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SYMPHONY NO. 6 – PASTORAL:  MOVEMENT 1
STRING SEXTET (M.G. FISCHER 1810)

Beethoven often escaped the considerable turmoil of his personal life by spending an invigorating day 
in the country. In a letter to a friend, he wrote, “How delighted I will be to ramble for a while through the 
bushes, woods, under trees, through grass, and around rocks. No one can love the country as much as I 
do. For surely woods, trees, and rocks produce the echo that man desires to hear. My bad hearing does 
not bother me here.” Beethoven wrote his Sixth Symphony to express these heartfelt sentiments.

The title given by Beethoven to this symphonic work is Pastoral Symphony, or Recollections of Country 
Life. He gave each of the five movements a descriptive headnote: (1) Awakening of Cheerful Feelings Upon 
Arriving in the Country, (2) Scene by the Brook, (3) Merry Gathering of Peasants, (4) Tempest, Storm, 
and (5) Shepard’s Song. Happy and Thankful Feelings after the Storm. He used the titles just to suggest 
settings, not to tell a story. He called his music “more an expression of feeling than painting.”

Using just six string instruments, Fischer perfectly captures the essence of Beethoven’s first movement, 
one of the most lyrical and contemplative he ever composed. The music is utterly relaxed and joyful.  
Beethoven’s music often is an expression of his state of mind. We can just see him strolling through the 
countryside, the weight of the world lifted from his shoulders, breathing in the cool fresh air, taking in the 
invigorating sights and sounds. There is even a skip in his rhythmic gait. Marvelous, a tonic for all ills.

So, sit back and relax as the Pastoral gently ushers us into a leisurely, comfortable, and serene world.  
Beethoven’s bucolic trek has none of the drama or the harmonic and rhythmic surprises that color his 
other symphonies, just reverential awe and cheerful wonder.  Isn’t that enough?
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PIANO SONATA NO. 14 IN C-SHARP MINOR – MOONLIGHT SONATA

Thanks to the first of its three movements, Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata became an instant hit in 
Vienna’s drawing rooms. But, its runaway success actually irritated him. He said to one of his pupils, Carl 
Czerny, “Everybody is always talking about the C-sharp minor sonata. Surely I’ve written better things.  
Why does everybody play it?”  

Beethoven did not bestow the sobriquet Moonlight on this piece. That misleading nickname was attached 
to it five years after Beethoven’s death by Ludwig Rellstab, a German music critic. Rellstab said that the 
opening movement reminded him of “Moonlight shining on Lake Lucerne,” one of the loveliest mountain 
lakes in Switzerland. Never has a title been more misleading. Beethoven called his work a Sonata in The 
Nature of a Fantasy. The work has nothing to do with romantic notions of moonlight illuminating an 
intimate rendezvous in a picturesque setting. The first movement has painful funereal qualities marked 
by despair. He wrote it in 1801 during the time when he was confronting the dreadful consequences of the 
disintegration of his hearing. We know from a letter he wrote in 1802, the Heiligenstedt Testament, that 
he was contemplating suicide at the time. Moreover, he had proposed marriage to his 16-year-old pupil 
Countess Giulietta Guicciardi, to whom he dedicated this composition, but her parents nixed his plans. It 
was a dark time for the Titan, and it shows in his music.  
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Franz Liszt described the second movement as “a flower between two chasms.” Notice the clever 
syncopated rhythms he uses when repeating his main theme. Nobody does delicious syncopations 
like Ludwig.  

The finale is anger pure and simple. The stormy ferocity of this music is breathtaking. One powerful 
crescendo from soft to over-the-top loud follows another, like waves crashing against a cliff. To 
play this daunting piece leaves the pianist exhausted, both physically and emotionally. During 
its premiere, Beethoven pounded on the keyboard with such intensity that several of the strings 
snapped.

One gets the sense that there is a loose personal narrative behind this extraordinary sonata. He 
wrote it for himself, not on commission for someone else. It begins with pain and concludes with 
Beethoven venting his frustration and rage over his situation. If there were any doubt of his use of 
the piano as an outlet for his emotions, this piece ends the debate.
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STRING QUARTET IN E FLAT MAJOR -- HARP

The Harp Quartet is Beethoven at his captivating and unpredictable best. He composed it in 1809, 
during his heroic period, at the height of his powers. Every aspect of his compositional genius is on 
full display, including the techniques that make him even more popular today than he was during 
his controversial lifetime. Many contemporary critics stuck in the 18th Century could not fathom his 
brilliant innovations. He has an inexhaustible magician’s hat full of wonderful rabbits, and he pulls 
them out at will. A few reactionaries dismissed him as a madman.  

The introduction to the first of four movements seems at first to be engaged in navel-gazing 
(omphaloskepsis). But he interrupts this introspective mood with unexpected exclamatory chords 
to pique our curiosity and get our attention. Shades of his teacher Haydn’s Surprise Symphony.  
Then, using the introduction as a melodic seed, Beethoven builds tension and releases it with one 
of his signature fun rides, featuring plucked strings (pizzicato) from which the piece later derived its 
nickname: Harp. Listen and watch also for quicksilver runs on the fingerboard in the second theme.  
After he repeats the exposition of the two main themes, Beethoven treats both to a marvelous 
development section. Following a recapitulation of the themes, he combines everything we have 
heard into a bravura coda, the first violin furiously doing its best to stand out from its plucking 
colleagues. But they reel him in as the movement glides to a conclusion. Wow!

But now we need a rest (and so do they!). The songful second movement is beautiful in its inspired 
simplicity, providing a spiritual moment in the midst of unbridled and carefree energy.  

The raucous and dramatic third movement, a scherzo (joke), gains so much momentum and inertia 
that Beethoven has to apply the brakes before seamlessly entering the fourth movement, a clever 
two-part theme and six quirky variations.  The finale rushes headlong towards a triumphant finish, 
but Beethoven deftly subdues the merriment and puts the piece to bed with two quiet chords. Night 
night.
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Leonard Bernstein described Beethoven’s music as unpredictable, but that every note, every phrase, every 
surprise seems inevitable, perfect in its place. This buoyant and good-natured composition featuring the 
richness of four-part harmony and spectacular counterpoint confirms Lennie’s astute observation. And just 
think, he composed this sparkling jewel while Napoleon was bombarding Vienna, and while his hearing was 
beginning seriously to interfere with every aspect of his personal life. But do these daunting challenges show in 
his inspirational music? Hardly.

Goethe likened the string quartet as a genre to “four rational people conversing among themselves.” I would 
add that watching the four perfectly in sync and interacting with each other is just as engaging as listening to 
their conversation. The interplay between them is fascinating. The Harp is the enthralling piece that kindled my 
love for the string quartet as an art form. I hope it has the same effect on you.
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