
Symphony No 9 in D minor, Op 125, “Choral”

When Beethoven came to unveil his last symphony, a decade had passed since his Eighth Symphony had first been heard in 1814. Beethoven was in his early 50s by the time he completed his Ninth Symphony, in January 1824, after ten months of concentrated composition, around the same time had been working on the last three piano sonatas and his Missa Solemnis. 
Yet – in some real sense, Beethoven had been composing this work for almost all of his creative life. There are sketches (through the final work is lost) for a setting of Schiller’s Ode to Joy as early as 1793 – just eight years after the German playwright, amidst revolutionary fervor, had written his verses to universal brotherhood (which were first published, the following year, in 1786) and two years earlier than the first discernible sketches for Beethoven’s First Symphony! Also, the theme to which Beethoven eventually set the words is definitely foreshadowed in just-as-early a song, dating from 1794 – Gegenliebe (Requited Love) – let alone his Choral Fantasy of 1808. This latter work can be seen as a dry run for his ambition to write a choral overture or symphonic movement, which demanded not only four soloists and chorus but also a piano.
Although by 1818 Beethoven had busily been sketching two separate ideas for a symphony in his note books – one in D minor, the other to include a choral element – it was a commission by the Philharmonic Society in London for a symphony that spurred him on. The Society agreed, on 10 November 1822, the sum of £50 for Beethoven – “it being a proviso that it shall arrive during the month of March next.”
However, it was only in April 1823 that Beethoven really set down to work, finishing it in January the following year. Ignoring the official commissioners, Beethoven did not stand in the way of a benefit concert including the symphony’s premiere, witnessing its first performance in Vienna’s Kärntnertortheater on 7 May 1824, as the culmination of a concert that also included his Overture, The Consecration of the House and three sections from the Missa Solemnis. 
Meanwhile, back in London, the Philharmonic Society had to wait until December 1824 to receive the symphony, duly inscribed on its title page with its dedication: “written for the Philharmonic Society in London. “However, when the work was published on the continent in 1826 it bore the dedication to Friedrich Wilhelm III, King of Prussia. By then London had heard the work (with Italian opera soloists, singing Schiller in an Italian translation) in the Argyll Rooms, Regent Street on 21 March 1825, conducted from the piano by Sir George Smart. Although Beethoven had been invited to London in advance of the performance, it was left to Smart, in retrospect, to visit the composer in Vienna the following July, where he expressed amazement that the Vienna premiere, reputedly, had taken just 45 minutes, whereas Smart’s had taken  four minutes over an hour. Very few modern performances even meet Smart’s timing, which is mostly to do with how slow movement is taken.

This was only the second symphony Beethoven had composed in a minor key – the other being the “fateful” Fifth, in C minor.  Just as that work ended in the major, so the trajectory of Beethoven’s Ninth important key to the work, B-flat major, which introduced the first movement’s second theme. These three keys have been likened to “death”, “faith and hope” and “victory and jubilation” respectively. Intriguingly, the opening is not actually in the tonic key, but a fifth above, with its hushed repeated string rhythm (this can either act as a shimmering surface for the ensuing dotted falling melody, or a propulsive instruction for the drama of the movement, depending on how the conductor sees Beethoven’s aims).

The first movement is, in a way, skeletal. Somehow Beethoven manages to create a titanic, elemental musical struggle while keeping a cool objectivity about his material. It is perhaps music more to respect than love, but it certainly sets out the epic nature of Beethoven’s design in no uncertain terms.

The Scherzo follows, for which sketched have been found for the opening bars as far back as 1815 and 1818. The insistence of dotted phrases continues, here announced with a syncopation in the pattern (allowing a solo part for the timpani, too) before its hasty triplet tread. The Trio offers some smoother, D major respite, with the trombones introduced to the symphony for the first time providing their sonorous glow. As with the Fifth Symphony, Beethoven follows a repeat of the Scherzo with a few bars of Trio, but it’s a false trail, topped quickly by a final quick burst of Scherzo as climactic coda.

The slow movement is marked Andante – a walking pace – so not to be taken too slowly, although one can understand why many performances linger over Beethoven’s music. Alternating its first theme in B-flat with its slightly faster second in D major, the rolling music encompasses an ongoing series of variations for the first theme, with second theme episodes helplessly melting back into the first.
As it dies away Beethoven uses his trump card, not only in unleashing a vehement dissonance (still based on D minor and B-flat major, though), but also reintroducing snatches of the themes from the first three movements in a form of a recitative. Clues to his intent can be found in his annotation to his sketches, here further annotated by musicologist David Cairns to help us follow the opening bars: “No [? Opening cacophony], this reminds us of our despair [fanfare]; too unpleasant [first movement]; livelier, but no more acceptable [Scherzo]; not even this – too tender [adagio].”
Out of this develops the famous theme, simple and memorable in its stepwise motion, swelling on the strings (later with bassoon counterpoint) and then taken by the whole orchestra. Suddenly the doubts spring up again and the opening cacophony returns, only for the bass soloists to put a halt to doubts, eschew such musical fears and suggest taking up a “more pleasing and joyful refrain”. This leads straight into Schiller’s nine verses, the first six of which are despatched initially straight, shared between soloists and chorus.

At the end of the sixth verse – our first meeting with God, the music rises for the choir to pause on that very word, “Gott”. Then silence. Quietly contrabassoon, cymbal and drum (Janissary – war-like percussion – instruments, from Turkey) set up a new rhythm over which the tenor intones the seventh verse, backed by the men’s chorus and leading to a brilliant double fugue. That too ends with a break, for the mood to become more expensive. Here the choir – first men, then with women in descant – call to the world’s peoples to embrace joy, singing Schiller’s final two verses in the grandest possible way.
From this point on, Beethoven interleaves various lines – particularly the opening verses and the eighth. He asks the soloists to join in, ultimately in exquisite raptness, before the final choral entry that powers the music not only to the work’s climax but to the climax of Beethoven’s symphony journey. As the ecstatic chorus ends their chant, the orchestral players are released with wild abandon, getting ever faster in their repeated phrases to the last unison bars. Little, if anything, has matched such an ending to such a stirring work. 
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