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The Westerby-Meredith Hypothesis:

The History of the Eroica Variations
and Daniel Steibel's Fortepiano Quinte,

Opus 28, no. 2

WILLIAM MEREDITH

I. Introduction: Ferdinand Ries’ Version of the Duels
between Daniel Steibelt and Beethoven in 1800

“Op. 35: on this composition hangs a story,” began Herbert Westerby
in his 1931 discussion of the Ervica Variations.! The tale itselfis an oft-told
one in the canon of Beethoven anecdotes, but Westerby gave it an appar-
ently new twist. Here is his version:

Steibelt—a favourite composer of the period, but now almost forgot-
ten except for some studies of his—met Beethoven in Vienna, and a
friendly competition ensuing, Steibelt improvised on a theme already
treated by Beethoven. The latter, incited by friends, reached out for
Steibelt’s quartet which had been performed, picked out the bass part
of the opening theme, and then improvised so artistic and wonderful
a composition that poor Steibelt, quite vanquished, vanished from
sight and never sought Beethoven’s presence again. The improvised
composition forms the basis of these Variations, Op. 35.

The new twist is Westerby’s seemingly factual assertion that Beethoven's
improvisations on Steibelt’s bass—that is, the cello part—were the origins
of Opus 35.

Before critiquing Westerby in detail, it is necessary to turn to the origi-
nal version of this colorful anecdote, which dates from 1837 and appeared
in print the following year. It is found in Ferdinand Ries’ portion (Part II)
of the earliest and sometimes reliable documentary biography of Beethoven,
Biographische Notizen iiber Ludwig van Beethoven von Dr. EG. Wegeler und
Ferdinand Ries:

When the immensely famous Steibelt came from Paris to Vienna,
several of Beethoven’s friends were worried lest he should cast a
shadow on Beethoven’s reputation. Steibelt did not visit him; they
met for the first time one evening in the house of Count Fries, where
Beethoven gave his new trio in B flat major for piano, clarinet, and
cello (Opus 11) in its initial performance. This work offers the pianist
no opportunity to display his virtuosity. Steibelt listened with a certain
condescension, paid Beethoven a few compliments, and felt confident
of his own superiority.—He played a quintet of his own composition,
improvised, and produced a great effect with his tremulandos, which
were something quite new then. Beethoven could not be persuaded
to play again. A week later there was another concert at Count Fries.
Steibelt again played a quintet with much success, but more impor-
tant (one could sense this) he had prepared a brilliant improvisation,
choosing the identical theme on which the variations in Beethoven’s
trio were written. This outraged Beethoven’s admirers as well as
Beethoven himself. It was now his turn to improvise at the piano.
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He seated himselfin his usual, I might say unmannerly, fashion at the
instrument, almost as if he had been pushed. He had picked up the
cello part of Steibelt’s quintet on his way to the piano, and pacing it
upside down on the music rack (intentionally?), he hammered out a
theme from the first few bars with one finger.—Insulted and irritated
as he was, he improvised in such a manner that Steibelt left the room
before Beethoven had finished, never wanted to meet him again, and
even made ita condition that Beethoven not be invited when his own
company was desired.?

Ries’ version, rich in specifics, gives the impression of a first-hand observa-
tion even though it is contains two significant errors: Steibelt had actually
come from Prague, not directly from Paris, and the date of the premiere of
Beethoven's Trio, Opus 11, was 1798. The first edition was published by
Mollo in October of that same year in a set of four parts: clarinet or violin
(the violin part, according to Czerny, arranged by Beethoven himself), cello,
and fortepiano. The theme in the last movement of Beethoven's trio, which
Steibelt took up as a call to arms, was taken from Joseph Weigl's comic
opera Lamor marinaro (The Sailors Love), where it appeared as the final
Allegretto from the Terzett no. 12, “Pria ch’io 'impegno” (“Before I Begin
Work, I Must Have Something to Eat”). The Viennese premiere of Weigl's
opera had been given on October 15, 1797, in the Wiener Hoftheater as
Der Korsar oder Die Liebe unter den Seeleuten (The Pirate, or Love Among
the Sailors).?

The catchy theme turned out to be quite popular as the basis for varia-
tion sets. Friedrich Wilhelm Berner (1780-1827), Joseph Leopold Eybler
(1765-1846), Abbé Joseph Gelinek (1758-1825),% Johann Nepomuk
Hummel (1778-1837), and Joseph W&lfl (1773-1812) all composed
sets on this theme. (Coincidentally, Beethoven had trounced Gelinek in
another famous duel soon after Beethoven's arrival in Vienna, but had met
his match in Wolfl on several occasions at Count Wetzlar’s home in 1799.)°
Another somewhat famous set of variations was composed after 1828 by
Paganini, who used the tune in a “Sonata con Variazioni” for violin with
orchestral accompaniment.

The two errors in Ries’ story may be explained by an important fact:
though he appears to be relating an event he himself observed, Ries (1784-
1838) did not come to Vienna until early 1803 when he was eighteen, as
Jos van der Zanden has convincingly argued in a recent article from 2004.°
And if Ries was not in Vienna at the time of the incident, he must have
been passing it on as received from a second party who had either been
present him- or herself or who had heard it recounted third-hand. The
fact that Ries was not present also casts doubt on such statements as “one
could sense” that Steibelt had prepared his improvisation in advance. Thus,
our only account of the story comes down to us from a biased individual
(a friend and student of Beethoven) who was not present and who wrote
it down as received from a second- or third-hand source for the first time
almost four decades after the events.
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II. lgnaz Schuppanzigh's Reference
Reference in 1825 to the Duels

Confirmation of the fact that Steibelt and Beethoven dueled is
found in a conversation book entry from September 9, 1825, written by
Beethoven's nephew Karl to his uncle: “Schuppanzigh is telling the story
of what a triumph you celebrated over Steipelt” (“Schuppanzigh erzihlt,
welchen / Triumph du iiber Steipelt / gefeyert hast”).” The sentence occurs
in an extended and fascinating conversation between Beethoven, Maurice
Schlesinger, nephew Karl, Ignaz Schuppanzigh, and an unknown visitor.
Peter Clive has suggested that Sir George Smart “may have been” the
unknown visitor,? since he was present that day at a private performance
of the String Quartet in A Minor, Opus 132, at the hotel Zum wilden
Mann. Schuppanzigh played the violin at that performance for a “numer-
ous assembly of professors” (in Smart’s words).”

The entry immediately preceding the Steibelt reference, which was
written by the unknown visitor, strongly suggests that the improvisation
duels were the catalysts for the mention of Steibelt’s name: “my greatest wish
on this earth is still to hear you improvise once sometimes, my earthly god”
(“mein groster Wunsch / auf dieser Welt ist / noch Sie mein irdeischer / Gott
bald einmahl / <bald> fantasiren zu / horen”).!° If Smart was indeed the
unknown visitor, his “greatest wish” was soon fulfilled two days later after
a dinner following the second performance of the quartet. According to
Smart’s diary, “after dinner he was coaxed to play extempore, observing in
French to me, ‘Upon what subject shall I play?” Meanwhile he was touching
the instrument thus:

9

to which I answered, ‘Upon that.” On which then he played for about
twenty minutes in a most extraordinary manner, sometimes very fortissimo,
but full of genius.”!!

Though there is no documentation that  am aware of that supports the
hypothesis, it is possible that Schuppanzigh himself may have been present
and may have performed at the Steibelt encounters in Count von Fries'
palace in 1800: from 1794-99 Schuppanzigh played violin in a quartet that
performed in Prince Karl Lichnowsky’s residence, and he and Beethoven
performed together in 1797 and 1798 at Jahn's concert hall.'? (It would
even have been possible for him to have performed the violin part of the
Clarinet Trio with Beethoven at the first Steibelt encounter at Count Fries if
the alternate first edition for violin, cello, and fortepiano were performed.)

