
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827), Symphony No. 9 in D minor, Op. 125 (1824) 

  

(1) 

“Beethoven, who is often bizarre and baroque, takes at times the majestic flight of an eagle, and 

then creeps in rocky pathways. He first fills the soul with sweet melancholy, and then shatters it 

by a mass of barbarous chords. He seems to harbor together doves and crocodiles.” 

Tablettes de Polymnie, Paris, 1810 

 

 

(2) 

“Beethoven’s compositions more and more assume the character of studied eccentricity. He does 

not write much now, but most of what he produces is so impenetrably obscure in design and so 

full of unaccountable and often repulsive harmonies, that he puzzles the critic as much as he 

perplexes the performer.” 

The Harmonicon, London, April 1824 

  

(3) 

“We find Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony to be precisely one hour and five minutes long; a fearful 

period indeed, which puts the muscles and lungs of the band, and he patience of the audience to a 

severe trial… The last movement, a chorus, is heterogeneous. What relation it bears to the 

symphony we could not make out; and here, as well as in other parts, the want of intelligible 

design is too apparent.” 

The Harmonicon, London, April 1825 

 

 

(4) 

“Its length alone will be a never-failing cause of complaint to those who reject monopoly in 

sounds. While we are enjoying the delight of so much science and melody, and eagerly 

anticipating its continuance, on a sudden, like the fleeting pleasures of life, or the spirited young 

adventurer, who would fly from ease and comfort at home to the inhospitable shores of New 

Zealand or Lake Ontario, we are snatched away from such eloquent music, to crude, wild and 

extraneous harmonies… The chorus that immediately follows in in many places exceedingly 

imposing and effective, but then there is so much of it, so many sudden pauses and odd and 

almost ludicrous passages for the horn and bassoon, so much rambling and vociferous execution 

given to the violins and stringed instruments, without any decisive effect or definite meaning—

and to crown it all, the deafening boisterous jollity of the concluding part, wherein, besides the 

usual allotment of triangles, drums, trumpets, etc., all the known acoustical missile instruments I 

should conceive were employed… that they made even the very ground shake under us, and 

would, with their fearful uproar, have been sufficiently penetrating to call u; from their peaceful 

graves the revered shades of Tallis, Purcell, and Gibbons, and even of Handel and Mozart, to 

witness and deplore the obstreperous roarings of modern frenzy in their art… Beethoven finds 

from all the public accounts, that noisy extravagance of execution and outrageous clamor in 

musical performances more frequently ensures applause than chastened elegance or refined 

judgment. The inference therefore that we may fairly make, is that he writes accordingly.” 

Quarterly Musical Magazine and Review, London, 1825 

  



(5) 

“It is not surprising that Beethoven should, occasionally, have entertained blasé notions of his 

art; that he should have mistaken noise for grandeur, extravagance for originality, and have 

supposed that the interest of his compositions would be in proportion to their duration. That he 

gave little time to reflection, is proved most clearly in the extraordinary length of some 

movements in his later symphonies… His great qualities are frequently alloyed by a morbid 

desire for novelty; by extravagance, and by a disdain of rule… The effect which the writings of 

Beethoven have had on the art must, I fear, be considered as injurious. Led away by the force of 

his genius and dazzled by his creations, a crowd of imitators has arisen, who have displayed as 

much harshness, as much extravagance, and as much obscurity, with little or none of his beauty 

and grandeur. Thus music is no longer intended to sooth, to delight, to ‘wrap the sense in 

Elysium’; it is absorbed in one principle—to astonish.” 

Letter to the Editor in the Quarterly Musical Magazine and Review, London, 1827 

  

 

(6) 

“Beethoven, this extraordinary genius, was completely deaf for nearly the last ten years of his 

life, during which his compositions have partaken of the most incomprehensible wildness. His 

imagination seems to have fed upon the ruins of his sensitive organs.” 

William Gardiner, The Music of Nature, London, 1837 

 

 

 (7) 

“I confess freely that I could never get any enjoyment out of Beethoven’s last works. Yes, I must 

include among them even the much-admired Ninth Symphony, the fourth movement of which 

seems to me so ugly, in such bad taste, and in the conception of Schiller’s Ode so cheap that I 

cannot even now understand how such a genius as Beethoven could write it down. I find in it 

another corroboration of what I had noticed already in Vienna, that Beethoven was deficient in 

esthetic imagery and lacked sense of beauty.” 

Louis Spohr, Selbstbiographie [Autobiography], Cassel, 1861 

 

 

(8) 

“The whole orchestral part of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony I found very wearying indeed. 

Several times I had great difficulty in keeping awake… It was a great relief when the choral part 

was arrived at, of which I had great expectations. It opened with eight bars of a commonplace 

theme, very much like Yankee Doodle… As for this part of the famous Symphony, I regret to 

say that it appeared to be made up of the strange, the ludicrous, the abrupt, the ferocious, and the 

screechy, with the slightest possible admixture, here and there, of an intelligible melody. As for 

following the words printed in the program, it was quite out of the question, and what all the 

noise was about, it was hard to form any idea. The general impression it left on me is that of a 

concert made up of Indian war-whoops and angry wildcats.” 

Quoted from a Providence, RI, newspaper in The Orchestra, London, June 20, 1868 

 

 

  



(9) 

“Beethoven always sounds to me like the upsetting of bags and nails, with here and there an also 

dropped hammer.” 

John Ruskin, letter to John Brown, February 6, 1881 

 

 

(10) 

“We heard lately in Boston the Ninth Symphony of Beethoven. The performance was technically 

most admirable… But is not worship paid this Symphony mere fetishism? Is not the famous 

Scherzo insufferably long-winded? The Finale… is to me for the most part dull and ugly… I 

admit the grandeur of the passage ‘und der Cherub steht vor Gott’ and the effect of ‘Seid 

umschlungen Millionen!’ But oh, the passages of stupid and hopelessly vulgar music! The 

unspeakable cheapness of the chief tune, ‘Freude, Freude!’ Do you believe way down in the 

bottom of your heart that if this music had been written by Mr. John L. Tarbox, now living in 

Sandown, NH, any conductor here or in Europe could be persuaded to put it in rehearsal?” 

Philip Hale, Musical Record, Boson, June 1, 1899 

 
 

 


