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How does the political express itself in musical form? Literary theorist Caroline Levine
writes in Forms (2015) that “it is the work of form to make order and this means that forms are
the stuff of politics.”1 Perhaps in no other composer is the convergence of musical form and
politics clearer than in the work of Beethoven. This paper explores the first movement sonata
form of Beethoven’s violin concerto through the political philosophy of alterity.2 It proposes a
reading of this work as a narrative of hospitality; a musical form expressing the archetype of
hope.3
Ever since E. T. A. Hoffman’s celebrated review of the Fifth Symphony Beethoven's
music has been associated with the archetype of heroic freedom. This Promethean narrative
emerges out of Beethoven’s middle period and casts a long and singular shadow that persists
even in our present time. Recent scholarship, however, suggests that this heroic freedom
narrative has become increasingly problematic: the individuality and autonomy it asserts can
Caroline Levine, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2015), xiii
1

Since the early 19th century, musical form has been discussed as a self-standing theoretical
concept and sonata form as its pinnacle achievement. In 1826, in his Traité de haute composition
musicale, Anton Reicha first discussed sonata form as a descendant of the two-part rounded
binary form.2 Adolph Bernhard Marx, in his 1845 work Die Lehre von der musikalischen
Komposition, conceived of sonata form in three parts: ruhe-bewegung-ruhe (rest-movementrest).2 According to Marx, this three-part “Ur-form” achieved its ideal realization in Beethoven’s
music; a claim Adorno later attributes specifically to the composer’s middle-period.
2

As the major violin concerto written between Mozart’s five concertos (1775) and
Mendelssohn’s E minor concerto (1884), Beethoven’s Violin Concerto (1806) holds a singular
place in the repertoire; its structural clarity makes it an ideal of the concerto form. According to
scholar Johannes Moser, is “the touchstone marking the maturity of the performing artist.” 3
Lacking in expressive and virtuosic characteristics of showmanship, this work relies almost
exclusively on the development of its form to convey its depth of artistic vision. Like the great
geological formations of the earth such as mountain ranges, deserts, and oceans, this work speaks
to us not through showmanship, but rather through the simplicity, clarity, and beauty of its
architecture.
3
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divert into forms of egotism and authoritarianism as the liberal independence it espouses can
degenerate into prejudiced and discriminatory ideologies. An alternative framework for reenvisioning Beethoven’s work is proposed by the scholar Daniel KL Chua. In his monograph
Beethoven & Freedom, Chua’s discusses Theodor Adorno’s Beethoven and the Philosophy of
Music and, in a certain sense, continues or completes the philosopher’s project. Inspired by the
myth of Orpheus and Eurydice, Chua transforms the narrative of autonomy in Beethoven’s music
into a new narrative of freedom based on the philosophy of alterity and the ethic of hospitality.

In 2017, in his monograph Beethoven & Freedom, Daniel KL Chua examines Adorno’s
unpublished notes on Beethoven: The Philosophy of Music.4 Chua discusses Adorno’s
progression of Beethoven through three moments: from Nothing, through Something, to
Someone. According to Adorno, these three moments describe an evolution towards
individuation personified through the narrative of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. For Adorno
these stages are 1) Nothing, in which the music emerges out of the primordial emptiness of the
opening measures, 2) Something, as the music evolves through a process of self-actualization,
and 3) Someone, as the music finally reaches autonomous individuality in the chorale of the
finale.5 Adorno’s narrative of Beethoven’s music describes a process of self-realization and the
state of free and autonomous individuality.
Chua presents an alternative image of Beethoven’s music which is not built on the
Promethean ideal of individuality, but rather is defined through alterity, a concept embodied in
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the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice. 6 In this myth, Orpheus and Eurydice’s separation through
death initiates a transformation through their re-encounter as other. This otherness, or alterity, is
the relationship with an identity distinct from one’s own. Through this concept of alterity, Chua
transforms Adorno’s Beethoven narrative of autonomy into its reflected image: 1) a state of
Nothing as a consequence created by the autonomous subject, 2) Something emerging as the
figure of alterity, and 3) through this encounter with alterity, the resulting recovery of Someone
as the fulfillment of the promise of freedom.
If we place both of these narratives side by side, we begin to see a meta-narrative emerge.
On the one side of this form is Adorno’s self-realization of the autonomous individual while on
the other side is Chua’s recovery of the individual through alterity. While Adorno’s and Chua’s
narratives both progress from Nothing through Something to Someone, Chua’s narrative begins
where Adorno’s ends: with the birth of the autonomous individual. At the crux of this form,
therefore, is a void created by the autonomous individual in becoming self-actualized. This void
is the necessary condition for freedom to occur. In the act of assuming the divine light of reason,
Prometheus is condemned by the gods to eternal suffering – a loss of freedom.7 In Chua’s
narrative, this suffering constitutes Nothing, a space into which the alterity of Something new can
enter. The void is therefore also that which enables the recovery of freedom. Orpheus’ encounter
with Eurydice in the underworld initiates a recognition of alterity and its resulting recovery of
freedom: the ability to see the individuality of another in an ethic of hospitality.
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Daniel KL Chua, Beethoven & Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 3

