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ABOUT THE PROGRAM
One of the treasures of the autograph collection of the Library of Congress
is the manuscript of Beethoven’s late piano sonata in E Major, Opus 109. Setting
aside its status as a treasure, however, the manuscript is worth careful
investigation for the record of its compositional history embedded on its pages.
More, perhaps, than any other composer, Beethoven is famous for his
notoriously illegible manuscripts. As musicians and scholars, we should be
grateful for that illegibility, not because it seems to record the heat of
composition, but rather because it demonstrates that Beethoven often
prematurely began writing out what often became the final score. The number
of compositional decisions made when the single-staff sketches of piano music
were fleshed out to two staves can be astonishing to observe at times. Indeed, as
he once noted, if a manuscript of a work were lost and he had to write it out
again, the new version would not be the same as the first version.
Deconstructing the work’s creation forces us to re-interpret what we argue
Beethoven wished to express. The point of such an intellectual and musical
venture is not to turn musicology into music pathology, but to see that sketch
and autograph studies are most informative for what they tell us about meaning
and thus interpretation.
This talk and performance focus on two elements of the creative process
visible in this autograph, one abstract, the other practical. The act of 'capturing' a
work on paper that had been created both while improvising at the piano and
writing sketches sometimes entailed the regularization of any element outside
the norm. On occasion, that normalization probably diminished our
understanding of what Beethoven wished to express in this complex late-period
work. These studies are also eminently practical. While it is true that a carefully
proofed first edition must be seen as authoritative in many instances, the
autographs often reveal performance details about things Beethoven does not
want the pianist to do. For instance, he originally wrote that the pianist should
immediately attack the second movement upon the peaceful completion of the
first. That 'attaca' mark is vigorously crossed out in the autograph; nothing
appears in the first edition to tell the player how to connect the two movements
temporally.
- WILLIAM MEREDITH, PH.D.
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Internationally recognized for his position at the forefront of Beethoven research,
William Meredith is the founding Director of the Ira F. Brilliant Center for
Beethoven Studies at San José State University (San José, CA), where he is also a
professor in that institution’s School of Music and Dance. In addition to furthering
research on Beethoven through publications and lectures, Dr. Meredith serves as
Executive Director of the American Beethoven Society, as editor for The Beethoven
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performance practice, specializing in performance on the fortepiano, the eighteenth
century forerunner of the modern piano. Dr. Bilson’s recordings of piano works of
Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven and Schubert, performed on the instruments (restored
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performing Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 3 with the Lafayette College Orchestra.
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