Il Beethoven’s Opus 11 and Steibelt's
“Improvisation” on the Same Theme

The melody set to the text “Pria ch'io I'impegno” (“Before I Begin
Work, I Must Have Something to Eat”), as it appears in Beethoven’s ver-
sion, features insistently repeated sforzandb off-beat accents on the second
beats of eight of the sixteen measures of the theme, rather square phrasing
(4+4+2+2+4), and a repetitive AABBA structure, all of which combine
to create a droll, if not outright campy, effect that well suits the comic
text. (Gelinek’s version of the theme has no accents and an AABBABBA
form.) Beethoven's set includes nine variations. Verifying the details of
Ries’ account, only the running sixteenths of the first variation for solo
fortepiano give the performer any opportunity for virtuosic display and—at
an Allegretro tempo—little at that. Rather, Beethoven’s set is an appealing
display of well constructed variations: variation 2 features a canon between
the fortepiano and clarinet; variation 3 is a con fiuoco offering with octaves
in the left hand; no. 4 is an intensely dreary ironic minore variation built

“improvisations” Steibelt

of the 1-3-5-*6-five melodic contour that denotes outgoing feeling of pain
and anguish;'® no. 5 features running parallel octaves, fortissimo, in the
fortepiano; no. 6 is light-hearted, emphasizing triplets and appoggiaturas;
no. 7 is another minore variation but now in march opos with sz and fp
accents when not fortissimo; no. 8 is a major-mode triplet variation, dolce;
and the set concludes with a two-part variation in which the first part
features octaves in both hands and an early example of the Beethoven trill
that leads to a rollicking 6/8 conclusion. Weigl’s comic theme receives a
more sophisticated, though not showy, treatment than it might be thought
to warrant. In point of fact, GelineK’ set for solo fortepiano on the same
theme—which also uses running sixteenths in the first variation, right-and
left-hand octaves, canon, two minore variations, and a march variation—is
much more brillante than Beethovens.

According to Ries, Steibelt reacted to Beethoven's trio at their first
meeting with “a certain condescension, paid Beethoven a few compliments,
and felt confident of his
own superiority.” He
was confident enough
to appear the next week
with a prepared set of
variations on the same
tune. (Improvisations
were commonly based
on variation techniques
during the Classical
period.) From accounts
of Steibelt’s playing and
his published sets of
variations, we can piece
together what sort of

had prepared with some
certainty.

We may begin
with the fact that Ries
described them as “bril-
lante.” Though this
adjective is indeed a cog-
nate for the English word
brilliant, its deeper Ger-
man meaning and usage can be explored with the help of two dictionaries
from the first decade of the nineteenth century. One of the most famous
music dictionaries of the Classical period, Heinrich Christoph Koch's
1807 Kurzgefasstes Handworterbuch der Musik fiir praktische Tonkiinstler
und fiir Dilettanten (Concise Dictionary of Music for Professional Musicians
and Dilettantes), defines “brillante” as “schimmernd oder hervorstech-
end.”" “Schimmernd,” according to the 1802 Neues Hand=Werterbuch
der Deutschen Sprache fiir die Engliinder und der Englischen Sprache flir die
Deutschen (A New Dictionary of the German Language for Englishmen and
of the English Language for the Germans), is defined as “glittering, glistering,
shining, bright”; “hervorstechend” as coming from the verb to mean “to
light, to shine, to give Light; to appear, to shine forth; to domineer, to be
predominate.” '* Thus, Ries’ “brillante” suggests—based on these defini-
tions from the same decade as the incident—that Steibelt’s variations were
notonly glittering and bright but also “outshone” those in Beethoven’s set.'¢

Indeed, Steibelt was renowned for his playing in quick movements
(described as accurate and great), his use of the pedals (thought by some
to be exaggerated, but see below for the context of this judgment), and
by a very showy sremolando played with either one or both hands. In Ries
account, he noted that on the first meeting of the two virtuosos, Steibelt

Engraving of Steibelt from the title page of his
Etude pour le Piano-Forté, Opus 78
(Paris: Dufaut et Dubois, 1823;
from the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant
Center for Beethoven Studies)
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The Westerby-Meredith Hypothesis

CONTINUED

had “produced a great effect” with his tremolandos, “which were something
quite new then.” Steibelt’s critics, a decidedly partisan crowd, charged
that the real purpose of the tremolands was to cover a weak left hand. It
is difficult to assess the sound of these tremolando passages today, because
they were composed specifically for the English fortepianos of the 1790s,
which Steibelt preferred to the Austrian fortepiano; a report from February
1800 on the Dresden stop of the tour contains the statement that “he only
plays English fortepianos.”'” Because of the vast differences in sonorities,
action, size, and pedals, a modern Steinway is too percussive and resonant
to recreate the intended effect. Even on an English fortepiano, however, the
tremolands, which required the pedals, fatiqued the ear of one Dresden critic
in 1800, who opined that the effect was well worth listening to: once!!8
Given the importance of the tremolando to Steibelt’s success and the neces-
sity for having the right pedals, he may have even toured with an English
fortepiano; unfortunately, all that we know about the “very expensive”
English fortepiano he played in Dresden is that it belonged to the English

ambassador. We do not know if or what kind of English fortepiano Steibelt
may have brought along on his 1799-1800 virtuoso tour.

In order to gain some appreciation for Steibelt’s creative prowess and
originality in the face of the general wretched opinion of his music that
prevails today, it is instructive to examine some of the variations in one of his
best sets, the “Deux Airs Russe.”"” It consists of ten variations and a fantasy
in D Minor on the Ukrainian song “Schéne Minka ich muss scheiden”
(“I Must Leave Pretty Minka”) and a closing second part, Vivace and in D
Major, on “Ich bin ein kleine Zigeunerin” (“I am a Little Gypsy Woman/
Girl”). The combination of melodies allowed Steibelt to dispel the gloom
of D Minor with bright D Major at the conclusion.

“Schone Minka” had become very popular in 1808 after the poet Chris-
toph August Tiedge (1752-1841) made a free translation of the original text
asadialogue between the Cossack Olis and the maiden Minka. The subject
of the poem—a favorite theme of Romanticism—is the separation of the
lovers and the suffering, weeping, and pain they will endure. 2’ According
to a notice from 1830, “there was a time when one heard ‘Schéne Minka'
whistled, hummed, and muttered on every street corner.”!

Steibelt’s set of variations was published by Bureau de Musique de
C.E Peters in 1814.22 Other well-known composers who wrote variations
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Example 2: The introduction, theme, and beginning of Steibelt’s “Schdne Minka” variations
(p- 2 of the Peters edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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on the set include Ferdinand Ries (“Neun Variationen iiber ein russisches
Lied fiir Pianoforte,” A Minor, Opus 33, no. 2, published by Simrock in
Bonn, 1810),2* Carl Maria von Weber (Air Russe vari¢ pour le Pianoforte,
Opus 40, 1815%); Beethoven (23 Liedern verschiedener Vislker, WoO 158,
no. 16,2 and in the Variations on “Schéne Minka” for flute and fortepiano,
Opus 107, no. 7, 1817-18%); and J.N. Hummel (Adagio, Variationen, und
Rondo iiber ein russisches Thema for flute, cello, and fortepiano, Opus 78,
1818/19%). By 1824, A.B. Marx could opine that the song was known
by everyone and had been the subject of a hundred variation sets.?® The
song retains its popularity today among accordion players in a passionate
arrangement with an introduction and virtuosic set of variations that can
be heard on YouTube.?” Not somber at all is the iiber-exuberant version
released by the Leningrad Cowboys as “A Cossack was Riding Beyond the
Duna” in 1993.3° The low point of its reception history surely occurs on
the YouTube webpage of the Adelaide Balalaikas and Singers' 2010 perfor-
mance, where the song is described as an “Ukrainian earworm.”! Pathos,
however, rather than exuberance characterizes the variation sets from the
early nineteenth century.

As can be seen in Example 2, Steibelt launches his set with a probing
eight-measure introduction that leads the basic motive of the song sequen-

tially through D Minor, G Minor, and C Minor before interrupting the
sequences with all three diminished-seventh chords. A sinister progression
of ascending chromatic harmonies climaxes on the rising minor third of
the motive. The bundling of minor-key sequences, diminished-seventh
chords, and chromaticism, all of which prepare the listener for the song’s
painfulness, is both inventive and dramatic.