Beethoven's obsession with mythical material is well known such as Egmont, Orpheus, Jesus
on Mt. Olive, Symphony No. 3 etc.
6
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The concept of hospitality was first introduced by French philosopher Emmanuel
Levinas.8 Levinas defines hospitality as a process through which the host (Same) welcomes the
guest (Other) enabling the guest to host the “gift” of hospitality: “the welcoming of the Other by
the Same which disturbs the totality of the Same with the infinity of the Other.”9 In this mutual
encounter, the free exchange between guest and host incites the possibility for a transformation
to occur. Adorno confirms this structure of movement and stillness when he writes that a
“discussion of the dialectic of Beethoven requires an account of stillness through movement as in
… the first movement of the Beethoven Violin Concerto.” 10
In the final chapter of his book, Chua presents a moment in Beethoven’s music which
transforms its listener, not through its magnitude of individuality or autonomy, but rather through
the fragility and vulnerability of alterity. In the Cavatina of his String Quartet op. 130,
Beethoven inserts an eight-measure ‘interruption’ of time which he marks as ‘Beklemmt,’
meaning squeezed or anguished—like a wound or opening for otherness to enter into. Chua
claims that the defining quality of this moment is not the individuality of heroic freedom of the
Self, but one of relationship through a ‘gift’ from the Other. In the language of alterity, the guest
becomes the host to the gift of hospitality. According to Chua, the Cavatina’s form, therefore, is
Beethoven's obsession with mythical material is well known such as Egmont, Orpheus, Jesus
on Mt. Olive, Symphony No. 3 etc.
7
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Levinas on Hospitality
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Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority. Translated by Alphonso
Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 15
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Theodor W Adorno, Beethoven: The Philosophy of Music, ed Rolf Tiedemann, trans Edmund
Jephcott (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 34
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the form of hospitality. For Adorno, the Cavatina does not host the stranger, but is itself
estranged because Adorno’s understanding of form is “an apparition whose absent presence is
figured as a convex hole punctured by escaping subjectivity,” or what Adorno calls: hollowness
turned outwards.”11 For Adorno, the beklemmt section of the Cavatina is perceived as the
convex curve of an arch form. However, for Chua, the form of the Cavatina is in fact the inverse
if we consider the origin of the word “concept,” not as the German Begriff, but rather as the Latin
conceptus— an entity that is concave. Musical form for Chua is not convex, but rather concave, a
space—not one that defines itself in individuality, but rather one that receives the alterity of the
Other in a ‘gesture of welcoming’ and hospitality. For Jean-Luc Marion, this hollow allows for
the “individuation of the Other,” as it gives the Other the possibility of being seen in specific and
complete individuality. As Judith Butler this process is “our willingness to become undone in a
relationship to another; it constitutes our chance of becoming human.” 12 This process of
becoming human is the narrative of hospitality which this paper will attempt to locate in the first
movement of Beethoven’s violin concerto through Adorno’s and Chua’s dialectic of autonomy
and alterity.

