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ABSTRACT
Thirty-three Dialectics on a Theme:
Hegelian Philosophy Vis-à-vis Beethoven’s “Diabelli” Variations, Op. 120
Max Schmeder
The “Diabelli” Variations, Op. 120, have long fascinated and repelled musicians and
audiences alike. They refuse listeners the chief pastime afforded by the genre, offering little
opportunity to track pleasant musical ideas through different guises. The delights of bourgeois
spectatorship are confounded by non-parallelisms and motivic complexities that embarrass our
customary framework for understanding variation form. Arnold Schoenberg’s dictum that “in
classical music every variation shows a unity which surpasses that of the theme” has never been
more patently contradicted. Most of the variations are rhythmically and harmonically warped,
few follow the theme in their sequential disposition of motifs, and almost all of them exhibit a
granularity of design without precedent in Beethoven’s oeuvre. Diabelli’s threadbare waltz is not
the sole progenitor of its strange children.
I propose that the Variations represent an experimental application to music of an
intellectual method used by German philosophers and writers of the time for deconstructing
dualities and unities. In form and function the “Diabelli Principle” most closely approaches the
Dialectic of Beethoven’s exact contemporary G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831), and is construed here
in a Hegelian framework. Most variations juxtapose a pair of contrasting Antitheses whose
differences are overcome in a summary conclusion amounting to a Sublation. In many cases,
Antitheses emerge directly from formerly undivided Theses. As in Hegel’s philosophy where the
Dialectic is manifested through a wide-ranging variety of forms, the “Diabelli” Variations
similarly realize a diverse range of dialectical structures. Moreover, by destabilizing musical

objects through pervasive shifts of meter, melodic groupings, and motivic identities, the
Variations undertake a Hegelian critique of musical perception and its underlying categories.
I contend that their dialectical meaning is not intended to be decoded hermeneutically
through score analysis, but directly apprehended through listening. As scholarship on the Kantian
and Burkean Sublime implies, early nineteenth-century listeners understood peak musical
experiences as unmediated, intellectual revelation. I suggest that music’s engagement with
spatial and gestalt reasoning introduced into music perception standards of physical logic and
bestowed musical events with ontological significance. A reassessment of works by Beethoven
reveals manipulations of implied topographies and objects that bring about “impossible”
transformations. These acts of transcendent rationality may underlie the triumphant glory and
intellectual significance of musical climaxes for Beethoven’s audiences. In becoming sensitized
to these phenomena, we may perhaps recuperate a nineteenth-century Idealist mode of listening
that apprehended music as a primary ontological experience taking place in the higher reality of
mental forms. Approached in this manner, the morphological games of the “Diabelli” Variations
emerge vividly in perception and consequence.
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Introduction:
Towards a Reconstruction of Idealist Listening

My conception of the “Diabelli” Variations, Op. 120, originated during a listening
session when I was twenty-three and in a particularly receptive state of consciousness, a product
of both internal and external circumstances.1 Until this occasion, I had found the work taxing. It
seemed to rebuff the raison d'être of its genre, affording few opportunities to track an appealing
musical idea through a variety of guises. Even Beethoven’s usual inducements to revel in glory,
which one would expect to find in such a large work – portrayals of struggle, virtuosic
supremacy, beautiful song, etc. – were in short supply.2 Little else remained but its amusing
caricatures to justify its hour-long duration. On this night, however, the Variations’ musical
imagery leaped out at me, taking my breath away. I had misunderstood them completely. The
Variations were laying siege to a philosophical concept.
A central fixture of reason itself was under attack: the binary. Each variation introduced
an elemental opposition that it proceeded to overcome in a marvelous culmination. Some
opposing terms collided violently into one another, while others liquefied and intermixed. But
most of the time one term emerged – impossibly it seemed – out of the other. I was staggered by
their intellectual brinkmanship. As the hour-long work drew to a close, I could feel my

1

One of the factors setting those circumstances was Alfred Brendel’s vivid performance, recorded live at the Royal
Festival Hall in 1976.
2

One revels in one’s own glory (Mathew 2009).

1

heightened rapport with the music beginning to wane. Determined not to let the epiphany slip
away, I replayed the work and made a tape recording with my running commentary.
Several years later, the insights of the momentous listening session had faded, and I
challenged myself to reproduce them in a normal state of mind. For three weeks I attacked the
Variations, but they held on tightly to their secrets. Not only did I fail to recover a single insight,
I was unable to hear what had so impressed me earlier. The portal to Narnia was again an
ordinary wardrobe, betraying no sign of its former magic. At last I turned to my tapes with fresh
doubts about their content. Would I be confronted with the ravings of a lunatic?
To my relief, my former self delivered on his promise, relating in ecstatic breath his
impressions with adequate intelligibility. I had reported that most variations presented an initial
scenario (mm. 1-8) that was suddenly reversed or turned inside out (mm. 9-12), creating a
textural/motivic/behavioral contrast that was reconciled by the first cadence (mm. 12-16), either
gradually or suddenly. This pattern was repeated in the second half. In some variations, the chief
contrast was presented at the outset and ameliorated in degrees. The Variations were about
dualities and their ultimate undoing. With this key in hand, the work suddenly divulged a flood
of meanings. Skimming the score, my finger could quickly trace the three stages of each
variation: the opening, the contrast, the synthesis. Their strange and unidiomatic passages now
made sense.
The tapes did not completely restore my understanding, however. I did not hear them
with the immediate understanding I did formerly, and my newly acquired insights into the score
did not help. Their paradoxical game, which had once struck me as outrageously obvious, no
longer registered.
2

“Each variation transforms into its own opposite!” I had declared.
“Each variation contains the seed of its own destruction!” I had whispered.
“Reality gets reversed.”
These mystical pronouncements were lost on me, and belied the superficiality of my
present “key” to the work. My first insights had come freely without the assistance – or
interference – of a score. My new perspective, while guided by the commentary, was chiefly
assembled through score analysis. I could see the oppositions on paper, but I couldn’t always
hear them. Taken alone, the score sometimes proved worse than inadequate. In a few variations,
I could not recognize in the notation a third stage at all. In Var. 7 (p. 114), when the bass takes
the initiative at m. 8, it simply walks up the scale to the dominant, without seeming to bring a
reconciliation, Synthesis, or reversal. In Var. 16 (p. 142), the transition into the third stage (mm.
12-16) does not resume the notational qualities of the opening as I had come to expect. At best,
score analysis could confirm the presence of an opposition and reconciliation, but stopped short
of characterizing it. At worst, it revealed nothing.
To complete the analysis, I would have to put away the score and try to recuperate the
revelatory listening experience. The spoken commentary was helpful again. In a few places the
youthful and urgent voice re-enchanted passages. An effective strategy for recovering my
sensitivity was thus suggested. Describing Var. 8 as a stark contrast between the serene moonlit
chords in the right hand and the dark, restless waves in the left, I had said of its first half, “[The
bass] climbs all the way up. It mixes – mixes – with the melody.” The tone of amazement
transmitted the mysterious and wonderful intermingling of both hands in m. 16, which would
have been lost on me if spoken without astonishment. The tripartite scheme was only half the
3

story. My former amazement modeled a different approach. I needed to bring to conscious
awareness how their transformations were often extraordinary. This seeming value judgment
became a critical framework. The work’s paradoxical and illusory transformations needed to be
attended to as a magic show, as a gestalt circus, and not allowed to retire as just music. But this
is easier said than done. On the one hand, the Variations are not subtle. Their message is loud.
But habits of listening stand in the way and make us deaf to their deafening content.
The Variations are best approached by sensing the appropriateness of their endings –
“punch lines” or conclusions that seem perfectly gauged to resolve a problematic tension. Each
variation is a story centering upon a complication and concluded by a denouement. Their thirtythree embroiled plotlines are cleverly varied, but their endings are cunning. Many endings are
funny. Some are happy accidents. Some seem downright impossible. Some are gifts. Some are
ribbons on gifts. Some are ripped violently from reluctant hands. Some are gymnastic dismounts
with arms outstretched in victory. Some explode in one’s face. Some are single moments of
perfection. Some are homecomings. Some are life lessons. One is a bubble finally popped. The
quickest way to understand the Variations is to hear them backwards. Each ending tells the story
of what came before.
Long after my youthful epiphany, I learned about German Idealism and recognized a
kinship of its methodologies and aspirations. The Variations treat musical sounds as “forms” that
mutate and interact in a manner paralleling the operations of Hegelian philosophy and Goethean
biology. Goethe’s forms or Gestalten were the shapes assumed by objects in the natural word,
while for Hegel, they characterized a configuration of consciousness that was mirrored by the
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configurations of notions and objects it beheld.3 The interplay of Gestalten exercises a cognitive
experience that approximates the pure abstract logic of the Idealists. As with Idealist “objects,”
the musical Gestalten of the “Diabelli” Variations mutate freely without the limitations of
materiality, regularly dissolving their own fixed identities and trespassing across categorical
divides. Through their morphological transformations, paradoxical oppositions and paradoxical
resolutions, they reveal a striking connection with Hegel’s philosophy
Connections between Hegel and Beethoven have already been pressed by redoubtable
scholars, including Carl Dahlhaus and Theodor Adorno, but their approaches have not yielded an
easily useable framework. A growing number of scholars have adopted Adorno’s view of the
Late Period as an expression of an “alienated consciousness,” but the exact nature of this
consciousness is not always clear. In comparison, the predominant interpretive approach to
Beethoven’s music has been and will probably continue to be guided by the music of Middle
Period and its powerful evocation of a coherent subjective presence, or a “subject position.” For
two centuries, this dimension of his music has simply been taken for granted and has informed
virtually all music criticism. In the late twentieth century Edward T. Cone (1974) drew attention
to the musical fashioning of a “persona,” and in Beethoven Hero, Scott Burnham (1995) revealed
in unprecedented detail how the construction of heroic selfhood in Beethoven’s symphonies is
accomplished.

3

For Hegel and Goethe, Gestalten are regularly liquefied and reformed because of the instability of their
components, although Goethe attends to biological organisms and Hegel to the Gestalten or Gestaltungen of the
mind. See “Goethean Morphology, Hegelian Science: Affinities and Transformations” (Bowman 2011:161-162).
For twentieth-century Gestalt psychologists, on the other hand, this philosophical consideration is overruled by
empirical demonstrations that in perception, the whole dominates its parts, resulting in stable Gestalten (Adorno
1993: 4).

5

More recently, Mark Evan Bonds (2006) in Music as Thought: Listening to the Symphony
in the Age of Beethoven has cultivated a complementary listening framework by arguing that
symphonic music was apprehended as an intellectual experience akin to philosophical
contemplation. Bonds explores the writings of early nineteenth-century music critics, but he does
not try to explain how the music itself exercised this type of higher intellectual experience. My
essay attempts to partially fill this lacuna. The two analytical models, the “Hero” and the
“Philosopher,” are compatible and can prove fruitful in combination.
The “Diabelli” Variations exemplify the intellectual music that Bonds’s interlocutors
discuss in reference to symphonies. They are consecrated to the capacity of music to embody
abstract ideas, but Beethoven’s novel method was already preceded by a long and sophisticated
engagement with the intellectual and philosophical dimension of music. In this chapter, I try to
give a preliminary sketch of Beethoven-the-German-Idealist-Philosopher to stand beside
Beethoven-the-Hero. It is a speculative attempt whose success will depend upon the agreement
of listeners who may or may not share my interpretation of subtle musical effects and emotions. I
intend by this discussion to develop the listening approach that will brought to bear upon the
“Diabelli” Variations: a mode of attending that apprehends their unusual phenomenological
effects, morphological games, and philosophical meanings that inhere within the nonverbal
musical experience itself.

6

German Idealism and Musical Ontology

Beethoven’s personal philosophy of music may or may not be recorded in an 1812 letter
to Goethe by the unreliable Bettina Brentano (1785-1859), expressed in an intricate outpouring
she claimed to have transcribed from Beethoven while he was in a “raptus.” When it was
published after Beethoven’s death in 1835, Anton Schindler (1795-1864) attacked the
authenticity of its exalted language, accusing Brentano of falsifying Beethoven’s speech.
Nevertheless, he upheld her overall representation of his philosophy, and in particular her claim
that Beethoven considered music to constitute a “higher revelation…than any philosophy ([1840]
1996:158). Summarizing Beethoven’s position, Brentano wrote that he feels himself “to be the
founder of a new sensual basis in spiritual life.” This is explained more thoroughly in his speech:
Music is a higher revelation than all wisdom and philosophy…Music, verily, is
the mediator between the life of the mind and the senses…Isn’t the intellectual
content of a poem transformed into sensuous feeling by the melody? …music is
the one incorporeal entrance into the higher world of knowledge… (Thayer
1970:494-5)

Whether or not Beethoven spoke these words, they constitute the first metaphysical
interpretation of his music, anticipating by a month E.T.A. Hoffman’s famous review of the Fifth
Symphony. As Kinderman observes, Brentano’s conception of the work of art as “merging the
rational and the sensuous” derives from Schiller (1995:147), a figure who straddles early
Romanticism and German Idealism. The distinction between the two movements is hazy, but
Bonds has recently brought to light how the Idealist turn in philosophy shaped the new Romantic
mode of listening. This put a new spin on an old idea. It is widely assumed that Kant’s demotion
7

of referential or representational art increased the relative prestige of absolute instrumental music
and its so-called “free” beauty. Bonds pointed out a related but more affirmative connection.
German Idealism promoted the Ideal world of mental constructions over mundane physicality,
and so rose the fortunes of Absolute music. “Music,” according to Brentano-Beethoven, “is the
one incorporeal entrance into the higher world of knowledge” (Thayer 496). The Humean and
Lockean critiques which had dethroned ideas as artificial constructions, products of the physical
mind, were reversed by the new Idealism which bestowed upon ideas the highest ontological
status. As Bonds has written, “The mechanical associations with the passions were no longer the
central concern they had been only a short time before; instead, the emphasis had shifted toward
the premise that music is the reﬂection of a higher, more spiritual realm” (2006:26).
Yet while critics’ portrayals of Beethoven the Romantic-Idealist were passionately and
forcefully pressed, their writings do little to illuminate their listening experiences. Bonds has
noted that Idealist critics were “freed from the obligation to explain the causal mechanism of
their responses to music…vagueness was no vice” (2006:14). It is not at all clear which musical
features and passages engaged an Idealist or Romantic hearing, and in what that hearing
consisted. Hoffman’s descriptions of specific musical features are mundane or programmatic,
while his attested sensations of the Infinite are never connected to specific passages.
Similarly, Adolf Bernhard Marx (1795-1866) cultivated an Idealist listening framework,
finding in Beethoven’s music the literal incarnation of Hegel’s Idea, yet the Hegelian experience
it purports to be is not assured. His interpretation of Beethoven’s music is programmatic and
only at a remove do his reflections disclose a Hegelian character. For example, the Third
Symphony portrays Napoleonic heroics on the battlefield, and from this Marx infers that
8

Beethoven has distilled the “Idea” of Napoleon. In another example explored by Nicholas
Mathew (2006), Marx regarded Wellingtons Sieg as the “particularization” of the “abstract”
Third Symphony, and the Seventh Symphony as the Synthesis of both. These Hegelian
classifications do not necessarily reflect an Hegelian listening experience. If they do, it is not
apparent how it works.
Curiously, the same gap between claim and demonstration besets Adorno’s theory of
Beethoven. In common with Marx, he was driven by an agenda to frame Beethoven’s music as
Hegelian, although he was chiefly concerned with Beethoven’s Late Period. To this end, his
thought divided into two branches, one addressed to the subject-object dichotomy of
Beethoven’s music, a topic which I find nearly inscrutable, the other addressed to the “logic” of
Beethoven’s music, which he claimed was identical with the logic of Hegelian philosophy.
Neither of these ideas is well illustrated with musical examples, so his meaning can only be
speculated. Michael Spitzer has tried to remedy this lacuna in Music as Philosophy: Adorno and
Beethoven's Late Style (2006), which attempts to reconstruct the missing pieces of Adorno’s
framework.
These gaps raise again earlier questions. Which compositional features would engage an
Idealist hearing of Beethoven’s music, and in what would that hearing consist? Were such
interpretations fanciful projections on the part of listeners, or were Romantic-Idealist conceptions
built into Beethoven’s compositional style?
These questions belong in part to reception theory, although in practice that mode of
inquiry has tended, since Hans Eggebrecht’s pioneering work (1972), to see musical meaning in
Beethoven from an exclusively sociological point of view: arbitrarily fabricated and reproduced
9

by critics, and reinforced by institutions in symbolic spectacles in the production of authority. As
originally envisioned by Wolfgang Iser (1974), reception theory should also take into account the
personal interaction of text and reader, an approach approximated by Burnham (1995).
Burnham examined the construction of the heroic narrative and the fashioning of
selfhood in Beethoven’s middle period works, as revealed through the interpretations of others.
Semiotic analysis and its application to “musical gestures” (Hatten 2004a) plays a central role in
understanding the Heroic Persona, but in two ways its contribution to a hypothetical Idealist
listening experience must fall short. First, it is limited by its customary anthropomorphic
interpretation of musical gestures and cannot encompass musical transformations that do not map
to human action or emotion. Second, perceived Idealist qualities such as Infinitude and the
Incomprehensible Sublime may entail experiences that are not explained by recourse to semiotic
narratives. I would even suggest these sensations cannot be grounded in semiotic or
anthropomorphic readings of motivic behavior and harmonic progressions. Thus they have been
experienced and reported by listeners, but their nature evades the literary techniques of musical
hermeneutics and exegesis. The attempt to reconstruct Romantic-Idealist hearing must forgo the
support and evidence of historical texts, and take the form of speculative hypothesis.
Such an attempt was undertaken by Elaine Sisman in her monograph on Mozart’s
“Jupiter” Symphony, K. 551 (1993a). Sisman attempted to understand specific passages in
relation to Burkean and Kantian concepts of the Sublime. She describes a passage in the fourth
movement (mm. 233-53), as the “mathematical Sublime.”
Why is this mathematical? Because the dissonances seem to increase
exponentially to the point of not being aurally comprehensible, and because they
keep increasing as the theme goes up and down in an unmotivated sequence

10

which calls into question every possible meaning that the theme has previously
suggested, especially in its parody of strict-style dissonance treatment. The
passage is disordered and obscure, massive and repetitious (all terms that appear
in discussions of the sublime). It is also fleeting: Mozart magnifies the drama of
magnitude by denying us the leisure to contemplate it (1993:77).

Ex. 1. Mozart, K. 551/IV. Sublime descent into Hell, mm. 228-245.
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Ex. 1 cont. Mozart, K. 551/IV, mm. 246-255.

Incomprehensibility is not a cherished quality in music analysis. Music theory in its
normative mode, partnered to harmonic analysis, aggressively asserts comprehensible structures
even in places where a listener might lose his or her footing. One could imagine the passage
above triumphantly rationalized and made to show its underlying logic, perhaps, as two
sequences (mm. 233-240 and mm. 241-253) leading to a structural subdominant (F-Major
follows in m. 254). The nonfunctional harmonies could be explained as passing harmonies
arising from chromatic voice-leading. Here, music theory would show its philistine, pedantic
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side.4 Wye Allanbrook similarly dispels the Sublime by tabulating the features of Mozart’s
passage, as if to say it’s “just” these properties:
In the recapitulation this opening is massively truncated. A dense passage in
bound style – the cantus firmus with suspensions in sequence – compresses
forty-five bars into twenty-one, taking off from bar 8 in the exposition, after the
cantus firmus and its galant answer, and usurping in one sweeping gesture the
exposition’s tutti statement of the first theme, the military cadence with its
terraced fanfares and an ensuing fugal episode. This brilliant elision tightens the
recapitulation so that it can hurry on to the famous coda. (2010:268)

When treating an ephemeral effect like the Sublime, there is no guarantee of a shared
response. To my hearing, this passage (especially mm. 241-253) provides a brief but horrifying
glimpse of a form spiraling down into an infinite abyss. The form itself has a definite pattern, but
its logic is incomprehensible, representing an Other to the human mind. As Sisman points out, it
is “obscure,” “unmotivated,” and “massive.” As it passes indifferently and insensibly through
grotesque harmonies, the listener may despair at the absence of human-heartedness. As the form
descends, the chromatic woodwinds seem to rise perpetually even while they also fall, creating
an impossible object.5
Yet how are the sensations of the incomprehensible Sublime to be established beyond
speculation as a genuine historical musical experience? Christian Friedrich Michaelis (17701834) describes types of passages that can elicit the Sublime, namely, shocking modulations and
complex polyphony, but he doesn’t go further in his specification. I know of only a single
4

A similar attempt to explain away the mysterious harmonies of “Diabelli” Variation 20 by Hans von Bülow
(Beethoven 1892) caused Alfred Brendel to observe, “[his] explanations, or anybody else’s, illuminate little except
the fact that Beethoven’s commentators wanted Beethoven’s music to remain explicable” (1990:44).
5

Mozart is careful to split the parts so that at least one line is always heard rising across the gap between each group
of three (F-F-sharp-G-(A)-B-flat-B-C-(D)-E-flat-E-F-(G)-A-flat-A-B-flat). I have not yet heard a performance that
balances the parts to bring out this implied “Shepard tone” or “barber pole” effect.

13

contemporary description that correlates the Sublime with a specific musical passage.6 Nor is
semiotic analysis necessarily helpful for grounding a cognitive sensation. Nor is harmonic
analysis as helpful as one might hope since it is designed to be a sense-making methodology. In
the bewildering “Jupiter” passage, Mozart exercises his unique mastery over tonal “ugliness.” He
commands the art of producing wrong-sounding chords – that is to say, the art of selecting the
right wrong chords – to create an effect which harmonic analysis is not equipped to explain. He
presents an Other to normative functional harmony, a harmonic logic that repulses normative
functionality. The wondrousness of the complexity of the passage goes some distance in
suggesting the Sublime, but the line between complexity and sublime complexity has not yet
been demarcated, whereas the Sublime sensation is a categorical sensation. All musical
experience and meaning is constructed by listeners, but whereas functional harmonies are heard
by emic listeners with a high degree of intersubjective uniformity, an aesthetic experience such
as the “Sublime” will not be shared by everyone.7 This limitation jeopardizes the status of the
musical Sublime since its existence cannot be proven, and it neither enjoys unquestioned
intersubjective support (as Allanbrook’s critique makes clear) nor sufficient documentary
support that the Sublime was felt in ways we might imagine today. Music theory has no choice
but to proceed exposed on highly subjective grounds.

6

Ignaz von Seyfried’s description of Mozart’s K. 608 discussed in Richards (1999) and Zaslaw (2000).

7

Even for the same person, a Sublime effect may be ephemeral, losing its power after many hearings.
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Idealist Listening: Thought-Sensations, Gestalts, and Visualizations

Romanticizing is nothing other than a qualitative raising to a higher power. The
lower self is identified with a better self in this operation. This operation is as
yet quite unknown. By giving a higher meaning to the ordinary, a mysterious
appearance to the ordinary, the dignity of the unacquainted to that of which we
are acquainted, the mere appearance of infinity to finite, I romanticize them.”
–Novalis (qtd. in Pinkard 2002:147-148)

Our present epistemology is not oriented for thinking of sounds as objects in themselves,
but instead as secondary, exfoliated aspects of objects. This may explain why the visual faculty
is frequently recruited as an unofficial mediator of music discourse. Just as Mark Johnson and
Steve Larson argue that “our very experience of musical meaning is fundamentally shaped by
conceptual metaphors that are grounded in our bodily experience” (2003:78), the “things” and
“objects” in music, once conceptualized, are similarly conditioned by our understanding of
material objects. In my own description of Mozart’s Sublime music, I wrote that a form spirals
down into an infinite abyss, as if the listener witnesses music in a visualizable space. These
considerations have been treated at length by Saslaw (1996), Guck (1991, 1997), Zbikowski
(2002), Spitzer (2004), and Clarke (2005). Visual descriptions may exaggerate the extent to
which listening partakes in visual imaginings, but only partly. For example, Guck describes how
she purposefully visualizes images to deepen her hearing:
To really engage these compelling qualities of a piece, I embroil myself with
imagery that is at least as figurative as gesture and, more likely, with images
comparable in figurative complexity to emotional and intellectual states. They
encapsulate the creative act of listening that greedily encompasses the manifold
sounds and, by an imaginative leap, reifies their qualities as they influence and
are influenced by the larger context. (1997:212)
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I suggest that the discourse of visuality is more than a convention or device, but reflects
an historical mode of music perception that tracked musical “objects” changing and moving
through “space,” prerequisite features of Idealist listening.
The following example illustrates how emotion is sometimes tied to the transformation of
a perceived object. An ambiguous suspension plays a prominent role in the first movement of
Beethoven’s Sonata in D-Major, Op. 10, no. 3. A retention from a previous inner voice (mm. 7173), it takes on an ambiguous relationship with the tetrachord layering after m. 73. It can either
be heard as the finale reached by leap at the end of each tetrachord, or it can be heard as
belonging to its beginning. While elisions are common at the junction of sections, their
ambiguity is always ephemeral. The elision appears once and fades away. Here ten unresolved
elisions force the issue on the listener. Both the tetrachord and the “fifth” note are in an
indeterminate state.
The emotional power of m. 86 is connected to two simultaneous revelations: B-flat Major
is supplanted by the “real McCoy” A-Major, and the status of the “fifth” note is finally clarified
as the finale of the tetrachord: A-B-flat-C-D E. This last revelation is made particularly
emphatic by an interpolated leap from B. It is “shouting” the long-awaited answer.8 The
clarification of an indeterminate gestalt object, further dramatized by the clarification of key, is
why this moment is so powerful, although this clarification of status is understood
unconsciously.

8

Not all pianists hear the arrival of E as significant. Sokolov’s (1968) performance available on Youtube.com first
brought it to my awareness.
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Ex. 2. Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 7 in D-Major, Op. 10, no. 3. The suspension remains in an
indeterminate state until m. 86, mm. 71-89.

Many of Beethoven’s most celebrated passages can be productively reassessed by
analyzing them with respect to the spatial or object logic that they invoke. Let us consider again
the slow introduction to Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, which revisits its initial chord
progression in courageous marching scales (mm. 15-22).
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Ex. 3. Beethoven, Symphony No. 7, Op. 92/I, mm. 1-8.
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Ex. 3 cont. Beethoven, Symphony No. 7, Op. 92/I, mm. 9-19. Harmonic shifts are marked on top with
arrows.
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Ex. 3 cont. Symphony no. 7, Op. 92/I, mm. 20-24.

As the scales rise, each is modified midway when it passes through a harmonic juncture.
The G-sharp in the bass is lowered to G-natural (m. 18), the F-sharp is lowered to an F-natural
(m. 20) and the F-natural is lowered to an E-natural (mm. 22). Since the scales continue to
ascend through these junctures, they are heard as “modified” by the new pitch and harmony. I
20

hear them as linear forms traveling in space, undergoing a partial rotation or refraction as they
pass through the boundary of a new medium – something like circularly polarized rays. To be
sure, I don’t visualize rays, yet I still perceive these as “rotations” in my hearing.
I think the Idealist listening experience is in part generated by perceptions of extreme
topological and morphological limits. In the “Diabelli” Variations, these limits lead to absurd
results. Variation 13 presents a contrast of characters, who could be described as a domineering
master and a meek servant. The servant gains confidence and becomes more and more like his
master. By the repeat, the transition completes and the servant becomes the master. This is not
merely a transformation of one motif into another. It is absurd, and may even implicate the
listener in its absurdity to whatever extent the listener has vicariously identified with the motif.
The servant has become the very same master that formerly towered over him. After the repeat,
the master is seen towering over its very same former self. The structure of this loop is that of a
Möbius strip.
Ex. 4. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Variations, Op. 120/XIII, mm. 1-16.
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Topology and morphology are thus inextricable. The musical object simultaneously
constitutes its topological space. Morphological transformations implicate spatial properties.
Beethoven’s scales are heard twisting and Mozart’s forms are heard spiraling against the
backdrop of a stable space.
In fact, it may be more “true to the music” to bypass generic terms in favor of
descriptions that capture gestalts and topologies, and above all, confer to music an existential
dimension. Some of Beethoven’s cadences are better understood as “singularities,” time-points at
which a pattern is annihilated through the unsustainable intensification of its existence. From an
Idealist perspective, the perspective outlined in Brentano’s report, this is an ontological event,
which is inadequately served by the grammatical category of a “cadence” or “ending.” In the
example of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata in E-flat Major, first movement, Op. 7, the prospects of Bflat are destroyed and C-Major is born, but the unexpected modulation to II is only an aspect
privileged by theorists of a unified gestalt that operates, I submit, according to a logic we hear as
physical. Why does this unexpected turn to II makes sense? I think the F dominant bears down
with so much intensity that it leaves the railings of its expected cadential track.9 Because of its
momentum and force, it cuts a swath to C-Major. In such passages, dynamics play an essential
role in conveying the “physical” stresses placed on topological and morphological materiality.