Several of the variations are equally i ive. In his p ion
of the theme itself, Steibelt places the song in the treble, piano, and writes
a sharp staccato eighth in the bass followed by a descending motive (%6,
5, 3, 1) that evokes both incoming painful emotion and anguish.?2 The
first variation, at a slightly quicker tempo, is semi-canonic in nature and
clever. Variations 4 and 5 (see Example 3) explore the lovers’ agitation;
the bass of no. 5 recalls Steibelt’s lamenting descending motive from the
bass of the theme, here reappearing syncopated and disjunct. Aftera Con
spirito minor variation and a D Major Scherzandp variation (nos. 6 and
7), Steibelt returns to the minor mode in no. 8 (see Example 4) with a
variation built on descending sixteenth-note sigh motives (A to D) in
the right hand above rising minor third passages in the left. Variation 9,
Allegresto risoluto, transforms the descending fifths of no. 8 with octave
passages in both hands; no. 10, Adagio, again uses the incoming painful
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Example 3: Variations 4 and 5 of Steibelt’s “Schone Minka” Variations
(p- 4 of the Peters edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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The Westerby-Meredith Hypothesis
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motive (extended to C-sharp) from the bass of the theme (see Example 5).
The final treatment of the theme occurs in the following fantasia, where
the famed Steibelt tremolando initially rides above the theme, which is
placed low in the bass (see Example 6). All told, Steibelts set shows organic
continuity across the variations, inventiveness in varying the character
of each variation, harmonic expressivity, and opportunities for brilliance.
Though there is not time here to compare it in detail to Beethoven's set
of variations on “Schone Minka” for flute and fortepiano, Steibelt’s set is
more interesting, organic, brilliant, and creative. Indeed, several of the sets
by other composers are also superior.

There is, of course, no way to know what kind of variations Steibelt
performed at his second encounter with Beethoven, but in his account
Ries wrote that “one could sense” that they were prepared—that is, Steibelt
took the challenge seriously—and that they were brilliant. Whatever their
exact nature, Beethoven, “outraged, insulted, and irritated,” decided to
prove himself superior by taking clearly absurd material—upside down
music—and demonstrating what real improvisation was.

IV. Dating Ries’ Anecdote
and ldentifying the Quintet

Ries’ story has been widely circulated and oft repeated in biogra-
phies, but Westerby's account is the only one I am aware of that suggests
Beethoven's improvisations that day were the origins of the Ervica Variations.
Perhaps Westerby’s story did not gain more currency because his account
contains its own omissions and inaccuracies. He mentioned only one
meeting of the two virtuosos, stated that Beethoven improvised from the
bass part of the opening theme of a quartet, not a quintet, and neglected
to mention the spicy but telling detail that Beethoven, according to Ries,
turned the cello part upside down. Is it possible, then, that the story is cor-
rect regarding the origins of the Eroica Variations?

To answer the question, we need to date Steibelt and Beethoven's
encounters accurately. The matches must have occurred between October
1799 and May 1800 during Steibelt’s concert tour to the cities of Hamburg,
Berlin, Dresden, Prague, and Vienna. At the end of February or March
1800, he gave a concert in Prague that earned him hundreds of gold ducats.
According to the fortepianist and composer Vaclav Jan Tom#3ek (1774-
1850), “having finished his speculation, he went to Vienna, his purse filled
with ducats, where he was knocked in the head by the pianist Beethoven.”?
(I will return to Tom4seK's account below.)

Example 4: Variations 8 and 9 of Steibelt’s “Schéne Minka” Variations
(p- 6 of the Peters edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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10 of Steibelt’s “Schéne Minka” Variations

(p. 7 of the Peters edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)

Given a date of March or April 1800, then, we need to look among
Steibelt’s works for fortepiano quartets and quintets published or composed
prior to that date. Of his 110 works with opus numbers and “countless
unnumbered works,” the only published candidates from the 1790s are
the two quintets for fortepiano and strings, Opus 28. The first edition
of these quintets, dedicated to none other than the King of Prussia, was
published by Imbault in Paris in 1797; the title page announces them as
Three Quintess, although prints of only nos. 1 and 2 survive today.3 That
same year the London publishers Longman & Broderip issued a parallel
first edition of Opus 28, no. 2, as “Op. 31.” The two fortepiano quintets
published as Opus 28 in Paris are, in fact, the only fortepiano quintets in
the list of all of Steibelt’s works prepared by Mee.s

Fortuitously for my search, I first came across Westerby’s assertion
while I was teaching part-time at the University of California, Berkeley, in
addition to my position at SJSU, in 1986-87. Berkeley has one of the finest
music libraries in the United States, and as a faculty member [ was allowed
to check out rare scores as part of a project to photocopy all of their rare
Beethoven scores for the Center’s collection. The library also owns Imbault’s
first edition of the Quintets, Opus 28, nos. 1-2, that I was able to study.3

In addition to studying the Steibelt works in the Berkeley library,
I began to collect printings of Steibelt’s works for the Beethoven Center to
enable enable scholars to have a deeper understanding of his music from

as broad a perspective as possible. Initially, Steibelt printings from the

1790s-1810s could be purchased for as little as $25; my interest seemed to

have quite unintentionally started a run on the Steibelt market, which has

had the unfortunate result of significantly higher prices for his music. (A

list of his works in the Center can be found on its website; divided by genre.
It includes information about which works contain printed or handwrit-
ten fingerings; ornate title pages; the kind of printed pedal markings and

the length of the pedal markings.) Along the way, the Center was able to

purchase it's own copy of the first edition of the Quintets, Opus 28, from

1797, and an English reprint of the second quintet (as Opus 31).

My research with the score of the second quintet of Opus 28 in 1987
revealed a promising candidate that collaborated Westerby’s version on two
counts. My initial search through the violoncello part, however, was a failure.
Recreating the scene in my imagination, I pictured Beethoven stalking up
to the cello’s music stand, grabbing the cello part as it lay still open at the
end of the second movement, and carrying it to the fortepiano. The last
two staves of music on the last page, however, when flipped upside down,
are not convincing to me, even though motion by fifths plays a prominent
role (see Example 7).37

Then it occurred to me that Beethoven may have seized the cello part,
strode to the fortepiano, opened the part from the beginning of the first
movement and dramatically turned the part upside down, which would

Fantasia.

Example 6: Fantasia of Steibelt’s “Schéne Minka” Variations
(p- 8 of the Peters edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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mean that the music at the bottom of the first page would now be upside-
down (see Example 8). Immediately I saw that the single most striking fea-
ture of Beethoven's bass theme—the repeated eighths (see Example 9)—is

found at the beginning of the second staff and that the opening gesture of
the first staff is motion by fifths. Just to be sure, I decided to check the cello

part of the first quintet; Example 10a-b contains the upside down begin-
ning of the first and last pages. Neither passage in Example 10a-b works.
The English parallel first edition of the second quartet does not work either

(see Example 10c); because the music was engraved separately, what I view
as the most essential features are missing, If the Westerby-Meredith theory is

correct, Steibelt and his performers must have been playing from the French

first edition, which, with its elaborately decorated title page bearing the coat

of arms of the King of Prussia and the fortepiano part also containing the

first violin part above the fortepiano part, is a much more impressive score.
One may also conclude that Opus 28, no. 1, was the quintet performed at

the first meeting at Count von Fries' palace.

V. Testing Steibelt's Opus 28, no. 2,
against Beethoven's Bass Theme in Opus 35

Though there may never be a way to prove whether Steibelt’s Opus
28, no. 2, was indeed Beethoven's launching point at Count Fries in
1800, the upside-down theme can be tested against the characteristics of
Beethoven's bass in the Eroica Variations. What features might be needed
ina Steibelt upside-down example to hypothesize a convincing connection
to Beethoven's bass theme in the Ervica Variations? The following seven
criteria would be of varying degrees of relevance and interest. In my opinion,
the most important is no. 1, because the forsissimo “banged” eighth notes
are the most startling and unique feature of the bass of the theme of the
Eroica Variations. The others are not as critical but do increase the number
of points of connection.