As the major violin concerto written between Mozart’s five concertos (1775) and
Mendelssohn’s E minor concerto (1884), Beethoven’s Violin Concerto (1806) holds a singular
place in the repertoire; its structural clarity makes it an ideal of the concerto form. According to
11

Jean-Luc Marion, Being Give, 323-324
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Judith Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself, 136
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scholar Johannes Moser, is “the touchstone marking the maturity of the performing artist.” 13
Lacking in expressive and virtuosic characteristics of showmanship, this work relies almost
exclusively on the development of its form to convey its depth of artistic vision. Like the great
geological formations of the earth such as mountain ranges, deserts, and oceans, this work speaks
to us not through showmanship, but rather through the simplicity, clarity, and beauty of its
architecture.14 One of the reasons that Beethoven was able to achieve this simplicity of
architecture was through his use of diatonicism and chromaticism discussed later on in this
paper.
In 1802, in his Heiligenstadt Testament, Beethoven resolved to break from the formal
principles of the past: “from today on I shall take a new way.”15 This new way is defined through
many of the hallmark characteristics by scholar Robin Stowell in Beethoven - Violin Concerto as
an emphasis on smaller motives and their development, resulting in tighter motivic unity; and
broader, more fluid melodic lines in the high register leading to a new and individual kind of
lyricism.16
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Johannes Moser, Geschichte des Violinspiels, 508

14

As will be discussed later, Beethoven achieves this structural clarity in this work by using
predominantly diatonic harmonies.
15

Ludwig van Beethoven, Heiligenstadt Testament, 1802
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Robin Stowell, Beethoven Violin Concerto, (New York. Cambridge University Press.
1998), 2. This high tessitura cantabile style was largely a result of the pioneering work of the
French school of violin playing and making. The introduction of metal wound strings, a longer
fingerboard, higher bridge, thinner neck, and a thicker base bar and sound post all played a
significant part in realizing this conception of a new sound. The bow also evolved from the
smaller and thinner baroque bow to the definitive modern bow. Developed by Francois Xavier
Tourte, the convex arching of the baroque bow was inverted into a pronounced concave
curvature. [17] This new Tourte-model bow produced a more powerful and sustained tone than
its baroque predecessors and was particularly suited for the emerging cantabile style spreading
7

The achievement of this tightly-knit structural coherence and unity through the thematic
development of small and simple motives is the defining characteristic of Beethoven’s middle
period. An important theme of this period is the ‘military’ motive consisting of a group of
repeated up-beats leading to a downbeat. Andreas Moser describes the origin of this simple yet
powerful motive to have come to Beethoven in the middle of the night from someone knocking
at a nearby door. Despite his increasing deafness, Beethoven was able to hear this sound and
transform it into one of his most important motives. We find this motive in the opening of the
Fourth Piano Concerto, Violin Concerto, and Fifth Symphony, among other works. The
significance of this compact yet decisive motive serves as the developmental unifying device of
the first movement of the violin concerto. More than half of the movement contain this motive in
various formations, diminutions, and expansions.17
From the moment of his decision to embark on this new way, Beethoven looked to the
“French Revolutionary” aesthetic because his artistic vision sought to connect itself with the
ideals of the French Revolution. According to scholar Alfred Einstein, “it was from Viotti, and
presumably not from Mozart, that Beethoven derived the idea of a militaristic first movement for
throughout Europe. Beethoven became aware of these changes through his interaction with the
violinists of his time including Rudolph Kreutzer and Franz Clement who premiered the
concerto. This familiarity led Beethoven to transform many of the idiomatic features of violin
playing from simple bravura to profound musical ideas. One may therefore regard much of this
work as Beethoven’s individual interpretation of the French violin concerto.

