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The Beethoven family

Ludwig van Beethoven was born in  Bonn on December  16,
1770 to father Johann and mother Maria Magdalena. 
His father was a singer in the choir of the Elector - precisely
tenor soloist - and he in turn had a father, Ludwig's grandfa-
ther, and was named after him.
Ludwig,  who  was  Kapellmeister,  was  a  musician  of  great
quality. 
He was of Belgian origin, he came from the province of Liege. 
The relationship between Beethoven and Beethoven's grand-
father is a fundamental to understand why he absolutely did
not see his father as a role model. This role was instead of the
grandfather,  despite  the  fact  that  his  grandfather  had  died
when he was only three years old, so when he was really an
infant.
All  commentators and historians tell  us that, until  she died,
her mother Mary Magdalene always spoke about her father-
in-law in an extraordinary way with her son. The child grew up
with the constant reverberation of the praises made by his
mother towards the father-in-law.
This  is  strange because the  father-in-law did not  want  his
only son Johann to marry Mary Magdalene because she was
from another city,  Trier,  and because,  according to him, his
son was not able to have a bride and a family, he was happy
with the life he had, the economic tranquility, the social posi-
tion obtained, the house in which they lived.
The Beethovens lived on the first floor of a building where the
owners, the Fisher family, were on the ground floor.  And the
memories of the Fischer family make us understand  some-
thing of Beethoven's early life.
They confirm  what  Beethoven's  childhood  and  adolescent
friends affirmed, in the interviews made by the first musicolo-
gists who were already interested in writing biographies on
Beethoven in the years after 1830.
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Immediately after the death of grandfather Ludwig, which oc-
curred in 1773  due to a heart attack,  when Beethoven was
only three years old, his father had offered himself, or rather
had imposed himself, as a teacher of his son. He had seen in
him some musical qualities, a talent that had to be exploited.
Perhaps  it was an attempt  to emulate Leopold Mozart, who
had  brought  his  son  Wolfgang  around  Europe  as  a  child
prodigy.
The son did not become a child prodigy as he had hoped.
Beethoven would have had to study a lot of composition, and
with real teachers, to reach a very high professional level, and
then be able to take off  as a great genius of music as we
know him today.
In order to force him to study according to his own methods,
the  father  beat him and  tortured  him  psychologically.  For
example,  he  forced  him  to  wake  up  at  night  time  to  take
lessons, when the child was still asleep, a child aged four to
nine, and often locked him in the cellar in the dark as punish-
ment.
He also prevented him to improvise on the piano. 
Beethoven  loved improvising on the piano. His creativity, al-
though not a child prodigy, must have been very high indeed.
His father, on the other hand, forced him only to read music,
so much so that at the age of  eleven he could read all  the
Well-tempered Harpsichord by J.S. Bach.
This  is  confirmed by his  first  true  music  teacher,  Christian
Gottlob Neefe (1748-1798), composer, conductor and also or-
ganist to the Elector.
He put  young Ludwig as a substitute organist already at the
age of twelve, and the following year he began to have his first
small salary. 
Beethoven  somehow  wanted  to  emulate  the  wisdom  and
poise of his grandfather Ludwig, whom he truly revered. 
While  he  had  no consideration of  the  father  who  beat  him
constantly. The bruises that his father gave him were under
the eyes of everyone he met.
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His  father  could  not  teach  him  anything  while  he  studied
alone. He practically had a great ability, like many other com-
posers, to be self-taught, and therefore he was able to move
forward and grow on his own.
To the point that, when he reached ten years of age, he real-
ized that his father would even get in the way as a teacher.

In the first 20 years of Beethoven's life that he spent in Bonn,
the relationship with the cultural life of the city was very im-
portant, which was very high and of great level.
The presence of the Prince-elector was also very important.
The Prince-elector, in charge until 1784, was a great friend of
grandfather  Ludwig.  A  minister  of  his  took  from  the
Beethoven family part of the protective wing, because his fa-
ther Johann did not do his job well.
The other Prince-elector, in office after 1784, was also impor-
tant for Beethoven. He was the brother of the emperor  and
brought new ideas in the effort to bring a great impulse to the
entire cultural and artistic part of the city.
So fortunately, after 1784, Beethoven began to be considered
in the city of Bonn. Thanks to the Prince-elector and thanks to
his new teacher who even wrote a review on the quality of the
young man, both as a great pianist and as a composer. He
had even made him print a composition, some Variations for
piano.
In short, throughout this period Beethoven was able to build
within himself the strength that allowed him to obtain enor-
mous satisfaction, both as a concert performer and as a com-
poser, when he left and went to Vienna.
Soon after moving on to study with Neefe, Beethoven began
writing a lot of music, for piano, a ballet, a trio, variations, ron-
dos and even lieder.
One of these lieder,  WoO 108,  written at  the age of  twelve,
makes us understand how he replaced the father model with
the grandfather’s one.
The text reads: 
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“You do not yet know whose son you are, you do not know
who prepares your  swaddling clothes,  who warms you and
feeds you, yet you grow up calm. 
In a few years, among those who have taken care of you, you
will learn to recognize your mother. However, there is an oc-
cult benefactor who provides for all of us, our thanks go to
him, providing us with food and drink. 
My weak intellect still does not understand all this, but over
the years, if I am devoted and have faith, he will be revealed to
me.”

In the copy of the Odyssey that was found, on his death, in
Beethoven's house, the following words of Telemachus were
doubly underlined: "Mater semper certain". You cannot say it
about the father...

Beethoven soon realizes that he has to take matters into his
own hands and has to become the head of the family. 
He had two younger brothers and a mother, who died in 1787.
This awareness allowed him to survive and fortify himself un-
til the moment he decided to go to study with Haydn in Vi-
enna.
And this  happened  in 1792, fifteen days before the death of
his father.
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