1) The Steibelt example would need to have three repeated eighth
notes at or near the beginning of the second eight-measure phrase (Steibelt
has two sets of three repeated eighth notes at the beginning of the second
seven-measure phrase/Beethoven has one set, but fortissimo, in m. 10 of
the bass theme);

2) The Steibelt example would most likely begin soft, have a loud
dynamic marking on the repeated eighth notes, and end softly (Steibelt has
a piano under the beginning measure, a forze on the second set of repeated
eighth notes, and a fortissimo at the end/Beethoven begins pianissimo, has
a fortissimo at the repeated eighth notes, and ends pianissimo);

3) The Steibelt example would probably be in a simple rather than a
compound meter (Steibelt is in common time/Beethoven is in 2/4);

4) The Steibelt example might have something approximating a sixteen-
measure theme (Steibelt has an 8+7 phrase construction/Beethoven's is 8+8);

5) The Steibelt example would probably include motion by fifths and/or
octaves in the first four measures (Steibelt has motion by fifths and octaves
in the first seven measures/Beethoven has motion by fifths and octaves in
the first four measures of the bass theme);

6) The Steibelt example might have eighth-note motion in measures
5-8 and also might have leading tone or half-step motion as part of the
cadence (Steibelt has eighth notes in m. 5 and could have half-step cadences
in mm. 6-7/Beethoven has eighth notes in m. 7 of the bass theme and a
half-step half cadence from m. 7-8);

7) The Steibelt example might have cadential motion, preferably by a
fifth, near the end of the second phrase (if the upside down theme is read
in C Major, the Steibelt theme has half-step cadential motion at the end of
the second phrase/Becthoven ends with an open descending fifth cadence).

Thus, if Steibelt’s upside-down bass theme is graded according to
these seven possible criteria, it matches the seven fairly closely, especially if
we take into account certain aspects of what is known about Beethoven's
improvisations. Beethoven’s counterpoint teacher Johann Schenk reported
on an improvisation, most probably from 1793, in this manner; “Having
struck a few chords and tossed off a few figures as if they were of no significance,
the creative genius gradually unveiled his profoundly psychological pictures.
My ear was continually charmed by the beauty of the many and various
motives which he wove with wonderful clarity and loveliness into each other”
(italics mine).?® In 1821 Sir John Russell documented a similar beginning
from insignificance: “At first he only struck now and then a few hurried
and interrupted notes, as if afraid of being detected in a crime; but gradually
he forgot everything else, and ran on during half an hour in a fantasy, in a
style extremely varied, and marked, above all, by the most abrupt transi-
tions.”?® But perhaps the most significant anecdote for our purposes is the
story of Beethoven’s improvisations in 1808 or 1810 when Pleyel came to
Vienna with his most recent string quartets, which were performed in the
Lobkowitz palace before, once again, “alarge and illustrious audience.” Carl
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Example 7: The bottom two staves of the last page of the cello part of Steibelt’s Quintet, Opus 28, no. 2
(from the Imbault edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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Example 8: The opening page of the cello part of Steibelt’s Quintet, Opus 28, no. 2
(p. 2 of the Imbault edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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INTRODUZIONE col Basso del Tema

ALLEGRETTO

Vivace.

Example 9: The bass of the theme from Beethoven’s Eroica Variations
(from the Clementi & Banger edition from 1813 in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)

The Westerby-Meredith Hypothesis

CONTINUED

Czerny, Beethoven's pupil, is the narrator: “As usual, he had to be coaxed
for an interminably long time, and finally the ladies almost dragged him
to the piano. Angrily, he seized the 2" violin part pf Pleyel’s quartet from
the music stand, where it was still lying open, threw it down on the music
rack of the piano, and began to improvise. He had never been heard to
improvise more brilliantly, more originally or more phenomenally than
on that evening. And throughout the whole improvisation the quite insig-
nificant notes on the opened page of the 2™ violin part were present in
the middle parts, like a connecting thread, or a cantus firmus [pre-existing
melody], whilst he built upon them the boldest melodies and harmonies
in the most brilliant concerr style. Pleyel was so amazed that he kissed
Beethoven’s hands.”#® Though this improvisation ended in hand-kissing
rather than Pleyel quitting the palace, it is striking for the similarity of details
to the second Steibelt encounter. Beethoven did not improvise because he
wished to, he was angry, he grabbed a less interesting part of a chamber
music work on the way to the fortepiano, he turned what he found there
into both accompaniment and melody, and he used the material as a cantus
firmus, which suggests that contrapuntal improvisation was involved. All
that is missing is the insult of turning the part upside-down.

VI. Beethoven’s Fourfold Use of the Bass Theme
(Late 1800 through October 1802)

Westerby's observation that “The improvised composition forms the
basis of these Variations, Op. 35,” is actually somewhat misleading for, as
is well known, the bass of the theme of the Ervica Variations was used by
the composer on four different occasions:

1) The Finale (no. 16) of the ballet The Creatures of Prometheus, Opus
43 (the entire ballet composed from the end of 1800 through the begin-
ning of 1801).4!

Sketches for the ballet appear in the Landsberg 7 Sketchbook on folios
37-66 and 71-84. Sketches for no. 16 in particular occur on pp. 130, 131,
1382, 139, 143, 151, 157.42 The ballet was premiered on March 28, 1801;
according to Douglas Johnson, Alan Tyson, and Robert Winter, Landsberg
7 was used from “late summer or fall of 1800” “until March about 1801.”43

2) No. 7 of the Twelve Contredances for Orchestra, WoO 14 (recom-
posed winter of 1801/02)

The history of the sketches for WoO 14 is complex. Sketches for nos.
3,4, 8, and 12 are found on three pages from ca. 1791/92 of the Kafka
Miscellany (pp. 50, 154, 126); sketches for nos. 7 and 11 appear on pp.
139 and 143 of Landsberg 7 embedded in the sketches for the ballet; and
sketches for nos. 2, 9, and 10 appear on fols. 9r and 10r in the Kessler
Sketchbook. In the critical report to his edition, Shin Augustinus Kojima
argued that (1) the existing sketches for no. 7 are found in the middle of
the sketches for the finale of the ballet; (2) there is no evidence that no. 7
existed as an independent contredance before the early part of 1801, and (3)
that Beethoven most probably incorporated no. 7 (and no. 11) as beloved
themes from the ballet when he assembled the set of contredances.*

3) Erosca Variations, Opus 35 (composed summer/autumn 1802)

Sketches for the variations appear at the end of the Kessler Sketchbook
(fols. 82v-88v, 89r-v) and in the following Wielhorsky Sketchbook (pp.
12-14, 22-43). Johnson, Tyson, and Winter argue that the sketches at the
end of the Kessler Sketchbook date from “possibly as early as June or as
late as August 1802745; the beginning of the sketches in Wielhorsky “must
belong to the second half of 1802.7% (The autograph of the variations is
dated 1802.)

4) Finale to the Ervica Symphony (composed in 1802-04, with the
majority of work from May/June through October 1803)

Sketches for the Eroica occur on pp. 44-45 of the Wielhorsky Sketch-
book (described as “early ideas™) and pp. 4-91 (with gaps) of the Lands-
berg 6 Sketchbook. The vast majority of the sketches, those in Landsberg 6,
date from “ca. June 1803” to October of that year; Ries wrote to Simrock
on October 22, 1803, telling him that Beethoven had recently played the
symphony for him [on the fortepiano] and that it was magnificent.®
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Example 10:

a: The first two staves of the first page of the cello part of the Quintet, Opus 28, no. 1 (Imbault edition);
b: the first two staves of the last page of the cello part of the Quintet, Opus 28, no. 1 (Imbault edition);
¢: the first two staves of the first page of the cello part of the Quintet, Opus 28, no. 2
(in the English reprint edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)

Given Beethoven’s near obsession with gleaning the most he could out
of the bass and the newly minted melody, it would be more accurate to
reword Westerby: Beethoven's improvisations on Steibelt’s theme proved to
be the origin of the opening theme and its bass of the finale of the ballet 7he
Creatures of Prometheus, which was recycled in the seventh Contredance of
WoO 14, extensively developed for the fortepiano in the Ervica Variations,
and received orchestral treatment in the Eroica Symphony.

