Something To Laugh About: Humorous Music By Beethoven

Notes by Adam Kent

Introduction: Humor in Music

Music, this most abstract of art forms, may strike many audience members as a rather poor medium for conveying humor, telling jokes, inciting laughter. If one discounts settings of explicitly humorous texts or music composed to accompany staged representations of comedic scenarios, one may wonder how music itself can be employed to such ends. Explicitly programmatic music provides one answer: if music can be employed to tell stories, describe people and events, paint pictures, humorous programs must be deemed possible. There are also celebrated examples of deliberately inept or silly compositions–in modern times the work of Peter Schikele (P.D.Q, Bach) comes to mind, but so should Mozart’s “A Musical Joke”–replete with obviously wrong notes and other blunders–or his father’s delectable “Toy Symphony,” with its hilarious assimilation of children’s knickknacks into a traditionally “learned” form.

If music is to be funny on its own, however, the metaphor of music as language must be taken seriously. In the West, this language has created its own self-referential network. Those versed in its traditions and conventions will recognize the unexpected twist, the parody, the improbable juxtaposition which will bring a smile to the initiated. To allege that a piece of music actually tells a joke or makes a pun, though, is to imply that music can be a rhetorical form, with its own analogies to parts of speech, syntax, and grammar. And, indeed, through phrase structure, harmony, and rhythmic organization, (all three of which are interdependent) music–especially much eighteenth-century Classical music- can be apprehended in this way. 

Why Beethoven, a composer popularly depicted as a “titan wrestling with the gods”? Where is the humor in a composer so associated with heroic expression, epic tragedy, spiritual transcendence? Beethoven was the most human of composers; his work embraces all elements of the human experience, from the rarified to the banal, from the sublime to the pedestrian. More remarkably, these extremes of character often exist side by side in the same piece. In his masterful book on the Beethoven piano sonata, Charles Rosen puts it well: “The kinship of Beethoven’s sublime with trash or junk reveals an essential aspect of his art...Beethoven knew how to strip naked the simplest elements of tonality in order to release their full power, to use the common place to reveal what made it so irresitable.”

All of the works on this afternoon’s program are humorous on more than one level. At times, these pieces should convey a sense of fun which requires no further elucidation. These are the aspects of musical humor which might be deemed timeless, or universal. The notes which follow are an attempt to delve further into the more cryptic jokes, parodies, and malapropisms lurking beneath the surface.

Seven Bagatelles, Op. 33

Beethoven was the first composer to apply the title “bagatelle” to small-scale solo piano works. Later composers from Bartók to Tcherepnin would employ the term in much the same way. Beethoven published three collections of bagatelles during his lifetime. The present set, published in 1802 as his Opus 33, was the first. In 1823, he would bring out another eleven bagatelles as his Opus 119, and the following year another six as his Opus 126. Of these sets, only the last seems to have been conceived as a cycle; the other two are collections of independent pieces written at various times. 

This has made dating the individual numbers of the Op. 33 Bagatelles problematic. Much confusion has resulted from the date 1782 on the front page of the manuscript, sometimes cited as the date of composition of the first piece. While it is probable that many of these works are reworkings of ideas and sketches from his early years in Bonn, even Beethoven would have been hard pressed to produce as sophisticated a jewel as the first of these bagatelles at age 12! 

Short in duration and delicate in texture, the bagatelles are nevertheless highly experimental works, full of wit and quirks. Many of the Beethoven’s most audacious compositional procedures in his better known large-scale works are adumbrated in these delightful miniatures.

The first of the Op. 33 Bagatelles is an ABA form, in which the outer sections themselves are structured in miniature three-part form. The initial theme is embroidered with increasing garishness at each reappearance, a parody of the sort of decorative embellishments common in operatic singing of Beethoven’s day. Still more bizarre are the proportions. Transitional sections are extended to absurd lengths, completely out of whack with the contained eight-bar units of the main theme, and the central episode in the parallel minor is so fleeting as to be swallowed up the ensuing transition back to the A section. 

The second bagatelle is labeled a “scherzo,” although it has two contrasting episodes instead of the traditional central trio. Much of the humor derives from Beethoven’s manipulation of rhythm and accent. The listener is often perplexed as to where the downbeats are, or what the prevailing meter actually is. 

The third bagatelle is often celebrated for its harmonically audacious opening phrase, which juxtaposes F and D majors. Beethoven explored this sort of “chromatic mediant” relationship in several of his mature piano sonatas, but here the shift from key is completely unprepared. The work is curious on a structural level as well. The opening section is a binary form, and what ensues seems to be a gentle coda. However, this extension is elaborated more a developmental passage which moves towards the dominant, only to herald an embellished reprise of the entire opening section. At the end, the coda is reworked to affirm the tonic F major, ultimately suggesting a sonata-like tonal organization. Given the otherwise conventional nature of the main theme and the modest, conservative approach to embellishment, the bizarre harmonic twist–enchanting as it is--seems all the more incongruous.