17

See Appendix I: ‘Military’ timpani motive and its various clearly defined recurrences in the

first movement of Beethoven’s Violin Concerto
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all of his concertos.”18 The well-established three-movement concerto form, developed by
Giovanni Battista Viotti, became Beethoven’s model as he undertook work on his own violin
concerto. However, despite its implied opening military march motive, Beethoven’s first
movement is far removed from the popular French concerto concept of his contemporaries,
whose thematic and formal freedom are replaced in Beethoven’s work with a much more tightlyknit symphonic structure on the grandest scale. In this work, Beethoven gives the highest
importance to thematic development and structural coherence. Virtuosic display by the soloist is
basically non-existent while the solo violin often plays an obbligato line soaring above and
embellishing the themes played in the orchestra. According to George Enescu, “Beethoven’s
violin concerto is a great symphony; the violin has a leading voice, but it is only one of the many
voices which make up the whole.” 19 Beethoven’s violin concerto therefore functions not through
the presence, but through the absence of its defining solo voice. This absence establishes a space,
or void, which enables the development of the thematic and motivic content of the work to
become its principle protagonist.
During the time that he was writing his violin concerto, Beethoven was considering
moving to Paris. His “Kreutzer” Sonata for Violin and Piano op. 47, originally written for the
English violinist George Bridgetower, was ultimately dedicated to the French violinist Rudolph
Kreutzer in the hopes that Kreutzer’s celebrity status in Paris could open doors for him there.
Unfortunately, Kreutzer never performed the sonata. While it is likely that the Violin Concerto
18

Alfred Einstein, Mozart (New York, 1945), p. 282
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Stephen Gould, Conversations with Yehudi Menuhin (New York: Schirmer, 1995), 32
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had a similar aim, it is equally possible that Beethoven sought out the Revolutionary aesthetic
because he was looking for something in French culture which was beyond the confines of his
native musical heritage. The artistic ideal of freedom that Beethoven sought in French music was
born out of the ideals of the French Revolution: liberté, egalité, and fraternité. This paper
proposes that the Revolutionary ideals of freedom, equality, and brotherhood are related in
Beethoven’s music to the central concepts of this paper - autonomy, alterity, and hospitality.

Identifying a narrative of hospitality in the first movement of Beethoven’s violin concerto
requires a discussion of alterity and autonomy through the analysis of diatonicism and
chromaticism. In his article From Motive to Structure: Chromatic Cohesiveness in the first
movement of Beethoven’s violin concerto, Timothy Cutler discusses how music that avoids
diatonic harmonies in favor of chromatic ones can be described as “in search of itself.” 20 This
harmonic chromaticism implies a kind of tonal alterity or otherness. Conversely, works which
are predominantly diatonic express a strong presence of harmonic identity and autonomy and are
often, especially in middle-period Beethoven, associated with a formal spaciousness of design.
Beethoven’s violin concerto is considered such a work. More than half of the first movement’s
535 measures are in the tonic key area. However, within the work’s strong diatonic framework is
an important motivic development that is not based on the expected tonic-dominant relationship
but rather on a tonic-raised tonic D - D# relationship, enharmonically re-spelled as flat
supertonic or E-flat - the Neopolitan. In the tonal context of this concerto, the Neopolitan chord
20

Timothy Cutler, "From Motive to Structure: Chromatic Cohesiveness in the First Movement of
Beethoven’s Violin Concerto, Op. 61." Theory and Practice 39 (2014): 1
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expresses the harmony which is farthest from the tonic. Therefore, D# or E-flat is Levinas’ tonal
‘Other’ whose chromatic relationship to the tonic D is the basis for discussing this movement’s
implied tonal alterity and formal harmonic narrative of hospitality. Concrete examples of this
will follow shortly.
The only single moment of complete extroverted chromaticism in the first movement of
the concerto occurs in the development section in measures 298-300.
Example 1: Measures 297 – 303

This unexpected enharmonic modulation from C major to B minor between measures 299-300
provides the central turning point of the entire movement. Abraham Venius claims this
modulation to be “the high-point of the movement and of the entire concerto.” 21 However, in
order to better understand this important moment of chromatic modulation, it is necessary to start
our analysis at the beginning of the piece.
In the opening measure of the concerto the ‘military’ motive is stated by the solo timpani
as four quarter notes on the tonic D.
21

Abraham, Veinus, Victor Book of Concertos (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1948), 69
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Example 2: Measures 1-3