Musicologists have long noted that the Eroica Symphony is not only
about Napoleon but also about Beethoven himself as a musical conqueror.
By virtue of the theme’s use in the ballet, the Ervica is also connected to
Prometheus, the creator of mankind who stole fire from Mount Olympus
to share with mankind. If Westerby'’s theory is correct, we may have to
complicate the Eroica by adding another colorful figure, Steibelt, to its com-
positional history. Certainly, Beethoven’s “triumph over Steipelt” became

one public demonstration of the composer’s own “heroism.”

VII. Why was Beethoven So Outraged
at Count von Fries’ Salon?

The two encounters between Steibelt and Beethoven warrant a deeper
exploration than they have received in the literature, especially if we wish
to understand the importance of the encounters for Beethoven’s financial
support from the aristocracy, his reputation as an improviser, and possible
influences on his music. It is particularly helpful to set aside the word

“charlatan,” frequently used to define Steibelt’s character, if the complex-
ity of the interactions between the two composers is to be understood.
Four aspects deserve our consideration, three of which focus on Steibelt’s
worthiness as a rival.

(1) Steibelt was a strikingly successful rival to Beethoven as a successful
musical entrepeneur and touring virtuoso in several ways that Beethoven
was not. Support for this conclusion comes, in part, from the composer and
fortepianist Vaclav Jan Tom4Sek (1774-1850), who included in his memoirs
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The Westerby-Meredith Hypothesis
CONTINUED

from the 1840s a decidedly partisan but nonetheless valuable first-hand
account of Steibelt’s financial success in Prague in 1800:

Steibelt came to Prague by chance, and carried away gold and laurels
[italics mine]. It was in the spring, while the nobility were still in town
and, with the backing of the then Countess Kuronsky, it was not too
difficult to sell more than 300 tickets at a gold ducat each. With so
many subscribers he did not consider it necessary to arrange a public
concert. ... As with all concerts at this time, the only performance was
scheduled for 7 p.m., but the artist, enveloped in a veil of self-conceit,
felt like taking his time. When the noble audience, more used to being
waited on than to waiting itself, had exhausted (in French!) all its
expressions of exasperation, and the orchestral players were preparing
to go home empty-handed, the long-awaited virtuoso arrived—an
hour after the appointed time. He arrived breathless, took his bow
and gave the signal for the overture. He began the concert with his
E Major concerto, “The Storm,” one of his most successful works,
which he played accurately and brilliantly to the satisfaction of the
audience. The second item, which he performed equally well, was
his quartet for piano accompanied by violin, viola and cello. This is
undoubtedly his most valuable piece, in fact, in comparison with his
other compositions, it arouses the suspicion that he is not the actual
author of it. It has never appeared in print, which strengthens the
feeling. At the end of the concert he improvised on the well-known
theme from Martin y Soler’s Cosz rara, “Pace caro mio sposo,” in a
manner quite unworthy of an artist. He did nothing other than repeat
the C major vibrando theme a few times while running up and down
the piano keys with his right hand, and the “improvisation” was over
within a few minutes. This so-called “Fantasy,” a splendid example
of inartistic piano-playing, together with a few character flaws in him,
startled the nobility to such an extent that they doubted his identity
and he was later taken for an adventurer posing as Steibelt. So ended
a concert that was, in many respects, extraordinary, and one which
was, for the time, very expensive.®

Toméek included a brief technical description of Steibelt’s playing in his

anecdote that helps explain his popularity with the satisfied Prague public:

“As a pianist his touch was tender yet strong, with excellent right-hand

technique. He performed passagework with the greatest clarity and refine-
ment, although he had very slow trills.” Tomdsek also critiqued Steibelt’s

left-hand technique in a statement that has received far too much weight in
the scholarly literature: “His left hand, however, was in complete technical

disparity from his right . . . it banged away rather awkwardly and often

weakened the effect of the right hand playing. He obviously had no idea
about the art of improvisation.”

Tomd#3ek’s brief account of Steibelt’s technical weaknesses, which is
quoted in almost every study of the composer, has somehow become
embedded in discussions of his playing—and particularly of his great
success with the public. However, as John Henry Mee wrote in the first
edition of the Grove dictionary, “But after making all deductions of this
sort, the broad fact remains that Steibelt’s playing was thoroughly striking
and original, and that he possessed in a very eminent degree the invaluable
power of carrying his audience with him. Whatever censure critics might
be disposed to pass after the performance was over, the aplomb and spirit of
his playing fascinated them at the time, and when he was in a good mood
he would interest his listeners for hours together.”>®

Tomdsek’s bias was partly based on the fact that Steibelt, apparently,
refused to speak German:

Steibelt came from Berlin, but his long stay in Paris had erased any
trace of the German in him. He could not even speak, or perhaps did
not want to speak, the German language. His works contain no hint
of the Germanic. Everything reminds one of French perfume—even
his titles are like the amusing inscriptions on French products.

Leaving aside Tom43eK's derisive quips about French perfume and inscrip-
tions, his pique about Steibel’s refusal to speak German indicates that he
missed the intention of the virtuoso in this regard. Simply put, the act of
speaking French was an assertion of class privilege and association with the
greatest qualities of eighteenth-century French life. As Marc Fumaroli notes
in his When the World Spoke French, speaking French was “an initiation
into the exceptional fashion of being free and natural with others and with
oneself. It was altogether different from communicating. It was entering
‘into company.”™! Frederick the Great (1712-86), the Francophile King
of Prussia—Steibelt was born in its capital, Berlin—was famous for only
speaking German to horses and their stable boys. (Frederick was the uncle
of Prince Friedrich Wilhelm II, who was Steibelt’s first patron and who sent
him to study with the renowned composer and teacher Johann Kirnberger.)
Steibelt’s refusal to speak German, then, was part of his plan to assert himself
not as the typical servant-musician of the day but as a free artist worthy of
respect. (Tom#3ek, it might be noted, was also a touch annoyed with the
Prague nobility when they “exhausted (in French!) all its expressions of
exasperation” as they awaited Steibelt [my emphasis].) French was also, as
anyone who purchased music knew, the standard language of title pages
of music published even in German-speaking lands; it was the language of
“culture” in its broadest sense.

Finally, Tom43ek also seems to have been aggrieved with the manner
in which Steibelt and his wife Catharine supplemented their earnings as
independent musicians.>? Tomaschek’s disdain was so great that he even
defamed Steibelt and his wife (a fortepianist herself), stating that she was
not his wife and that Steibelt had lied about that fact to the Prague nobility:

When Steibelt found that his musical activities did not suit the Prague
nobility he took it out on them in another way. With him he had an
English girl, whom he passed off as his wife. She had mastered the
tambourine and sometimes accompanied him with it; for the purpose
he had written a few short rondos for tambourine and piano. The new
coupling of such different instruments charmed the noble audience
so much that they could not take their eyes off the beautiful hands of
the English girl. Among the ladies the desire to learn the instrument
grew so great that Steibelt’s “friend” happily consented to give tuition.
The course lasted twelve lessons, at twelve gold ducats a course, with
a further twelve ducats for a tambourine. Steibelt was thus able to
stay in Prague several weeks, and he sold nearly a whole cartload of
tambourines. On completing this speculation he departed for Vienna
with his pockets full of gold, but there he found himself quite eclipsed
as a pianist by Beethoven and abruptly returned to Paris.