9

It also resolves the opening measures with their off-balanced sforzandi, by shifting the front-loaded accent to the
end of the phrase.
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Ex. 5. Beethoven, Piano Sonata No. 4 in E-flat Major, Op. 7/I, mm. 67-81.

In the twenty-third “Diabelli” Variation, the left and right hand do not merely create a
choppy texture (mm. 5-8). They are mutually repelling objects. Each becomes monstrously
magnified (mm. 7-8), and when embodied by the two hands of an exciting musician, their
mutually exclusive claims threaten to destroy the existence of the piece itself. Each hand rapidly
accumulates mass and hurtles towards its own ultimate destination, yet neither objective can be
satisfied at the same time as the other. The variation’s teleological thrust is split along two
irreconcilable tracks. The “cadence” is an explosive singularity in which both hands are mutually
destroyed through a collision that seems impossible and yet, by virtue of their teleological power,
inexorable.
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Ex. 6. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Variations, Op. 120/XXIII.

Morphological and topological conundrums entail an intellectual experience by engaging
the listener’s sense of the impossible. The “collision singularities” of Variation 23 are heard as
both impossible and inevitable, producing a cognitive dissonance and a perception of logical
paradox. Even though this intellectual dimension may remain unarticulated, I believe it will, for
many listeners, form a part of the perceptual experience.
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Impossible Transformations

“Sound releases the Ideal, as it were, from its entanglement in matter.”
-Hegel (1975:88)

As Sisman’s example from the “Jupiter” Symphony suggests, the “mathematical
Sublime” is experienced when a listener’s attempts to grasp music are rebuffed. When the
listener is detached from successive footholds, a continual dilation of perspective may result.
These moments do not necessarily occur during grandiose statements or grand cadential themes,
but during interstitial transitory passages, that, as Sisman notes, “must always be brief”
(1993a:76). They must be short or else supply new complications in order to defy the patternmaking faculty of the listener. At the same time, they must be sufficiently comprehensible to
engage an initial apprehension.
In the opening movement of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony, Op. 60, the violins and
violas twice alight on a half-diminished seventh (mm. 159-160 and mm. 163-164) to build
momentum before springboarding towards a half-cadence.
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Ex. 7. Beethoven, Symphony No. 4, Op. 60/I, mm. 157-164.
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Ex. 7 cont. Beethoven, Symphony No. 4, Op. 60/I, mm. 165-177.

The pattern is broken the third time (m. 167). The same D is again held as a tremolo by
the violins, but is now fitted to a different diminished harmony that includes an uneasy B-natural
in the cellos and violas, followed by an F in the lowest register. At first, the chord is only a
dubious substitution for the two previous half-diminished chords, but the inrush of clarinets,
bassoons and flutes confirm the new harmony as legitimate in its own right. Although no change
to the harmony has occurred, its reinforcement brings on a Sublime dilation of perspective. My
initial view of the harmony as a mere substitution for its predecessors gives way to the dawning
realization that it will be the basis of a new and yet still unforeseeable future.
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Writing in August 1807, the same year as the premiere of the Fourth Symphony,
Christian Friedrich Michaelis explained the Sublime as a harmonic phenomenon:
The composer also expresses sublimity through the use of the marvelous…
Supposing, let us say, the established tonality suddenly veers in an unexpected
direction, supposing a chord is resolved in a quite unconventional manner…then
astonishment and awe result and in this mood the spirit is profoundly moved and
the sublime ideas are stimulated or sustained. (Day and Huray 1988:202)10

Although Michaelis does not specify an “enharmonic modulation” or another precise
effect, his description fits the theory that the Sublime is triggered by the listener’s disorientation
and reorientation.
The dilation in perspective I hear in the Fourth Symphony is not merely a harmonic
reorientation. It is also topological. To hear this, consider again the nature of the contrast. The
two predecessor phrases at m. 159 and m. 163 occur on the “surface” of the texture. The light
tremolo is like the preparatory sprint before a running leap that “bounces” to the half-cadence.11
By contrast, at mm. 167-170 the instruments flood the tremolo, engorging it with the full
sonority of the orchestra. What was once the “surface” becomes dimensionally replete; what was
peripheral becomes the whole. Reconstituted and restored to its grandeur, the orchestra turns
towards a new horizon, the cadential theme (mm. 170-177). The listener who glories in the close
of the Exposition, glories in a miraculous topological inversion.

10

Michaelis did not tie his impressions to specific musical passages, unfortunately. The original excerpt is not in the
Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung, Vol. 43, p. 676 as stated in the Day and Huray (1988).
11

I polled a class of twenty undergraduates to give descriptions of this passage (made independently at home). All
of the physical and motion metaphors implied a tensile resistance: pole-vaulting, spring-boarding, the bending of a
bow string, etc.
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Antinomy

So far this discussion has considered examples that illustrate morphological and
topological events, in which the presence of a paradox is seen to pivot upon a rationale wedded
to virtual space and virtual objects. The following example embodies logic itself, and only
tangentially touches upon space and objects. The famous climax is an aporia that brings to a
grinding halt a logical procedure. Beethoven’s construction indicates a level of awareness that
prepared him many years later to implement the logical structures in the “Diabelli” Variations.
The following example only presents a contradiction in music, a logical impasse or Kantian
antinomy. It doesn’t proceed to a solution, i.e. an Hegelian Sublation.
In my opinion, the infamous dissonant climax in the Development section of the “Eroica”
Symphony, first movement (mm. 248-279), has been incompletely understood as a
personification of actors on the battleground (Marx 1997:184; Downs 1970; Gregory 1997). As
Downs points out, the procedure’s “orderly arrangement…suggests alliance rather than battle”
(1970:595). But in that case, how is its outcome, a bellowing dissonance that Burnham describes
as a “harrowing impasse” (1992:12) to be explained in connection with a battle? There is no
denying its topic of struggle or its “embattled” subjectivity, but its crisis arises from a logical
operation. It is an iterative procedure which culminates in a dissonance (mm. 276-279) that is
both the inevitable conclusion and an inadmissible result standing outside of the system.12

12

By “outside” I do not imply a spatial visualization, but a mathematical logic in which an element is produced that
is not contained in the domain set. I would be misrepresenting the case were I to imply that the recursive operation
has actual defined rules or that the dissonance really exists outside of some universe, tonal or otherwise. Certainly,
one could object that the dissonant chord is “just a FMaj7 reinterpreted as a Neapolitan w/ added E.” See, for
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Ex. 8. Beethoven, Symphony No. 3/I, mm. 247-271.

example Marx’s rebuke of Oulibicheff for failing to see its ordinary harmonic content (1997:183-4). Yet, the sense
of a paradoxical outcome is indifferent to its being analyzable in harmonic terms.
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Ex. 8 cont. Beethoven, Symphony No. 3/I, mm. 272-283. The “necessary outcome” paradoxically lies
“outside” the closed system.
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The Limit of Logic Experienced

“There are problems of the intellectual world of the West that Beethoven (and
perhaps Goethe to a certain extent) tackled and wrestled with, but which no
philosopher has ever confronted…”
-Ludwig Wittgenstein (1984:9)

I would like to conclude with one last example of Sublime incomprehensibility.13
According to Anton Schindler, Beethoven disliked the “rosalia” figure (mm. 8-12) that Anton
Diabelli used to cobble together an ending for his waltz (on the other hand, it probably gave
Beethoven the main Dialectical idea for the Variations). Despite Schindler’s credibility issues,
this report seems true, and Beethoven attended to the superficiality of Diabelli’s little “patch” in
the twentieth variation by sublimating it.14
Ex. 9. Diabelli, Anton. “Rosalia” from Waltz, mm. 8-12; sublimated in Variation XX, mm. 9-12.

In particular, the gulf separating these two figures is immense:
13

The waltz and twentieth variation have been reproduced in full below.

14

Beethoven used the term in a sarcastic letter to Diabell: “You have indeed a whole army of composers, who can
do it far better than I, give one bar to each and what wonderful piece of music may be expected? Long live this, your
Austrian Association, which can so expertly handle [your] Schusterfleck” (Beethoven 1824).
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Ex. 10. Rosalia: Waltz and Variation XX.

Even without the foil of the waltz, the distance traversed between the two chords of the
“transfigured rosalia” is mystical and beyond comprehension.
Ex. 11. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Variation XX.

Human rationality cannot bridge the gap between the dissonance and its remote
resolution. C-Major arrives by a transcendent step, by a higher logic or Grace that circumvents
reason.15 It is one of the most liberating and powerful moments in the entire work. Initially, there
may be a brief moment where the listener doesn’t completely believe in the C triad before
accepting it. In accepting it, she is released from rational striving and simply appreciates CMajor as a gift without understanding it. In this example of Sublime incomprehensibility, the
failure of reason is an ephemeral relief to be treasured.

15

Brendel (1990:44): “I cannot see why this mysterious passage should not have been so conceived as to remain
mysterious for ever…these harmonies are musically unreasonable…What Beethoven provokes is our sense of awe.”
Kinderman (1997:102-103) observes that they are given retroactive sense when the passage resolves to G, yet the
“very straightforward harmonies in the following bars are bathed in the aura of this progression.”
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Ex. 12. Diabelli, Anton; Waltz (entire).
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Ex. 13. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Var. XX (entire).
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Chapter 1
Theoretical Framework

Inattentive to the unassuming genre of variations, music theorists all too often overlook
their complexities, a slight never more unjustly deserved than in the case of the “Diabelli”
Variations. Several monographs and essays have chipped away at this appallingly dense and
massive work, but no analysis has yet confronted its byzantine complexity. The difficulty and
scope of the work is best assessed, not by its hour-long duration, but by its unprecedented
granularity of compositional detail. Although each variation unfolds on a microscopic scale, each
constitutes an epic journey, complicated by unique twists and turns. Each is concluded by a
cadence that feels more like a denouement than a mere ending. Yet other considerations have
attracted the attention of scholars, leaving unexplored these complex compositional structures.
In three respects the “Diabelli” Variations embarrass our customary framework for
understanding variation forms. First, each variation is structurally distinct from both the theme
and from the others. While their harmonic progressions can be loosely traced to Diabelli’s waltz,
their internal motivic structures cannot.16 As a result they do not exhibit the parallelism of
structure that is a standard feature of piano variations.
The Variations violate a second signature property of variation form articulated by
Schoenberg: “In classical music every variation shows a unity which surpasses that of the theme.
16

“Motivic” structure exists below the level of phrases. Thus, two identical phrase structures of 4+4 mm. may differ
in the disposition of their motifs. For example, one sub-phrase of 4 mm. may be AAAB whereas another may be
ABAB. This micro-dimension of phrase structure is typically ignored in variation analysis. In this dissertation, these
structures are regarded as comparable in importance to successions of themes in sonata form.
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It results from the systematic application of a motive of variation” (1967:169, italics original).
Instead, the individual “Diabelli” Variations almost always reverse this relationship by
displaying greater internal heterogeneity and complexity than the original theme. 17
Finally, the Variations are riddled with strange and peculiar passages, ranging from
idiosyncratic notations to unusual aural illusions that suggest compositional considerations
beyond the provisionally musical. Alexander Goehr writes that “their unprecedented ambiguities
and oddities [are] not to be understood at all as being within the range and preoccupations of
earlier variation forms by Bach, Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven himself” (1999:28, italics
added).
Trenchant analyses by Martin Cooper (1970), Arnold Münster (1982), Carl Dahlhaus
(1989), William Kinderman (1987), and Michael Spitzer (2004) address some of these
aberrations but attribute them implicitly or explicitly to Beethoven’s evident desire to push
variation form to its limit. Two notions of genre stand ready to account for their unusual traits.
First is the notion of “character variations,” introduced by A.B. Marx (1845:72-89) to describe
sets that mix genres (dances, marches, rondos, fugues, etc.). Character variations were later
understood less in relation to genre than to archetypes of personality or mood (Nelson 1948,
Raab 1999).18 Second is the longstanding notion of Beethoven’s “Late Period Style” as a

17

Schoenberg’s observation articulates an unspoken truism about piano variations, but chamber and symphonic
variations from the Classical Period are broader in scope and exhibit greater variability of motivic structure. He tried
to make Op. 120 appear to share the property of motivic “unity,” but his argument seems forced to me (170). He
explains away the motivic heterogeneity of each variation as a second stage of elaboration of an underlying motivic
kernel. The property of motivic unity is thus “saved” as a generative kernel, even though it produces a
heterogeneous surface.
18

See Sisman (1995:67).
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renunciation of convention. Together, both notions account for the Variations’ anomalies as
artefacts of either colorful characterization or of aesthetic experimentation. Scholars have thus
been lulled into complacency, taking only peripheral interest in the Variations’ many strange
qualities. Consequently, the extraordinary compositional principle at the heart of the work has
gone unnoticed.
I will try to show that the structural heterogeneity of the variations, their internal
complexity, and their numerous anomalies result from the application of a unique compositional
principle. The “Diabelli” Variations are formed by a recombinant technique in which two
contrasting ideas are presented, and then gradually united or merged through the continuous
transformation of one or both.19
I propose that this recombinant process was adapted by Beethoven from a contemporary
philosophical paradigm now known as dialecticism, which was newly developed by German
Idealist philosophers, but above all by G.F. Hegel (1770-1831) in his Phenomenology (1807),
Logic (1812-1816), and Encyclopedia (1817). Under this view, the Variations are seen to probe
the contemporary fascination with paradoxical oppositions and unities by exploring in musical
language the intertwining of binary contrasts, demonstrating how opposing terms negate and
constitute one another.
My thesis has two levels. It consists of a core theory about the recombinant
compositional technique known here as the “Diabelli Dialectic” and “Diabelli principle.” This is

19

“Recombinant” refers here to the permutability of contrastive and unifying procedures, which gives rise to their
structural diversity.
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folded into a second hypothesis, informed by historical and cultural contexts, which interprets
this novel method as a deliberate adaptation of Hegel’s Dialectic.

Hegel’s Dialectic

“Hegel regards the dialectical, self-contradictory categories of the Logic as
constituting the underlying essence of all natural and spiritual phenomena.”
–Michael Forster (1993:41)

Presenting a bewildering diversity of appearances and forms, Hegel’s Dialectic is famous
for defying attempts at concise definition.20 As Findlay has written, “If one starts by thinking
Dialectic easy to characterize, one often ends by doubting whether it is a method at all, whether
any general account can be given of it, whether it is not simply a name covering any and every of
the ways in which Hegel argues” (1964:58). Although it is a dictum of Hegel studies that the
Dialectic cannot be completely summarized, this hasn’t prevented many prominent scholars from
making trials at it. If it is to be believed that Beethoven intentionally modeled his Variations
upon Hegel’s Dialectic, then it will be a revelation to observe how sensitive he is to this matter,
to its re-configurability and irreducible abstraction. He assuredly does not simplify or reduce it to
something like Fichte’s Thesis-Antithesis-Synthesis, nor even to triads.21 Conversely, if we
reconstruct the Diabelli principle independently of any presumed Hegelian provenance, it will be
20

From this point on, my generalizations about Hegel’s philosophy refer to his major pre-1818 works: The
Phenomenology (1807), The Logic (1812, 1816), and The Encyclopedia (1817). Not included are his Philosophy of
History, Philosophy of Aesthetics (publ. posth.) and his Philosophy of Right (1821).
21

Hegel’s descriptions often imply ternary structures, but in practice, the transition from concept to concept may
entail numerous stages of realization. See Rockmore (1997:17-8) who debunks triadic structure as a necessary
criterion of the Dialectic.
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equally remarkable to see that it is commensurate with Hegel’s Dialectic for its variety of
appearances and underlying coherency.
Hegel’s Dialectic is the route taken by Reason in its quest for knowledge and selfknowledge, and advances by two alternating processes. The first consists in realizing that a
seemingly stable or simple concept actually “contradicts itself” by entailing its own opposite.
“Whenever thinking pushes its clear understanding of a term or state of affairs to its limits, its
contrary is evoked. The opposition that results can be resolved only by some kind of reflective or
speculative consideration of the total picture” (Burbridge 2001:52). For Gadamer, the dialectical
method consists of “radicalizing a position until it becomes self-contradictory” (1982:31).
Loewenberg writes, “From the point of view of analysis, dialectic is a method whereby each
concept may be seen to imply its own opposite as a necessary and inseparable part of itself”
(1929:xvii). Hegel himself refers to the “necessity of the contradiction which belongs to the
nature of thought-determinations” ([1812] 1969:193, italics original). Concepts, thoughts, and
positions that have a self-contradictory nature are not special cases or exceptions. All concepts
are flawed, one-sided, and imply their own opposite.
The concept of “opposite” is itself problematic and vulnerable to a dialectical critique.
Even if we start from the most common Western philosophical viewpoint (at present) that an
“opposite” is a mental and linguistic construction lacking “true” existence in the material world
(nominalism), its existential status as a concept poses difficult problems. On the one hand, some
binaries seem “built in” to a single term. Thus, the opposite of young is old, and the opposite of
male is female (again, we’re leaving out of consideration the “real” biological world, which
undermines binaries, but the lexical field of concepts). Yet what is the opposite of a woman? A
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girl? A man? A boy? (“boy” reflects over both axes of age and sex). The opposites of concepts
that are congeries of qualities cannot be determined. Second of all, some simple concepts do not
have opposites at all. Black may be the opposite of white, but yellow doesn’t have an opposite.
It could be argued, therefore, that the concept of “opposite” is untenable and not different
from a contrast. One could imagine Hegel making exactly such a critique! However, the
philosophical tenability of an “opposite” does not affect whether it actually functions to frame
perception. In Hegel, as in ordinary perception (and in the “Diabelli” Variations), oppositions are
apparent, and that alone justifies them for the uses he puts them to. The apparent opposition of
two opposing sports teams on the same field is a powerful framing perception, and not mitigated
by the fact that their league has many other teams to make untenable any single binary
“opposition.” Nor would the opposition be undermined by a contradictory internal structure. For
example, even if each team consisted of an equal number of Hatfields and McCoys (selected that
way for the amusement of prison guards), spectators would still perceive the teams as opposing
entities. Oppositions are therefore contrasts that have been privileged by context to prevail over
and frame a field of perception. In some given contexts, the opposite of a woman is a man, and in
other cases a girl. It may still be possible to justify Hegel’s claim that oppositions are inherent
and built-in (even if his own chain of deduction isn’t always correct), but my purpose here is to
show that we can legitimately talk about oppositions inasmuch as they do structure perception,
and operate all of the time in that manner in Hegel’s philosophy. This will also be of crucial
importance for attuning ourselves to the paradoxical phenomenology of the “Diabelli”
Variations: they convey the impression of mutually constituting, entangled opposites, or
“dialectical gnosis.”
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To understand how a concept can contradict itself, it will be helpful to analyze this
crucial claim, not in Hegelian terms, but by examining the method of demonstration. This runs
counter to Hegel’s own view of the Dialectic, which he regarded as the organic development of
consciousness itself and of its mental objects, and proceeds independently of method (Robert
Solomon 1983:271). Yet his demonstrations, which are ostensibly mere depictions of immanent
and autonomous process, depend upon certain unspoken standards actively applied by Hegel. In
other words, we can discern a method, which may be analyzed.22
My use of the un-capitalized term “concept” is informal and refers to any framing belief
or abstract idea held in thought, whether it is an attitude, ideology, or category. When
scrutinized, each concept implies that a contrary concept is true. For example, in his chapter on
the “Law of the Heart, and the Frenzy of Self-Conceit,” Hegel takes up Rousseau’s critique of
social law as repressive of individuality, which he reframes more abstractly as the opposition of
Reality against the individual will, and proposes as a countermeasure the “Law of the Heart.” He
writes:
The individual, then, fulfils, carries out the law of his heart. This law becomes a
universal ordinance, and pleasure becomes a reality which, as it stands,
conforms to law. But in this realization, the law has, in point of fact, escaped the
individual; and thus there arises immediately only that relation which ought to
be cancelled. The law of the heart ceases through its very realization to be a law
of the heart. For it thereby takes on the form of actually “being,” and is now
universal power, which holds this particular “heart” to be a matter of
indifference; so that the individual, in establishing his own ordinance, no longer
finds it to be his own…The act [of establishing his own personal law for
himself] is intended to stand immediately for what is universal…Hence others
find in this content to the law of their heart fulfilled, but rather that of someone
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Ambitious attempts to formalize the Dialectic have been advanced by Michael Kosok (1966), Paul Thagard
(1982) and Clark Butler (2011). The mainstream of Hegelian scholarship generally eschews such approaches. See
Findlay (1980).
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else…The heart-throb for the welfare of mankind passes therefore into the rage
of frantic self-conceit.” ([1807] 1967:393-397)

In other words, the liberation from repressive law inevitably reproduces repression, as
each person exerts her will upon others. Hegel’s implication that the two modes of repression are
essentially interchangeable could be challenged, but he succeeds in establishing that the
actualization of liberation is at least partly in contradiction with its own definition. By
introducing even a scintilla of the Antithesis, he succeeds in invading the inviolable abstraction
of a pure concept. One could challenge his deterministic outcomes. At the risk of sounding naïve,
a “Law of the Heart” could entail a desire to see others’ wishes fulfilled, i.e. Kant’s “Kingdom of
Ends.” Hegel’s seemingly inevitable outcomes always are constructed according to his
imagination. As J.N. Findlay observes, Hegel’s “transitions are only necessary and inevitable in
the rather indefinite sense in which there is necessity and inevitability in a work of art”
(1962:71).23 Robert Mackintosh less charitably chided, “There seems to be intolerable laxity in
Hegel’s view of what constitutes one term the negative of its fellow” (1903:27).
Generally speaking, a concept’s “self-contradictory” nature arises as a conflict between
its “pure” definition and its realization in a particular case or when examined from a particular
vantage. Hegel usually reviews a concept by examining a series of snapshots across “moments,”
in which some implication of the concept is drawn out. But as the series of snapshots is extended
in a particular direction, one will arise to contradict the concept’s purity of definition. The
23

Findlay repeatedly comments upon this. Elsewhere, he writes, “Consciousness will thus be made to traverse a
series of forms in what Hegel holds to be an invariable and inevitable order – an assumption we have held to be
untrue in itself and false to Hegel’s own practice” (1962:71). See also p. 107 for analysis of a particular “arbitrary
somersault.” Fifteen years later, Findlay seemed to absolve Hegel of his own accusations of pretension in his
Foreword to A.V. Miller’s translation of the Phenomenology (1977).
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implied continuum from starting concept to unexpected counterexample produces an intuitive
contradiction. Intuitive appeal is not dispensable for Hegel’s philosophy since the Dialectic
purports to be the natural thinking of Geist. Especially in the Phenomenology, gradual
successions are important for leading Geist (and the reader) to and from realizations.
The “Law of the Heart” emerges gradually as Geist recognizes its oppressed state. Not
yet a “Law” in a strong sense, the first stage is a license to pursue one’s desires. Only in the
sense of being a personal mandate is it a “law” – a law for oneself. But then it inevitably
becomes a law that impinges upon the wills of others.
In the Logic, gradual successions across “moments” undermine “objective” categories,
not personal or social perspectives. A graduated series intuitively implies that each stage is a
legitimate consequence of its predecessor, and yet such legitimate constructions lead to
contradictory conclusions such as the “unity of the finite and the infinite” (1969:144). At this
point, the contradiction is absorbed into a more liberal, comprehensive concept called the Begriff.
Translated variously as “Notion,” “Concept,” and “Conception.”
A concept’s defining parameters are not precisely demarcated. This is the double-edge of
their utility and weakness. They unify a wide range of phenomena under a rubric, but at the cost
of introducing ambiguities of membership at their boundaries, or as we will, see at their very
center. The extreme limit of a concept’s defining parameters yield intractable issues when
subjected to Hegelian scrutiny. In this sense a concept is not different from a category. Its
definition can be tested through the construction of an extreme example, which is then revealed
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to also belong to a mutually exclusive category or concept.24 Hegel’s demonstrations of
contradictions involve a conflict between a special case and the concept that it is supposed to
represent. But a concept can also harbor a contradiction, not at its ambiguous boundaries, but
within the very center of its definition. Hegel particularly relishes such demonstrations, and we
will examine shortly such an example in the case of Being and Nothing.
The collapse of the concept is paradoxical because it is self-wrought. The basic condition
of a concept’s existence is to appear both true and closed, but it will fail on both grounds. When
scrutinized, its “secure” truth will reveal its inadequacy, and its “closed” self will open onto its
neighbors, by implying an opposite concept or a more adequate concept.
The opening gambit of The Science of Logic (1812, 1813, 1816) and The Encyclopedia of
the Philosophical Sciences in Outline (1817) consists of such a paradoxical demonstration. In
one of his most celebrated passages, Hegel turns on its head a fundamental element of thought by
proving that the concepts of Being and Nothing are indistinguishable.
First, he isolates the concept of Being by holding and purifying it in thought. Since Being
is prior to all other qualities, it can be distilled by stripping away all secondary qualities, e.g. by
removing color, texture, weight, spatial dimension, et cetera. Here is Hegel’s gradual succession,
and it will lead to an impossible conclusion. When fixed in the mind and distilled in this manner,
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To be sure, this is my explanation of Hegel’s method. Hegel denies that there is a difference between a specific
object and “its” category, since the object establishes its own normativity and is a category unto itself. Moreover, in
order to be known, the object projects an entire context of relations to other objects that give it meaning. In other
words, objects project categories; they aren’t members of categories. As expressed concisely in Goethe’s wellknown maxim, “Every factual is already theory.” On the other hand, Hegel also says that concepts pre-exist objects,
which, if taken out of context, seems like an assertion of Idealist ontology, but is best understood (in my view) as the
reflecting the abstract potential of concepts in their most purified, unspecified states (i.e. they’re not being dependent
upon or specified through determinate objects). See his discussion in the Encyclopedia Logic ([1830] 1991:§163,
239-241).

