mold (Taub, 17). In Beethoven sonatas we find