Leaving aside TomdSeK's antagonisms, he ended up documenting the ele-
ments of Steibelt’s financial and artistic success in Prague as an entrepreneur:
Steibelt earned the astonishing sum of 300 gold ducats at a single concert;
his wife supplemented that income herself by selling tambourines and giv-
ing lessons for twenty-four gold ducats a person. Though Tomdsek, in his
disdain, claims that she sold a “whole cartload of tambourines,” let’s assume
that she sold just twelve—more of a trunks worth than a wagon—and gave
lessons to twelve young women. That would have resulted in income of 288
gold ducats before removing the costs of the tambourines. Combining the
income from the concert and the tambourines, the Steibelts would have
jointly earned 588 gold ducats, which was equivalent to 1,296 CM florins
or 1,489 BZ florins in 1800. To put this into perspective, Beethoven's
annual rent for the Pasqualati apartment was 500 BZ florins a year; thus,
the Steibelts earned from their Prague stay the equivalent of enough money
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for three years rent in a nice apartment in the musical capital of Europe.
A modern equivalent of their one-city earnings can be approximated in
the following manner. The Pasqualati apartment had two large rooms, a
kitchen, and an entryway room; a one-bedroom apartment on the upper
west side of Manhattan today runs from $2,500-4,000, making the Steibelts
Prague income worth approximately $90,000-144,000. Little wonder that
Tomd3ek gushed about the financial success of the Prague stay, and this was
but one stop on the Steibelts’ tour.

Another proof of Steibelt’s entrepreneurial success is found on the title
pages of several editions of his music. Two categories of title pages exist for
the engraved music of the Classical period: those containing title pages
of text, sometimes containing curlicue-line decorations, and those with
elaborately decorated title pages featuring flowers, scene, animals, putti,
and people. The second category involved greater up-front expenses for the
publisher, since an artist was involved, and such title pages were reserved
for music that promised to generate the greatest profit. In the Beethoven
Center’s collection, the Steibelt works with such titles pages include the
Douze Bacchanales for Fortepiano with Tambourin (woman playing tam-
bourine); two editions of the famous Third Concerto with the storm finale
(one features Orpheus, the other a shipwreck scene); Le Bouguet (bouquet
of flowers); the famous étude pour le Piano-Forté (portrait of Steibelt with
putti); Three [Two] Fortepiano and String Quintets dedicated to the King
of Prussia, Opus 28 (incredibly elaborate coat of arms of the King of Prussia

made up of twenty-five panels); Dewx Sonates et la Coquette (lyre with roses,
garlands); Grand Sonata for Madame Bonaparte (female angel playing
trumpet); Three Sonatas for Violin and Fortepiano, Fortepiano Trio, and
Fortepiano Alone (Orpheus playing to several animals); Six Sonatas for
Fortepiano and Violin or Flute (?); and the Grand Sonata for Fortepiano
and Violin “performed at Mr. Salomon's benefit” (Orpheus and animals
based on the Three Sonatas above). Though several are quite elaborate, the
most significant are those portraying Orpheus, the ancient Greek musician
who was able to charm all living things with his music, and his lyre. Clearly
the images are meant to link the classical Orpheus with Steibelt, his modern
counterpart. Besides advertising the charming nature of the music that
follows the illustrations, each illustrated title page is evidence both of the
publisher’s confidence and Steibelt’sentrepreneurial success.

(2) More threatening to Beethoven than Steibelt’s success as entrepre-
neur, however, was his success with the aristocracy. Although Ries wrote that

“several of Beethoven’s friends were worried lest he should cast a shadow on

Beethoven's reputation,” there was something much more serious at stake:
Beethoven's financial support from the aristocracy. The popular belief that
Beethoven was the first composer in the history of music to make a living
as an independent artist is, unfortunately, inaccurate. From his arrival in
Vienna in 1792 through his death in 1827, Beethoven was only able to
maintain his middle-class lifestyle through the generous financial support of
patrons. Particularly important in this regard was Prince Karl Lichnowsky,
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The Westerby-Meredith Hypothesis

CONTINUED

one of Beethoven's most generous patrons. Soon after the composer’s arrival
in Vienna, Lichnowsky offered Beethoven a place to live as his guest—not
servant; sponsored first performances of the Fortepiano Trios, Opus 1, in
late 1793 or early 1794; purchased twenty (!) copies of the first edition of
the trios, which were dedicated to the prince, to supplement Beethoven's
income; received the dedications of the Variations, WoO 69, in 1795 and
of the Sonata pathétique in 1799; and, beginning in 1800 (the year of the
Steibelt encounters), gave Beethoven an annuity of 600 florins with no
official responsibilities (the annuity was paid at least through 1806). The
significance of this sum becomes even more apparent when compared to
the average annual budget for a middle-class bachelor in Vienna in 1804:
967 florins.>® Given this history of support, it seems improbable that
Lichnowsky would have diminished his support for Beethoven if Steibelt
had been widely recognized as the superior artist; nonetheless, given the
location of the duels, there was much at stake.

The setting of the duels was the luxurious palace of Count Moritz von
Fries (1777-1837), an industrialist and banker who came to be regarded
as the richest man in Austria in the early nineteenth century. The palace,
which contained over 300 important paintings, over 100,000 engravings,
a famous sculpture collection, and a library of over 16,000 books, was
famous as a location for concerts and parties. The extravagant Fessaalon the
second floor served as the location for larger concerts and parties, the hall’s
windows looking directly out on the Imperial Palace across the street.> Fries
extravagance was eventually responsible for his downfall, and the palace was
sold in 1824, becoming the Pallavicini Palace in the 1840s. It still stands at
5 Josefsplatz, directly across from the library of the Imperial Palace, though
its original neo-classically decorated interior rooms were redecorated with
semi-Baroque excess in the second half of the nineteenth century.

Unfortunately, neither Ries nor any other writer gave much detail
on the audience of the two concerts, mentioning only the count, the two
artists, and “Beethoven’s admirers.” But surely there must have been other
members of the music-loving aristocracy present, especially on the second
encounter, since word must have spread that Steibelt had “produced a great
effect.” The contest, then, was played out in the palace of the handsome
twenty-three-year-old Count von Fries, one of Austrias richest men (by
inheritance), across from the Imperial Palace, to an audience of music-
loving aristocracy, not all of whom were among Beethoven's admirers. A
defeat on this occasion had the potential to derail Beethoven's fame, at least
temporarily, and with it his support.

As we know, the opposite occurred—at the second meeting it was
Beethoven who “eclipsed” Steibelt—and the victory had immediate finan-
cial benefits. In the months following the duel, Count von Fries probably
commissioned the two Sonatas for Violin and Fortepiano, Opuses 23 and
24 (Opus 23 was composed in the summer of 1800).> He also purchased
the rights for a six-month private use of the String Quintet, Opus 29, at
some point in 1800. (Beethoven wrote to the publisher Hoffmeister on
December 15, 1800, indicating that he could have a string quintet some-
time in the near future.>) Fries received the dedications of these three works,
written in the year after the duel, as well as that of the Seventh Symphony
(published in 1816). The duels thus had the direct effect of increasing the
financial support Beethoven was receiving from the aristocracy. Ironically,
Fries was rewarded for his support by being dragged into Beethoven's dis-
honest dealings with the publishers Breitkopf & Hirtel and Artaria over the
quintet, dealings that resulted in court actions against Beethoven that he lost.
Steibelt was not the only composer to deal with publishers in unethical ways.

(3) Though his music hasa history of being ridiculed, Steibelt was also a
worthy rival as a composer, at least by the standards of the 1790s. Consider

the review of his first performance in London in 1798: “STEIBELT; a Ger-
man, played a Concerto on the Piano Forte, in a very masterly and original
style. His music also was marked by an original, romantic, and impressive
character.”’ At the second London concert of 1798 (March 19), Steibelt
launched the work that would make him a household name in England
and parts of the continent, the Third Concerto in E Major, which contains
“a Rondo pastoral, in which is introduced the Imitation of a Storm.”® In
his nine-page entry on Steibelt in the first edition of Grove's A Dictionary
of Music and Musicians, John Henry Mee concludes, “Whatever may be
thought of the merits of this work now, its popularity at the beginning of
the [nineteenth] century was enormous, and far exceeded that accorded to
any other of Steibelt’s compositions. It is not too much to say that it was
played in every drawing room in England; indeed the notorious ‘Battle of
Prague’ alone could compete with it in popular favor.”*? As shown by its
publication history, the work was perhaps equally popular on the continent.