45

pure Being becomes the positing of sheer emptiness. In other words, Pure Being is
indistinguishable from Nothing. Charles Taylor calls this Hegel’s “most mind-blowing idea”
(1975:49). Conversely, the concept of Nothing has a scintilla of Being once it is conceptualized
and held in thought.
The paradox can be formulated in these abstract terms: h is a property. When h is
intensified, one would expect it to become a more intense version of itself, say H. Instead, as h is
intensified, it becomes its opposite, anti-H.25 The essence of Being is concentrated in the
expectation of intensifying its defining quality – existence – yet by this means it transforms into
Nothing. This is the paradox, and its progression consists of several named stages.
This first stage of the dialectical progression is “Negation,” in which a concept yields a
special instance found to be in contradiction with the essential definition of the very same
concept. As Taylor writes, “A concept of reality comes into conflict with the criterial properties
of such a concept when we try to ‘realize’ it, that is, apply it systematically to the world. Qua
concept of reality, it conflicts with its own criterial properties” (1975:229).
The second stage sutures this division and is the Aufhebung or “Sublation.” Aufhebung
resolves the contradiction by integrating competing claims under a more liberal concept where
they are seen to coexist and even complement one another. The eternal oscillation of Being and
Nothing is transcended by the emergence of a new positive quality, Becoming. Being is always
becoming Nothing, and vice-versa. The quality of Becoming emerges as a new stable property
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Croce writes, “The logical category of distinction is one thing, the category of opposition another. Two distinct
concepts are connected, as has been said, even in being distinct, while two opposed concepts seem to exclude one
another: where one appears, the other totally vanishes. A distinct concept is assumed and lives in the other that
follows it in the order of ideas” (1915:10-11).
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and normalizes the ceaseless alternation of Being and Nothing. In the case of the “Law of the
Heart,” the competition of wills leads Geist to recognize the universality underlying their selfinterest. Desire and selfhood emerge as universal, giving lie to the fierce individualism of
separate wills. Geist thus recognizes that individuality is an illusion, “perverted and perverting,
and hence [Geist] feels bound to surrender and sacrifice individualism of consciousness – this
type of consciousness is Virtue” ([1807] 1967:400).26
Hegel defines Aufhebung as a threefold event: “to preserve, to cancel, and to raise to a
higher level” (Burbridge 2001:153). He also describes it as the “comprehension of the unity of
opposites,” “the positive in the negative,” and, most frequently, the “negation of negation”
([1812] 1969:106-108). This last phrase indicates that the initial negation which created the
problematic impasse, such as the implication of Nothingness from Being and vice-versa, is itself
negated. Their mutual exclusiveness is negated because both concepts now co-exist without
conflict and contribute to the higher concept of Becoming. The harmonious co-existence of terms
that were once opposed – the “preservation” aspect of Sublation – explains why Fichte’s term
“Synthesis” continues to be persistently and popularly applied to the Sublation stage of Hegel’s
Dialectic, even though it is a simplification.
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Two Hegelian factors are at work here. First, Hegel’s morality is always framed under the philosophical motive to
achieve a higher realization of reality, which grounds morality in reason. Second, Geist can occur at several levels. It
can be embodied in a single mind one moment, and in a higher social mind the next (it can also be embodied by
nature and the wider universe). Here Geist is prevented from ascending to its higher social perspective by the selfish
partiality of its component individual minds, which it transcends by canceling “the individuality that has presumed
to claim actuality” (Hegel 1967:400).
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Dialectic as Musical Structure

In order to identify the Dialectic in the medium of music, two of its characteristic features
are reframed here in terms applicable to music: a) the bridging of a contrast, which corresponds
to the mediation of an opposition; and b) the reestablishment of normative behavior at the end of
each half of each variation, entailing a Synthesis of each side of the contrast that corresponds
with the Sublation.
“Opposition” and “mediation” are Hegelian terms, but my use of them is more
circumscribed than Hegel’s, for whom they encompassed a wide range of meanings that do not
pertain here. 27 As used here “mediation” corresponds with Hegel’s definition in the
Phenomenology (1807) as “simple Becoming,” by which is meant a process of continuous
transformation from one state to another. In some cases, mediation resolves a contrast when it
reconciles two opposed elements by bringing them into a union of sorts. In a few cases, it creates
a problem when it develops a contradiction out of a seemingly stable status. Each variation
parallels the Hegelian Dialectic through its “mediation of an opposition,” recognized when
opposed motives, textures, or effects are bridged by a continuous transformation which merges
their features.
The philosophical nature of the “Diabelli” Variations is reflected by the evident
commitment to realize their principle in a prodigious variety of opposition-mediation structures.
This remarkable diversity of structure, so uncharacteristic of piano variations, registers the
27

For example, “mediation” is sometimes important to Hegel as the polar opposite of “immediacy,” but this binary
doesn’t enter into consideration here. Robert Solomon notes that Hegel’s notoriously slippery terminology is an
inherent feature of his philosophy reflecting the “fluidity of concepts” (1977: 214).
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abstraction of the dialectical principle which they collectively manifest, and is commensurable
with Hegel’s dialectical practice with which it was historically concurrent.
Adorno also found in Beethoven’s Late Period style a deep analogy with Hegelian
philosophy, although Adorno believed that the parallels were unconscious (1988:210). His roster
of dialectical contrasts include the whole versus the part, content versus form, authenticity versus
inauthenticity, unity versus disunity, and the subject versus the object (Paddison 1993). He also
observed Hegelian processes such as negation, mediation, and Sublation; as well as Hegelian
phases of consciousness, especially social- and self-alienation.
In spite of the similarities between Adorno’s nomination of mediation and opposition as
Late Period characteristics and my own criteria for a “Diabelli Dialectic,” Adorno was concerned
with entirely different objects. Rather than attending to detailed motivic processes, he interpreted
Beethoven’s music from a distance, discerning general attitudes and states of mind. At one point
he announced a plan to show how Hegelian logic infused compositional procedures, but he never
followed through on this plan. I will return to this shortly.

Dialectic as Musical Experience: Dialectical Gnosis

At first glance, it may seem improbable that music could enact or model a philosophy,
but Hegel’s is particularly suited to such a treatment. His philosophy is itself the unfolding of a
single mental process as it passes through countless realizations, and this unfolding is a
phenomenological experience. Hegel’s method “merely describes this dialectical process” (Dove
1970:622). Both The Phenomenology and The Logic consist of a series of realizations and self49

realizations about the nature of thought, in which a sequence of concepts is evolved to
encompass the full range of cognition. The temporary points of repose in which a concept-information is clarified and stabilized are products of the faculty of Understanding (Verstand). The
dissolution of concepts by their own internal tensions, and the initial stages of their re-assembly
towards a new concept are undertaken by the faculty of Reason (Vernunft).
Hegel’s philosophy is not developed through verbal reasoning, even though his medium
of communication is, of course, language. Rather, the evolution of concepts is tied to a series of
“objects” of contemplation. By “objects” I mean any kind of percept or appearance that is beheld
in thought. As the objects change in appearance, the underlying concepts that determine them are
revised correspondingly. Perceptions are based in categories, and as perceptions venture into new
territory, so must the categories. Sometimes, the concept is itself beheld as an object and is
transformed directly, as with Being, which changes in appearance to become Nothing. By
emphasizing appearance, I am not implying that appearance is superficial in contrast with
something deeper or more “true,” but am pointing out that Hegel’s argument pivots upon
appearances.28 Generally speaking, consciousness evolves through confronting a series of
appearances that frustrate the Understanding, causing it to reframe its perception.
Hegel’s philosophy stands on its head the usual prerogative of the philosopher over his or
her domain. Objects of observation take precedence, and philosophical realizations follow in
their wake. While the objects are always at root projections of the subject, they lead the drama as
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In Hegelian philosophy, appearances are not superficial or secondary. Appearance, when apprehended along with
its essence, comprises reality.
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if they are autonomous. Hegel’s philosophy consists of witnessing the transformations of the
objects, which brings about changes in their corresponding concepts.29
Through its display of objects and their transformations, Hegel’s philosophical method
has an affinity with music. The morphological instability of objects can be mirrored by the
objects of music, e.g. motives or textures which similarly undergo mutation. Just as Hegel
unravels seemingly stable things in order to expose the hidden contingencies within the
determinations of thought, the “Diabelli” Variations unravel and reassemble seemingly stable
musical gestalts, similarly revealing their contingencies. As with the Dialectic’s critique of
complacent thought, the result also implicates the reliability of the listener’s underlying musical
categories.
The following example from Variation 2 traverses the first stage of the Dialectic,
negation. It presents an object – a texture – that corresponds with a concept – the categorical
separation of foreground and background. By undermining the object, the passage undermines
the category.
Ex. 14. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Var. II, mm. 1-4.
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The Hegelian first-person perspective looks behind the curtains at the machinery of its own consciousness. The
“Geist” of the Phenomenology has this in common with the two Logics (Burbidge 1981:6-21).
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The “foreground” consists of the soprano, distinguished not only by virtue of its being the
highest voice, but by its property of motion, which contrasts with the “background” of an
unchanging chord in the left hand and by the lower voice of the right hand. As the music
proceeds, the property of motion is gradually acquired by the lower voices until the
foreground/background distinction breaks down.
Ex. 15. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Var. II, mm. 5-12.

One may reasonably wonder why a breakdown of the vocal segregation would undermine
the eternal distinction of foreground and background. After all, there is no written rule requiring
that the foreground/background distinction be in effect, dictating that a voice must belong to one
or the other. It is merely a conceptual binary or a conceptual spectrum, to which phenomena may
or may not conform. According to the Hegelian critique, however, it is the incorrigible habit of
the Understanding (Verstand) to maintain and apply specious categories to acts of perception,
and to perceive, for example, the field of musical activity as divided into a foreground and
background, which are in some essential way categorically separate. Indeed, normative practice
in the Classical Period confirms that such a binary is in operation. Even in polyphonic passages
lacking a clear foreground/background distinction, different voices are still segregated into
separate strata by distinct rhythmic patterns, and a polyphonic category is the result. Here, the
distinction between foreground and background is abolished without being replaced by a new
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stratification. It is precisely because Variation 2 violates the norm of foreground/background and
enters into uncharted, non-categorized musical space that mm. 8-12 sound strange.
The breakdown of the foreground/background category is a failure of the Understanding
(Verstand) to maintain a binary of opposites throughout a “legal” transformation of one of the
terms. Initially, a term seems capable of sustaining some change while retaining its identity as
representing one side of a binary category. But as there is no inherent limit upon such change, it
may be transformed to such a degree that it becomes identical with its former opposite
representing the other side of the category. The seeming empirical or “real” status of the
categorical distinction is thereby nullified, for how can a categorical distinction permit a
continuous bridge linking the opposite sides.30 Let us consider Variation 2 in greater detail.
The static voices gradually acquire the property of motion in two stages. First the upper
voice of the “background” left hand begins to move.
Ex. 16. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Var. II, mm. 5-7.

30

Hegel isn’t arguing that opposites cannot be hypothetically conceived as two ends of a spectrum, but that the
Understanding does not think in terms of such continuities. By its nature, Understanding imposes rigid, nonoverlapping categories on everything it beholds in order to render undifferentiated perception – a “blooming,
buzzing confusion,” to use William James’s famous phrase – into an organized field of discrete objects.
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This minor alteration is not sufficient to destroy the categorical distinction of background
and foreground. However, in the next stage, change is pushed further when the left hand leaps
with an alacrity equal to that of the right.
Ex. 17. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Var. II, mm. 8-12.

Sonically, this creates a remarkable effect. Possessing an equal degree of activity, the
“background” now comes forth and intrudes a rival foreground, rendering the listener unable to
organize the auditory scene around a foreground/background distinction.
The behavior and texture return to normal in the final two measures. The left hand
preserves its newly won motion, but the foreground/background distinction is also restored. This
Synthesis of opposing elements and return to normative practice marks the “Sublation.”
Ex. 18. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Var. II, mm. 13-16.

The listener’s experience of confusion mirrors Hegel’s Geist which does not merely
deduce objects and their transformations, but perceives them in tandem with its deductions and
depends upon them. The listener experiences disorientation with the loss of a categorical
distinction because it is also the loss of a perceptual foothold. Similarly, the restoration of
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normative style, and its enfolding into itself the new element of left-hand motion, provides an
experience of “Sublative relief.” As this example illustrates, a musical structure can go further
than merely parallel Hegel’s dialectical structure. It can exercise a phenomenological experience
commensurate with the phenomenological experience of Hegel’s Geist, encompassing confusion,
distress, and deliverance to clarity.31 The Variations channel listeners through cycles of
dialectical gnosis.
As I will try to show, the experience of music listening can constitute an intellectual
process, albeit nonverbal. Concepts such as irony, paradox, causation, difficulty, solution,
salvation, compromise, confusion, transgression, mistake, overreaching, and the like can be
apprehended in music prior to being formulated into words. The following point is crucial for
understanding the work. The “Diabelli” Variations do not encode philosophical ideas at the
hermeneutic level to be decoded through retrospective score analysis. Their structures and their
meanings are intended to be experienced directly by the listener, in the same way that Hegelian
philosophy collapses the difference between experience and intellection.
This view comes into proximity with that taken by Adorno (1993) and reprised by Spitzer
(2006) that Beethoven’s Hegelian logic is “immanent in musical material, not bolted on from
above” (Spitzer:196). Adorno bluntly stated, “Beethoven’s music is Hegelian philosophy”
(1988:14). Elsewhere he elaborated, “The Beethoven study must also yield a philosophy of
music, that is, it must decisively establish the relation of music to conceptual logic. Only then
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Even though this phenomenological perspective is only named in the Phenomenology as “Geist,” it also animates
the Science of Logic and the Encyclopedia. In these latter works, an evolving consciousness passes through a
sequence of realizations. The subjective nature of “Geist” and its relationship to objectivity is simply no longer an
issue as it is throughout the Phenomenology. The Logic begins with this subject-object conflict resolved.
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will the comparison with Hegel’s Logic, and therefore the interpretation of Beethoven, be not
just an analogy but the thing itself” (1998:11, italics added).32
Despite Adorno and Sptizer’s emphatic desire to show the close compatibility or indeed,
identity, of Beethoven’s music and Hegel’s logic, their approach reinscribes the difference they
wish to avoid. Spitzer writes, “Hermeneutic models, nevertheless, have an important function to
play as a necessary moment within the cycle of musical reflection” (2006:6). Similarly, Adorno
writes that the “abundance” of the artwork, its repletion of meanings, “only unfolds itself through
analysis” (1982:177). However, score analysis and hermeneutic interpretation drive a wedge
through the very idea of a musically immanent logic, because musical meaning emerges later as
an analytically mediated stage of meaning. Spitzer writes that the “tension between hermeneutics
and critical theory turns out to be intractable problem at the heart of Adorno studies” (2006:6),
but I would supplement this observation with another problem, namely, the division between
immediate and mediated understanding. As I have tried to show in the previous chapter, musical
logic is “immanent in musical material” exactly as Spitzer says, and as music unfolds, it can
confer an intellectual experience without the aid of verbalization. However, Adorno’s attachment
to score analysis, which is endemic to normative music theory, in general, may have been a
hindrance. His comparisons between Hegel’s logic and Beethoven’s music do not extend to the
motivic level where the analogy with the specific operations of Hegelian logic would occur, but
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Compare with Ludwig Wittgenstein: “Musical themes are in a certain sense propositions. And so the recognition
of the essence of logic will lead to the recognition of the essence of music” (McGuinness 1988:127). This sentiment
is echoed in a radio address Adorno gave near the end of his life: “…[Beethoven’s] music is no mere analogy for,
but is in fact directly identical to, the structure of Hegelian logic” (1982:183). He also made a comparison with
Hegel’s Phenomenology, finding in it the source of a subject/object dialectic central to Beethoven’s music
(1993:62).
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treat instead the more distant relationship between the form and content of an entire movement.
In my own experience, the score detracts from the audible apprehension of musical logic. Yet in
many cases, it has revealed certain aspects of that logic directly to the eye. However, the full
logical import is conveyed directly through the immediate listening experience, through a play of
sonic effects, which the score only indirectly captures.
However, my approach is also compromised by the problem I have just imputed to
Adorno and Spitzer. Much of my analytical labor did consist of score investigation when I found
myself insensible to the phenomenological qualities I had once perceived directly. Thus I became
pulled into the cycle of score-analysis and re-hearing that Spitzer describes. When we are
properly oriented to the music – which I have earlier argued constitutes a Romantic-Idealist
mode of attendance in which drastic ontological significance is given to musical events (music as
reality) – the Variations can be heard shouting their dialectical ironies. Under ideal
circumstances, the score’s utility is as a helpful reference.
Much of my analysis appears to be hermeneutic, analytically mediated, and not
descriptive of phenomenological experience. Sometimes this reflects the hermeneutic analysis I
actually performed, but it is also a disciplinary strategy. In order to reveal the objective presence
of dialectical structures, I appeal to that type of evidence that is readily recognized and accepted
in academia, “objective” musical structures or “things-in-the-score,” which can be observed
visually, and do not need to be heard in a certain manner. Such discourse is of course standard
for music analysis, which rarely has qualms with substituting “things-in-the-score” for musical
experiences. I am not bringing this approach in for criticism. While things-in-the-score do enjoy
a specious “objectivity” and traditional priority over subjective experience, they also ground and
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enable communication about the elusive musical experience. I am making a fuss about it here to
prevent a misconception about the nature of the Diabelli Dialectic. The dialectical epiphany at
the heart of every variation can be known in the immediate thought-sensations peculiar to
musical experience. When I describe things-in-the-score, it should be remembered that I am
merely tracing the written correlate of a musical experience.

Musical Collaborators

Every step of the way, musicians always guided my interpretation. Their musical insights
became “my” analytical insights. I credit them often because they are, in fact, the co-creators of
my analysis. My interpretation of Variation 3 furnishes an example of how their insights helped
disclose the work’s deeper phenomenological meanings.
The syncopated bass of the third variation is played by most musicians as a regular
sequence of offbeat accents. Their syncopations and tie-overs are an objective element of the
dialectical structure, which seem to return later as an element in different voices and
configurations. However, it’s not clear from the score whether or not the tied-over E in mm. 1314 really refers to the early bass, or whether their metric similarity is coincidental. The Antithesis
(mm. 8-12) is clearly transformed in the last few measures. Its awkward leaps and counter-steps
survive as the interior voices of mm. 12-16. Moreover, the ending develops seamlessly out of the
Antithesis. Its tied-over notes are extended into the linear descent. The score reveals the
objective features of the Dialectic: a Thesis, an Antithesis, and a bridging passage (a RetroMediation/Synthesis, i.e. a Sublation). The unusualness of these features attest to a design and
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construction that could only have been created by a composer fully conscious of his technique,
and they support my argument. Nevertheless, the meaning of Var. 3 is best experienced directly
through Grigory Sokolov’s 1985 performance (2004).
Ex. 19. Beethoven, “Diabelli” Var. III. As suggested by Grigory Sokolov’s performance, the syncopated
bass probably doesn’t signify rigid, offbeat accents, but “loosenes.” mm. 1-16.33

As is characteristic of many of Sokolov’s variations, extreme characterization is saved for
the repeat. In the second pass, his bass line wakes up yawning on a Sunday morning, gets out of
bed, and distractedly reaches for a cup of coffee before joining the swift currents of the world. It
is this mood that is reconstituted in the retro-mediated Synthesis as a carefree descent in the final
passage. In Sokolov’s vivid portrayal, the soprano clearly recuperates the Thesis in mm. 12-16,
and its tie-overs incorporate the nonchalance of the bass. The performance always reveals that
the leaps and counter-steps that begin at m. 8 do not, themselves, constitute the subject matter of
the Antithesis. The Antithesis is equally the quality of constraint and uneasiness.

33

The soprano D should not be tied over the bar-line in measures 14-15 (Appel and Ladenburger 2010:117).
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The dialectical opposition therefore treats opposing mental states: carefree leisureliness
and uneasy discomfort. The Sublation works by gradually folding into itself the dysfunctional
figure of unease until it productively engages with the return of the carefree descent. The final
passage doesn’t cease to be tense altogether, but its tension is reduced in stages like a series of
descending canal locks. The once immaterial and frictionless descent in the soprano is now
“grounded” by this spine of interior counterpoint.
In only a few places am I satisfied with my own attempts to capture the main thrust of the
variations’ phenomenological play, and even my rare satisfaction may be presumptuous. Usually,
my descriptions seem to my own judgment incomplete.
I view this essay as a starting point for understanding the “Diabelli” Variations. If the
present theory of “recombinant bridging strategies” or “dialectical structures” gains traction, then
I hope that others will further these initial attempts to verbalize their picturesque goings-on,
sonic effects, characterizations, morphological paradoxes, and revelatory Sublations.

German Dialectics: Philosophical Methodology and Aesthetic Outlook

Hegel identified social alienation as a symptom of modernity, and to make his point he
lifted a description of a disturbing musical performance from Diderot’s Rameau’s Nephew
([1763] 1805). In Hegel’s appropriation of Diderot, authenticity has been corrupted and
destroyed by the pressures and enticements of society. Even the self’s own condition is unknown
to it. It is easy to see why he seized upon Diderot’s story; it constitutes a Hegelian paradox.
Under these conditions, performance becomes the new truth. Authenticity returns as a
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wholehearted, uncyncial devotion to the performance. But the performer, unanchored to a stable,
underlying self, ranges erratically across social masks. The result is an incoherent tour of
archetypal identities. In Diderot’s “thirty airs” one finds a singular parallel for the “Diabelli”
Variations and its jumbled gallery of portraits, which inspired A.B. Marx’s category of
“Character” Variations.
This style of speech is the madness of the musician ‘who piled and mixed up
together some thirty airs, Italian, French, tragic, comic, of all sorts and kinds;
now, with a deep bass, he descended to the depths of hell, then, contracting his
throat to a high, piping falsetto, he rent the vault of the skies, raving and
soothed, haughtily imperious and mockingly jeering by turns…[a] fantastic
mixture of wisdom and folly, a melée of as much skill as low cunning,
composed of ideas as likely to be right as wrong, with as complete a perversion
of sentiment, with as much consummate shamefulness in it, as absolute
frankness, candor, and truth. It will not be able to refrain from breaking out into
all these tones, and running up and down the whole gamut of feeling, from the
depths of contempt and repudiation to the highest pitch of admiration and
stirring emotion. A vein of the ridiculous will be diffused through the latter,
which takes away from their nature’; the former will find in their very candor a
strain of atoning reconcilement, will find in their shuddering depths the allpowerful strain which gives to itself spirit. ([1807] 1967:543-544)

The “Diabelli” Variations are famous for juxtaposing bathos and pathos, frivolity and
profundity, restraint and excessiveness. Yet when coming for praise, their range of expression is
singled out for admiration. Thus von Bülow (Beethoven 1892) writes of their passing from
“loftiest melancholy to the most daring humor.” Their juxtapositions usually go without further
comment. However, Aldous Huxley fully grasped the implied absurdity of their “abrupt
transitions”: “While Jones is murdering his wife, Smith is wheeling the perambulator in the
park” ([1928] 1996:294). Kinderman (1987) sees their juxtapositions as central to the
“parodistic” nature of the work. But the juxtapositions also betray the implied contract between
the listener-participant and musical work. The Variations cannot be relied upon as an authentic
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signifier of an interior state, and if the listener tries in earnest to commune with the “spiritual
pilgrimage” plotted out by Maynard Solomon (2004b), she might feel taunted in places by
undeserved slaps-in-the-face, especially right after its attainment of new “spiritual plateaus” in
Vars. 14, 20, and 24 (192).
Just as the irrational transitions in Rameau’s Nephew, which pass suddenly from tragedy
to comedy, from ravings to soothings, from candor to insincerity, etc., place impossible
interpretive demands upon Diderot’s hearer, so do the “Diabelli” Variations. At the end of a
sublime meditation, Variation 14 finds solace. But instead of preserving and transmitting its
wisdom to a worthy heir, its memory is driven out by the fatuously simple-minded Var. 15.
Variation 20 similarly achieves an inner peace, but its sacred atmosphere is violated by the
pounding of Var. 21. Like clowns showing up to a funeral, these displays shock, and yet offer no
apparent motive to give offense. The frame they break is too deep to be funny.34 Variations 14
and 20 resound in the depths of the listener’s soul, who is in the next moment made to learn they
are merely links in a frivolous chain of appearances that mean nothing. No listening strategy can
accommodate these contradictory messages, except to invest and disinvest in systolic alternation.
I am tempted to speculate that Diderot’s story of the “thirty” airs “piled up and mixed
together,” which became for Hegel a central allegory, may have been the inspiration for the
“Diabelli” Variations.35 Whether or not Beethoven read Hegel’s account of Diderot (or read
Goethe’s 1805 translation of Rameau’s Nephew) the story offers another contemporaneous
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Nor is the listener framed in a Schumannesque manner by titles to take pleasure as a “spectator” of scenes.

35

Hegel’s appropriation, called by H.S. Harris “one of the greatest strokes of the only philosophical genius who ever
came near to rivalling Plato…” (1997:276), would have been even more captivating in the early nineteenth century.
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viewpoint from which to interpret the Variations: as a critique of a musical work’s unspoken
function to “perform authentic expression,” but a critique that doesn’t permit as a response an
attitude of ironic detachment. Yet if such a critique is intended, the Vars. 29-31, seem to escape
the predicament of their predecessors. Their seriousness meets with no impertinencies.
Beethoven belonged to the singularly fertile generation of Germans born within a few
years of 1770 who developed dialecticism to its greatest extent along both poetic and
philosophical lines. This concept or methodology, so recognizable in retrospect, was not labeled
at the time as “dialectic.” Romantic and Idealist thinking in the 1790’s and early 1800’s was in
part shaped by it, but the term “dialectic” was limited to specific philosophical contexts.
German dialecticism can be generalized as a dualist and paradoxical principle of change
operating throughout the material and ideal realms of nature, biology, society, and psychology
causing unities to spontaneously divide and irreconcilable oppositions to become unified. Its
widespread cultural currency suggests multiple sources for Beethoven’s Diabelli Dialectic, two
of which may seem at first most likely: that he was inspired by one or several writers from this
early Romantic milieu, or that he had unconsciously absorbed dialecticism from literary culture,
and imparted the principle to his Variations unaware of its provenance. Indeed, Hegel’s signature
account of the Dialectic in his Phenomenology (1807) arrived late on the scene, about a dozen
years after dialecticism first effloresced in Jena. Its precursors may, at first glance, seem to have
been plausible models for Beethoven, either consciously or unconsciously.
Kant resurrected the Greek term “Dialektik” in the Critique of Pure Reason (1781),
where he provocatively demonstrated in his discussion of the “Antinomies” that logical
deduction led paradoxically to contradictions that stood as eternal impasses to human thought.
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These dialectics were neither Hegelian nor Diabellian since they lacked any kind of sublatory
phase. Elsewhere, however, Kant’s arrangement of the twelve Categories of the Understanding
into groups of three did, in retrospect, anticipate the Hegelian Dialectic more closely, with the
third Category representing a balance of the first two (e.g. “Limit” as the synthesis of “Reality”
and “Negation,” i.e. limit is where existence ceases).
In his natural philosophy, Goethe (1749-1832) absorbed influences from Kant’s earlier
writings on nature to arrive at a metaphysical principle of “Polarity.” Despite a common
misconception, Polarität did not yet appear in his Morphology of Plants (1792), but only in later
texts as it became increasingly central to his scientific thought. It is most explicitly articulated in
the Theory of Colors (1810):
True observers of nature, although they may think differently, will still agree
that everything that is, everything that is observable as a phenomenon, can only
exhibit itself in one of two ways. It is either a primal polarity that is able to
unify, or it is a primal unity that is able to divide. The operation of nature
consists of splitting the united or uniting the divided; this is the eternal
movement of systole and diastole of the heartbeat, the inhalation and exhalation
of the world in which we live, act, and exist. (1980:267)36

Despite its dialectical divisions and unions, Goethe’s dualism was a continuous
alternation of phases lacking a Sublation.
At the University of Jena, Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814) and Friedrich Schiller
(1759-1805) simultaneously inaugurated a triadic form of dialecticism that anticipated Hegel’s
methodology. Schiller’s optimistic dialectic consistently reconciled oppositions. He was the first

36

Goethe only credited Kant for inspiring the notion of Polarity (Nicholls 2006:217-18), but it is hard to believe that
this passage, describing “splitting the united or uniting the divided,” was not influenced by Hegel’s Phenomenology,
which he had recently read.
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to establish the term Aufhebung (Sublation) to affirm the social program outlined in his On the
Aesthetic Education of Man (1794), a book which Beethoven owned and almost certainly read.
One of its most important dialectical Sublations remedies the one-sided instincts of sensuality
and rationality by bringing them together in Spieltrieb – the loving instinct of play. The
following passage illustrates, not only Schiller’s sublating approach, but the capacity of his
Sublation to traverse seemingly unrelated categories, a fact which must have impressed Hegel
deeply. The play instinct succeeds in encompassing the reconciliation of “Becoming with
Absolute Being” and “Variation with Identity.”37
The sense impulse requires variation, requires time to have a content; the form
impulse requires the extinction of time, and no variation. Therefore the impulse
in which both are combined, this play impulse would aim at the extinction of
time in time and the reconciliation of becoming with absolute being, of variation
with identity. ([1794] 1954:74, italics original)

However, as Ralph Palm (2009:187) points out, Schiller’s version of Sublation entails the
erasure of the original opposing terms. No remnant of either is preserved.
Schiller’s off-the-cuff use of dialecticism contrasted sharply with that of Fichte, who
wielded it in a formalistic manner. In the general scramble to restore epistemological foundations
after Kant, Fichte tried to ground the self (which Kant had severed from noumenal certainty) by
dispensing altogether with the unknowable noumenal realm and replanting the self entirely in
phenomenal soil, as a spontaneous, self-positing principle. A new dichotomy entirely within
consciousness arises between the ego and non-ego, whose irresolvable tension characterizes
consciousness. Although Hegel rejected Fichte’s solution as an infinitely recursive loop not on
37