Four-part writing abounds in the outer sections of the fourth bagatelle, although the endearing lyricism tends to overshadow Beethoven’s contrapuntal skill, evident in so many points of imitation and invertible counterpoint. A central episode in the parallel minor proceeds with great solemnity, until the listener realizes that an accompaniment to some unheard melody is being played.

Repetition is taken to obsessive lengths in the fifth bagatelle. While Beethoven employed this sort of insistent approach in many of his serious works, here the overt athleticism and rather silly sounding figurations make his comedic intent apparent. 

The tender sixth bagatelle is a particular favorite of many piano students. Beethoven’s interpretative directive, “Con una certa espressione parlante” (With a certain speech-like expression), gives some clue to the work’s intimate nature. If there is any humor here, it is in the off-kilter sense of proportions, as in the first bagatelle. This, too, is an ABA form, in which the central episode is too brief in comparison with the more elaborately developed outer sections. By ending this middle section on the dominant of the relative minor before returning directly to the opening key, Beethoven alludes to the sort of harmonic progression commonly found in large-scale sonata forms–somehow out of place here in such a diminutive work. 

The final bagatelle is a witty presto, which delights in quirky off-beat accents and silly decorative figures. The two main ideas juxtapose clear-cut harmonic progressions with blendings of tonic and dominant harmonies over a pedal point. Beethoven would return to this effect several years later in the finale of his celebrated “Waldstein” Sonata. 

Piano Sonata No. 6 in F Major, Op. 10, No. 2

Beethoven was fond of publishing his piano sonatas in groups of three, as in his opuses 2, 10, and 31. It is likely that his last three sonatas were intended as a set as well, although the composer found it more expedient to publish them individually. In any case, whenever these triptychs appear, each sonata tends to have a unique, instantly recognizable character. In the case of the opus 10 sonatas, published in 1798, the first is at once stormy, dramatic, and concise. The last, the most extended of the set and the only one in four movements, is symphonic in scope and features one of Beethoven’s great laments as its slow movement. The middle sonata in F major, performed this afternoon, is decidedly comic in nature.

The first movement’s exposition is full of awkward pauses, fitful outbursts, and meandering passages. From time to time, the music seems to get lost on its way to cadences. Furthermore, the first theme group concludes with an E major harmony, immediately followed by the C major harmony of the second theme. This sort of harmonic progression would have struck late-eighteenth century listeners as irrational and illogical except in one place: the end of the development section of a sonata form. Here, it was not uncommon for a composer to end on the dominant of the main key’s relative minor (E major, in the key of C, for example), before returning to the home key, with or without any transition. Beethoven’s audiences would have recognized the progression as out of place at this early point in a first movement. 

Of course, all the above comments are not criticisms of Beethoven’s sonata; the music only seems to get lost, the progressions only seem incoherent. In the end, Beethoven justifies each curious twist, often to deliciously humorous effect. Most significantly, the aforementioned E major-C major progression is addressed at the conclusion of the development section, which the composer in fact ends on the dominant of the relative minor (i.e. A major). At this one juncture, contemporary audiences would have been prepared for a return of the opening F major tonality, instead of the more normal resolution to D major or D minor. When Beethoven launches into a false recapitulation in D major at this point, he fulfills  the general harmonic regulations  of the style but frustrates the specific expectations of the sonata genre. This delightful surprise complements the earlier harmonic gaucherie and provides the sense of balance essential to the form.

The second movement in F minor, is a minuet with a lushly scored trio in the unusual key of the submediant (Db major). The mood is rather somber, although numerous off-beat accents and metrical displacements enliven the atmosphere.

In the finale, Beethoven seems to reconcile the musical past with the present and future. The movements bubbles with chuckling humor and high spirits, the most immediate antecedent of which must have been some of Haydn’s finales. The fugal opening and numerous passages of complex polyphony look further back to the world of Bach and Handel, both revered by Beethoven. In the tonal organization of this opening fugue, however, Beethoven reveals a late-eighteenth century orientation by his decisive move towards the dominant, expected in a sonata form of this period. More generally, throughout the movement, old-fashioned counterpoint and late-eighteenth century homophony alternate, developing the same materials in disparate ways. In its elfin lightness and rapid, scurrying passagework, the movement might also be said to anticipate the world of the Mendelssohnian scherzo. 

A false recapitulation of the secondary material in the key of D recalls the similar effect in the first movement. The actual moment of recapitulation is in fact blurred. The opening material does in fact return in the bass, but in a maze of swirling scales and invertible counterpoint which quickly launches into yet another developmental section. Only the final passage–a reprise of the second theme in the tonic–provides a true sense of resolution.  

