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Great works of art, especially musical ones, rapidly take on an independent existence, 
separated from the time, manner and place in which they were created. They take on an 
all-encompassing validity whether performed in Tokyo or Toronto. Which is why they are 
great. Such a work is Beethoven’s Symphony Number 3, know as the “Eroica”, composed 
in Vienna in 1804 and first performed in April 1805.  Its emotional intensity can be 
appreciated and enjoyed even if you know nothing of Beethoven’s life or the genesis of the 
symphony itself. 
 
Nevertheless, the work is the product of a particular time and place and its composer could 
not remain unaffected by the social and political forces which surrounded him. Beethoven 
did not live in an exclusive and excluding cultural bubble. This is particularly true of the 
climate in which the Eroica was composed. 
 
Beethoven lived for some 34 years in Vienna and for almost the first half of those years 
Vienna was in virtually a permanent state of war, thanks of course to Napoleon and his 
ambition to impose his will on as much of Europe as possible. 
 
Initially Beethoven was a great admirer of Napoleon, seeing him as the agent who would 
sweep away centuries of tyrannical rule by the aristocratic classes and ushering in a new 
era of liberté, égalité  and fraternité  which respected what we now have to call in today’s 
language ‘human rights.’ But when Beethoven learnt that on the  20th of May 1804 
Napoleon had declared himself Emperor of France, he felt betrayed. Bonaparte, too, was 
prepared to trample on human rights in order to fulfil his ambitions. “He also will become a 
tyrant”, Beethoven raged. 
 
At this time the first score of the Eroca symphony was complete and it carried on its title 
page a dedication in Beethoven’s hand to  “Buonaparte”. He had made a fair copy which 
he was intending to send to Paris. Now Beethoven fell into a violent rage. He tore up the 
title page of this fair copy and on the original copy scored out the name of  Napoleon with 
such force that he tore a hole in the paper. 
 
But if Beethoven was finished with Napoleon, Buonoparte was not yet finished with 
Beethoven. Some five years later in May 1809 Vienna was once again under siege from 
Napoleon’s army, the city being bombarded mercilessly with cannon fire. Those who 
could, especially the aristocratic classes, fled the city. Beethoven sought refuge from the 
noise and danger in the cellar of his brother Carl’s house where he  covered his head with 
pillows in order to try to prevent yet further damage to his already fast encroaching 
deafness, no doubt hurling curses at Napoleon and all his works. 
 
And there is a sad footnote to this. Thanks to this siege and the turmoil that it created in 
the city there slipped from this world, almost unnoticed, the most revered and respected  
composer in Europe at this time. Joseph Haydn passed away at his home in Vienna on 
May 31st 1809 at the age of seventy-seven. 
 
 
 



 

 

              The title page of the Eroica symphony with Napoleon’s name scratched out. 
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