I have restored the German capitalization to emphasize their archetypal status.
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par with his own Sublations ([1837] 1995:491-92) and for its rigid, schematic formalism
described as a “skeleton with scraps of paper stuck all over it” ([1807] 1977:31), it nevertheless
established triadic dialecticism as a methodology. Ironically, Fichte’s Thesis-AntithesisSynthesis scheme, described unflatteringly above, came to be associated with Hegel.
Fichte’s contribution to German Idealism was a watershed moment. His grandiose style
elevated the social prestige of philosophy, and his affirmative Syntheses seemed to offer a
remedy for the disturbing, nihilistic implications of Kant’s philosophy. The example of Heinrich
von Kleist’s (1777-1811) tumultuous encounter with Kantian philosophy – the so-called
“Kantian crisis” of 1801 – reflects the anxiety that the critical philosophy occasioned in the age
of German sentimentality. Fichte’s philosophy tapped into this romantically charged atmosphere
and directly influenced four younger Friedrichs. Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1829), Friedrich
Hölderlin (1770-1843), Friedrich Von Hardenberg (Novalis) (1772-1801), and Friedrich
Schelling (1775-1854), all developed dialecticism according to their own predilections and
agendas, but they all shared a view of it as a poetic force or device. Their enthusiasm for Spinoza
added the intoxicating poetic element missing from Fichte’s analysis (Beiser 2002:419-420).
Hölderlin’s 1795 “Preface” to Hyperion furnishes a classic example of the urgency and nostalgia
excited by Kant’s orphaning of the subject, Fichte’s solution to the predicament, and Spinoza’s
beautiful holism.
We all pass through an eccentric path, and there is no other way possible from
childhood to consummation. The blessed unity, Being (in the only sense of that
word), is lost to us, and we had to lose it if we were to gain it again by striving
and struggle. We tear ourselves loose from the peaceful hen kai pan of the
world, in order to restore it through ourselves… To end the eternal conflict
between our self and the world, to restore the peace that passeth all
understanding, to unify ourselves with nature so as to form one endless whole –
that is the goal of all our striving. (Abrams 1971:237-238)
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The self’s severance from the objective world and subsequent groundlessness could be
healed by a universal dialecticism which took such divisions in stride as part of a larger natural
cycle that held the promise of blissful reunion. In Novalis’s essay “Christendom or Europe”
(1799, unpublished), the nostalgic yearning for healing and reunion crosses from sentiment to
political and religious credo, urging humanitarian reconciliation on a global and trans-historical
scale. Despite the political or philosophical uses it was put to, dialecticism was a strategy for the
acceptance of mortality, fate, disappointment, etc. through aesthetic appropriation. Thus,
Schlegel’s protagonist in Lucinde is consoled by a sacred voice, "Destruction and creation; one
and all; and so may the eternal spirit hover forever over the eternal stream of time and life, and
observe each bold wave before it ebbs away" ([1799] 1971:57).
In contrast with these progressive dialectics, Schlegel also employed “Romantic Irony” to
fashion aesthetic structures purposefully lacking completion. The Ironic differed sharply from
Hegelian dialecticism and entailed the suspension of an “indissoluble antagonism” ([1799]
1971:156).38 If affiliations with Beethoven’s music are sought, Schlegel’s fragments find better
analogues in some of the aphoristic utterances of Beethoven’s Bagatelles, Op. 119, whose
fragmentariness is similarly deliberate and aesthetic.39 Schegel’s dialecticism was not always in
an ironic vein, and as with his Romantic compatriots he also rhapsodized upon harmonious
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See Elleström (2002:93-943) for further explanation of the differences between Hegel’s and Schlegel’s
dialecticism.
39

See especially no. 10 and the modulation between nos. 6 and 7.
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unions that could be accomplished by “progressive universal poetry” or, as related in Lucinde, by
sexual love.
Lastly, there was Schelling, Hegel’s early friend and collaborator, whose dialecticism
was more central to his philosophy than to any of the other candidates mentioned above, at least
when evaluated by the frequency of its appearance. Fichte’s standoff between ego and non-ego
becomes for Schelling the equal and interdependent relationship of Subject and Object, each
mutually constituting the other. Several other contemporaries could be added to the list as
occasional dialecticians, including August Schelling, Alexander von Humboldt, and Jean Paul.
Every candidate mentioned falls short as a model for the “Diabelli” Dialectic in several
respects.
I)

Half of the Variations develop their Antitheses from their Theses, either through
continuous transformation, or through the amplification of a quality already present in the
Thesis.40 In such cases, the Thesis entails its own Antithesis. This is a signature feature of
Hegel’s Dialectic, which set it apart from that of his predecessors. Above all, the
presence of this property in the “Diabelli” Variations marks them as distinctly Hegelian.

II)

Dialectic stands in relation to the “Diabelli” Variations as it stands in relation to Hegel’s
philosophy. That is to say, Dialectic comprehensively governs each work. For Kant,
Goethe, Fichte, Schelling, etc. dialecticism was just one tool in their toolbox, making
relatively rare appearances in their philosophies. Only in Hegel’s work is the Dialectic

40

The Antithesis springs from its “prefiguration” in the Thesis.
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applied in a systematic fashion, comprehending the whole of his philosophy just as it
comprehends the whole of the “Diabelli” Variations.
III)

The “Diabelli” Variations exhibit a vast range of different dialectical structures. With the
notable exception of Novalis, who probed the mechanics of dialecticism in his
unpublished private notebooks now known as the Fichte Studies (1795-1796), the other
candidates did not concern themselves with the Dialectic as a topic or device in itself.
They did not conceive it as a reconfigurable process nor did they trace its minute
operations. But for Hegel, as in the “Diabelli” Variations, the plasticity, contingency, and
mechanism of the Dialectic was a central preoccupation.

IV)

The “Diabelli” Variations enact the musical equivalent of the Hegelian critique of fixed
categories. The “Diabelli” Variations submit musical objects to transformations that, in
turn, undermine the framing categories of perception. For example, a consistent rhythmic
motif (the object) may, by means a shift of accent or dissonance placement, imply a new
meter – that is to say, a new framework for interpreting the object (the perceptual
category). As a result the traditional supervenience of meter and rhythm is reversed:
meter is seen to depend upon the objects it was formerly held to impose upon. Such
procedures mirror Hegel’s general method, in which the mutation of objects-of-thought
necessitates the revision of concepts and categories, and reverses the former
supervenience of object and category. As Richard Winfield observes more generally,
“Insofar as the object gets transformed, so does knowing's relation to it. These two things
are bound up with one another” (2011:January 25b). Nor is this activity merely abstract.
My own experience convinces me that when a listener is deeply entrained, the Variations
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generate a sensation of dialectical gnosis, in which he or she is impacted by the uprooting
and re-grounding of his or her perceptual frame.41

For these reasons, I consider the “Diabelli” Variations to be specifically Hegelian, not
merely an expression of the generic dialecticism that was prevalent. It remains to be considered
whether Beethoven (a) developed independently a Dialectic comparable to Hegel’s, (b)
unknowingly assimilated Hegelian dialecticism though indirect cultural transmission, or (c)
deliberately adapted it to music. However determined, the issue of authorial intent is peripheral
and should not overshadow the fundamental result of this study, the Variations’ singular rapport
with Hegelian dialecticism. Yet, I think that of the three possibilities, only the third is tenable,
and it therefore merits discussion.

The Ramifications of the “Diabelli” Principle

Many people find it strange and ridiculous when musicians talk about the ideas
in their compositions; and it often happens that one perceives they have more
ideas in their music than they do about it. But those who have a feeling for the
wonderful affinity of all arts and sciences will at least not consider the matter
from the dull viewpoint of a so-called naturalness that maintains music is
supposed to be only the language of the senses. Rather, he will consider a certain
tendency of pure instrumental music toward philosophy as something not
impossible in itself. Doesn’t pure instrumental music have to create its own text?
And aren’t the themes in it developed, reaffirmed, varied, and contrasted in the
same way as the subject of meditation in a philosophical succession of ideas?
–Friedrich Schlegel, Athenaeum Fragment, no. 444 (1971:239)

41

By “gnostic” I mean its traditional definition as direct, unmediated, internally derived knowledge, and not the
opposite sense employed by Carolyn Abbate (2004) in “Music: Drastic or Gnostic?” where it means hermeneutic,
textual, mediated interpretation.
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As I see it, Beethoven must have consciously adapted Hegelian philosophy. Two
considerations militate against the alternatives. First, the “Diabelli” Principle could not have
been developed and applied unconsciously, nor could it have come about inadvertently through
the ordinary fashioning of variations.42 The principle of “bridged contrasts” is imaginatively
varied over a wide range of structures that frequently depart from the theme. Close observation
reveals that the bridges were carefully designed at the micro-motivic level and frequently ran
against the grain of musical convention. Transitions between radically contrasting textures
(“Retro-mediations”) are constructed within the span of a few measures and have no precedent in
variation form. The novelty of each variation’s approach to the principle of “bridged contrasts”
and the granularity of design indicate a methodology that was deliberate and calculating.
Second, Hegel’s development of the Dialectic was in large part determined by
environmental factors which were entirely absent for Beethoven, and make the prospect of an
independent course of development exceedingly unlikely. Hegel’s signature Dialectic capitalized
upon his predecessors’ contributions, synthesizing their efforts – especially those of Fichte and
Schelling – and secured for him a major and lasting academic advantage. It was the product of
prolonged intellectual labor and was made under keen professional competition. Casually
transferring to Beethoven the same or nearly identical insight tacitly exempts him from the
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Diabelli’s collection (1824) of fifty variations by different composers reveals in some cases an attenuated
dialecticism that is suggested by the attenuated dialecticism of the waltz itself, which will be discussed in Chapter 2.
These “inadvertent” Dialectics usually amount to a return to the Biedermeir “cuteness” of their openings after a brief
flirtation with seriousness (see, for example, Hummel’s variation no. 16). However, in a few instances, a stronger
dialecticism emerges, as in the first half of Kalkbrenner’s variation no. 18, which appears to be a response to
Beethoven’s ninth “Diabelli” variation. These are exceptions that prove the rule as their rarity indicates that
Beethoven’s consistent use of dialectical structures could not have arisen inadvertently.

71

motivations, historical contingencies and intellectual conditions that underwrote Hegel’s
accomplishment.43
The remaining case for deliberate adaptation rests upon the strength of the correlation
between the “Diabelli” Principle and Hegel’s Dialectic, and so the reader’s judgment must be
deferred until discussion of the music. Skepticism should not prematurely bar the way, however.
As any informal survey will show, many composers regularly structure their music with privately
held extra-musical or abstract ideas in mind. Schlegel’s fragment quoted above suggests it was
the same circa 1800. Beethoven was known to apply extra-musical concepts to music without
making public his designs. According to Schindler, the two piano sonatas Op. 14, expressed the
principles of “entreating and resistance,” which Beethoven thought only too obvious to need
mentioning. The sonata Op. 31, No. 2, was reportedly based upon Shakespeare’s “Tempest,” a
dimension which would have remained unknown had not Beethoven been asked directly about it.
Many others will never be known. “If they [the censors] only knew what you think about in your
music!” Grillparzer once wrote in a conversation book (Mathew 2013:195).
I am not suggesting that Beethoven hid a Hegelian program, only that he did not write
about it. It was not his practice to disclose the abstract principles of composition to which he yet
gave serious thought. His well-known reference in 1803 to a “new way” of composing is the
exception that proves the rule: he alluded to a novel compositional method but didn’t describe it
in further detail. In 1819 he had clearly arrived at another threshold. The Variations’ micromotivic structure, mediations, and retro-mediations testify to a new approach at least as
43

The well-known phenomenon of “multiple independent discovery” (Merton 1973:352-360) arises in contexts
where researchers are at work on similar problems, are involved in the same discourses, are motivated by the same
disciplinary questions, are informed by the same recent discoveries, etc.

72

conscientiously developed as the “new way” of 1803, if not more so. He may have simply
recognized that Hegelian dialecticism was applicable to music.
The appearance of a secret Hegelian program arises in part because the lack of
documentary evidence itself receives undue meaning. Were Anton Webern’s study of Heinrich
Isaac unknown to historians, for example, then a hypothesis proposing his incorporation of
Flemish canonicity into the Symphony, Op. 21 would seem secret. Webern would now appear to
have made extraordinary exertions that he “hid” from public view. Conversely, if we knew that
in 1819 Beethoven was reading Hegel, then his conscious incorporation of Hegelian philosophy
would seem to be a direct influence, and we would talk about Beethoven’s “Hegelian” phase
without incurring the stigma attached to conspiratorial theories.44
By his own description, Beethoven was an autodidactic who kept abreast with intellectual
currents. In 1809 he wrote to his publishers Breitkopf and Härtel, “There is scarcely a treatise
which would be too learned for me. Without making the least claim concerning my own
learnedness, I have tried since childhood to grasp the meaning of the better and the wise of each
age” Thayer (1970:480). The truth of his boast is borne out in his Tagebuch by a multitude of
copied-out passages that record his breadth of interests and scope of reading, which included
alike Kant and the Rig-Veda; by his numerous annotations in his copy of Christian Sturm’s
Reflections on the Works of God in Nature (1772-1776); by his passion for Shakespeare, Schiller,
and Goethe; and by his study of Goethe’s scientific treatise on colors (Beethoven 1905:61).

44

Adorno never incurred this stigma because he insisted that Beethoven’s Hegelian affinities were unconscious and
cultural. I discuss this in the review of literature.
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Despite the paucity of documentation, Beethoven’s active study of Idealist philosophy is
suggested by a few clues. A Tagebuch entry from 1816 includes a paraphrased from Kant’s
Universal Natural History and Theory of Heaven (1755): “Two forces, which are both equally
certain, equally unitary and at the same time equally original and universal, namely the forces of
attraction and repulsion” (Solomon 1982:263). His selection is telling. Kant’s concept of
attraction and repulsion as two intertwined forces was picked up and amplified in Goethe’s
concept of Polarität. It would also be subsumed by Hegel as a stage of the Dialectic in The
Science of Logic ([1812] 1969:157-184), to which it bore an obvious structural resemblance.45
Like many of his generation, Beethoven was primed to recognize and appreciate Hegel’s
dialecticism as the consummation of a long-developing notion of elemental, intertwined
polarities.
Beethoven’s direct acquaintance with Hegelian philosophy is suggested by a peculiar
comment he jotted down during the initial phase of his composition of the “Diabelli” Variations.
Sometime in 1819 between March and the first half of May, he wrote in a conversation book,
“Gewalt, die eins ist, vermag alles gegen die Mehrheit, die es nicht ist” (Beethoven 1972:73),
which was first translated into idiomatic English as “Force, which is a unit, will always prevail
against the majority which is divided” (1905:90). The origin of this phrase is enigmatic as it
appears without context. At first glance, it seems to refer to the political oppression of the
majority (mehrheit), an interpretation bolstered by the democratic movements which were
underway, and which touched Beethoven’s personal sphere in a tragic manner. August von
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See Winfield (2012:130-131) for a discussion of Hegel’s critical stance towards Kant’s concept.
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Kotzebue (1761-1819), the playwright and consul for whom he wrote in 1811 the incidental
music to “The Ruins of Athens” and “King Stephen,” was murdered by a revolutionary student
on March 23, 1819. By this time, Kotzebue had gained the enmity of liberal reformers and
revolutionaries for his editorials criticizing and mocking their goals. His assassination divided
the democratic movement and alarmed public officials, leading eventually to the Carlsbad
Decrees in September. It is impossible to know whether Beethoven’s remark was jotted down
before or after Kotzebue’s assassination, but it does seem like a musing on contemporary
politics.
Beethoven’s original phrase in German is not as idiomatic as the English translation that
attempts to normalize it. In fact, its seeming awkwardness resonates with Hegelian language and
reasoning, and is better approximated as, “Force, which is a unity, will always prevail against the
majority, which is not a unity.” Force is abstracted as a “unity” and made thereby the categorical
counterpart to the majority, which is “a non-unity.” Two incommensurable entities “force” and
“majority” are made thus commensurable by extreme abstraction. This is a patently Hegelian
operation. In particular, it brings to mind Hegel’s section on the “Ethical Order” with which is
bears a striking resemblance.
Discussing an early phase of political consciousness of the Ancient Greek polity, Hegel
analyzes the nature of political ambition and competition arising out of a formerly united body
politic, symbolized by a story of two warring brothers. Each tries gain control of society, but in
their dividedness, they are destroyed. “But the government, as the simple soul, or self, or the
spirit of the populace tolerates no doubling of individuality, and the ethical necessity of this
[social] unity (Einheit) is confronted and challenged by nature in the form of the contingency of
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a plurality (Merheit) [of claimants to the throne]. Both of the brothers become disunited because
of this; and their ‘equal right’ to power of state shatters both of them…” (Hegel [1807]
1994:120-121). Hegel’s meaning is not entirely clear since his narrative later reveals that one of
the brothers had attained state leadership first and destroyed the other. However, Mehrheit refers
neither to a “majority” nor to the populace, but to a plurality of contenders for state power, and
Beethoven’s strangely worded remark makes sense as a synopsis of Hegel’s passage: contenders
for power will be defeated by the unified response of the state. Had he encountered Hegel’s
passage in the Spring of 1819, it would have caught his attention for its resonance with the
contemporary revolutionary and reform movements, characterized by division and internecine
strife. As in Hegel’s parable, the Austrian government would successfully suppress the
fragmented revolutionary movement through the expansion and centralization of power in the
Carlsbad Decrees.

Possible Initial Exposure

If Beethoven maintained, as he claimed, an interest in contemporary philosophy, then he
was probably well aware of Hegelian philosophy in 1819. In the previous year Hegel became a
renowned figure when he was appointed to the chair of Philosophy at the University of Berlin.
This was the most prestigious academic appointment at the most prestigious University in the
German-speaking nations. His arrival was unwelcome to the jurist and faculty member Friedrich
Carl von Savigny (1779-1861), a political conservative and anti-Semite who became from this
point on Hegel’s chief rival, and promptly blocked Hegel’s appointment to the Prussian Royal
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Academy of Sciences (Pinkard 2001:447). Savigny was also known personally to Beethoven as
the brother-in-law of two of Beethoven’s close friends, Bettina von Arnim (née Brentano) and
Antonie Brentano (née von Birkenstock), who lived in his household during the time when
Beethoven corresponded with them. Antonie was the dedicatee of the “Diabelli” Variations.
Although, Beethoven may have first learned of Hegel through his intimate acquaintance
with the Brentano-Savigny home, he may have also read about him. One possibility stands out as
especially likely. In the February 24, 1819 issue of the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung an
anonymous correspondent, reporting on the Viennese musical scene, peppered his survey with
several references to Beethoven, including a brief review of a January concert at which
Beethoven conducted his seventh symphony, a mention of an Egmont performance, and a
mention of an “Oratorium” work-in-progress.46
Had Beethoven read this report, his eyes would have brought him to the very next item:
an essay that quoted and discussed a passage from Hegel’s 1817 Encyclopedia wherein he
criticized both Kepler’s “Music of the Spheres” and Newton’s theory of a color-tone
correspondence. In an aside, the author, known only as “Gld.,” confessed his desire to study
Hegel’s philosophy, expressing the excitement shared by many at the time.47 The timing of this
article is suggestive as it barely predates Beethoven’s commencement on the “Diabelli”
Variations in the spring of 1819 (Kinderman: 3). Additional evidence suggests that Beethoven
read this article, and that it prompted his study of Hegelian philosophy.
46

It is not clear whether this referred to the Missa Solemnis or “The Victory of the Cross,” which he had been
commissioned to write by the “Handel and Haydn Society” of Boston.
47

“Es hat hier geheissen: Hegel….; höchst gespannt ist meine Erwartung auf seine Darstellung der
Naturphilosophie” (132).
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An 1820 entry in the Conversation Books affords a rare glimpse into Beethoven’s study.
He asked a friend, “Can you lend me the Theory of Colors for a few weeks? It is an important
work” (Beethoven 1905:61). Beethoven’s request suggests that he had been reading the 1817
Encyclopedia. Goethe’s Theory of Colors (1810) was famously scorned by the scientific and
intellectual community. Far from being regarded as an “important work,” Goethe’s foray into
science was almost universally seen as a humiliating failure, which makes Beethoven’s judgment
of its worth, evidently derived from someone else’s high opinion, remarkable.48
Who may have influenced Beethoven to hold this exceptional view? From Hegel’s pen
came the only significant defense. Moreover, it is found in the same section of the Encyclopedia
that is quoted in Gld.’s article, preceding that section by only three paragraphs. They are located
under the same sub-chapter entitled “Elementary Physics.” Hegel writes, “A major reason why
the clear, thorough, and learned illumination by Goethe of this darkness concerning light has not
had a more effective reception is doubtlessly because the thoughtlessness and simplemindedness,
which one would have to confess for following Newton for so long, would be entirely too great”
([1817] 1990:162).49 Beethoven’s favorable impression of Goethe’s theory suggests, not only the
imprint of Hegel’s influence, but also that Gld.’s article was his point of entry into Hegel’s
philosophy, bringing to his attention Hegel’s otherwise obscure endorsement buried in a tome.50

48

Goethe was proud of his work, but his opinion of Theory of Colors would not have carried much weight with
Beethoven at this time. In the next sentence, Beethoven writes, “His last things are insipid.” His theory received a
small boost in 1815 from his supporter Thomas Johann Seebeck (1770-1831). See Nielsen (1989).
49

For more on Hegel’s and Goethe’s collaboration, see Burwick The Damnation of Newton (1986:59)

50

Gld. briefly returned to this topic in a prominent front-page article for the August 21, 1822 issue of the AMZ. At
approximately the same time Beethoven resumed work on the “Diabelli” Variations after a hiatus of three years.
Owing largely to a preponderance of missing sketches it impossible to date with precision Beethoven’s resumption
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Dialectical Precursors

Instances of musical dialecticsm can be found in music before the “Diabelli” Variations,
although I can’t comment upon their frequency, but they may have influenced Beethoven. A very
striking dialectical structure is found in the first movement of C.P.E. Bach’s Sonata in G-minor,
Wq.65/17; H.47. Its opening fantasia-recitative contains the seed of its third subject (counting the
fantasia as the first “subject).
Ex. 20. Bach, C.P.E. Sonata in G-minor, Wq.65/17; H.47, m. 1.

(Kinderman:47), but it is plausible that Gld.’s return to the subject of Hegel, Kepler and Newton recalled Beethoven
to his unfinished project and spurred him into action.
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In the context of the opening flourishes, the “seed” motif doesn’t stand out as significant
or even as a motif. Only in retrospect is its relation to the galant third subject apparent.
Ex. 21. Bach, C.P.E. Sonata in G-minor, Wq.65/17; H.47; Third subject, mm. 24-25

The movement ends with the sudden return of the fantasia-recitative, which has very
conspicuously absorbed the second subject back into itself (and crushed its spirits).
Ex. 22. Bach, C.P.E. Sonata in G-minor, Wq.65/17; H.47, mm. 96-98.

Whether such a structure really amounts to a Dialectic depends upon one’s definition. It
lacks the continuous transformation of Hegelian dialecticism or of the “Diabelli” Variations. On
the other hand, closure is brought about by a very clearly stated Synthesis of its antithetical
elements. I have not conducted a search for other forerunners of musical dialecticism, and can’t
address this issue further.
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Literature Review

Discussions of the Variations inevitably begin by considering the significance of
Beethoven’s improbable engagement with what has been described as a “dumpy little waltz.”
The curious story of their inception has become the lens through which the entire work has been
subsequently interpreted. In 1819 the publishing entrepreneur Anton Diabelli distributed a waltz
of his own devising to the premiere Austrian composers, including Beethoven, in order to
compile a patriotic collection of variations. Diabelli’s invitation to Beethoven among fifty others
might have seemed presumptuous were it not for the pretense of a charitable cause. But the
theme itself, an almost non-existent melody over mechanically stomping chords, gave an offense
more readily admitted. According to Schindler, Beethoven initially dismissed the theme as a
“Schusterfleck” or a cobbler’s patch, in reference to its formulaic rosalias (Schindler 1996:252).
In view of this inauspicious first impression, Beethoven’s subsequent behavior is mystifying.
As Schindler describes it, he adopted the execrable Schusterfleck, and began dedicating
ever larger numbers of Variations to it.51 Four year later in 1823, Beethoven’s project came to
fruition when his massive set of thirty-three variations was published, his largest work for piano.
His reversal of attitude has seized the imagination of commentators and has overshadowed, if not
constituted, the work’s reception. Inevitably the “Diabelli” Variations are read as an allegory of
taste, employing mockery and irony at the expense of Diabelli’s waltz. Beethoven’s cruel
sarcasm is redeemed by its ultimate spiritual goal, the transmutation of the mundane into the
51

Kinderman’s virtuosic monograph of the work’s sketch studies (1987), corrects Schindler’s impressions of a
gradual accumulation.
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sublime. Almost every writer addresses the implications of the work’s irony, and for several
writers it is practically their sole concern (Lockwood 2003; Brendel 2001; Herzog 1995; and
Abraham 1967). Charles Rosen called it “trash” (2002:47). Sir Donald Tovey, who famously
recognized its virtues for a variation set (“rich in solid musical facts” (1944:124)), also had this
to say the following year: “Then again, Diabelli’s melody (and why not call it melody when
railway companies classify typewriters as musical instruments?) begins with a twiddle around
the tonic, and repeats the twiddle a step higher over the dominant” (Tovey 1945:128).52 Amidst
this general unanimity of scorn, a touching essay by Solomon (2003a) supposes that Beethoven
enjoyed the unpretentious waltz from the start. Beethoven’s imagined opinion of the shallowness
of the waltz – or of its humble humanity – has become a touchstone for all discussions of the
Variations. Unfortunately, this has taken attention away from the work’s other ironic and
humorous content: the ironies and jokes inherent within each variation that have nothing to do
with the waltz.
It is amusing to find that when the work was first published, our contemporary view of
the inequality of composer and theme was exactly reversed. Beethoven in his insanity had
dragged Diabelli’s fine dance through the mud. The following English review escaped the notice
of Beethoven scholars:
...we received, through an obliging friend, a copy of this air with variations which is Beethoven's latest work. It fills forty-three pages, and is, we fear,
confirmatory of the report which we reluctantly alluded to above, of this great
composer having, from deafness, lost some of that discriminating judgment,
which he possessed in so striking a degree before his sense of hearing was
impaired. We pass over several unaccountable singularities in this work, and can
52

Martin Cooper saw it as not rich in facts: the “melodic nullity” of the theme “was itself a kind of virtue.” (1970:
205)
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only allow ourselves to observe, generally, that while it manifests either an
entire loss of that sense so needful to a musician, or a degree of neglect in the
engraver, unparalleled and incredible, it shews that its author has not yet quite
exhausted the fund of ideas, exclusively his own - upon which, for the benefit of
mankind, he has been drawing nearly thirty years... The air in itself is very
pleasing, and derives additional interest from having been selected as a theme by
the greatest musical genius of this century. (The Harmonicon; August 1823:113)

The Variations have been the subject of several analytical commentaries addressed to two
problems, their overall structure and their derivation from the theme. The first arises from the
widely felt need to understand the enormous work – almost an hour in length – as possessing a
definitive large-scale structure. Opinions are divided among those who make it fit an underlying
symmetrical structure (Geiringer 1961; Butor 1971; Münster 1982), a climactic structure
reflecting the melodic structure of the theme (Barry Cooper 2000), a multi-movement sonata
(Kolodin 1975), or an underlying sonata form (Kinderman 1987); those who are content to assess
its structure without any reference to external schematas (Martin 1997; Porter 1970; Porter 1991;
Uhde 1968; Geiringer 1964; Halm 1927; von Bülow 1892); and those who adapt a Schenkerian
view (Marston 1988; Spitzer 2006). Zenck (1980) denies a cumulative structure in favor of
triadic groupings of variations he believes were inspired by Bach’s “Goldberg Variations.”53
Martin Cooper (1970) preferred not to hear them organized in macro-structures, but assembled
bagatelles. No definitive structure has been agreed upon, although each writer seems quite
certain of his choice. Whiting (1988) and Barry Cooper (2000) are alone in countenancing the
plausibility of more than one possible structure. A subtle insight was raised by Yeomans (1956)
who predicted that analysts would be led into error by their ingrained habit of conceiving

53

Links between successive variations have been frequently observed, but I have not found a dialectical progression
between variations – with the important exception of the last three.
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structure as exhaustive partitions. 54 At present I find Kinderman’s tripartite division most
convincing, and it is reflected in the structure of the analytical chapters. The first chapter treats
variations 1-10, the second, variations 11-24, and the third, variations 25-33.
Scholars typically explore the unorthodox connection between the variations and the
generative waltz. So radically reassembled are some of the harmonic and phrasing patterns that
elements of the waltz seem to survive only as fragments or echoes. Reference to the theme is
sometimes obtained by abstracting from it a primitive motif which is then multiplied pervasively
throughout the variation. For example, the waltz’s opening turn becomes the generative cell of
Variation 9. Most of the discourse on the variations identifies and tracks such references.
Münster (1982) systematically decomposes the theme into three such motifs that serve as the
generative basis for the variations, although his approach has been challenged by Barry Cooper
(1984). Other analyses treat Beethoven’s radical technique of entirely recomposing the harmony
while yet maintaining recognizable features of the theme “against the grain” (Dahlhaus 1993,
Martin Cooper 1970, and Spitzer 2006).55
Many of these writings have influenced my conception of the work. As mentioned, I have
adopted Kinderman’s macro analysis of the entire work’s structure. I am also persuaded by
Cook’s identification of a dramatic 3-2-1 Urlinie that seems to pervade the upper piano register,
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Yeomans writes, “Seen in perspective, the work shows a vast single form which may only be arbitrarily divided in
four sections for the purpose of study, not as a basis for playing or listening as suggested by some programme
notes…Bearing this in mind a thoughtful yet inspired interpreter could remove one of the listener’s problems when
injudicious pauses tend to split a unified work into four movements” (1956:1058-1059).
55

Tovey (1945) gives this harmonic rewriting slightly more emphasis than in Tovey (1944). The harmonization
technique recalls what Kerman said of the Late Period Variations, “Beethoven evolved a new type of variation in
which the members take a much more individual and profoundly reinterpreted view of the original theme. The
theme seems transformed or probed to its fundamentals, rather than merely varied” (1983:124).
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and which dovetails with Barry Cooper’s observation of a structural ascent to and descent from
E6 (2000:306). Solomon’s interpretation of the work as an act of love inspired by the humility of
the waltz is also convincing. Finally, a veritable flood of local insights are contributed by Spitzer,
Dahlhaus, and Kinderman. However, the present essay departs from the traditional territory
explored by previous writers. I have focused upon the Diabelli Dialectic at the cost of producing
a one-sided view of the work. This essay should not be regarded as an attempt at a
comprehensive analysis.