Piano Sonata No. 16 in G Major, Op. 31, No. 1

Again in 1802, Beethoven published a set of three piano sonatas, another triptych of richly contrasted works. The second and third of these sonatas are programmed far more often than the first, a work which has bewildered or simply underwhelmed many commentators. An appreciation of the sonata’s strong sense of comedy and parody is essential to interpreting its bizarre, wilfully gauche demeanor.

The opening theme of the first movement immediately announces Beethoven’s comedic intent: the pianist seems unable to coordinate his two hands. Throughout the movement, the pianist’s right hand frequently anticipates the left at each reappearance of this main theme, resulting in jazzy sounding syncopations in the development section. Other problems are readily evident as well. The work establish the home key of G Major with heavy-handed insistence. The main theme, which recurs with little variation seven times throughout the movement, bludgeons the listener with G Major triads and descending scales. Just as the theme seems ready to burst out of the constraints of the home key–a significant shift to the flatted seventh scale degree early on and a brilliant flourish on the dominant seem promising–it submits yet again to the irresistible force of the home key. 

As always, though, such seeming flaws are merely compositional challenges Beethoven has set for himself. The overwhelming “squareness” of the first theme’s G Major is beautifully balanced by an especially daring modulation for the second theme group. For the first time in one of his piano sonatas, Beethoven establishes a secondary key area not in the usual dominant, but in a chromatic mediant (B major). This audacious step finds its counterpart in the recapitulation, where the second theme group is recapitulated initially in the submediant (E major). In its harmonic organization, the movement anticipates the tonal layout of the “Waldstein” Sonata’s opening movement. Unlike the heroism of that later work, however, here the effect is disarmingly zany. The coda resumes the spastic, halting nature of the opening theme, leaving the listener unsure as to when the proceedings are actually over. 

The second movement is a gentle parody of the sort of florid operatic style popular in Beethoven’s day and emulated by Beethoven himself in some of his earlier rondos and slow movements. The form is an ABA structure with a coda, in which the outer sections are themselves cast in miniature three-part form. Throughout, the highly ornamental passagework seems to stretch the bounds of good taste, while the hyper-pizzicato accompaniment errs on the side of over-zealousness. 

The last movement is an amiable rondo-sonata form, which apparently served as a structural model for Franz Schubert in the finale of his Piano Sonata in A Major, Op. Posth. The easy grace of the main theme is subjected to a rich array of contrapuntal techniques, most impressively in the brief development section. As in the first movement, Beethoven toys with the listener’s expectation of an ending, interpolating a series of cadenza-like passages which delay the ending to frustrating lengths. Are we done? Was that it? Legitimate queries.  

Five Variations on the English Folksong “Rule Britannia,” WoO 79

Outside of Austria, where the young Beethoven was lionized initially as a pianist and later as a composer, Britain was the nation which most applauded his work. In his landmark study on Beethoven, Maynard Solomon conjectures that the variations for solo piano on “God Save the Queen” and “Rule Britannia”–both written in 1803–were a token of the composer’s affection for the country which so often programmed his music. The use of popular melodies as a basis for variations was nothing new in Beethoven’s output; many of his earlier sets of keyboard variations were based on celebrated opera arias of the day. “Rule Britannia” originally appeared in Alfred, a masque composed in 1740 by the British composer Thomas Arne, although by Beethoven’s time it may well have passed into public consciousness as a patriotic tune. 

As evidenced in so many of Mozart’s keyboard variations and many of Beethoven’s earlier works in this genre, there was a standard late-eighteenth century approach to such works. Typically, the theme was subjected to series of variations increasing in speed and ornamentation. Generally the first variations adhered closely to the melodic shape of the theme; little by little the composer would move afield. The penultimate variation generally introduced a drastic change in character-- a slower tempo, a shift to the minor mode, etc.–while the finale would recast the theme in a new meter and generally faster tempo. The “Rule Britannia” variations adhere to many of these conventions, but also confound and subvert expectations. While the first three variations gradually increase the speed of decorative material (from triplets–notated in 6/8 time– to sixteenths to sixteenth-note triplets), the theme itself is completely obscured in the first variation.  Instead of moving away from the more obvious contours of his theme, Beethoven actually seems to be moving towards his original tune as the variations proceed. In the fourth variation, the theme bursts through recognizably, but recast in a stormy b minor.

Clearly, Beethoven must have had some programmatic intent in the work. The references to oceanic imagery are unmistakable, no doubt an allusion to “the waves” of the original lyric. From variation to variation, the sea is evoked in its myriad sensations–rocking, lapping, surging, raging.  The final variation is succeeded by a witty coda, described by pianist Alfred Brendel as Admiral Horatio Nelson “losing his grip over his boisterous sailors.” 

