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SYMPHONY NO. 3, EROICA 

Beethoven’s Europe was a continent set on fire by the French philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau 
who said, “Man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains.”  His incendiary ideas sparked in the arts 
what we call today the “Romantic” movement:  the rebellion of feeling against reason, of instinct 
against intellect, of emotional expression against conventional restraint -- in short, the rebellion of 
the humanistic 19th Century against the autocratic 18th.  Beethoven was both a child and an agent 
of this fundamental change.  Haydn and Mozart wrote music to please and to entertain the wealthy 
aristocracy, but Beethoven broke with the aesthetic traditions of his predecessors, composing dramatic 
personal music which explores every aspect of the human condition.

The immediate inspiration for the Eroica was Beethoven’s battle with his progressive loss of hearing.  
Imagine waking up one morning in your 20s and discovering that for some mysterious reason, a special 
talent you have is slipping away.  This calamity befell Beethoven in 1798.  While still in his 20s he began 
to lose his hearing.  But what was worse, his hearing was replaced not by silence, but by loud buzzing 
and ringing noises in his ears.
 
By 1802 a distraught Beethoven found himself overwhelmed with anguish and mired in an emotional 
crisis, a crisis that took him to the very brink of suicide.  He withdrew from society and became morose 
and depressed, and he considered ending his life.

How do we know this?  Because he spelled it all out in a remarkable unsent letter written to his brothers 
on October 6, 1802, a letter found in a desk after his death, now known as the Heiligenstadt Testament.

By the time Beethoven wrote the Heiligenstadt Testament, he had come to terms with his fate and with 
his hearing affliction, and he had determined that it would not get the better of him.  He had chosen 
instead not to drown in a glass half empty, but to slake his thirst for life from a glass half-full.  He said, 
“I will take Fate by the throat.  It shall not overcome me!”

The Eroica, written between 1803 and 1804 is Beethoven’s musical rendition of his victorious internal 
struggle against his progressive loss of hearing and his depression.  It is the musical story of his 
affirmation of life over death.

The first movement is struggle, a look into the abyss.  In the second, he revisits his contemplation of the 
possibility of death.  The third movement represents rebirth, and the fourth, apotheosis and celebration.

This symphony was originally to be dedicated to and entitled Bonaparte.  But when a friend notified 
Beethoven in 1804 that Napoleon had declared himself Emperor of France, Beethoven cried out: “Is he 
then, too, nothing more than an ordinary human being?  Now he, like all the others, will trample on all 
the rights of man and become a tyrant!”

In a rage, Beethoven attacked and obliterated Bonaparte’s name on the title page of his work, and 
renamed the piece, “The Eroica: Composed To Celebrate The Memory Of A Great Man.”  That man, of 
course, was no longer the traitor Napoleon, but Beethoven himself, Beethoven the hero.

Some clueless critics savaged the Eroica, calling it too long, too elaborate, incomprehensible, much to 



noisy, and too full of whimsicalities and novelties.  Accustomed to Haydn and Wolfgang, they just didn’t 
get it.  Beethoven’s response?  “If you fancy you can injure me by publishing articles like that in your 
journal, you are very much mistaken.  On the contrary, by so doing you merely bring it into disrepute.”  

No wonder there are no statues of critics in Vienna.