Beethoven as seen through Dialectical and Hegelian lenses

A second body of literature explores the intellectual rapport between Beethoven and
Hegel. The present claim to find a correlation between them already has a long precedent in what
has been dubbed the “Beethoven-Hegelian Tradition” (Schmalfeldt 1995). In my view this
tradition has taken for granted a Beethoven-Hegel relation, which it has never tried to establish
with much care. Qualities purported to be Hegelian have been indiscriminately attributed to
Beethoven’s music. Stephen Rumph has recently criticized several scholars, including Adorno
and Dahlhaus, for making unwarranted connections between Hegel and Beethoven on the basis
of what he considers to be “scant evidence” (2005:119).56 For the most part, I agree with this
assessment, although the scant evidence may yet survive in another form, perhaps by connecting
Beethoven to German Idealism.
56

Rumph’s Beethoven after Napoleon (2004) does include a very Hegelian interpretation of the “Eroica” Symphony
(see especially pp. 88-90).
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In my opinion, the most common error has been to ascribe Hegelian dialecticism to
sonata form. Examples abound and can be found in Adorno (1989: 210), Agawu (1987: 32),
Barford (1969), Ballantine (1972), August Halm (Rothfarb 2009: 116), Robert Solomon (1974),
and Maynard Solomon (1974). Sheldon (1979: 263) relates the same idea in terms of a Kantian
Synthesis. The genealogy of this Sonata-as-Dialectic is not clear, and it does not get treated by
Schmalfeldt’s paper (1995). It can be traced as far back as A.B. Marx (1845) according to
Cherlin (2000:162) and Burnham. The frequency of this trope led Mellers to comment, “the link
between a sonata's exposition, development, and recapitulation and the Hegelian dialectic of
Thesis, Antithesis, and Synthesis has, over many years, been much discussed” (1995:527).
These perspectives usually pivot upon the cathartic transformations in the Recapitulation,
especially the accommodation of the second subject to the original key, which seems to resolve a
dualism. The Dialectical trope is applied in other ways, as well. Rosen sees the “Synthesis” of
contrasts as the “basic classical form” (1998:82-3). Dahlhaus (1991) finds paradoxicality and
dialecticism in the “Tempest” Sonata. For him “form is a dialectical process in Beethoven’s
music after 1802” (Schmalfeldt 2002:41). By this he means that the relationship between form
and content is itself dialectical, not that sonata forms resemble the classic dialectical structure.
Adorno sometimes regards the entire Recapitulation as a sublated Exposition (without taking into
specific account the dualism of the theme groups).
Yet the proposed dualisms of sonata form do not approximate Hegel’s Dialectic nor that
of his immediate predecessors. Hegelian dualism is always equally counterbalanced by monism.
The “Diabelli” Variations satisfy this requirement by resolving polarized dichotomies through
continuous mediations that either fuse opposing terms or derive one from the other. These
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unambiguous unifying procedures have no analogue in sonata form, and I agree with Schmalfeldt
who is unconvinced by the standard notion that the secondary theme’s accommodation to the
home key amounts to a Synthesis (1985:17). This ignores the mutual accommodation of both
oppositional terms required by dialectical Synthesis. It also underestimates the degree to which
the dialectical process radically transforms the content of Thesis and Antithesis, which mere
transpositions would not fulfill.
Yet, I do not wish to imply that the Hegel-Beethoven literature should be dispensed with,
only that it deserves to be more rigorously qualified. It needs to take into account the
chronological realities of Hegel’s career, appreciate his limited influence before 1818, and,
conversely, to give more credit to the philosophical actors who preceded Hegel and introduced
many of the concepts now considered “Hegelian.” These considerations have been taken up in
Bonds’s welcome Music as Thought: Listening to the Symphony in the Age of Beethoven (2007)
and will hopefully bring more attention to the generation of philosophers after Kant and before
Hegel.
The Hegel-Beethoven correspondence has been eagerly advanced since Beethoven’s own
lifetime, and for that reason alone it merits our serious attention. After assuming the editorship of
the newly founded Berliner Allgemeine Musikalischer Zeitung in 1824 the music critic A.B.
Marx (1795-1866) framed his discussions of Beethoven’s music in Hegelian concepts and
terminology, even characterizing relationships between works as fulfilling an unfolding Hegelian
process (Wallace 1983; Burnham 1988; Mathew 2006). Marx obsessively viewed Beethoven as
“concretizing” Hegelian philosophy in music, and he provided metaphysically loaded accounts
that surely flattered Beethoven and probably prompted his reciprocal endorsement of the
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“clever” Marx. Provocatively, Marx never refers to Hegel by name, and the reader must infer
Marx’s unspoken philosophical framework from his terminology and interpretations, although
his Berlin readership would have had no problem doing so during this high-tide of Hegelianism.
A perusal of his general writings shows that Marx’s Hegelian notions were not limited to
Beethoven, but governed his thoughts about music.
After Marx, Adorno has been the most vociferous advocate of a Hegelian Beethoven,
although the sheer abundance and variety of his claims make them difficult to evaluate. Adorno
never tries to line up Beethoven’s musical processes with the precise mechanics of the Dialectic,
and neither have other scholars in Adorno’s wake, beginning with Subotnik (1976) and
continuing through Spitzer (2004). These writers discern dialectical qualities in Beethoven’s Late
Period music, but their methodologies and domains of investigation differ substantially from
mine, and pay very little attention to the logical and morphological behavior at the motivic level,
leaving a gap that may prove profitable to investigate in future analysis.
A notable exception is Daniel Chua's analysis of the late “Galitzin” string quartets
(1995). He devotes a chapter to musical paradoxes, some of which bear similarities to the
transformations I have found in the “Diabelli” Variations. Because of the expanded space of
quartet movements, the Hegelian origin of these procedures is not as obvious as in the “Diabelli”
Variations where the Dialectic is concisely distilled, usually, but not always, in triadic form.
Chua, therefore, does not compare these paradoxical transformations to Hegelian paradoxicality.
However, Chua's analysis suggests that the “Diabelli” Variations mark a departure point in
Beethoven’s compositional strategies, and may shed light on other Late Period works. Another
prefiguration of my thesis is Janet Schmalfeldt’s observation of dialecticism in a single Bagatelle
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by Beethoven, Op. 126 (1985:17). These analyses of the music of Beethoven’s Late Period are
promising and succeed by effectively joining phenomenological analysis to an understanding of
music as intellectual discourse. I hope that this study brings more attention to this approach.
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Chapter 2
The Waltz and Opening Variations57

The Waltz: Germinal Dialectic

Nearly all of the variations’ dialectical structures are based upon the phrasing of Anton
Diabelli’s waltz. As with the waltz, they usually feature an abrupt break in pattern between mm.
8 and 9. Usually this break corresponds with the division between the Thesis and Antithesis.
From mm. 9-12, Diabelli’s waltz begins a new pattern, which is accelerated in mm. 13-16. A
similar acceleration or intensification is found in most of the variations, bridging the Antithesis
to the Sublation.
The waltz’s own Dialectic is suggested by a “Synthesis” in m. 16, which integrates the 51 bass pattern of the first phrase (mm. 1-8) with the soprano’s local leading tones in the second
phrase (mm. 9-12). Moreover, the afterbeat pattern of both phrases (mm. 4, 8 and mm. 9-14) is
finally stamped out by the final cadence. As with a Sublation, the cadence not only synthesizes
both phrases, but negates them, as well. Unlike the unusual structures found among the
“Diabelli” Variations, the waltz’s “Dialectic” appears be nothing more than an inadvertent
product of its generic and genre-specific elements. But to a composer recently exposed to

57

As first argued by Susan Halligan, Paul List, and Owen Jorgensen, the “Diabelli” Variations are best performed in
Kirnberger III or in some other early nineteenth-century temperament. See the liner notes to Halligan (1997). Their
recording is an even stronger proof of their sensible advice.
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Hegelian philosophy, the phrase relationships may have suggested a Thesis-Antithesis-Sublation
structure.58
Ex. 23. Diabelli's Waltz. First Half.

The 5-1 pattern in the bass disappears from the first phrase of the second half, and its new
pattern isn’t reincorporated into the cadence at m. 32. Consequently, the cadence is by definition
not a Synthesis, and the dialectical nature of the waltz is therefore limited to its first half. By
contrast, both halves of each “Diabelli” variation are dialectical in structure.

58

Alexandre Rabinovitch (1996) brings out a fascinating sub-Dialectic in the rosalia. He alternately emphasizes the
bass and soprano voices within each pair of secondary dominants (mm. 8-12), but in the last four measures gives all
voices equal power, thus “sublating” their contrast for closure.
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Ex. 24. Diabelli’s Waltz, second half.

Variation I: Gestalt Flips59

The first variation admits several ways of grouping its phrases, although each one still
fulfills a dialectical structure. Rather than address all of the possibilities, I will describe the two
most common interpretations, which are adhered to in at least seventy recorded performances.60

59

These titles make cursory reference to their respective analyses, and don’t aspire to the evocative caliber of similar
lists by Brendel and Lenz. See Brendel (1990:50-51).
60

The only exception in my survey was Geza Anda ([1961] 2005).
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While interpretations i and ii are characterized differently, they define the same dialectical
boundaries at the same places. Of the two, interpretation i is more common. 61
Thesis (i) (w/ Antithesis prefiguration). The opening phrase is a series of amphibrachs.
The final amphibrach is cut off abruptly, suggesting instead an amphimacer grouping that
conforms with the succession of dissonances and resolutions determined by the moving bass.
Ex. 25. Thesis with amphibrachs. The Antithesis amphimacer is suggested by the last three chords, mm.
1-4.

The second sub-phrase resumes the original amphibrach. Its parallelism with the first
suggests a change to amphimacer crossing from measures 7 to 8. Yet, the amphimacer may be
suggested a measure earlier by the introduction of a C-sharp dim7 at the end of an amphibrach
(m.6), which resolves on the following downbeat.62

61

As far as my hearing can discern, the majority of pianists in my survey, including Mustonen (2001) and Sokolov
(1985) take the first interpretation. It’s not always possible to say with certainty how a pianist hears the groups.
However, all writers are in agreement that the opening rhythm is an amphibrach. Goldenweiser (1961) and von
Bülow (1892) indicate the amphibrach group with slurs. Also see Nelson (1948:100) and Zenck (1980:65).
62

Rosen (1977) and Rabinovitch (1996) tease out a bewitching inner voice in mm. 4-8 (Rosen plays it only in the
repeat). Its detachment from the brick-like chords supplies an additional anticipation of the approaching
amphimacer.
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Ex. 26. Two possible anticipations (m. 6 and m. 7) of the shift to amphimacer, mm. 4-8.

Antithesis (i). Gestalt reversal. The suggestion of amphimacer is officialized in mm. 8-9.
The resolutions of the dominants, the leaps in the soprano, and the new dynamic boundary
defined by the piano in m. 9 make the new grouping almost compulsory.63
Ex. 27. Antithesis with amphibrachs. Confirmation of gestalt shift/Antithesis, mm. 8-12.

Sublation (i). Negation of the Negation. The proclamation of the amphimacer on a Gsharp dim7 is its own undoing, for its resolution to A-minor effectively extends the group by an
additional chord, reestablishing the amphibrach boundary.64

63

However, Hans von Bülow (1892) specifically instructs players to maintain the amphibrachs throughout, and he
inserts unvarying phrasing slurs. Yudina (1961) is the only pianist in my survey who partially adheres to
amphibrachs in mm. 8-12. Schoenberg also adopts von Bülow’s slurring and implied grouping (1969:93); however
he could not have known that von Bülow’s slurs were not Beethoven’s.
64

It is not difficult to hear the amphimacer maintained throughout this passage, with the A-minor chord functioning,
not as a resolution, but as a passing chord between the two inversions of the same dominant seventh chord; and
similarly, for the C-major to be heard as a passing chord. To my surprise, only one pianist in my survey, Geza Anda
([1961] 2005), takes this interpretation.
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Ex. 28. Mm. 12-16. Gestalt reversal. Gestalt ambiguities.

By definition, a Sublation “abolishes” and “preserves” both Antitheses. Indeed, both
groupings are abolished by a surprising piano on the downbeat of m. 15 that cuts across each
one. It is a stumbling point for many pianists, and Joseph Dubiel has noted that it is “hard to play
or even imagine clearly.”65
The composer’s hand may seem to be forced by the necessity of ending on a beat that
gives final say to one of the two groupings, but this is wittily avoided. The location of the last
chord in the middle of m. 16 should definitively affirm the amphibrach boundary, but an
interpolated eighth-note – the first modification to the rhythmic pattern – ambiguously imbues
the final chord with the ending characteristic of the amphimacer. Moreover, the dominant
arrives on the downbeat of m. 16, weakening the effect of the amphibrach, which merely
revoices the harmony. Thus, the two rhythms, seemingly mutually exclusive, are made to
coexist, fulfilling a Sublation.
*****

65

Personal communication.
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Thesis (ii). In the alternative interpretation, the first phrase (mm. 1-8) is heard entirely as
amphimacers. The opening attacks at mm. 1 and 5 are heard as preparatory gestures. This
hearing is especially reinforced by the prevalent pattern of dissonance resolution.66
Antithesis (ii). A perceptual shift still occurs at mm. 8-9. The amphimacer, which had
been undercut by the weak polarity of its dissonance-consonance contrasts, is now reinforced
with clear harmonic resolutions, leaps in the soprano voice, and aligned dynamic changes.
As with the first interpretation (i), almost all of the pianists in my survey performed the
same gestalt flip at m. 13 by introducing the amphibrach. Only Anda clearly maintained the
amphimacer beyond m. 13 passage.67
Observations. The difference between the two interpretations i and ii is one of emphasis.
In each case, the amphimacer is either initiated or amplified at mm. 8-9. For some listeners the
Antithesis will amount to a categorical gestalt shift from the previous amphibrach. For others, it
will be heard as a change of emphasis within the continuation of the amphibrach.
Variation 1 is capable of being heard in less rigidly defined groups, and most
performances are sufficiently balanced that one can hear the same passage in either manner,
although each performer leans towards one or the other rhythm. Kinderman puts his finger on its
ambiguity:
Another striking aspect of this opening variation is its rhythmic vitality. This
derives in large measure from the rhythmic ambiguity of the second chord in
66

On the other hand, the middle sforzandi tend to work against this grouping. Most pianists who project this
grouping, such as Paul Lewis (2011) tend to flatten the dynamics across the measure, or give more emphasis to the
mid-measure chord which initiates each amphimacer.
67

Most pianists in my survey override the gestalt neutralization by beginning the piano on the upbeat eighth-note
leading into m. 15. The score demands a crescendo through the very end of m. 14.
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each bar, which sounds like an aftershock from the chords preceding, but also
like an upbeat preparation for the next downbeat. This kind of rhythmic
overlapping supplies an urgency of motion to a variation that would otherwise
suffer from rhythmic monotony due to constant repetition of the same pattern
throughout. (1987:84)

Variation II: Background/Foreground (Dematerializations)

Thesis (a). The second variation is a pixilated texture composed of little “bits.” Only the
upper voice moves above an unchanging left hand. By virtue of its motion and its registral
height, the upper voice constitutes the musical “foreground.” Conversely, the left hand – and the
lower voice of the right hand – is the “background.” Beethoven will undermine these binary
categories by gradually eroding their defining features.
An additional foreground/background division is also in place and will also be eroded.
The opening melodic unit of 6 notes is parsed as a 4+2 phrase, whose unbudging pitches F-sharp
and G form a lower layer of the melody. This division will also become dissolved.
Ex. 29. Thesis, mm. 1-5.

Mediation (a). The stagnant left hand starts to show some activity.
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Ex. 30. mm. 5-7.

Antithesis (a). In mm. 8-12, the left hand achieves parity with the right. Both hands
present interlocking cells and invade one another’s registral space, touching each other’s E-flat at
one point (interpenetrations like this will dominate the second half). The 4+2 groups are now
3+3.
Ex. 31. mm. 8-12.

In mm. 13-14, the hands lock into oscillating dyads that mirror one another. The
atomization of motivic features abolishes the foreground/background distinction, and the brokenup fragments suggest a 2+2+2 group.
Ex. 32. mm. 12-14.

Sublation (a). Normativity is restored in the final two measures whose cadential content
seamlessly emerges by continuing the pattern of contrary motion in the outer voices. It is a
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Synthesis that restores the foreground and background separation while preserving the newly
acquired activity of the left hand. The left hand’s activity now conforms to that of a proper
background, providing cadential support.
Ex. 33. mm. 14-16.

The soprano also resolves the unbalanced parsing features of the Thesis. The stubborn Fsharp-G dyad, which had interjected itself in to the melodic flow as contrastive “lower layer”
(mm. 1-7), is now smoothly integrated at the final cadence. The final group of six notes is a
single layered 3+3 group (from the Antithesis), but its sudden drop to G hints at the bifurcated
Thesis and its 4+2.
Ex. 34. Mm. 14-16. 3+3 and (4)+2.

Thesis (b). The second half begins with the left and right hands cycling through a pattern.
Like a magician coaxing an object into the air with his circling wand, the rotations are the
prelude to a spectacular illusion.
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Ex. 35. mm. 16-20.68

The lower voices of the right hand begin to ascend, passing through the cycling pitches
(F-D-sharp-E). In other words, a part of the “background canvas” is loosed from the background
and migrates up into the foreground. This radical undermining of musical ontology heralds the
destruction of normative foreground/background governance.
Ex. 36. G and B-flat pass through the former upper voice, mm. 21-23.

Antithesis (b). The Antithesis must be heard to fully appreciate its radical nature (mm.
25-28). The immediate iteration of chords in the same register does not merely destabilize the
meter. They are the intrusions of voices into one another’s registral space (the first two of four
intrusions are circled in the example below). As upper and lower voices perform implied
quantum jumps, any and all perception of foreground/background is obliterated. The
interjections create a shimmering mosaic of three-note fragments.

68

The B-natural in the lowest voice of m. 20 is indicated in Beethoven’s list of errata in the Engelmann Sketchbook.
See “The Autograph Score and Source Tradition of the Diabelli Variations” (2010:117).
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Ex. 37. mm. 24-29.

Sublation (b). The background/foreground distinction is restored in the final bars (mm.
29-32). In m. 29 the bass performs a “quantum reappearance” by resuming the F octave last seen
in m.25, followed by a final “quantum disappearance” at m. 31. Meanwhile the upper voice
pushes past the boundary of the three-note motif to the conclusion.
The second ending provides a witty addition to the Sublation. Its immediate succession of
chords in the treble recalls the interjections of the Antithesis, but now delivers a unified closure
(its final chord coincides with the left hand).
Ex. 38. The upper voice breaks past limit, mm. 29-32.

Variation III: Unloosed descents/Tightly knotted

Thesis (w/ Antithesis prefiguration) (a). A gentle turn initiates a carefree descent which
glides above a lazy bass that ignores the bar lines. The bass joins in near the end.
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Ex. 39. mm. 1-4.

The gentle freefall is so free, one doesn’t mind or even notice that the second descent
from the high A5 is shortened by a measure.
Ex. 40. mm. 4-8.

Antithesis (a). The opening dissonant motif derives from the opening turn.
Ex. 41. (a) Opening turns and (b) Antithesis.

However, the destination of the turn – its fourth note – has been broken off. What was
once a graceful entrée into a lovely, flowing passage is now a blocked, chromatically vexed
entity.
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Ex. 42. Antithesis, mm. 8-12.

Sublation (b). Each cell possesses a note that is suspended over the bar line. First buried
in the tenor of mm. 8-9, the suspension rises to the upper voice F in m. 11.69 At m. 12, it takes
hold as an independent line that drifts like a feather and restores the descent and ametrical
qualities of the Thesis. Meanwhile, the chromatic turn of the Antithesis supplies a series of
internal motions and tonicizations supporting the soprano’s descent. It is a Synthesis.
The ending is the softest landing imaginable, marked by a gentle flurry of eighth-notes
that recall the opening turn as if blurred. The affinity with the opening turn is not clearly visible
on the score and must be heard. The eighth-notes, whose energetic uncoiling had launched the
opening scalar descents, now reappear at the end of a descent to shake off what is left of the
energy.

69

Stewart Goodyear’s (2013) performance makes a strong case that the clusters of three notes should be grouped in
two consecutive pairs, each defined by B-flat and C suspensions, respectively.
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Ex. 43. Transition to the Sublation. The Sublation is bracketed, mm. 10-16. 70

Thesis (b). The opening builds towards a local climax on a Gdom7 but unexpectedly
bellyflops on a big fat appoggiatura and limps past to the dominant. This fat, bulging middle
chord becomes the thematic element of the second half.
Ex. 44. Thesis (b). Introduction of the chromatic bulge, mm. 16-20.

This public failure is succeeded by a loss of purpose, and the problematic elements are
aimlessly recycled. The appoggiatura chord is drawn out for four measures (its C-sharp respelled
as a D-flat), while the cycling figure in the bass introduces a smaller scale version of the bulging
middle chord at the eighth-note level: a B-flat. The churning bass is also the opening eighth-note
turn from m. 15. The figure keeps rolling over the little harmonic bulge, even ending on it, which

70

As first noticed by Appel and Ladenburger (2010:117), the D2 in the soprano (mm. 14-15) should not be tied over
the bar line, contrary to what is found in most if not all editions. Beethoven deliberately scratched out the tie in the
Autograph to break the pattern of the previous two bars, and thereby achieved a more complete retro-mediation of
the Thesis, whose repeated notes are also not tied over.
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sounds as improbable as a marble rolling to a stop on the crest of a rise. The Thesis has strongly
asserted its topic: the passing chromatic tone in its appearance as a dissonant “bulge.”
Ex. 45.(a) Chromatic bulge extended. (b) Opening turn.

Antithesis (b). Just as the Antithesis motif of the first half took its form from the the
eighth-note turn, the second Antithesis also takes its form from its predecessor eighth-notes in
the bass – a rising third containing a dissonant augmented second. Each group of three quarternotes bulges in the middle before resolving on the third note. The effect of these middle
dissonances is so strong that even a momentary exception, an octave consonance in the left hand
(F3-F4 in mm. 26-27) can sound like a distorted stretch.
Ex. 46. Initial bulging in outer voices, mm. 24-32.

Sublation (b). The middle protuberance is smoothed out in the last measures. First, the
harmonic accent, a +6 harmony, is shifted to the beginning of the triple (m. 29, final chord),
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lessening the accent of the middle chord. Then it is normalized as the bass of a passing V4/2 (m.
31) while the soprano effaces the accent with a suspension over the bar line.
The final triple is the completed Sublation. Its ii-V7-I cadence concludes the
normalization of the chromatic bulge. Again the suspension in the soprano effaces the accent
while also reaching back to and resolving the dominant that was left hanging in m. 20
(Kinderman 1987:82-83).71
Ex. 47. Sublation, mm. 29-32.

Variation IV: Homophonic Tyranny

Thesis-Mediation-Antithesis. The fourth variation is the lone exception to the dialectical
structure found in all of the other variations. It consists only of a transition between Thesis and
Antithesis, but does not have a Synthesis. That is to say, it presents a Mediation from beginning
to end. Polyphony is transformed into its Antithesis, homophony.
In its first stage, a fugal opening and its free countersubject introduce the polyphony.

71

Arthur Friedheim’s (1914) piano roll performance clinches this interpretation perfectly. It’s frantically rushed, but
the advancing normalization of each triple-note cell is clearly conveyed.
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Ex. 48. Theme and Countersubject. Note the prevalent repetitions over the bar-line: five in the right hand,
three in the left. It carries over as a rhythm into m. 8, mm. 1-8.

The fugue subject ends with a gesture that “hops” over the bar line. Such hops also occur
at the eighth-note level. The resulting rhythmic intensity will prove to be the undoing of the
polyphonic texture.
In m. 8, only the rhythm of the repetition is retained as an insistent dotted rhythm that
intensifies in the left hand. The fortspinnung countersubject in the right hand forfeits its
independence, succumbing to the dotted rhythm in the left hand by becoming constrained to
neighbor note motion reverberating after the downbeats (mm. 8-11).72
Closure is delivered by a double reassertion of the “hopping” rhythm in the final three
measures. At first it doesn’t complete its rhythmic gesture (mm. 13-14), but an emphatic
reassertion and an extra chord push beyond the problematic “hop” to make the cadence.73

72

The tie-overs are broken in mm. 11-12 by an octave leap, restoring the repetitions over the bar line thereafter. In
my opinion, this return of one of the features of the Thesis doesn’t amount to a Synthesis.
73

A similar transition to homophony occurs in Variation 9 of Mozart’s 12 Variations on “Ah, vous dirai-je maman,”
K. 265 where it is the natural outcome of an accretion of voices (Sisman, personal communication).
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Ex. 49. Transition to Homophony and Homorhythm, mm. 8-15.

In the fourth “Diabelli” Variation, Beethoven amplifies a feature of the polyphonic line to
create a torturous transition. The repetition in the first measure of the G over the bar line is the
culprit. This liberated “hopping” gesture lends a slight rhythmic emphasis that grows
monstrously to become the obsessive pounding at the end.74
The transition to homophony is driven by an intensifying rhythm, yet the rhythm
originates in melodic structure, in its repetition of a pitch. In other words, a rhythmic quality
emerges from a melodic quality. Hegelian practice often shows how categories which at first
blush seem separate, are actually mutually imbricated. Here, a “melodic” aspect becomes a
rhythmic aspect, which in turn changes the texture.
The transformation of polyphony into homophony is a change, not only of texture, but of
category, illustrating that the dialectical target of a variation need not be a discrete object, such
as a motif or a rhythm. Hegel’s analysis in the Phenomenology of the French Revolution
furnishes a parallel transformation. In the aftermath of the Revolution there was a short period of
“absolute freedom” or anarchy, which planted the seed of its opposite condition, absolute
tyranny. The ideal of unchecked individualism led Robespierre and the Reign of Terror. The
fourth variation creates a provocative parallel. An innocuous aspect of the theme and
74

Blom insightfully observes, “its dactylic figure gives a new rhythmic aspect to the music” (1958:61).
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countersubject lead the texture from polyphony to a domineering homophony. The last two
chords are less a cadence than a symbol of tyrannical domination.