Mee’s article on Steibelt contains, in fact, one of the most even-handed
discussions of the strengths and weaknesses of Steibelt’s style to date. He
begins the article by noting that Steibelt was “a musician now almost entirely
forgotten, but in his own day so celebrated as a pianoforte player and com-
poser that many regarded him as the rival of | Beethoven.”® Because Steibelt’s
negatives have been rehearsed so often, it makes sense to focus briefly on
Mees articulation of two of Steibelt’s strengths:

Several of Steibelt’s works from the 1790s through the 1820s show
great ingenuity and originality in orchestration: the writing for orchestra
in his opera Roméo et Julsette is skillful and novel for giving all the instru-
ments important roles, especially the trombones; similarly, the strings and
fortepiano share importance in the fortepiano quintets of Opus 28; the
cellos are divided into three parts in the Sixth Fortepiano Concerto (as
Mees points out, long before Rossini divided them into more than two
parts in the Guillaume Tell Overture); the instrumentation of the first
movement of the Eighth Concerto (composed in 1820) was singled out as

“quite exceptionally beautiful” (“ganz vorziiglich schon”) by the Allgemeine
musikalische Zeitung after a performance by the gifted fortepianist Charles
Neate and the London Philharmonic on March 25, 1822;%" in the finale of
the same concerto, Steibelt added a chorus to the orchestra with the open-
ing text “The terrors fierce of war now yield their hoarse alarm” to create
what was described as an “extraordinary effect” at the same concert (“von
ausnehmender Wirkung”).

Many works contain remarkable tonal and harmonic motion that dem-
onstrates “a freedom unknown before him.”®? In the Sonata for Fortepiano
and Violin in E Minor, Opus 32, the second subject is in E-flat Major, and
Steibelt even changes the key signature for fifty-six measures. In the first
Sonata for Fortepiano in E-flat Major, the development section focuses on
G-flar Major and F-sharp Minor (both times with key signature changes);
in the second sonata, in E Major, the development moves to G Minor, again
employing a key signature change). In the Fantasia for Madame Moreau in
B-flat Major, Steibelt moves through B Major and Minor to C Major for
the majority of the work. Mee concludes that, “in his use of keys he shows
the workings of an original mind.”®

Several of these “original mind” traits are also found in the Quintet
in D Major, Opus 28, no. 2, which, according to the Westerby-Meredith
hypothesis, was performed at the second duel. The quintet is a two-
movement work with a sonata-form first movement and a rondo for the
finale. Though there are no sections with long key changes, Steibelt explores
third-key relationships in some depth and as a unifying element. F Major
appears not only in a Neapolitan relationship on the way to the dominant
second subject, but also as a disruptive tonal element in the closing section
of the exposition, where it is effectively combined with what we think of as
the “Beethoven Fifth motive” (see Example 11). Perhaps not coincidentally,
these repeated notes were exactly what Beethoven saw on the second staff
when he turned the cello part upside down.* Heading down a third from
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Example 11

: The “Beethoven Fifth motive” in the first movement of Steibelt’s Quintet in D Major, Opus 28, no. 2, first movement, exposition

(from the Imbault edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)

D Major, Steibelt explores both B Minor and B-flat Major in the dramatic
development section, which at eight pages in the Imbault edition is as long
as the exposition. In the recapitulation, the disruptive section returns in
B-flat Major.

The second movement, Presto, is equally innovative in three ways. First
is the direction for the use of the pedals in combination with Steibelt’s
famous tremolando (“Use the two pedals together, the damper and the lute,
and you will have the sound of a harp”). Second is a virtuosic cadenza fea-
turing double trills that closes the final return of the A theme of the rondo
(the last two systems of which can be seen in Example 12). The third is the
Prestissimo coda, which not only jumpstarts the heart in the same manner
as its use in Beethoven’s “Appassionata” Sonata, but also features extensive
use of B-flat Major and the “Beethoven Fifth motive” explored in the first
movement. The motive, now in the 3/8 time of the second movement,
begins on the downbeats of the measures (see Example 13), similar to its
transformation in the third movement of Beethoven’s Fifth.

Ries wrote that on both occasions Steibelt performed a fortepiano
quintet “with much success.” If Opus 28, no. 2, was indeed performed at

o

the second meeting, it is easy to see why it met with such favor—and why
Beethoven had to take Steibelt so seriously.

(4) Finally, Steibelt was a worthy rival for Beethoven for his ground-
breaking exploration and development of the use of the pedals, which
indeed may have been demonstrated at the second concert both in the
quintet and in Steibelt’s improvisations on “Pria ch’io I'impegno.” His
contributions to this critical aspect of fortepiano playing had already been
noted in 1797 in J.R. Milchmeyer's Der wahre Art das Pianoforte zu spielen
(The True Art of Fortepiano Playing): “Composers and teachers ignored [the
pedals], and regarded them as unnecessary, until finally the great talent of
Herr Steibelt ... developed all these mutations carefully, demonstrating
the effect of each one and defined its function.”® In fact, according to the
scholar David Rowland, “Steibelt appears to have been the first composer
to include pedal markings in his printed music, in the Pot-pourri no. 6,
published in 1792/3, and in Meélanges d airs et chansons, op. 10 (c1793).”%
Steibelt’s music was so associated with pedal markings that by 1820 J.H.
Rieger could assert in his fortepiano treatise that “Steibeltis the only author
whose pieces have been composed expressly for the use of the pedals ...
many people have imitated Steibelt’s manner.™”

665

Example 12: Double trills in the second movement of Steibelt’s Quintet in D Major, Opus 28, no. 2
(from the Imbault edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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Example 13: Return of the “Beethoven Fifth motive” in 3/8 in the second movement of Steibelt’s Quintet in D Major, Opus 28, no. 2
(from the Imbault edition in the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)

The Westerby-Meredith Hypothesis

CONTINUED

As surprising as it seems to us today, use of the pedals was initially
regarded with deep suspicion in German-speaking countries. Milchmeyer
was enthusiastic about them but wrote in 1797 that “they were seldom
used by performers, and consequently resembled a fine book collection
that nobody wants to read.”®® A hotly negative review of Milchmeyer from
1798 in the Aligemeine mustkallische Zeitung pans the use of the pedals and
concludes, “We Germans would rather stick by our Stein instruments, on
which one can do everything without stops.”®® Steibelt referred to this

lingering distaste in his own treatise of 1809:

A sure art of striking the keys and bending the fingers, a truly char-
acteristic use of the registers (mutations of the tone by means of the

pedal) otherwise little used and of which I was the first to demonstrate

the advantages, gave the instrument a quite different expression. To

begin with, this use of the registers was decried as charlatanism, and

students disliked them; but those who outlawed them are overcoming

their prejudice, while at the same time many of them do not yet know

how to use these registers skillfully.”

Given the interdependence between some of Steibelt’s music and the
pedal markings, it is hardly surprising that many editions of his fortepiano
music from the 1790s contain explicit explanations of the signs for up to
three pedals (dampers, lute, and swell). In a fascinating article in Early
Music, David Rowland carefully analyzes the use of the pedals in the sixth
potpourri and underscores the use of the damper pedal that lasts for many
measures or even pages: “Such extended markings are common in music

written around the turn of the century (for example, the first movement
of Beethoven's ‘Moonlight’ Sonata, op. 27 no. 2) ...””! Rowland also notes
that Steibelt’s “Sonatas op. 27 and Quintets op. 28 were probably the first
pieces for grand piano with pedaling indications.””?

Ina profound way, Steibelt’s development of pedaling and the resulting
exploration of the color world of the fortepiano made him a worthy rival
of Beethoven during these encounters. It is even possible that Beethoven
learned first-hand from observing Steibelt that he too should begin to
indicate pedal markings in his music. The first Beethoven sonata to include
pedal markings, Opus 26, was composed in 1801, the year after these
encounters. Remarkably, the first time they appear in the sonata is in the
third movement, the “Funeral March on a Hero’s Death,” at the first appear-
ance of tremolandp passages (see Example 14). Unlike Steibelt, however,
Beethoven knew that one can indeed have too much of a good thing and
rationed his tremolos with care. In the “Moonlight” Sonata, Opus 27, no.
2—also composed in 1801—Beethoven takes full expressive advantage of
the extended use of removing the dampers (senza sordini) pages, a technique
that had been pioneered by his rival.

