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and both played in the percussion section (cymbals 
and bass drum) when Beethoven conducted 
‘Wellington’s Victory’. Moscheles was commissioned 
to create the piano transcription of Beethoven’s opera 
Fidelio and when he presented it with the inscription, 
“Fine, mit Gottes hülfe” (“Finished, with God’s help”), 
Beethoven added, “O Mensch, hilf dir selber” (“O 
Man, help thyself”) – a recognition perhaps that they 
were both in a highly competitive industry.

 Beethoven’s attitude to his Jewish 
contemporaries is not clear-cut and is obscured 
further by the anti-Jewish inventions of his early 
biographer Anton Schindler. There has been over-
enthusiasm in the opposite direction as well, some 
claiming that the Jewish salonnière Rachel Levin 
was the addressee of Beethoven’s famous letter to his 
‘Immortal Beloved’. For a rounded perspective on 
his feelings, we’re better off looking to Beethoven’s 
relations with his publishers. The industrious Adolf 
Martin Schlesinger (born Aaron Moses), who set up 
a publishing house in Berlin in 1795, was to count 
Beethoven, Weber, Mendelssohn and many others 
amongst his composers. Schlesinger’s son Moritz 
set up a branch in Paris, then successfully wooed 
Beethoven as a client in 1819 by bringing him a meal 
of roast veal whilst visiting him at Mödling. In 1824 
Schlesinger launched a music magazine in Berlin, 
edited by Adolf Bernhard (originally Samuel Moses) 
Marx , whose writings Beethoven admired, stating: 
“I hope he will continue to reveal more and more 
about what is noble and true in the sphere of art.”

 Beethoven’s connection with Schlesinger 
was abhorred by 
competitors. In 1822, 
the publisher Carl 
Friedrich Peters wrote 
to Beethoven asking 
to publish the Op.123 
Missa Solemnis, 
commenting, 
“someone has told me 

Schlesinger is bargaining for it… A Christian mass 
composed by Beethoven cannot come into the hands 
of a Jew, especially such a Jew!” In his reply, seeking 
a high fee, Beethoven did not defend Schlesinger, 
although neither Peters nor Schlesinger got to 
publish the mass. Nonetheless it was Schlesinger 
who published Beethoven’s masterpieces.

 Perhaps the most intriguing of Beethoven’s 
Jewish contacts was the Vienna community in 1824, 
asking him to write a piece for its new synagogue. 
His brother Johann told him: “They’ll pay you 
fantastically well – Rothschild’s involved.” Although 
Beethoven did not accept this commission, he did 
undertake, in his own words, a study of “the music 
of the ancient Jews”. It is unknown exactly what 
he studied, but commentators have pointed out 
an eerie similarity between the theme in the sixth 
movement of his great Quartet in C sharp minor, 
Op.131, and the traditional melody of ‘Kol Nidre’. 

In an era when both Viennese society and the 
musical industry was rapidly changing, Beethoven’s 
relations with his Jewish contemporaries provide 
fascinating insights into the interplay between Jews, 
European society and the arts.  n

Various events are taking place to celebrate Beethoven’s 
250th anniversary; for info see What’s Happening, p56.

In 1792 Beethoven moved to Vienna, 
but this decision was not without risk. 
Certainly the city associated with Haydn 

and the recently deceased Mozart was a 
natural target for anyone with musical 
ambition, but that meant the arena was 
full of competitors. Vienna’s population 
at the time was well under 300,000, but 
there were over 300 pianists and keyboard 
teachers seeking patronage. How did a 
musician survive, let alone thrive? 

The city’s supporters of music had 
traditionally been the Church and 
aristocracy, but there began to appear a 
new audience of nouveaux-riches Jews, 
who became known as Vienna’s ‘Second 
Society’. Around 1,000 Jews lived in 
Vienna in the 1790s but they had a dubious 

residential status. Emperor Joseph II had 
extended his Edict of Tolerance in 1782, 
but Vienna was still barred to all but a few 
‘protected’ Jews (although they could settle 
in the Leopoldstadt district which was 
not yet part of the city). A select few made 
themselves useful at court, as tax-farmers 
or military suppliers, and by creating 
state monopolies in tobacco and other 
commodities. Many of these were rewarded 
with patents of nobility, 
such as the merchant Adam 
Hönig, who became Edler 
von Henikstein (Edler being 
the lowest rank of nobility) 
and the banker Abraham 
Wetzlar became the Freiherr 
(Baron) von Plankenstern.

 These new aristocrats sought to 
secure their status by moving in artistic 
circles. Wetzlar’s son Raimund, for 
example, became godfather to one of 
Mozart’s children and introduced him 
to the librettist Lorenzo Da Ponte (also 
a Jew trying his luck in the Austrian 
capital). Wetzlar, the Heniksteins and the 
Arnstein banking family were among the 
subscribers to Beethoven’s Op.1 Piano Trios, 
published three years after his arrival 
in Vienna; the Wetzlars and Arnsteins 
buying three copies each. These families 
all feature in Joseph von Schönfeld’s 1796 
book, Virtuosi and Dilettanti of Vienna 
and Prague, which singles out the musical 
skills of their members (on cello, keyboard 
and vocals). Schönfeld himself, ennobled 
in 1778, was a great-nephew of the self-
proclaimed messiah Jakob Frank.