Variation V: Blunderer/Savior

Thesis (w/ Antithesis prefiguration). Rising motifs, each constituting a perfect little
cadence, pile up on top of each other like a cheerleader pyramid. At their peak, they are spoiled
by a blundering member, the Antithesis, who overshoots the downbeat with an extra unwanted
chord. Wilfred Mellers calls it “cheeky” (1983:381). Yet, this little newcomer brings with it a
quality that will overwhelm everything else: harmonic change.
Ex. 50. Downbeat-accenting motif ruined by Antithesis “bloopers,” mm. 1-8.

Antithesis. The two antithetical elements communicate. The confident bass makes
forceful entreaties, but the blunderer’s response is shy (mm. 8-12). The timid soprano sets out by
himself and has his day in the sun. He generates a chain of secondary dominants, swells in
confidence over a crescendo, and overruns the meter.75

75

My choice of gender is almost always arbitrary.
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Sublation. Just as he had once spoiled the earlier runs, he is himself checked by a
blooper. But this blooper saves the day by interrupting his sequence run amok. The last three
chords comprise a Synthesis. Functionally, they resolve another secondary dominant in the
manner of the preceding sequence. However, the last two chords, despite their functional
differences as dominant and tonic, are literally inversions of an E-minor chord. They derive from
arpeggio fragments of the opening Thesis. The piano dynamic level also recalls the opening. In
other words, the Thesis motif has returned, but in the rhythmic form of the original Antithesis
“blooper.” This hybrid element stops the sequence in its tracks, but whereas the extra chord once
spoiled everything, it now puts a stop to the madness. Kinderman intuits the ironic nature of this
variation for he writes, “Var. 5 is founded on a kind of dramatic dialectic, predominantly
rhythmic in nature” (1987:88).
Ex. 51. Antithesis. Downbeat-accenting motif runs amok. Blooper saves the day, mm. 8-16.

Variation VI: Anticipations

Thesis and Antithesis. The Thesis consists of trills and arpeggios. Both are chestthumping gestures, overly driven to achieve their empty goals. It is not even clear whether the
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initial high C, reached by a triumphant trill, is more important than the low C, reached by an
equally officious arpeggio.
Ex. 52. Thesis and Antithesis, mm. 1-8.

Mediation. The second passage mediates the two elements. They exchange attributes. The
trills acquire leaps while the arpeggiated voice acquires circular stepwise motion. They continue
to stalk an ultimate climax.
Ex. 53. Mediation, mm. 8-12.

Sublation. When the climax finally arrives at m. 15, it is a decided failure. The longawaited “bang!” is a whimper. The voices scamper away. The essential function of the trill and
upbeat arpeggio – to build anticipation of a climactic arrival – is undone at the moment of
expected consummation. Alfred Brendel’s title for this variation, “Trill rhetorics” (1991:51), is
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particularly apt since the variation mocks the trill as a device for pumping up anticipation. This
Sublation abolishes and preserves. The trill is preserved as an alternating sequence in the right
hand (F-sharp-G-F-sharp-G-F-sharp); the arpeggio is preserved as broken intervals.
Ex. 54. Antithesis Continued. Sublation at m. 15, mm. 12-16.

The second half is more or less the same, and the punch line is similarly deflationary.
This time, the promising sequence of trills prematurely climaxes and on a wrong note, F-sharp,
in m. 30 (B in the soprano is equally bad). It is not unlike a dog, barking angrily, who suddenly
yelps in surprise.76

76

Horszowski (1992) and Berezovsky (2002) are so contrasted with one another that they form a Dialectic unto
themselves. Horszowski finds absurdity in the resolutions of the trills. His blunt accent on the final F-sharp
epitomizes the entire variation. Berezovsky finds absurdity in the raging trills. Their emphases are exactly opposed,
but each tells the same joke. Finally, Rabinovitch (1996) somehow manages to make the most wrong-sounding trills
sound the most right-sounding. Rabinovitch frequently takes liberties and inverts dynamics, but in ways that indicate
a profound understanding of their meanings. I have learned a lot from these three performers.
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Ex. 55. Premature climax on wrong note, mm. 25-32.

Variation VII: Upholder/Goal-Setter

Thesis (w/Antithesis prefiguration). The opening is a caricature of vain heroics by the
soprano, supported and enabled by the bass. The bass assumes the role of the cannons in
Wellington’s Victory, Op. 91, providing “boom” sounds.
Ex. 56. Thesis. Bass as background supporter, mm. 1-8.
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Antithesis. The bass now takes charge and pushes the music forward, its detonations
serving to lay new harmonic foundations (mm. 8-12). The treble now hovers inconspicuously in
the background.
Ex. 57. Antithesis. Bass as leader, mm. 8-12.

The dialogue between the upper and lower bass voice resembles a teaching relationship
with a leader and follower. The tentative lower voice will grow into its role as leader. Its dark,
unwholesome intervals and harmonies contradict the bright and ingenuous countenance of the
opening.
Ex. 58. Antithesis-Sublation, mm. 12-16.

Sublation. Consummating its ambitions by storming the dominant on m. 16, the bass
completes a dialectical circuit. Its takeover, which began in the shadows, restores the brightness
and splendor of the opening. In the same instant, it re-transitions to its former role. In fulfilling
and perfecting its capacity as leader, the bass paradoxically becomes its old Antithesis, the
background supporter. As a fledgling leader, each of its steps had advanced the music by
establishing a new and temporary foundation, but its last, culminating step to G establishes a
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perfect foundation. Thus it becomes again the supporter of the soprano. Pianists almost always
underplay the momentous accomplishment of the left hand’s reaching the dominant, waiting
instead until the repeat to unleash the explosive energy of the opening. The unusual dynamic
markings in m. 16 – three successive fortes on each beat – emphatically contradict this
interpretation and indicate that the explosive energy of the opening already returns when the bass
reaches G. Measure 16 isn’t a break between the two sections, but a continuation and
intensification of the climb begun in m. 8. Ironically, the difficult-to-execute octave trill on Fsharp, while it signifies culmination, is probably the chief cause of pianists’ playing quieter
rather than louder.
The leadership role of the bass in the Antithesis is prefigured by its role in the Thesis
where it performed important structural actions. At the anacrusis to measures 1 and 5, it
advances sub-phrases by establishing the foundation for the acrobatic soprano. At mm. 4-5 it can
be heard to “catch” the soprano and set it back up again. The bass-as-leader is already suggested
– or “immanent” as Hegel would say – within its role as bass-as-supporter.
A second dialectical structure may be encoded in Var. 7, namely, the gradual emergence
in the Antithesis of a characteristic of the Thesis: its fluid, metric triplicity. The “crown” notes in
the figure below, marked for their relative height, function as miniature upbeats in the tumbling
arpeggios. At first, the soprano notes are grouped in dotted rhythms as heraldic trumpet blasts
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with iambic accents.77 In m. 3, they achieve a flowing triple meter pattern that spills over the
main pulses.
Ex. 59. Triplet groupings with “upbeats” marked. The “crown” notes mark the beginning of each triplet,
mm. 1-9.

Similarly, the Antithesis begins with double-note blasts in the bass, which resemble the
iambic thrusts at the beginning of the Thesis. As the right hand begins to resolve suspensions in
the middle of each bar, a flowing triplicity emerges, grouped like the eighth-notes of the Thesis
spilling over the strong beats.

77

As per convention, the written sixteenth-notes are probably shorthand for triplets, i.e.:
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Ex. 60. Three-note groups.

Because the suspensions are resolved over the course of the entire beat, and because the
highest note isn’t resolved until the final eighth-note, the strength of these emergent triplets is
variable and depends upon the performer’s speed or placement of accent. For example, Henriot
(2013) accents the mid-measure beat directly and the quarter-note triplet promptly emerges. At
the brisk tempos taken by Sokolov (2004), Arrau (1952), and especially Rabinovitch (1996) the
resolution of the suspension is so rapid that it nearly concurs with the main pulse, and an
emergent triplet is heard. This “diffused” beat is finally condensed in m. 16 when the upper note
of the resolution C resolves directly to B on the beat.
Ex. 61. Resolution of the upper note of the suspension, mm. 12-16. Hans von Bülow’s (1892) edition
double-stems the eighth-notes as quarter-notes to indicate their second duty as suspensions.
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Variation VIII: Jungian Shadow

Thesis and Antithesis. Both Antitheses are presented and mediated at the same time in
each hand. The right sustains chords on every downbeat. The left vacates the downbeat and
presents churning waves, edges on both ends by semitones.
The Dialectic proceeds through a continuous exchange of qualities that attenuates the
differences in both hands until they are finally blended. It is painstakingly constructed. Every
graded change in one hand is simultaneously matched by a similarly graded change in the other.
For example, the upbeat motif at the end of m. 4 hastens the right hand (assimilating the left
hand’s faster motion), while the left hand’s end-tipped semitone is exchanged for a wide open
interval (assimilating the right hand’s sixths and octaves).
At the analogous end of the second phrase, the mutual exchange of qualities is more
extensive. The left hand steps onto downbeat while the right hand’s D is shortened to a quarternote (i.e. the left hand acquires the property of downbeat occupancy, while the right hand forfeits
a degree of its long duration).78 On the third beat, the hands go further in exchanging their
qualities: semitone eighths, formerly seen in the left hand, now appear in the right, while the left
hand expands to a clean octave, formerly the interval of the right hand.

78

Someone unfamiliar with Beethoven’s part-writing practice might think that the d is shortened to allow its
intoning by the left hand on the next beat. But voice overlaps are not uncommon in his piano music and don’t affect
the writing of the voices (cf. m. 20 of variation 24).
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Ex. 62. Thesis (r.h.) and Antithesis (l.h.), mm. 1-9.

Mediation. Mm. 9-14 present a stable intermediary stage of mediation. The rhythmic
activation of the third beat of the right hand, which appeared briefly in mm. 4 and 8, is now a
recurring feature, as is the replacement of the left hand’s ending semitones with open intervals
(except m. 9). The right hand assimilates a semitone resolution which it injects at the end of
almost every measure. The closing of the hands’ registral gap marks another stage in their
mediation. The left hand has risen out of the deep bass, its waves lapping at the very edge of the
right hand.
Ex. 63. Mutual mediation, mm. 9-14.

Sublation. In m. 15, the right hand chord contracts to its shortest duration, while the left
acquires its longest duration, a half note D in the middle of the measure. The right also loses a
voice while the left gains one. The process of quality exchange completes in the final measure.
The right hand is now wholly constituted by eighth-notes. For the first time it appropriates the
left hand’s signature offbeat semitone (a minor second E-F), which is for the first time missing
from the left hand. The left hand occupies the downbeat with the right hand’s dotted half-note.
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Finally, what was originally a dramatic contrast of tessituras is dissolved as both hands ascend
together. When played gently, the Antitheses melt together.
Ex. 64. Sublation. Thesis and Antithesis are blended, mm. 15-16.

Thesis and Antithesis (b). The second half of the variation develops the contrast of the
two hands differently. In parallel with the first half, both hands take on modifications at the same
time. The harmonic pressure mounts with rising dim7 chords, conveying a growing crisis.
Ex. 65. Thesis and Antithesis (b), mm. 16-24.

Mediation (b). Measure 24 is the breaking point, marked by a sudden decrescendo and
change in texture. Henceforth, the bass walks primarily in octaves. Its grotesque semitones have
not been eradicated, but have been repurposed as the chromatic steps of the broken octaves.

120

The hands work together. In every measure the left hand initiates a stepwise motion in its
walking octaves that the right hand completes on the downbeat. In contrast with the first half of
the variation, a different kind of mediated union is achieved. Instead of having their differences
dissolved, the Antitheses are unified into a comprehensive gesture.
Sublation (b). The final two measures deliver a Sublation. The original shape of the left
hand is recovered (m. 31), and it escapes out of the bass and reaches the daylight of middle C (m.
32). The broken octave on the last two notes poignantly reverses its customary direction. It
points downwards and expires.
Ex. 66. Mutual Mediation and Sublation (b), mm. 24-32 (second ending).

I believe that the eighth variation presents a spirit troubled by an inner contradiction. At
first a languid treble voice floats above darker undercurrents. The bass rises out of the shadows
and is peacefully assimilated into the treble register. But the second half begins from a much
darker starting point. The formerly untroubled chords of the right hand are now afflicted with
dissonance and cannot counter-balance the ominous bass. The menacing undercurrents must be
dealt with. They break out in m. 24, unleashing their dark and cavernous reverberations. Yet
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their booming octaves are in that same instant integrated into a gesture completed by the right
hand. Embraced and given free rein of expression, the dark side eventually dissipates itself.
Beethoven seems to have transposed Hegel’s notion of an inner contradiction to a psychological
context, finding an insight that prefigures Jung’s understanding of the shadow self.79

Variation IX: Ineptitude Self-Remedied

Thesis (w/ Antithesis prefiguration). A series of virile and pouncing mordents is twice
undermined at its peak by a clumsy gesture. An intrusive left hand crosses over the right to insert
an oafish 3-4-3 (and later a 4-3-4), which upstages and mocks the virile leading-tone mordent.80
Ex. 67. Thesis with seed of Antithesis. Comical inversions, mm. 1-8.

Antithesis and Mediation. The mordents combine with the oafishness of the “wrong”
chord. These clumsy gestures become downright pitiable as they are carried upwards on an
79

Sokolov (1985) is particularly expressive here.

80

This opening phrase is similar in structure to that of Var. 4.
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unhelpful series of mounting diminished harmonies, and by getting tied to a confusing emphasis
on the fourth beat.
Ex. 68. Antithesis and Mediation, mm. 8-12.

The syncopated accents accelerate and intensify as sforzandi, creating an alternate
shadow meter. The upbeat eighth-note gestures sound glued to heavy chords which they should
properly anticipate and land upon. The figure, which had once pounced so impressively, now
finds its boots stuck in the mud.
Sublation. Another acceleration of the syncopated layers resolves the issue. The doubling
of accents breaks up the held chords which had bogged down the upbeat figure, and restores the
original meter. The last two chords are as virile and definitive as the opening phrase.81

81

In other words, the original syncopation, which created an accent on beat four, is multiplied to every offbeat
(beats two and four), and then multiplied again to every beat, bringing the syncopation around full circle, resynchronizing the shadow meter with the original meter.
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Ex. 69. Mediation and Sublation, mm. 12-16.

In this case, a pitiable “wrong sonority,” which wreaks havoc on the meter, is itself the
solution to the problem it has wrought. The most paradoxical Dialectic of all is when the
intensification of quality a leads to its opposite not-a. The reinforcement of syncopation nullifies
the syncopation: by doubling the rate of change (m. 15), the rate of accents is doubled, bringing
the half-measure syncopations back into quarter-note alignment.82 To my ears, Variation 9
accomplishes a seeming impossibility. Its train of motifs passes through the crushing portal of a
wormhole and pops out intact on the other side.83

Variation X: Pedal Point Black Hole

Despite being the briefest of all variations, the tenth variation is a complicated Dialectic
because of its four-part through-composed structure. All of the “repeats” are written out and
introduce further dialectical developments.
82

At least, this is how the effect of the acceleration is heard to cancel the syncopation. The reality of the
construction is not so straightforward.
83

The second half is nicely summarized by Martin Cooper: “…the return to the tonic is an amusing duel between
the strong accents on the first beat of the bar in the chromatically rising bass and the insistent counter-accents in the
right hand, and this metrical struggle is reflected in the deliberate harmonic misunderstandings between the two
hands” (1970: 208).
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Thesis (a1). The opening phrase presents two successive scales aiming for G destinations
below an oscillating pedal point on G. The tonal goal prevails over normative parallelism, and
the scales arrive at G on beats two and three, respectively.
Ex. 70. Thesis, mm. 1-8.

Antithesis (a1). Whereas the Thesis was single-minded in its goal, the Antithesis is
scatterbrained (mm. 8-12). If the Thesis shows the White Rabbit rushing headlong to his
appointment, the Antithesis portrays the Rabbit in moments of frantic distraction, waving
“Hello” to Alice, running to and fro, etc... The melody’s patterns change just as soon as they
form, and it is unmoored from the dominant pedal.84
Retro-Mediation (a1). The unpredictable movements of the Antithesis merge with the
stabilizing conditions of the Thesis: a dominant pedal point on G materializes and a descending
scale begins to form on beats 2 and 3 (mm. 13-16).85

84

Rabinovitch (1996) is the only pianist in my survey who makes complete sense of the Antithesis.

85

Few pianists make the dominant pedal G audible. Goldenweiser’s edition (1961) instructs musicians to make it
heard.
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Ex. 71. Antithesis and Retro-Mediation. The descending scale is prefigured in the Antithesis (mm. 9-10),
mm. 8-16.

Thesis (a2). The repetition of the first half is written-out, its elements reassembled. The
triads, which formerly belonged to the tremolo (mm. 1-8), are transferred to the descending
scale, while the pedal point is transformed into a trill in the bass.
Ex. 72. Comparison of Theses a1 (m.1) and a2 (m. 17).

An important difference distinguishes the first and second Dialectical sections (mm. 1-16
and mm. 17-32). Whereas the first Dialectic (mm. 1-16) featured two Antitheses whose contrasts
negated any long-range teleological arc, the second Dialectic (mm. 17-32) is unified by the
insistent rumbling trill. No resolution can occur unless the trill is also resolved; therefore it
projects a long-term goal.
In parallel with the first Thesis, the descending scales are drawn down towards their GMajor destinations. The second descent doesn’t reach its expected terminus. Instead it turns a
corner on an appoggiatura, which initiates a new Antithesis.
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Ex. 73. Thesis (a2), mm. 17-24.

Antithesis and Sublation (a2). Appoggiaturas leap upwards, tearing themselves away
from the pedal. Whereas the first Antithesis was unanchored by a pedal, the second Antithesis
resists its attraction. Yet, in the last second, its chords reverse their direction of resolution, burst
the appoggiatura, and explode upon the G on the downbeat. The violent resistance of the
Antithesis to the pedal is what unites it to the pedal.
Ex. 74. Antithesis and Sublation (a2), mm. 23-32.

Thesis (b1). The second half of the variation traverses the same two Dialectics as the
first, but with some small changes. The first Thesis (b1) reverses the direction of the opening
scales.
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Ex. 75. Thesis (b1), mm. 32-40.

Antithesis and Retro-Mediation (b1). As with its parallel in the first half (mm. 8-16) the
Antithesis leaps without pattern or goal. Again, the dominant pedal point returns in the RetroMediation, accompanied by the suggestion of a descending scale (mm. 45-48), although it is
notably less regular than its counterpart in the first half (mm. 13-16).
Ex. 76. Antithesis and Retro-Mediation (b1), mm. 41-48.

Pianists who attend to the melody in mm. 45-48 invariably perform it in duple meter,
which reflects the difficulty of rationalizing it.86 In the final Sublation (b2), this resistance to
pattern-formation will forcefully reemerge.

86

At fast tempos, many pianists do not attempt to give rational shape to the melody at all.
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Ex. 77. Measures 45-47 re-barred in duple meter as interpreted by pianists.

Thesis (b2). As with its counterpart in the first half, the final section introduces a
disturbing pedal point trill which acts as a long-range reference goal. The Thesis begins to
transform prematurely into the Antithesis by manifesting the disjunct leaps of the Antitheses
(mm. 52-56).
Ex. 78. Thesis (b2). Antithesis emerges prematurely in m. 53, mm. 48-56.

Antithesis and Sublation (b2). The Antithesis initially parallels the previous Antithesis
(b1), recalling its six-beat phrasing and chord repetitions.
Ex. 79. Antithesis (b1) (mm. 41-42) and Antithesis (b2) (mm. 56-58).
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However, its repetitions over the bar line restore the rampaging, resistant appoggiaturas
from the parallel Antithesis of the first half (mm. 23-32). Therefore, the final Sublation
recuperates and resolves prior sections of the variation.
Ex. 80. Antithesis and Sublation (b2). The appoggiatura returns in mm. 60-61. mm. 56-64.

The complexity of the variation makes it challenging to explain, although in performance
its meaning is quite clear: it is “about” the pedal point, and its irresistible attractive force (which
is resisted in two of the Dialectics). Each half of the variation traces the aggrandizement of the
pedal point from an almost indifferent element of the first Antitheses (mm. 1-8 and mm. 32-40)
to an all-encompassing factor. In fact, the pedal point in its hypertrophied state as a trill in the
bass, surpasses its customary role as a harmonic prefiguration of a cadence and becomes nothing
less than a harbinger of fate. To my hearing, its traditional harmonic function is so eclipsed that
when the dominant pedal “resolves” to the tonic in m. 52, it does not even register as a
resolution, but only as a redefinition of the pedal point, i.e. as a new ultimate reference. The
pedal is not only a dissonance, but a cognitive dissonance that overshadows everything else with
this message: “There is only one place where this piece is going to go…like it or not.” In
pursuing to its extreme limit the harmonic role of the pedal point, Var. 10 explores the universal
forces of resistance and attraction, and, perhaps touches upon the notion of destiny.
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Chapter 3
The Middle Variations

Variation XI: Dialogue Declined/Self-Constituted

Thesis and Antithesis. Several voices are engaged in an unproductive dialogue. One
voice inquires and entreats, and is sometimes joined by the like-minded tenor (mm. 2 and 4). The
other voice is melancholic and unresponsive (mm. 1, 3, 5 and 7). The first voice solicits the third
one last time (mm. 6-7), and is answered in the same way as before. As conversations go, it is a
failure.
Ex. 81. Thesis and Antithesis, mm. 1-8.

Mediation. The uselessness of conversation having been established, the affirmative
voices speak in heterophonic unison. Their former partner, who had provided a contrast, is gone.
The voices repeat themselves in brisk statements. However, their repetitions display subtle
changes. B-natural becomes B-flat, creating a nuanced difference between the turns in mm. 8 and
9. F becomes F-sharp, creating a nuanced difference between the turns in mm. 10 and 11. These
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contrasts between the first and second turns are the seeds of a division within the otherwise
univocal statements, which will restore the former contrast of two vocal identities.87
Ex. 82. Mediation, mm. 8-12.

Sublation. The once subtle contrast develops into a full-blown a call-and-response phrase.
Unlike the blocked dialogue of the opening, it is an ideal model of productive interaction. Its
reward is the last chord, which inverts the dissatisfaction of the Thesis. It is not only a satisfying
G-major chord; it is sweet perfection.
Ex. 83. Sublation, mm. 12-16.

87

In some performances, the melancholic tenor can be heard joining in again in mm. 10-12, though at less than full
capacity. Its triplets have been shorn to duplets.
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Variation XII: Solutions/Solutes

Thesis (a). The opening notes swerve hither and thither like a school of fish. Their
shimmering mass dissolves any residue of the expected harmonic and metric framework.
Ex. 84. Thesis, mm. 1-8.

Antithesis (a). Yet the rosalia emerges – impossibly – out of the shimmering motion,
accompanied by its ascending fourths in the bass.
Ex. 85. Antithesis, mm. 8-14.

Sublation (a). At the last instant, the ascending fourth leads the restless school of fish to a
cadence. The tied-over D will be enormously consequential in the second half.
Ex. 86. Sublation, mm. 14-16.
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Thesis (b). In the second half, the shimmering mass exfoliates sustained pitches on the
third beat, which will form the new Antithesis.88
Ex. 87. Thesis (b), mm. 31-38. 89

Antithesis (b). The tied-over notes become monstrously destabilizing harmonies. The
unstable nature of the undulating line becomes a critical factor as it sickens the bass with
chromaticism.

88

In my survey, only András Schiff (2013) projects the sustained pitches G3 and G4. It is a mesmerizing effect. E6
is too high in register to be sustained by a piano.
89

Many editions have an erroneous extra bar between measures 37 and 38, which derives from the original edition.
It is not present in the Autograph and it is crossed out in the copy made for Ferdinand Ries (Beethoven 1823b).
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Ex. 88. Antithesis (b), mm. 38-44.90

Sublation. The passage is delivered from calamity at the last moment by an unforeseen
savior. The “exfoliated” tone, having metastasized into a series of heavy dissonances, is now
reformed as a tonic pedal, providing stability and closure for the restless fauxbourdon fish.91
Ex. 89. Sublation (b), mm. 43-46.

90

Some editions omit measure 39 that repeats the Edim chord in the right hand. However, it appears in both the
Autograph and in the copy for Ries (1823b).
91

The third-beat dissonance is also metrically resolved in stages. The tonic pedal (m. 43) shifts the accent forward to
the second beat, and finally all of the voices come to rest on the downbeat (m. 46).
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Variation XIII: Commander/Private

Thesis and Antithesis. A brash militaristic outburst is followed by a timid response. It
suggests to me a commander and a timid subaltern, however, one could interpret the dichotomy
as taking place within a single consciousness (as bold and shy impulses, for example).
Ex. 90. Thesis and Antithesis. The commander and subaltern, mm. 1-7.

Mediation and Sublation. The opposition is dialectically mediated by the transformation
of the latter into the former. The timid half gradually grows in dynamic power, even acquiring
the snappy dotted rhythm, until it becomes its former opposite.
Ex. 91. Mediation and Sublation: Subaltern becomes the Commander, mm. 8-16.

In this Dialectic, a term continuously transforms into its polar opposite. Due to the repeat,
this variation has the paradoxical structure of a Möbius strip. The timid subaltern becomes the
very same commander that towered over it. Now it towers over its former self.
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Variation XIV: Foreground Figures/Backdrop Canvass

Thesis (w/ Antithesis prefiguration). Two travelers descend through the rungs of C-Major
against a stagnant backdrop. Their motion is entirely propelled by grace notes and melodic
continuation, and not at all by harmonic tension. Prefigurations of the Antithesis appear in the
rhythm of the left hand, which will constitute the entire Antithesis texture, and in an unsettling Fsharp needing resolution, which foreshadows the excruciating chromatic dissonances.
Ex. 92. Thesis, mm. 1-4.

Antithesis. In the Thesis, motion was superimposed upon a harmonically static
background. In the Antithesis, the source of motion is inverted. The motion now consists of the
“background” sheets of dissonant harmonies that resolve. Their designation as “background”
chords may seem technically inaccurate since there is no foreground to speak of, but that is the
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point. The monolithic chords are derived from the left hand of the Thesis; what was the
background canvas is now the totality.
Ex. 93. Antithesis, mm. 4-7.

Mediation and Sublation. A-minor appears a beat early in m. 7, but is bypassed on the
way to an unstable dim7 that occupies the metric position of expected resolution arrival. The
phrase is thus extended. It continues through the dim7, through a subsequent echappée chord,
and reaches the dominant V6/4 of E-minor, also in need of resolution. By means of these
concatenated passing harmonies, an arc is formed extending all the way to the cadence. The once
stagnant background chords recapitulate the rapid and long-range linear motion of the Thesis
foreground, and the soprano re-emerges as a foreground voice. The Synthesis of qualities is
completed in the last moment by the return of the “traveler” motif to resolve the dominant.
Ex. 94. Mediation and Sublation, mm. 6-8.

138

To my hearing, Var. 14 encapsulates an interesting phenomenological experiment. When
played sufficiently slowly, the sensation of the protracted dissonances at mm. 4-7 can be quite
striking.92 The listener does not apprehend them as external sonic objects that are moving, but
marinates in them. Even their status as dissonances may weaken as they become experienced as
sheer sonorities. However, as the harmonic rhythm increases, the chords become reinstated as
objects, and the property of “motion” begins to emerge, which is consummated by the return of
the “traveler” at the very end.