In fact, Beethoven's willingness to adopt and transform some of
Steibelt’s ideas has been pointed out by several musicologists. Owen Jander
argues that, “Beethoven recognized that the charlatan Steibelt occasionally
arrived at certain inspirations which had distinct artistic possibilities. A few
of Steibelt’s more interesting ideas indeed find echoes in certain Beethoven
compositions.” Jander compares the “Tempest” Sonata to Steibelt’s most
famous work (Lorage) and his famous tremolos; the slow movement of
Beethoven's String Quartet in F Major, Opus 18, no. 1 to Steibelt’s 1793
opera Romeo et Juliet; and the Choral Fantasy to Steibelt’s invention of
the fantaisie en forme de scéne.”> Richard Kramer, examining the sketches
for the coda of the quartet’s slow movement, notes that he is indebted
to Jander's theory that Steibelt’'s opera was the direct inspiration for the
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Example 14: The first pedal indications in Beethoven’s Sonata in A-flat Major, Opus 26
(Cappi reprint edition of ca. 1806 from the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)

inscriptions in the coda sketches from the summer of 1799 (less than a
year before the famous duels).”# In Sandra Soderlund’s valuable history of
keyboard technique, she concludes, “The imaginative pianistic textures
that [Steibelt] used in his music influenced other composers for the piano.
Even Beethoven was not above using some of his ideas.””® The famous
climaxing trills of the Sonatas, Opuses 109 and 111, for example, develop
ideas found in the remarkable closing number (25) of Steibelts Erude, in
which a trill moves between the soprano and alto voices of a four-voice
texture (see Example 15). Beethoven's examples are more sublime, to be
sure, but both composers explore the expressive possibilities of the trill in
inner or outer fingers of the hand in combination with melodies and/or
accompaniment in the other fingers.

VIIl. Summary and Conclusions

It will probably never be possible to prove without a doubt the con-
nections between Beethoven’simprovisations in Count von Fries' palace in
the spring of 1800, Steibelt’s second quintet of Opus 28, and the opening
of the Eroica Variations. The theory that Steibelt’s upside-down cello part
was the inspiration for the narrative of the opening of the Eroica Variations
is bolstered, however, by an examination of the form and counterpoint of
the beginning—and end—of the work.

1) Beethoven begins the Eroica Variations with a fortissimo E-flat chord
(Ries: “He seated himself in his usual, I might say unmannerly, fashion
at the instrument, almost as if he had been pushed”).

2) The bass of the theme is then presented (Ries: “He had picked up the
cello part of Steibelt’s quintet on his way to the piano, and pacing it
upside down on the music rack (intentionally?), he hammered out a
theme from the first few bars with one finger”).

3) Three contrapuntal variations follow (2 due, a tre, a quattro).

4) The treble theme finally appears and is varied—often virtuosically—
fifteen times, ending with a finale alla fuga (Ries: “Insulted and irritated
as he was, he improvised in such a manner that Steibelt left the room
before Beethoven had finished ...").

Beethoven's decision to introduce counterpoint both in the opening three
variations and in the finale may even be an inverted ironic reference to
Steibelt. Counterpoint is one aspect of musical composition that involves
serious study and intellect—in every sense, it is a demonstration of the
gelehrter Stil (learned style) that is the very opposite of the kind of special
effects that had made Steibelt both famous and wealthy: tremolandos and
innovative use of the pedals.”® Donald Francis Tovey’s poetic description
of the appearance of the same “Bass” and “Tune” in the Eroica Symphony
captures the spirit the counterpoint plays in the narrative:

Example 15: trill exercises in Steibelt’s Etude (from the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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The Westerby-Meredith Hypothesis
CONTINUED

.... the Bass is solemnly given by the strings, pizzicato, and echoed by
the wind. Its first part happens to make a grotesque but presentable
theme ... But the second part is quite absurd, and we can almost
see Beethoven laughing at our mystified faces as it digs us in the ribs.
However the whole Bass proceeds to put on clothes of a respectable
contrapuntal cut; and by the time we are almost ready to believe its
pretensions, the Tune comes sailing over it in full radiance and we
think no more of the Bass, though it faithfully performs its duty as
such. The vision of dry bones is accomplished.””

Though the tremolando-laden, French-speaking touring virtuoso may
appear to be as far removed as possible from the composer who had been
praised by his teacher Christian Gottlob Neefe in 1783 for mastering all
the preludes and fugues of the Weil- Tempered Clavier of ].S. Bach, Steibelt
was—as | argue above—a substantive rival in 1800: he was a more suc-
cessful entrepreneur than Beethoven (both in earning large sums of money
as well as spending them recklessly); he had become famous for creating
special new sounds and techniques on the fortepiano; he had established
himself as the equal of the nobility; his operas, concertos, and chamber
music were recognized for exploring new orchestration techniques; and
he experimented widely, even wildly, with tonality in proto-Romantic
ways. Outraged, insulted, and irritated at the second meeting, Beethoven
responded rudely to Steibelt’s improvisations with the musical equivalent
of aslap in the face. By seizing one of the least interesting parts of a quintet
and turning it upside down, Beethoven set out to prove that great music
could be improvised from nonsense. The performance was, however, not
intended for Steibelt but the nobility and Beethoven’s supporters in the
salon; it didn’t matter if Steibelt left. Indeed, Beethoven, by demonstrating
his own “devilish” expertise in improvisation, immediately won over a new
patron—Count von Fries, the wealthiest patron of the arts in Austria, who
commissioned or was involved in three new compositions in the coming
year and received the dedication of the Seventh Symphony.

That the names of Steibelt and Beethoven might be uttered in the same
sentence without a condescending smile is, in a sense, one goal of this essay,
for he was also a worthy rival to Beethoven by the standards and tastes of
the day. Little more than a month after Steibelt’s death in St. Petersburg
on September 20, 1823, the famous Leipzig-based Allgemeine musikalische
Zeitung rushed a two-column obituary into print in their October 29 issue.
Thearticle notes that he had distinguished himselfwith his “excellent musi-
cal talent” as a child and was, “as is known,” an excellent keyboard player
and “much beloved composer”: “his performance was most distinguished
in bravura-pieces of all kinds, which he performed with much power, pre-
cision, clarity, and elegance. ... His compositions for the keyboard alone,
particularly those of his middle years, found, on account of their vivacity,
pleasing qualities, and comprehensibility, and also because the majority of
them make only moderate claims on the skills of the player and are entirely
suited for the instrument, a widespread, extremely numerous public, for
the most part in France but also in Germany and England.” 78

The obituary closes with one significant error: “While St. may not
have broken new paths for music or extended its borders, he nevertheless
pursued its cultivation diligendy through existing paths, granting access
to countless amateurs while advancing not a few excellent students along
them, and giving joy to very many through his own best work.””> As recent
scholarly literature demonstrates, Steibelt’s new paths included (1) the
development of printed indications for the use of pedals for the fortepiano
in the 1790s and first decade of the 1800s and (2) the exploration of new
timbres that could be created coordinating the pedals with tremolandosand
tremolando-type effects.

Beethoven, of course, is the inventor, however, whom we associate
with “New Paths.” Such exploration was Beethoven's explicit strategy in the
Eroica Variations and its companion set, Opus 34. To their future publisher
he wrote that both were composed “in quite a new manner” (“ganz neue
Manier”). The new path of the Erica Variations, however, begins with a
hidden reference, a narrative cipher, to his encounters with his rival Daniel
Steibelt.

Engraving of the royal coat of arms of the King of Prussia
on the title page of the Imbault edition of Steibelt’s Quintet, Opus 28, no. 2
(from the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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Hand-colored engraving of a beautiful young woman
playing the tambourione from the title page of
Steibelt’s Douze Bacchanales published by Erard in Paris in 1802
(from the collection of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies)
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