 Perhaps motivated by snobbery, 
Beethoven chose the old, Christian, 
aristocracy for his backers, but he 
was acutely aware of the culture wars 
developing between them and the Jewish 
Second Society and the opportunities this 
provided for musicians. In 1799 Raimund 
Wetzlar staged a piano ‘duel’ at his villa 
between Beethoven and his own protégé 
Joseph Woelfl (former pupil of Mozart’s 
father Leopold), which excited much 
gossip and was good marketing for both 
musicians. When Beethoven wished to 
assist the Afro-European violinist George 
Bridgetower (for whom he wrote his Op.47 
Kreutzer Sonata), he wrote to Raimund’s 
brother Alexander: “Herr Brischdower 
[sic] a very able virtuoso and an absolute 
master… he has already made a great 
impression on Lobkowitz and Fries [two of 
Beethoven’s aristocratic patrons]. It would 
not at all be a bad thing if you were to take 
him one evening to Therese Schönfeld 
[Joseph’s wife]…or if you invited him to 
your house. I know that you will thank me 
for having procured you this acquaintance.”

 A further consequence of Jewish 
acculturation at this period was the 
appearance of Jews as artists, both musical 
and literary, in their host cultures – a 
virtually unknown phenomenon before 
now. The lyrics for Beethoven’s ‘An die ferne 
Geliebte’, the first song cycle in classical 
music, were by his acquaintance, the Jewish 
doctor Alois Jeitteles, who may have written 
them specially for the composer. Amongst 
the musicians who hastened to Vienna in 
the wake of the Congress of 1814-15 (which 
reorganised Europe after the Napoleonic 
Wars), were Giacomo (in those days Jakob) 

Meyerbeer and Ignaz (born 
Isaac) Moscheles, Jews from 
Berlin and Prague. They 
created a sensation with their 
piano duet improvisations, 

“O man, help thyself!”
This year marks 250 years since the birth of Ludwig van Beethoven, 
but we wouldn’t be celebrating it, says David Conway, were it not for 
the composer’s Jewish connections

In 1928 a children’s story was 
published in Vilna purporting 
to tell the origins of Beethoven’s 

‘Moonlight Sonata’. In the story, 
Beethoven goes for a walk and 
while passing a modest home 
hears someone playing one of his 
compositions inside. He opens the 
door and finds that the pianist is a 
blind girl playing for her brother. 
Beethoven generously plays the 
piano for the two children, leaving 
them rapt and in tears. The candle 
lighting the room suddenly flares 
out and the group is left bathed 
in moonlight. The blind girl and 
her brother implore Beethoven to 
play something else for them. He 
looks out the window and begins 
to improvise a new work…

It’s no surprise that this 
children’s story is apocryphal, but 
perhaps it is surprising that it was 
written in Yiddish by Shloyme 
Bastomski, a pedagogue, folklorist, 
writer and editor. It is just one 
of a variety of children’s books 
about Beethoven that appeared in 
Yiddish in the 1920s. These stories 
were part of a larger move in the 
period to enhance the literary, 
cultural and teaching materials 
available in Yiddish. As a figure of 
what the Western cultural canon 
has to offer, Beethoven seemed 
attractive to those involved in 
creating a rich Yiddish cultural 
world that was not parochial.

The late 19th and early 20th 
centuries saw a boom of Yiddish 
translations of important world 
literature – you can read anything 
from Homer to Shakespeare to 
Molière in Yiddish. Beethoven 
was given similar status: there 

are Yiddish novels, travelogues, 
newspaper stories, poems and 
even academic books about 
Beethoven and you can also sing 
many of his works in Yiddish. In 
1912, Zusman Kiselgof and the 
Society for Jewish Folk Music in St 
Petersburg published one of the 
first important Jewish songbooks. 
The collection is rich in Jewish 
musical repertoire: religious 
music, secular Yiddish language 
folk songs, wordless Chasidic 
nigunim, trop melodies for the 
Torah, and other Jewish liturgical 
recitations. Perhaps less expected, 
however, is the inclusion of 
Beethoven’s ‘Ode to Joy’ alongside 
pieces by Mozart, Mendelssohn, 
Mussorgsky, Glinka and Saint-
Saëns: all found in schoolroom 
arrangements with Yiddish and 
Hebrew translations.

Alongside raising the quality 
and availability of musical 
materials with Jewish origins, the 
creators of this historic songbook 
also sought to bring into the Jewish 
world – and translate into Jewish 
languages – some of the best of 
European culture. Beethoven’s 
‘Ode to Joy’ heralds that “all men 
will become brothers”. It was a 
message that resonated deeply 
with Yiddish-speaking Jews 
yearning for an equal place in 
European society, and a message 
that still resonates in 2020, the 
year marking 250 years since 
Beethoven’s birth.  n

Alex Weiser is a composer and 
director of public programmes at the 
YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. 
alexweiser.com

“Beethoven was 
asked to write 
a new piece for 
Vienna’s new 
synagogue”

Ode to oy
Beethoven was the poster boy for Jews broadening 
Yiddish culture at the turn of the 20th century, reveals 
Alex Weiser on the composer’s 250th anniversary

From top: Beethoven portrait by Joseph 
Karl Stieler, 1820; Rachel Levin
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