Variation XV: Surface/Subterranean

Thesis (a) (w/ Antithesis prefiguration). The first phrase is simplistic, limpid, high in
register, and rhythmically perky. An augmented chord introduces a mustard seed of ambiguity.
The Thesis abruptly and ineptly ends on G-major with an unexpected drop in register.
Ex. 95. a) Thesis, mm. 1-8. b) w/ expected ending on C-Major.

92

It sounds even more remarkable in Kirnberger III, as performed by Susan Halligan (1997).
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Antithesis (a). The second phrase skulks in the low register. It is harmonically murky,
legato, and rhythmically plain.
Retro-Mediation (a). At its cadence, the Antithesis abruptly transforms back into the
Thesis with a perky and incongruous cadence. Like the cadence at m. 8 it is also inept. The Cmajor chord is a sonic fact, but little more than that. Ostensibly it arrived by plagal cadence, but
it has no functional identity. It doesn’t sound like a tonic. It is easier to hear as a dominant of FMajor, but only faintly. This Retro-Mediation does not amount to a Sublation; the “tacked on”
endings of the Thesis and Antithesis create the problem for the second half.
Ex. 96. Antithesis and Retro-Mediation, mm. 8-16.

The second half proceeds by attenuating the differences between Thesis and Antithesis
phrases. The original element of harmonic ambiguity, the augmented chord, doesn’t reappear,
and the Thesis trespasses into the low register, once the domain of the Antithesis. With these
distinctions erased, the Antithesis which follows (mm. 24-32) is heard only partly as a
contrasting phrase, but also as a continuation of the Thesis, whose pattern it calmly takes up and
continues.
The Sublation resolves the inept closure of the first half by recalling and correcting it.
The first half had bottomed out on a low F (m. 15) from which it failed to come back to the
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dominant. The same low F is sounded, but is swept up as a predominant into the most orthodox
of cadences.
Ex. 97. Second half. The Antithesis incorporates into itself the pattern of the Thesis.

Variation XVI: Reckless Abandon/Pretense of Self-Restraint

Thesis (a) (w/ Antithesis prefiguration). The rambunctious left hand flies up and down,
swinging around the downbeats. On its way up, it nudges past an elastic limit. On its way back
down, it swings through the downbeat before being pulled back up (compare mm. 1 and 3).
Similarly, trilling piccolos inject their energy before the downbeats. The meter only receives
reinforcement from the drum tattoo, which provides the fixed background against which
everything else swings. Perhaps, it’s a merry Bacchanalia. Or perhaps, in the era of the
Napoleonic Wars, the sight of drunken, carousing drum-and-fife troupe was a cause for alarm.
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The Antithesis is potentially foreshadowed by the semitone resolution in the bass (mm. 2
and 4).
Ex. 98. Thesis, mm. 1-4.

Antithesis (a). The rip-roaring Thesis is becalmed by a dampening gesture, a soft halfstep resolution played subito piano, but under its pretense of calm, insanity and chaos continue to
seethe (m 5).
The sub-phrase repeats, but the dampening gesture fails to keep a lid on the turmoil, and
is swept up into the raging torrent (m. 6). Multiplied and strung together in fragmented eighthnotes, the calming gesture becomes shrill and hysterical (m. 7).
Ex. 99. Antithesis. Elaboration of the dampening motif, mm. 4-8.
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The disjunct phrase is not random. It derives from the seething bass of m. 5. The bass’s
repressed turbulence literally manifests as the paroxysm in the upper voice. 93
Ex. 100. Antithesis. Derivation from the bass, mm. 4-8.

Sublation (a). In the last instant, the fractured motifs reassemble into a single gesture,
restore the meter and tonality, and deliver a cadence (m. 8). The gesture, which “swoops” down
and back up, restores the pattern of the rollicking bass of the Thesis, which will shortly be
resumed as sixteenth-note octaves.
Ex. 101. Antithesis continued, Mediation, and Sublation, mm. 6-8.

93

Obscured by metric non-alignment and different intervallic content, very few pianists recognize and project the
derivation. Once heard, it is a revelation. Of the pianists in my survey, William Grant Naboré (1998) projects it with
startling clarity. It can be heard in performances by Paul Komen (2003), William Kinderman (2002), and Michael
Leslie (2010).
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The dialectical contrast is not one of savagery and civility. On the contrary, a savage
nature is constant throughout. Whereas the Thesis uninhibitedly vents its wild nature, the
Antithesis tries to hide it and ruptures as a consequence.
Thesis (b). The second half of the variation includes a remarkable enharmonic
modulation in mm. 12 and 13, which I hear as a taming of its wildness.
Ex. 102. Thesis (b), mm. 9-12.

Antithesis and Mediation (b). Calmness momentarily prevails in the Antithesis (m. 13),
but it is short-lived once again. The cool poise and measured movements of the upper voice
begin spawning ragged, splattering dissonances (m. 15). The left hand’s signature scale “hulks
out” with unleashed fury at the end m. 14. The civil Antithesis has violent ruptured again.
Ex. 103. Antithesis, Mediation and Sublation (b), mm. 12-16.
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Sublation (b). In the last two measures, the left hand returns to a hovering pattern, and the
wild upper voices are corralled into a cadence. A crescendo is prolonged until the last chord,
indicating that the energy continues to build. Thus, the wild rambunctious energy is not abated,
but channeled constructively into a fleeting cadence.94

Variation XVII: Checked Steps/Unobstructed Winged Impetus

Thesis. The blizzard of notes in the right hand comprises two slithering lines that descend
in steps like a slinky. By contrast, the bass is almost static, except for a premature movement to
G-sharp at the end of its second phrase.
Ex. 104. Thesis, mm. 1-4.

Antithesis. The bass splits into an interior dialogue of two voices, distinguished by f and
p. The formerly double-layered right hand is momentarily reduced to a static hovering pattern.

94

This build-up of energy spills forth into the next variation. The pairing of the variations may not have anything to
do with dialecticism.
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Ex. 105. Antithesis, Mediation and Sublation, mm. 4-8 (+1).

Mediation. The right hand begins to reconstitute the upper line of the Thesis. At first the
soprano merely alternates between F and E. From this beginning, a more elaborate chain
develops and rises higher in register (G-F-sharp, A-G-G-F-sharp, etc.). Most pianists focus upon
the call-and-response activity of the left hand to the total exclusion of the right, blurring the
sixteenth-notes. Yvonne Lefébure (1998), Michael Korstick (2005), and especially Bernard
Roberts (1995) attend to the right hand, showing that its recuperation of an independent voice
begins as early as m. 5.
Ex. 106. Mediation, mm. 4-6.
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Sublation. Each hand is divided into two layers. In a tremendous release of pressure the
interior division of the right hand suddenly gives way to an unobstructed conjunct scale at the
end of m. 7. Similarly, the internal division of the left hand also gives way to a scale. Each
hand’s division is abolished and replaced by a single rushing line, whose winged impetus
overcomes the earlier stoppages.
Ex. 107. Sublation, mm. 6-8.

Variation XVIII: Galant Symmetries Liquidated

Thesis (w/ Antithesis prefiguration). Immaculately balanced call-and-response phrases
evoke innocence and lightness. Their clear-cut divisions form antecedent, consequent and
concluding sub-phrases, recalling the minuet or some other well-behaved dance.
In contrast to the antecedent-consequent phrases, which are balanced pairs of mirrored
identities, the concluding phrases are balanced through their spanning of an octave in the bass.
The final scale on G protracts the yearning for the octave. As played by Sokolov (1985), its
slippery passing tones can sound downright insidious. It prefigures the Antithesis.

147

Ex. 108. Thesis, mm. 1-8.

Antithesis. The clear divisions of phrases are replaced by a single, indivisible stream that
cannot be parsed into smaller phrase units. A closer look reveals that the antecedent and
consequent sub-phrases have been dissolved into it. Its chromaticism is sickening. Galant
innocence has been replaced by a snake winding through the sockets of a skull.
Sublation. The purity of the opening is restored in the last measures by a clarifying
dominant-tonic resolution, a return to the delicate high register, and concluding octaves on G
which are not just innocent, but darling.95
Ex. 109. Antithesis and Sublation, mm. 8-16. One indivisible phrase. Note how the call-and-response
figure from the first half has been dissolved into the opening measures.

95

Some additional observations: the concluding octaves recall the sub-phrases of mm. 3-4 and 7-8, each of which
delivers closure by spanning the cadential root across an octave in the bass. The mirror symmetry of the opening
phrases is also dialectically inverted as the parallel symmetry of the uninterrupted eighths. Most fascinating, the
1+1+2 proportion of the first two phrases is mirrored on a macro scale by the two Thesis statements (mm. 1-4 and 58) and the long Antithesis (mm. 9-16). Thus, the long serpentine scale (mm. 9-16) can be thought of as the rising
scale of mm. 7-8 writ large. This relationship is compellingly asserted in Grigory Sokolov’s performance (1985),
whose left-hand scale (mm. 7-8) is a sinister foreshadowing of the imminent serpentine line.
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Variation XIX: Densifications/Expansions

Thesis (a). The opening is a canon constructed out of cascading arpeggios. At first, the
hands trade off evenly, but like an avalanche, the figures begin to tumble over one another. The
result is overcrowded with arpeggios and their accented destination notes.96
Ex. 110. Thesis, mm. 1-8.

Antithesis and Mediation (a). The rhythm broadens and makes intelligible the ¾ meter,
and the return of the rosalia establishes the quarter-note as the tactus. However, the rosalia veers
from its original path. Instead of observing the expected change of direction, it inches past the D
to reach an E where it simply hangs for a short instant.97 It is a brief moment of stillness, and is
the antipode of the overcrowded Thesis phrase. Anderszewski (2001) interprets mm. 12-14 as a
Retro-mediation to the Thesis. At the end of the slur (m. 12), he restores the staccato articulation
he had introduced in the Thesis.

96

To be sure, Beethoven only notates the first two accents, but almost all pianists understand the pattern should be
continued.
97

A ritardando in mm. 13-14 would show clearly how the E is attained by pushing past the D.
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Ex. 111. Antithesis and Mediation, mm. 8-14.

Sublation (a). As in the Thesis, this transient destination lasts no longer than a dotted
quarter before it is swept away. In mm. 15-16, a resolution to G-Major is accomplished through
an extreme compression of harmonic rhythm. At a hectic presto tempo, very few pianists give
these chords their due, disregarding the changes in harmony by blurring them under the
sustaining pedal. The clearest renditions I’ve heard are by Kinderman (2002) and Michiels
(2006). The short passage retains the homophonic texture of the Antithesis, but its
overcompressed rhythm derives from the maniacal Thesis. A succession of motifs in the soprano,
B-C-A and E-F-D (mm. 15-16), suggests the return of canonic texture.
Ex. 112. Sublation, mm. 15-16.

Thesis (b). The direction of the first Thesis is reversed.
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Ex. 113. Thesis, mm. 17-24.

Antithesis (b). The rosalia is further decked out in arpeggios.
Ex. 114. Antithesis, mm. 24-28.

Mediation and Sublation (b). The rosalia’s arpeggiated pattern seamlessly transforms
back into the canonic arpeggios. Yet, the rosalia can be heard continuing through the canonic
arpeggios. It is one of the most remarkable Syntheses of the entire work.
Ex. 115. Synthesis, mm. 28-32.

The piece ends with a straggler parallel third, which echoes the previous two beats. I hear
it as a clever reference to the overcrowded canonic opening.
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Ex. 116. “Overpacked intervals,” mm. 31-32 (second ending).

Variation XX: Cadence as Catharsis

Thesis (a). A canon subject is strongly marked by pitch recurrences on G. The comes is
shorted a beat at the very end. Its final F arrives on the last beat of a m., throwing off the balance
and clipping the phrase prematurely.
Ex. 117. Thesis, mm. 1-8.

Antithesis (a). The Antithesis (mm. 9-12) is purely homophonic and non-imitative. In
place of the secondary dominants is a progression that preserves only the idea of harmonic
resolution, a concept which it pushes to its limit.98

98

For example, one could reverse the order of the G and E seventh chords (with changes to the voicing), and it
would still register as a “resolution.” In fact, the E would resolve to F as it does in the waltz.
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Ex. 118. Antithesis, mm. 9-12.

Sublation (a). The homophony of the Antithesis is retained, but the progression
assimilates the repetitive quality of the Thesis. In a touch of Sublation, the off-balance chord is
integrated into a balanced gesture.
Ex. 119. Sublation, mm. 13-16.

Thesis (b). The second half begins with a canon-like texture. The off-balance chords
reappear, ending and initiating phrases strangely, sounding cut-off or abrupt. The canon-like
subjects are contoured as a leap followed by a step.
Ex. 120. Thesis, mm. 16-24.

Antithesis (b). Homophony is resumed. The off-balance chords are smoothly integrated
into the passage.
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Ex. 121. Antithesis (b), mm. 24-28.

Sublation (b). As in the first half, the Sublation proceeds seamlessly out of the Antithesis.
It retains the homophony yet it assimilates the contour of the quasi-canon subject of the Thesis.
The off-balance quarter-note is now perfectly integrated in a voice-exchange, emphasizing an
emotionally crushing plagal-inflected cadence.
Ex. 122. Sublation (b), mm. 28-32.

Although, Var. 20 conforms to the expected dialectical structures, it also has a powerful
emotional dialectical structure. I think that it explores a musico-philosophical topic: the role of
the cadence in providing cathartic deliverance. Variation 20 frames “deliverance” in its most
comprehensive sense, as dialectically encompassing and integrating the bitterness and sweetness
of life.
In each of the two Thesis passages (mm. 1-8 and mm. 16-24), cadential repose is stolen,
in the first case by an ill-timed quarter-note (m. 8) and in the second case by cliffhanger
dissonances at the end of each ascending gesture (m. 20 and m. 24). By contrast, the Antitheses
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present “cadences” which are not defined by customary tonal function, but by chromatic
discharges which satisfy an abstract criterion for resolution (mm. 9-12).
Kinderman (1987) correctly observes as paramount the contrast between A-natural and
A-flat. This contrast generates the variation’s bittersweet topos. In m. 2 the dux sounds an Anatural, and in m. 4 the comes changes it to an A-flat. Doppelgängers representing joy and
sadness, they poignantly alternate in the approach to the final conclusion. It is one of the most
bittersweet passages imaginable (mm. 29-30). The notoriously off-balance chord is now sublated
by serving to facilitate the last A-flat in a voice-exchange. Although it may seem that the
lamenting A-flat prevails in the last measures, the brightness of the C-major cadence
unforgettably and dialectically infuses the dolorous ending with sweetness. The cadence
therefore fulfills its most abstract role. It is not merely as a resolution of a tonal tension or
motivic problem, but has within it the potential for spiritually cathartic deliverance.

Variation XXI: Clunking/Swishing

The blatant contrast of Var. 21 has caught the attention of several commentators. Blom
writes with uncanny perspicacity, “It is as though Beethoven had at first written two different
variations and then, with some humorous intention the explanation of which has been lost,
discarded half of each and patched together what remained” (1958:71, italics added). Indeed, the
variation was compiled from two halves (Kinderman 2010:53). Similarly, Kinderman describes
its “internal disunity” and “Janus Face” (1987:103), and von Bülow describes it as a Dialectic
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(Beethoven 1892). Once looked for, the dialectical structure of Variation 21 is immediately
visible to the eye.
Thesis. The opening four mm. are in 4/4.
Ex. 123. Thesis. “Clunky” diatonic duple meter, mm. 1-4.

Antithesis. It is a sinuously chromatic passage in ¾.
Ex. 124. Antithesis, mm. 4-8.

Mediation and Sublation. While still officially in ¾, repeating tetrachords cut across the
bar line and effectively restore the meter to 4/4. The earlier upbeat dyad from the Antithesis
reappears in m. 11 with a fascinating consequence. The rhythmic content of the measure is
literally identical to the earlier passages in ¾, except that it is now contextualized in a perceived
4/4! Both meters are simultaneously abolished and preserved.
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Ex. 125. Retro-Mediation and Sublation. Duple meter is restored while re-integrating the former content
of triple meter (m. 11), mm. 8-12.

Variation XXII: The “Master-Slave” Dialectic

Hegel’s most famous Dialectic, that of the Master and Slave, receives a witty allusion in
Var. 22’s quotation of Leporello’s aria “Notte e giorno faticar.” The story of the Master and
Slave is, in part, an allegory about a stage of consciousness, but it also has obvious relevance to
the structures of social repression that were coming under renewed scrutiny while Hegel was
writing the Phenomenology. Susan Buck-Morss (2009) has argued convincingly that Hegel’s
thoughts about slavery were exercised by the recent events of Haitian Revolution. Hegel’s Slave,
crushed materially and mentally in total subordination to his Master, comes to recognize through
his labor, his independent subjectivity and agency while the Master sinks into dependency.
The first half of the Var. 22 stays close to Mozart’s original score, and the fullest
Sublation is saved for the second half.
However, the first half is modified to bring the opening phrase of Leporello’s aria in line
with the structure of the “Diabelli” Dialectic. In Mozart’s original phrase, a pattern of striding
intervals is maintained for eight measures before the ornamental scales are unleashed.
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Ex. 126. Mozart, W.A. “Notte e Giorno” Don Giovanni, K. 527. Break at m. 8.

In Beethoven’s reworked version, Mozart’s sudden break is replaced by a gradual
transformation proper to a developing Antithesis.
Thesis and Antithesis. The striding fourths of the “Master” are decorated by the “Slave,”
the nachschlag or slide that scurries behind (mm. 1-4).
Mediation. The slide now precedes the striding figure, proactively raising the pitch by
one scale degree and accelerating the pattern (m. 5). It leaves behind the “Master,” raising the
pitch successively by single steps (F, G, A). Then it surges by fourth (A, D, G). The breadth of a
fourth, which the “Master” first presented for the slave to elaborate, now becomes the measure of
the “Slave’s” independent achievements. In Hegel’s narrative, the Master’s false show of
independence is replaced by the Slave’s actual realization of independence. Hegel writes, “just as
lordship showed its essential nature to be the reverse of what it wants to be, so, too, bondage
will, when completed, pass into the opposite of what it immediately is…and change round into
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real and true independence” (1976:237). This is already a Sublation, but in the second half, the
“Slave” goes even further.
Ex. 127. Thesis, Mediation, and Sublation, mm. 1-8.

Thesis and Antithesis (b). The second half begins in the wrong key. The “Master,”
perhaps discombobulated by the “Slave’s” display of agency and empowerment, is effete and
irrelevant, and is quickly left behind. Hegel writes, “It is not an independent, but rather a
dependent consciousness that he [the Master] has achieved. He is thus not assured of selfexistence as his truth” ([1807] 1967:236-237).
Ex. 128. Thesis (b), mm. 9-12.

Mediation and Sublation (b). The “Master” disappears quickly from the scene, and the
“Slave” wins his autonomy slowly and painfully by degrees. It is an excruciating transformation,
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a process of molding – the “shaping or forming [of] the object” that is also a self-moulding:
“…for just that form is his [own] pure self-existence, which therein becomes truly realized”
(1967:238-239). This is precisely how Hegel’s Slave attains liberation.
Ex. 129. Toiling/moulding/self-moulding, mm. 12-14.

Toil and labor lead the wretched Slave to recognize and respect his own independent
existence, seen reflected back at him in the objects he fashions. “The consciousness that toils and
serves accordingly attains by this means the direct apprehension of that independent being as its
self” (1967:238). Yet, the “Slave’s” attainment of agency also restores the “Master” in his
striding fourths (mm. 17-18). Far from triumphing, the fourths hide their eyes and sink down.
Here lies the irony: in Hegel’s narrative, the Master returns within the liberated Slave’s
consciousness as its own provincialism, a “type of freedom,” in other words, “that does not get
beyond the attitude of bondage” (240).
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Ex. 130. The “Slave” acquires the stride of the “Master,” mm. 12-17.

Variation XXIII: Movement/Matter (Energy/Mass)

Kinderman proposes that Variation 23 parodies a Cramer etude, which seems likely.99 It
is also the staging ground for a philosophical exercise.
Thesis and Antithesis. The vertical chord is contrasted with the horizontal line, or more
abstractly, an immobile mass is compared with fluid motion.
Ex. 131. Chord versus Line/Immovability versus motion, mm. 1-5.

Mediation. The elements are interlaced. The left hand preserves chordal bits while the
right hand approximates its earlier sinuous pattern. “Chordality” and “linear motion” are both
compromised. The chords are reduced to aggregates of two voices and have gained a modicum
99

See especially Cramer’s first variation, Op. 84 (Etudes, Book I, 1804). Also note Beethoven’s statement to Ries in
1823, “Candidly I am not a friend of Allegri di bravura and such, since they do nothing but promote mechanism”
(1905:37).
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of mobility: they rise by step. The linear element is also compromised, slowed by the
interpenetration of the chords and broken by disjunct leaps. The hands are kept apart and a
choppy texture results.
Ex. 132. Mediation of Chords and Lines, mm. 5-8.

Sublation. In mm. 7-8, the opposed tendencies simultaneously intensify in both hands. In
the left hand, linear motion intensifies as a monotonically descending scale. It also acquires a
chordal quality through octave doubling. The chordal right hand thickens with an added voice,
yet it abandons its slow ascent for a rapid one. Each hand becomes more linear and more
chordal. They converge explosively upon the opening chord, the super-collision of two mutually
repelling entities. I have earlier written about this event in the Introduction as an “inevitable
impossibility.”
It may be that Beethoven conceived of his opening phrase in philosophical terms, as
suggesting a dialectical breakdown of the fixed categorical distinction between chord and line.
As soon as there is a succession of two stepwise chords (albeit distanced by two measures),
linear motion is suggested. Similarly, the superimposition of two rapid lines creates the pitch
simultaneities that define chords.
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Variation XXIV: Setting out on a Journey/Homecoming

Thesis (a). The subject appears four times. The countersubject is indistinctly defined.
Ex. 133. Thesis, mm. 1-8.

Antithesis. The wilting of B-natural to B-flat in m. 9 initiates a departure from the home
key, and a fragment of the countersubject now coalesces and prevails. The head of the subject
can be heard briefly in m. 11, but it is buried in polyphonic activity indifferent to its presence
(note especially the self-absorbed trill).
Ex. 134. Antithesis, mm. 9-13.

Sublation. The countersubject reverses direction and begins rising. The head-motif
returns with purpose, working together with the uplifting countersubject. The third time it
successfully mounts to a cadence, and the countersubject gracefully flowers open.
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Ex. 135. Sublation. a) Countersubject Culmination. B) Head motif Culmination, mm. 14-17.

Thesis (b). The second half begins with an inversion of the subject in minor wandering
far from home. The third entry begins to suggest new key areas, a process which intensifies into
a “search” for a new key (mm. 21-22). After testing candidates for tonic suitability, the passage
reaches the outer limit of its search, a dominant of iii.
Ex. 136. Thesis. New and unfamiliar territory, mm. 17-23.

Antithesis (b). The failed attempt to find a firm tonic is succeeded by a sequence that uses
the head-motif of the inverted subject, and a new incarnation of the countersubject with a
prominent suspension. The fifth iteration of the countersubject is “unleashed” by the removal of
its inhibiting suspension in m. 28.
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Ex. 137. Antithesis, mm. 23-29.

Sublation (b). The inverted subject reappears in the bass of mm. 27. It now seamlessly
incorporates the failed “searching” motif from mm. 22-23 (as F-G-A in m. 29), which finally
makes progress without being undercut by a new tonicization. Its motion to A and then B
supports a cadential IV6-V6 that will live up to its promise and deliver a tonic. The “unleashed”
countersubject, discussed above, becomes the inverted subject, which now resumes its full length
(m. 29 soprano). Finally, the head of the long missed rectus subject appears in the tenor (m. 30),
but it is only a precursor. After all of these reappearances, the original subject returns in m. 31
(in the dominant). Instead of ending as expected on a suspended B, the A resolves to directly to
G, thereby completing the octave and bestowing closure.

Ex. 138. Sublation. Return of the Rectus Subject, mm. 28-33.
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Chapter 4
The Concluding Variations

Variation XXV: Prolation Dialectic (or Horse/Rider)

Thesis and Antithesis. As in Var. 8, the Thesis and Antithesis occur simultaneously in the
left and right hand. The left hand is primarily marked by its wiggling motion, the right by its
inertness. Blom (1958:67) describes the variation’s “light cantering dactyls,” and it’s easy to
imagine an upright rider on a horse.
Ex. 139. Thesis (r.h.) and Antithesis (l.h.), mm. 1-8.

Mediation. The right hand gradually takes up the wiggling behavior, at first as a
serpentine line. Some of the elasticity of the left hand is transferred to the right in its “stretch” to
B-flat in m. 12 (the once erect rider leans perilously to the edge of his saddle).
Ex. 140. Mediation, mm. 8-13.
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Sublation. The right hand pattern compresses, reconstituting the left-hand “wiggle” in the
right at the eighth-note pulse. Its motion is similarly propelled by a lower neighbor that bounces
off the downbeat. Conversely, the wiggling motion departs from the left hand. Instead the left
hand acquires some of the tonal inertness of the right hand (repeated E). Its chord tones on strong
pulses emphasize and stabilize rather than subdivide and subvert the eighth-note pulse.100
Ex. 141. Sublation, mm. 14-16.

Variation XXVI: Compounding Complications

Thesis (w/ Antithesis prefiguration). The first phrase opens with a lucid and
uncomplicated figuration. It is an image of simple purity. The pattern of the arpeggios descends
monotonically.

100

In the first half, the rider almost falls out of his saddle. In the second half, the horse almost escapes its reigns.
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Ex. 142. Thesis, mm. 1-8.

Antithesis. The second phrase is rife with contrary motion and inversions that occur on
three levels: the outer voices mirror one another, each group of six notes is mirrored by the next
group of six that switches the direction, the first group of twelve notes is mirrored by the next
group of twelve that switches the register.
Ex. 143. Antithesis, mm. 8-12.

Antithesis continued. The contradictoriness is amplified by the addition of clamoring
voices, their filling out of fully-diminished harmonies, and by the opening triplets, whose
converging profile inverts the profile of the first phrase. But this inversion is itself negated by a
subsequent increase in the rate of inversion. So far, the listener can rationalize the changes by
expanding the scope of comparison and by waiting to see what comes next. For example, it takes
a moment to understand the transfer of the first six-note motif to the upper register (mm. 10-11).
Are we transferring the entire phrase up nine notes to create a parallel phrase? Are we inverting
the registers to create a parallel-inverted phrase? (Yes, as it turns out.) This attempt to make
sense of the overall pattern becomes more difficult until it becomes almost impossible.
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The next difficulty is introduced at m. 12. Does it relate to the first four-bar phrase as an
inversion? The following six-note motif contradicts that interpretation. Even if we allow it to
initiate a new phrase, it quickly runs into problems. The second half of the phrase (m. 14)
reverses the direction of the first half (m. 12), replacing the expected parallelism with a new
inversion (compare the parallelism of mm. 8 and 10). The unexpected inversion contradicts any
pattern that has been so far projected. In other words, the Antithesis requires the listener to revise
patterns or suspend alternative interpretations until one is confirmed.
Ex. 144. Mediation and Sublation, mm. 12-16.

Sublation. Finally, the crisis is resolved by a further increase in the introduction of new
inversions. It is applied to the smallest unit, the final triplet. Yet, this has the benefit of restoring
balance by creating a leading-tone cadence. As with Variation 9, an operation is introduced that
generates confusion and crisis, but finally delivers clarity and closure through its further
compounding.
However, just as many Theses contain the seed of their own opposite, this variation
begins with a slight perturbation in its otherwise perfectly reliable pattern. For no apparent
reason, the first C-major arpeggio is a different inversion than its successors. Not even the next
parallel phrase in G-major reproduces this difference. It is so subtle that it almost escapes
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attention, and may seem like a mistake. Kinderman’s analysis of the autograph proves on the
contrary that it was deliberate, as Beethoven began to duplicate the chord inversion in the next
arpeggio, and then crossed it out (2010:104). The anomalous chord inversion cannot be
rationalized into a pattern, which is its purpose: it is the seed of the Antithesis.

Variation XXVII: Sharp Tips/Sealed Tubes

Thesis (w/ Antithesis prefiguration). Each triplet is arranged so that the outer sixteenths
are disconnected on both sides by a disjunct leap. A hail of sharp tips is the result.
Ex. 145. Thesis. “Sharp Tips,” mm. 1-8.

