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It was during the year 1802 that Beethoven realized that his loss of hearing would become a permanent reality.  Overcome by depression, he withdrew from his friends and spent many lonesome hours brooding about his fate; he also wrote the famous “Heilingstadt Testament” in which he bemoaned his ailment but accepted its finality, defended himself against charges of misanthropy, and took leave of his brothers declaring that, although he now rejected the notion of suicide, he would welcome death when it chose to come for him.  Yet in spite of these tragic circumstances, the artistic yield of that year is astonishing.


Shortly thereafter, he began work on the Third Symphony; he also confessed to his close friend, Wenzel Krumpholz: “I am not satisfied with any of my works up to the present time.  From today I mean to take a new road.”  The Testament being dated October 6, and the Third Symphony having been started the same month, seems to indicate that both were an outgrowth of the same basic experience.  In a violent rebound from despair, Beethoven took a sudden leap into a wholly new tonal world; the few months intervening between the completion of the Second Symphony and the first sketches of the Third were sufficient for him to turn his back on Mozart and Haydn and look far into the future.


Completed in 1804, the Eroica presents two striking innovations: a funeral march, which at the time was unheard of in a symphony, and a finale comprising a set of variations.  In addition, the depth to which the composer carried the development of his themes made this the longest symphony ever written at the time.  Beethoven’s sketchbooks reveal a relentless determination to forge the simplest motifs into fragments full of import and stamped with an unmistakable character that would relate them to each other and to the work as a whole.


Beethoven, a democrat in an age of revolution, originally dedicated his Third Symphony to Napoleon, who, at the time, was known less as a soldier than as a public figure who championed freedom and would restore his country to prosperity and order.  The manuscript of the symphony bore Napoleon’s name at the top and the composer’s at the bottom.  But when the composer learned that Napoleon had proclaimed himself Emperor, he was so outraged that he tore off the title page.  The score was published two years later, in 1806, without any reference to the tyrant; instead the title page read “Heroic symphony in celebration of the memory of a great man.”  Many music commentators have remarked that if anyone is portrayed in this work, it is surely the composer himself.