Eight measures later however, following the presentation of the principal melodic theme
in the winds, the music is disrupted by an unexpected reply of this same motive echoed in
measure 10 by the first violins on the raised tonic of D#.
Example 3: Measures 1-10

In his sketches, Beethoven was initially unsure what to name this raised tonic pitch, first
writing it as E-flat before changing its spelling to D#. The unfamiliarity of this D# is magnified
by its unexpected resolution — not to the anticipated E, but down to an unexpected C#. Cutler
relates how by keeping the D# from resolving up to an E, Beethoven creates a void, or lack of E,
compelling the listener to perceive its absence. This absence produces anticipation for a D# - E
resolution, which the movement will explicitly search for from this point forward.

12

Example 4: Measures 1-18

Two aspects from the first 11 measures of the piece are important for this discussion.
First, Beethoven places the timpani’s diatonic gesture in measure one on a hypermetric upbeat.
This gives the gesture an introductory function to the entrance of the melodic theme in the winds.
However, when the first violins’ chromatic response occurs in measure 10, it occurs on a
hypermetric downbeat, which sets up a dialectic between these two gestures. Secondly, the raised
chromatic response of the violin’s D# to the opening timpani’s D creates the first chromatic
interval of the work. This rising half step from D - D# begins the unfolding of an architectural
narrative: a chromatic ascent spanning the first half of the movement that unites motive and
structure.22 This characteristic in Beethoven’s music is particularly pronounced in his middleperiod works. David Epstein remarks that “in virtually every instance in which Beethoven’s
22

Timothy Cutler, "From Motive to Structure: Chromatic Cohesiveness in the First Movement of
Beethoven’s Violin Concerto, Op. 61." Theory and Practice 39 (2014): 23, 1
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initial themes contain a striking chromatic element, this shape is manifested in the large.” 23
Through a relationship between the two iterations of this motive as a diatonic hypermetric upbeat and a chromatic hypermetric downbeat, we observe that what begins as an introductory
motivic dialogue eventually becomes the principal thematic and structural motive of the
movement.
These two gestures fulfill their full realization as structural principles of the large form of
the work in the moment described earlier from C major to B minor in measures 299-300 as an
evasion of the long-anticipated resolution to E.
Example 5: Measures 297-304

Beginning in measure 298, the solo violin holds a high suspended F. This is followed in measure
299 by the entrance of G in the cello-bass line creating the harmony of a dominant seventh of C.
The anticipated resolution of this chord would be a C chord with a descent to E in the solo violin
– the anticipated resolution to E in measure 11. However, Beethoven treats this dominant seventh
chord as an Augmented Sixth chord and resolves both voices outward to F#. What is so
23

David Epstein, Beyond Orpheus: Studies in Musical Structure (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
MIT Press.1979, 213)
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compelling in this moment is that the D-D# chromatic ascent from the beginning of the work
(measures 1-10) is now transformed into the chromatic ascent of F-F# in the solo violin.
Example 6 measures 302-328

This outward movement creates a new harmony, B minor, which sets off a long harmonic
descent in the bass line from B minor, through G minor, all the way down to D# Major,
enharmonically respelled as E-flat Major.

15

Example 7 Measures 329-354

According to Robin Stowell the arrival in the Neopolitan harmony in measure 340 is the
central turning point of the development and provides the emotional core of the entire
movement. According to Chua’s framework, this ‘harmonic alterity’ is achieved by the entrance
of a completely foreign key (E-flat) which creates a space for the other to enter and brings about

16

a transformation. Thus, the military motive from the beginning of the piece is now four sustained
quarter notes played first by the horns in measure 331,

then by the bassoons in measure 338,

and, finally, by the trombones and timpani together starting in measure 347.

Above this, the solo violin introduces a new, fragile, and poignant melody that embellishes the
principal motive. This motive has now been transformed from the introductory timpani gesture
into the central motive of the development while the chromatic half-step relationship between DD# from the opening 10 measures has been realized as the basis for the harmonic structure of the
entire movement from D to E flat. By integrating the chromatic motive into the large-scale form,
as the primary narrative of the first movement, Beethoven relates chromatic and diatonic
harmonies. This has become the primary narrative of the movement: a transformation of
autonomy through alterity, or diatonic form through chromatic harmonies in this work.
17

In the opening of the violin concerto, the timpani gesture is initially heard as an
introduction. However, once this same motive is heard again in measure 10 as a chromatic
interruption from the violins, it begins to become a principal motive of the movement. This
premonition is realized to its full potential in the heart of the movement mentioned above.
However, when the recapitulation is heard, it is not the motive which has changed, as it appears
in exactly the same manner as the exposition. In her book, In the Process of Becoming (2011),
theorist Janet Schmalfeldt presents an analytical tool she calls ‘form as process’ through which a
motive can be heard first as an introductory gesture, however as a work develops, can later be reinterpreted as a principal theme. She calls this concept ‘Introduction becomes Main Theme.’ For
her, this process in Beethoven’s music “moves by means of antithesis; that is to say, its
moments, taken individually, seem to contradict each other.”24 However, this is, for Schmalfeldt,
the meaning of the Beethovenian dialectic. By connecting the opposing moments, through an
understanding of the form as a whole, “the seemingly antithetical motives are grasped in their
identity.”25 In the violin concerto, as a result of having experienced the development of the
opening gesture, upon hearing the same material return, the listener realizes that something has
changed – our understanding of this motive has changed. Therefore, we, as the listener, have
changed. This is why Adorno says that music understands us: “We do not understand music – it
understands us. When we think ourselves closest to it, it speaks to us and waits … for us to
answer.”26 It is not the musical work which is in a process of transformation. It is us, as the
24

Janet Schmalfeldt, In the Process of Becoming, New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 3
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Ibid., 4
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Adorno citation
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listener, who have been transformed by the music.

In his unpublished work on Beethoven, Theodore Adorno states that “freedom is real in
Beethoven only as hope.”27 It is somewhat fitting that what was to be the philosopher’s seminal
work The Philosophy of Music remained unfinished, like the composer’s music, as a beacon of
freedom and hope and for the future. For Adorno, Beethoven communicates a freedom through
his work that holds a promise in the aesthetic realm: a promise of the human being. Humanity is
Beethoven’s ‘fundamental subject,’ claims Beethoven scholar Scott Burnham: “his music is
heard as a direct expression of human values.” 28 For Burnham, the humanity that Beethoven
proclaims is that of the modern subject whose very identity is founded on freedom. Burnham
continues that by defining for us how music ought to go, Beethoven promises to lead us where
we can go.29
This philosophical autonomy of music, first sparked by E. T. A. Hoffman’s celebrated
review of the Fifth Symphony, established a parallel between instrumental music and the
German transcendentalist ideals of Kant and Hegel. Beethoven is credited as having initiated this
new form of music; one that was not based on rhetoric but rather on philosophical thought.
According to Mark Bonds, while Haydn’s music communicates to us through rhetoric,
27

Theodor W Adorno, Beethoven: The Philosophy of Music, ed Rolf Tiedemann, trans Edmund
Jephcott (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 34
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Scott Burnham, Beethoven Hero (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), xiii
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Ibid., 56 and 112
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Beethoven’s music communicates the pure form of thought. 30 Beethoven considered himself a
“tone poet,” or Tondichter and his music as “the poetry of reason in oracular form.” 31 This
integration of poetry with the philosophy of early German Romanticism was designed to create a
new mythology for humanity. George Williamson describes how this myth was the marriage
between reason and art in which the aesthetic of freedom first revolutionized the human being as
an autonomous subject. 32 This marriage of “reason in sensuous appearance,” as Marx called it,
was more capable to define freedom than any philosophical ideal.
However, as Kant and Hegel clearly define, the absolute ideal of freedom, on which the
modern subject’s identity is based, is not directly accessible to thought. According to Kant,
freedom is ultimately unknowable. Marx’s definition of music as “reason in sensuous
appearance” is the paradox of an experience of freedom through music that is impossible to
articulate in thought. The purpose of art, and especially music, is that it gives sense to the ideal
of freedom. More specifically, Beethoven’s music gives freedom a sense of unfolding through
time. In Adorno’s words, “Beethoven never goes out of date because reality has not yet caught
up with his music.”33 Beethoven himself claimed that his last works, such as the late String
Quartets, were not written for the present time, but for a future age.

30

See Mark Evan Bonds, ‘Rhetoric versus Truth,’ in Haydn and the Performances of Rhetoric,
ed Tom Beghin and Sander M Goldberg (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 125-128
31

Carl Dalhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, trans J Bradford Robinson (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1999), 81-83
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Theodor W Adorno, Beethoven: The Philosophy of Music, ed Rolf Tiedemann, trans Edmund
Jephcott (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 32
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Daniel KL Chua, Beethoven & Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 6
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The relocation of the aesthetic ideal to the individual as autonomous subject can be
understood as a reaction to the violence of post revolution Europe. In the early German Romantic
period, philosophy, art, and especially music became the safeguard for an ideal of freedom that
was no longer a possible reality in the political realm. The promise of Beethoven’s music was to
protect this ideal of freedom in the aesthetic realm of the imagination, while the political reality
of Europe led from Le Terror to Auschwitz.34 For Adorno, Beethoven’s art is the articulation of
an “experience of freedom which is not only unknowable but also not yet realized.” 35 This is
because Adorno’s philosophy of Beethoven is anchored in the composer’s middle-period works.
In the late works, Beethoven’s music does not continue in parallel with the philosophies of Kant
and Hegel. History proved that their philosophical systems of freedom led to empty promises of
political violence and corruption. Chua claims that “Adorno’s philosophy of music is therefore
founded on a Beethoven whose music does not track with the philosophies of Kant and Hegel but
veers off in the late style in a denunciation of such beliefs.” 36 Adorno sees this dramatic change
as Beethoven’s attempt to rescue both music and humanities ideal of freedom. His music lets go
and breaks down, while the philosophical systems cling to their ideologies in a totalitarian grasp
of supremacy. Thus, for Adorno, “the late works are catastrophes and function in their very
breakdown as a conscience to jolt us out of our complacency.”37 In this way, Beethoven’s music
embodies what does not yet exist. His late works are a negation of reason in sensuous
appearance, or a kind of material metaphysics which manifests itself as a dissolving of form, torn
34
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between the non-being of freedom and an objective world that is all too real in its poverty of this
ideal.

Beethoven’s ideal of freedom is not only the liberty of autonomous individuality, it is our
freedom to be undone and transformed in relationship with another. If we are able to begin to
open to the alterity of another, through their perspective, we will be offered the possibility to see
and hear differently – to transform. This is the ‘gift’ of hospitality. A process which is
experienced as the essence of any meaningful or intimate conversation between two people. The
duality of an encounter between two individuals engenders the emergence of a third entity
between them – the conversation. This archetype of form is reflected in Marx’s Ur-Form and the
meta-narrative discussed in the introduction of this paper. If expanded to a much larger scale
however, this social process becomes the political sphere. It is the means by which we enter into
a social form which can hold both our unique individuality and our common humanity at once.
For Chua, the form of this process is defined by an opening to alterity.
In the first movement of Beethoven’s violin concerto this alterity is expressed through a
relationship between the tonic and the Neapolitan and the process of transformation between
them. However, the overall form of the movement is not a chromatic ascent. The implied, but
never realized chromatic half-step resolution upwards (D#-E) from the opening measures is
precisely Adorno’s “absent presence of hollowness turned outwards.” This unresolved alterity of
D# leads the piece through a long descent of a major seventh from the tonic D down to the
Neapolitan harmony of E flat in the center of the development of the work. Similar to the
Cavatina, therefore, the form of this movement describes Chua’s concave form - or narrative of

22

hospitality. An interesting observation is that this same basic form spanning a major seventh also
outlines the first entrance of the solo violin:

It is from this perspective of a narrative of transformation - from autonomy through alterity to
hospitality - that the musical form of Beethoven’s violin concerto opens itself up to the political
sphere as an archetype of hope.

Appendix
Table 1. ‘Military’ timpani motive and its various clearly defined recurrences
in the first movement of Beethoven’s Violin
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