Antithesis. The tips are sealed up as part of smooth runs.
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Ex. 146. Antithesis. Sealed-up runs. The Synthesis begins with octave leap in right hand on A (m. 11),
mm. 9-13.

Sublation. A wide leap in m. 11 initiates a new phrase, but also reincorporates the break
derived from the Thesis. In m. 13, a change of direction emphasizes D, which is reaffirmed by a
leap in the next measure. This leads to a wider leap to E. D and E are both sharp jabs that initiate
new scales. The final pitch G is a singularity. It is both the most “sealed” note, as the joining of
the right and left hand scales, but it is also an endpoint and therefore a “tip.”
Ex. 147. Breaks are reincorporated and normalized, mm. 12-16.

The conjunct Antithesis is prefigured by the Thesis. Each subphrase of the Thesis ends by
whirling around a terse statement of connected eighth-notes.
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Ex. 148. Prefigurations of the Antithesis, mm. 2-4 and 6-8.

Variation XXVIII: Punching/Shoving (Instant/Cumulative Force)

Thesis. The opening phrase is a highly fragmented texture consisting of wedge-like
dyads, whose initial dissonance “bears down” on its offbeat resolution. The result is a steady
state of tension, which at the micro-level is always being discharged.
Ex. 149. Thesis, mm. 1-8.

Mediation. The disjunct units begin to ascend at an accelerating rate that distorts the
intervallic parallelisms. The tension begins to escalate.
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Ex. 150. Mediation. Expected parallelisms are increasingly distorted, mm. 9-12.

Antithesis. In the Thesis, each dyad discharged itself. Now the wedges are linked into a
single chain that transfers their tension across a long phrase.101 A resolution on the downbeat of
m. 14 realigns the harmonic meter with the sforzandi accents. The “afterbeat” chords are now
heard as proper upbeats. In the hands of pianists Demus (2012), Katchen (2009) and Kinderman
(2002), the doubling of the E-flat in the bass signals a monstrous increase in tension. The Ger+6
and the train of harmonies leading up to it “bear down” on the G resolution almost oppressively,
in the manner that the opening sforzandi bear down on their resolutions. It is the same effect writ
large.
Sublation. The cadence occurs on an offbeat, resolving the Antithesis while restoring the
rhythmic imbalance and isolated wedge dyad of the Thesis.
Ex. 151. Antithesis and Sublation, mm. 12-16.

101

I interpret this phrase as a structural expansion of the “bearing down” aspect of the accented dyads.
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Thesis (b). Working together, the left and right hands hammer out outrageous semitones
in octaves.
Ex. 152. Thesis, mm. 16-24.

Antithesis (b). The texture changes to outrageous harmonic resolutions that take on an
adversarial relationship. The furious bass is contradicted by the meek treble, which echoes its
resolutions, but steps down each time.
Ex. 153. Antithesis, mm. 24-30.

Sublation (b). The bass leads the way up out of the dungeon to the daylight of normative
harmony. The chromatic octaves (F-F-sharp-G) recall the Thesis, but instead of disturbing the
tonality, they tonicize the dominant, allowing the treble to put on the finishing touch with a
regular cadence. Thus, both registers cooperate in the manner of the Thesis, while retaining the
dynamic contrast of the Antithesis.
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Ex. 154. Sublation, mm. 30-32.

Variation XXIX: Apathy/Aspiration

Thesis and Antithesis. A doleful and torpid third is momentarily alleviated by a more
hopeful figure that offers to change the B-flat to a more optimistic B-natural. The offer is
refused, and the doleful voice drives home its stagnant G. The optimistic voice establishes a
foothold on E-flat.
Ex. 155. Thesis and Antithesis, mm. 1-3.

Mediation. In the second part of the phrase, the situation begins to be reversed. G4 is left
behind and an uplifting phrase prevails. However, it is tempered by the descending motif and by
the aspirant’s retreat from its own highest points (over the bar-lines).102

102

Márta Kurtág (2010) tracks these changes and contrasts by attending to the releases of sound. It is a bewitching
performance.
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Ex. 156. Mediation, mm. 2-5.

Mediation continued. In the last stage of the Mediation, the aspirant is unchecked by any
contrary gesture. It accelerates unobstructed to a high point upon a cadential 6/4 where it wavers
as if at a precipice. Where indeed could it go from here? Like a child who has run away from
home and realized there is nowhere to go, the motif returns home.
Sublation. Thesis and Antithesis are heard fused in the last sixty-fourth notes C-Fsharp,
which target the appoggiatura A-G from above and below. G returns conspicuously in a 9-8
suspension. What was once heard stubbornly refusing to budge, now provides relief from the
overzealous alternative.

Ex. 157. Mediation continued and Sublation, mm. 5-6.
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Variation XXX: Coming Into/Out of Existence (Becoming)

The complexity of Var. 30 poses a significant interpretive challenge. I tentatively regard
it as an investigation into phenomenological ontology: it explores the processes of coming into
and passing out of existence. In order to help ground my explanation in experience, I have tried
to correlate phenomenological experiences of tension and relaxation with ontological intensity –
that is to say, with degrees of existence.
Thesis (a). At first glance, the opening phrase seems fugal or canonic, but it doesn’t
adhere to those genres or techniques beyond its extreme imitativeness. The subject re-enters
every single half-bar until the middle of m. 4, and has the character of bursting onto the scene
and then traveling on. 103 It is always last glimpsed heading on its way somewhere before a new
entry claims the listener’s attention. Phenomenologically, the Thesis confers the experience of
“releasing,” as the listener lets go of each fugal subject just before being impacted by the onset of
the next one. The opening phrase is almost entirely built out of linear motion and passing
harmonies.
Ontologically the Thesis represents Determinate coming-into-existence and
Indeterminate going-out-of-existence.

103

In my survey, only Artur Balsam (2007) notices the re-entry in the alto F at the end of m.3, which maintains the
pattern, and gives coherence to the entire passage.
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Ex. 158. Thesis, mm. 1-4.

Antithesis (a). The second phrase is a pulsating plasma, contracting and expanding, but
going nowhere. Its harmonic palette emphasizes diminished harmonies. Phenomenologically, the
passage emphasizes “clenching.” Its resolutions to E-flat minor do not amount to releases, given
the context of the pulsing outer voices, but merely fluctuations in grip strength.
During these pulsations, the rosalia emerges. It emerges so gradually that one cannot
even perceive when it began. It can be traced back to the soprano D-flat in the middle of m. 4. It
repeats, falls by an octave into the middle voice, and slowly climbs into the listener’s awareness
as the rosalia. Its note of origin, the D-flat is the expiration of the Thesis subject, which
disappears by melting into the Antithesis (see example). In other words, the disappearing subject
and the emergent rosalia touch at their most extreme point of tenuous existence.
Ontologically, the Antithesis represents an Indeterminate coming-into-existence. In fact,
it never completely comes into existence; its nature is to come into existence. The unresolved Fflat at the end of m. 6 will eventually be consummated.
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Ex. 159. thesis. a) The expected imitative subject b) The subject is “absorbed” into the texture, mm. 4-6.

Sublation (a). The four-note “traveler” subject of the Thesis returns within the extension
of the Antithesis phrase (its dotted rhythm is accommodated to the straight eighth-notes of the
Antithesis). Instead of disappearing, the four-note phrase intensifies as it expands towards a
strongly accented secondary dominant, before it contracts to its former dimensions.
Phenomenologically, the passage entails an extreme alternation of clenching and releasing,
especially if played with emphasis given to every pair of resolving eighth-notes. This
intensification and decline indexes the degree of existence we have been tracking. As intense as
it becomes, this gesture is still only coming into existence; it never attains the simple, complete,
and given existence enjoyed by the imitative subject in each of its initial notes.
The final measure integrates the passing motion of the Thesis (compare its bass with that
of m. 3), while its alternating resolutions of dim7 chords continue to evoke the clenching-andreleasing of the Antithesis. The final measure deliciously protracts a cadence that both fades out
and ends definitively. It “unclenches” into a miniscule, but clear and distinct harmony. That is to
say, it finally arrives into existence as a terminal point.
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Ex. 160. Sublation, mm. 7-8.

Thesis (b). In the second half, the subjects enter again with their definitive head motifs,
but this time two of their entries are extended in length, and they possess definitive endings at m.
2 and m. 4. Before each ending, the penultimate dissonance is particularly wrenching and its
resolution equally unclenching. Like a thrown whip, the sinuous subject uncurls languorously
before snapping back. When evaluated for its intensity of existence, the subject exists most
intensely at its endpoints, while fading out in its middle. This structure is reversed in the
Antithesis.
Ex. 161. Thesis (b), mm. 8-12.

Antithesis (b). The pulsating miasma of the first Antithesis recurs in a transformed but
still recognizable form. As indicated by the dynamics, sonorities come into and fade out of
existence, passing from dissonance to resolution. In other words, they exist intensively in their
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middles, while emerging from and disappearing into nothingness at their endpoints. Thus, they
invert the Thesis.
Ex. 162. Antithesis, mm. 12-14.

Mediation and Sublation (b). The final phrase begins in the bass and overlaps with the
Antithesis pattern, which still continues for another instant in the soprano.104 Its parallel with m.
7 is clear, although the four-note motif has been shifted back by one beat to begin on an upbeat.
One would expect the re-attainment of home key, only one measure before the ending, to
be maintained. Instead, C-minor is replaced by a modulation to the flat supertonic in m. 15! This
utterly surprising modulation is explained by what appears to be a consideration of intellectual

104

Peter Serkin (2007), Michael Leslie (2010), Márta Kurtág (2010) and Ilonka von Pathy (undated piano roll.) are
the only pianists I’ve heard who emphasize the new pattern taking over as early as m. 14 in the bass. It changes
remarkably the meaning of the next phrase, beginning with the AbDom7. If its predecessor has been emphasized,
then upon reaching and passing through the first inversion D-flat (fourth beat, m. 15), the second phrase is heard as
passing beyond its predecessor’s final octave on C (with which it corresponds metrically). Most pianists, passing
from m. 14 to 15, don’t recognize the new phrase in the bass at all, and continue to pursue the previous pattern in the
soprano, which produces nonsensical results. The soprano G fails to leap down to the expected lower note. On the
contrary the G is repeated above an added dissonance F requiring resolution to E-flat, extending the phrase beyond
its limit. Thus, continuing the soprano pattern leads to disaster. The liner notes to Kurtág’s recording include a photo
of a sketched reduction of this very moment, which clearly shows that the phrase overlap has been observed by her
and her husband, György Kurtág, so it is no surprise that she plays it. (The Kurtág performance is one of two
collaborations in my survey, the other being that of Susan Halligan and Paul List (1997), pianist and co-interpreter,
respectively). Von Bülow’s edition (1892) also directs the pianist through phrasing slurs to project the new pattern
in the bass while also maintaining a non-aligned phrase in the right hand. Ilonka von Pathy’s demarcation of the
phrase, which is projected at least in part by the lifting of the sustaining pedal, could in actuality represent the
intervention of Pathy’s living interlocutor, the anonymous Youtube poster who operated the pedals of the player
piano!
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concern. The modulation “corrects” the original modulation to D-flat major (m. 3) that
effectively abducted the music from its home key and related keys. D-flat is forcefully
reintroduced so that it can be resolved back to C-minor, “fixing” the original displacement. But
whereas the modulation from C-minor to D-flat was as easy as a kiss, going in the other direction
will entail excruciating labor pains.
Phenomenologically, the ensuing modulation back to C-minor occurs over several
enharmonic changes, entailing severe contractions and unclenchings. By this means, the passage
is believably returned from the remote region defined by the Antithesis.105 The final two chords
of the bass restore the rhythmic pattern of the Antithesis, and is now given a triadic close.
A cadence is not merely a cessation of activity or a resolution of a dissonance. It also
provides a sense of closure whose relief is proportional to the problems it is felt to resolve. As
with the Sublation of the first half, the ending is an expertly protracted series of harmonic
contractions and releases.
Ex. 163. Mediation and Sublation, mm. 14-16.

Variations 31 and 32 introduce problems that are left unresolved. They form the Thesis
and Antithesis of a larger dialectic triad that is resolved in Variation 33, their Sublation.
105

Even if G-Major is not technically remote (m. 14), the passage represents the point of furthest remove from
normalcy.
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Variation XXXI: Rhapsodic Flight/Plodding

Thesis and Antithesis. A flexible and mobile arabesque (motif A) is a foil to a slower
phrase: a sigh motif and a solemnly tolling G assert the eighth-note pulse as if it is a duty (motif
B). By contrast, the attitude towards meter represented by the arabesque will eventually prevail.
In m. 2, the arabesque intrudes at the end of the dotted rhythm.
Ex. 164. Thesis and Antithesis. (A) Arabesque and (B) square rhythm. Note semitone “bending,” mm. 12.

Mediation. The arabesque becomes more elaborate. In m. 3 the slow motif is nearly
metrically displaced by a sixteenth-note, which it becomes in the next measure where it is also
fused with the contour of the bent semitone. Each unexpected dip underneath the pitches G and
C robs the arrivals of closure, an effect made stronger by pianists like Schnabel who accent the
unexpected leading tone. Coming back up from the semitone, they prepare an operatic octave
leap. The staid, square rhythm has become a flexible trampoline for catching and launching new
arabesques.

183

Ex. 165. Mediation. The square rhythm becomes softened by – or merged with – the flexible semitone,
mm. 3-4.

Mediation, continued. The arabesque completely takes over the passagework, twice
transcending motif B: it leaps to its operatic D without help, and then winds down to a nadir
where, instead of coming to rest, it rises again as an accelerating chromatic scale.

Ex. 166. The staid figure has been obliterated by the increasingly free and chromatic arabesque, m. 5.

Sublation. The arabesque, which has just attained total freedom from meter and harmony,
unexpectedly falls into a regular pattern, restoring the rhythmic and diatonic stability it had
formerly effaced. Its regularity even restores the dutiful character of motif B.
However, an unresolved B-natural in the soprano reinscribes the “problem” of the first
half of the variation: The restless, chromatic arabesque is unable to provide closure.106

106

The C-B is elaborated a moment later in two later “arabesque units.” C is briefly touched upon, but as a passing
tone, not as a resolution of the salient B.
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Ex. 167. Sublation. The arabesque unexpectedly locks into a regular rhythm. Unresolved leading tone in
soprano is marked, m. 6 (first ending).

Sublation continued. In the second ending, which is extended by three beats, the Bnatural is replaced by a B-flat, which intones in the soprano and then in the bass, recalling the
tolling motif of the opening.
Ex. 168. Sublation. Regular rhythm, m.6 (second ending).

Thesis and Antithesis (b). The constantly roving first half never reaches a satisfying
resting point until arriving at the opening of the second half. The second half of the variation
continues to develop the problem of anticipation and denial.
The roles of the motifs are reversed. The arabesque supports and elaborates the straight
eighth-note figure. The latter introduces a descending third in m. 7, which is extravagantly
elaborated by the arabesque. In m. 8, the arabesque extravagantly prepares the arrival of motif B
on G-flat, and its chromatics elaborate the “sunken” character of the subodminant modulation
from A-flat to D-flat introduced by motif B.
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Ex. 169. The arabesque (A) is now subordinate, and elaborates the qualities introduced by the steady
figure (B), mm. 7-8.

Mediation (b). Both motifs become increasingly animated, imbued with anticipatory
restlessness. Offbeat motions, octave leaps, and “bent” leading tones revive the conditions of the
first half of the variation and its attendant problem: its restless pursuit of goals, which negates the
closure afforded by any goals. It pushes past two candidates for local phrase closure, pitches F
and G in mm. 9 and 10, respectively.
Ex. 170. Aspects of the first half of the variation reappear, mm. 9-10.

Mediation, continued. The process is intensified by a succession of trills in mm. 10-11.
Each trill supersedes its predecessor and promises the imminent arrival of its own achievement
note. A steadily rising bass pumps anticipation to an unprecedented level. But closure is denied
once again. In this case, denial comes in the form of silence. The trill opens upon nothingness!107

107

Ilonka von Pathy (undated piano roll) abhors the void and resolves the trill to an unwritten C6.
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Ex. 171. Inability to climax. The anticipatory trills lead to a void, mm. 10-11.

Sublation (b). The Sublation is not complete because it fails to resolve the problem of
denied closure. Instead it patches in the solution from the first half of the variation to wind down
the tension. The variation ends unresolved, not only in terms of its symbolic problem, but on an
unresolved dominant 7th of Eb.108
Ex. 172. Unresolved ending, mm. 11.

108

As suggested by the striking similarity between these endings (m. 6 and m. 11) and the last three measures of the
twenty-fifth “Goldberg” Variation (Kinderman 1998:101-103), Bach probably conceived of his Dialectic of
freedom/regularity from Bach’s variation. The orderly outpouring at the end of the “Goldberg” Variation is based
upon its halting opening, whose rhythmic values have been regularized.
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Variation XXXII: Dialectical Self-Destruction

Thesis. The most harmonically and metrically emancipated variation is followed by the
most rigid. The fugue subject is the stiffest of all subjects written by Beethoven. One of its
pitches is iterated nine times, and its rhythm does not vary from strict quarter-notes. In character
and meter it is the Antithesis of its predecessor.
However, it shares with its predecessor the same problem. It is incapable of closure!
Ex. 173. The subject in a straightjacket, mm. 1-6.

Instead of finding closure, it crashes into a wall at m. 116.
Ex. 174. mm. 105-117.
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Antithesis. The fugue resumes with a new version of the subject that has a relaxed rhythm
and a new, slippery countersubject.
Ex. 175. Subject's rhythm softened; new fluid countersubject, mm. 117-120.

Mediation. The new subject, when intertwined with itself in a second voice, spawns the
original subject. The pattern of descent in the soprano leads it to land on the E-flat in m. 142
from which the old subject returns in double forte (albeit the fall from F to E-flat is by a ninth
rather than a second). The stepwise descent in the alto voice, which formerly suggested a
downward leap from the soprano (see mm. 139-141), now becomes an actual downwards leap
that opens the subject. Lastly, the alto’s repetition of a note becomes the first repetition of the
fugue subject. The re-constitution of the subject is clever, but not perfect: the subject enters a
beat late.
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Ex. 176. Synthesis. Original subject is reconstituted out of the interlocked second subject, mm. 135-148.

The old subject is now combined with the new countersubject (a Synthesis), but it
produces no solution to the predicament. Instead of finding its cadence, the fugue self-destructs.
Ex. 177. The fugue implodes.
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Interstitial Passage

After this cataclysmic disaster, the dust settles as the diminished harmony fades away.
Everything has been laid waste, and what’s left of the “Diabelli” Variations crawls out
tentatively from under the rubble. The enharmonic modulation is perfectly suited for this pivotal
moment. I hear it as a transmigration of the spirit across the interstices, passing from one
concrete existence to another. It is also a negation of the Variations’ accustomed modus
operandi. For once, the survivor does not work her way back through secondary dominants to Cmajor, but is disembodied by an act of Grace or magic and floated along.
Countless other metaphors are possible, of course, but I have selected an image of postapocalyptic deliverance to convey how the sense of relief is a response, not to a single proximate
catastrophe, but to the cumulative “Diabelli” experience. Always striving for completion,
contending for victory, searching for home, or struggling to get by, the Variations have an
underlying difficult and laborious nature. The fugue is the incarnation of their striving, which is
why the wreckage of the fugue feels like the wreckage of the entire work. It is in contrast to the
music’s overpowering teleological nature that the free-floating enharmonic passage is heard. For
the first time, there is no drive, and no logic to create the next moment.
The spell of the “Diabelli Variations” is broken. Yet its deep-rooted pathology must still
be confronted on its own ground.
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Ex. 178. Transmigration.

Variation XXXIII: Renunciation

Thesis. As many have pointed out, the already antiquated minuet hearkened back to the
styles of Mozart and Haydn.109 Its first decorous steps are followed by a flurry of playful notes
and acciaccaturas. The second group of sixteenths mischievously “gets under the foot” of the
first.110 It ends on a weak cadence, an appoggiatura that reverses and resolves the acciaccaturas.
Ex. 179. Thesis. Two contrasting rhythms. Halting and overcrowding, mm. 1-4.

109

This was observed from the beginning in Janus a Costa’s 1823 review. See Kunze (1987:415).

110

The cutest performance in my survey is that of Alexandre Rabinovitch (1996).
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Antithesis. The Antithesis picks up the appoggiatura as the topic of a little moral
discourse. The rhythms are regularized. Playfulness has given way to the earnest and gentle
admonishments of a governess who “corrects” a false relation.
Ex. 180. Rhythms are regularized and accents equally spaced, mm. 4-8.

Non-Sublation. The moral prodding of the appoggiatura is intensified in mm. 8-10,
however its imploring entreaties are merrily evaded at m. 11.111
More generally, measures 8-10 depict the brewing of a dialectical conflict. When it
reaches its capital pitch on B (m. 11), it doesn’t deliver a Synthesis, a Retro-mediation, an ironic
reversal, or a Sublation. It scurries away. Through its portrayal of a growing crisis, it alludes to
the Diabelli Dialectic and then it declines to legislate a solution. It rejects its own Dialectic. The
failure of the previous two variations to find satisfactory dialectical resolution will not be
remedied here.

111

Jan Michiels (2006) makes exceptionally audible the “appoggiatura theme” as the element linking the sections of
the first half. It is impossible to miss in the second half.
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Ex. 181. Conflict avoided, mm. 8-11.

In the second half of the variation, a similar mounting of tension leads to an escape even
more ecstatic.
Ex. 182. mm. 20-24.

His choice of minuet may have been more than a backwards glance to Haydn and Mozart.
A polite minuet is the perfect vehicle for declining to engage the Dialectic. Brawling has no
place in this refined society. Writing to Archduke Rudolph in July of 1819, he said, “Freedom —
progress, is purpose in the art-world as in universal creation, and if we moderns have not the
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hardihood of our ancestors, refinement of manners has surely accomplished something”
(Beethoven 1905:89).112
Having declined to “deal with” its inner contradiction in each of its halves, the variation
instead proceeds to the coda. First it revisits and cultivates the central motif of the last variation
until the cadence at m. 29. It divides the four-note group of eighth-notes into two groups, one
which concludes motives, and one which initiates them.113 However, nothing radical has
emerged in the compositional treatment of material.
Ex. 183. mm. 25-29.

After this cadence, two mm. of culminating scales explode on the dominant of the
dominant. This chord forms an absolute boundary in the overall structure of the “Diabelli”
Variations. Beyond this point, the old dialectical rules no longer hold, and are replaced by a new
principle.

112

The idea that freedom is embodied in art is a longstanding Idealist concept, traceable back to Kant. It was
amplified by Schiller, and further by Schelling. Hegel’s thoughts on freedom and art did not become well known
until the posthumous publication of his lecture on aesthetics.
113

The second group is always raised by an octave. Compare the bass of m. 25 with the following mm..
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Ex. 184. Critical boundary followed by a return to Earth, m. 29-33.

After a gentle descent, the coda becomes improvisatory. The element of Difference is no
longer a problem that occasions dialectical gnashing, chafing, negating, and reconciling.
Difference is no longer a source of conflict, but a source of inspiration.
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Ex. 185. mm. 33-41.

Finally, the theme of the variation returns once again, but this time to be treated in the
manner of the new principle. Accordingly, it is continuously developed and elaborated without
giving rise to contrasts or contradictions.
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Ex. 186. mm. 42-49.

The thirty-third variation is the Sublation of the two previous variations. It enacts its
Sublation through its changed internal structure. In other words, the “Diabelli” Variations as a
whole are finally subjected to the Dialectic – two of them comprise a Thesis and Antithesis –
which results in a Sublated Variation that transcends its own nature. Thus, its inner content
transcends the old Dialectical structure. But at first this amounts to nothing more than a negation.
The thirty-third variation refuses to participate in the dialectical remediation of its own
contradictory elements. It does not yet have an affirmative principle in its stead. In its first stage,
the coda quickly finds the limit of what can be accomplished by merely treating material without
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contrariness. It doesn’t get very far (mm. 25-29). In its second stage (m. 33), it abandons fixed
motivic identities, altogether, and follows an improvisatory flow of ideas. It affirms as its
compositional principle unobstructed inspiration and development. When the theme returns, it is
fully reprocessed and transformed under the new manner.
It is widely held that the last variation of the “Diabelli” Variations refers to the theme of
the arietta of Op. 111. Kinderman also points to structural similarities between the Coda of Op.
120 and Op. 111 (1987:126-130).
Ex. 187. a) "Diabelli" Variations, Coda, mm 42-43. b) Op. 111/II, final measures.

It is also likely that Beethoven refers to his “Eroica” Variations for piano, Op. 35. In the
last few measures he reintroduces the theme set to a dotted rhythm, which he liquidates in a
manner remarkably similar to the elaboration of the theme at the end of the “Diabelli”
Variations. Several structural features of Op. 120 seem derived from Op. 35. The former set also
has an arabesque and a fugue near its ending, for example. In Op. 120 these two genres are
directly juxtaposed to serve as Thesis and Antithesis.
In the example below, the very first elaboration of the dotted theme almost exactly
matches the first transformation in the “Diabelli” coda, mm. 42-43. The quotation appears to me
to be deliberate and significant. Beethoven may have recognized that the free improvisatory
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impulse, or Spieltrieb, which liberates Op. 120 near the end, is a natural reaction against
Formtrieb, the highly constrained mode of variations (the genre may be improvisatory by
tradition, but it is far from “free”). The improvisatory coda is not uncommon in variation sets,
and the coda at the end of Op. 35 is especially expansive. In its highly elaborate closing
structures, Op. 35 is an important precursor to Op. 120, which the quotation seems to
acknowledge.
Ex. 188. Final measures. of Op. 35. Compare the first thematic embellishments with mm. 42-43 of
Variation 33, Op. 120.
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To put Beethoven’s accomplishment into terms that can be admired solely on
philosophical grounds: he puts the capstone on Hegel’s philosophy with a move so consistent
with Hegel’s style that it isn’t far-fetched to think that Hegel would have done it himself had he
only thought of it. On the journey to the Absolute, every concept is processed by the Dialectic
and transcended – with one exception: the Dialectic, itself. Jean-Paul Sartre was first troubled by
this exemption of dialectical Reason from scrutiny (which, for him, comprised all of modern
rationality):
So we must take up the whole problem once again, and explore the limits, the
validity and the extent of dialectical Reason. We cannot deny that a Critique (in
the Kantian sense of the term) of dialectical Reason can be made only by
dialectical Reason itself; and indeed it must be allowed to ground itself and to
develop itself as a free critique of itself, at the same time as being the movement
of History and of knowledge. This is precisely what has not been done until
now: dialectical Reason has been walled up in dogmatism. (Sartre [1960]
2004:21)

For all of its pushing beyond limitations, the Dialectic is itself a limited concept. With its
“problems” and its “resolutions,” its contending dualities and its self-undermining unities, its
paradoxical inversions, its ever-present crises, its constant striving and its unceasing Telos, the
Dialectic forecloses the freedom to just aimlessly be and do. At the end of World War II Adorno
and Horkheimer still could express the hope that the “Enlightenment, in possession of itself and
coming to power, can break through the bounds of enlightenment” ([1947] 1979:208). The
Variations offer one vision of this hope. Beethoven advances beyond Hegel’s highly conducted
philosophy by finally subjecting the Dialectic to itself and discovers within Difference, not the
inevitability of contention, but the loving free play of forms.
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Epilogue

The bewildering variety of the “Diabelli” Variations has eluded my attempts to make
them fit an overall structure. The many kinds of dialectical structures we have witnessed do not
appear to conform to a regular pattern, either sequentially or cyclically. Kinderman’s sketch
studies (1987) indicate that when Beethoven resumed work on them after a three-year hiatus, he
interleaved several new variations into the old set, creating separations between variations that
were once neighbors. This implies that the internal design of the individual variations was not
systematically planned or conceived in relation to their sequence. In other words, I have found
no reason to think that their dialectical natures were incorporated into a larger diachronic
structure.
The resulting hodge-podge of Dialectics is in keeping with the Variations’ stylistic
eclecticism, but they are not without synchronic order. Their dialectical structures conform to
several types. What follows is an informal attempt to classify some of the patterns, as well as a
reflection on the limitations of the classification.

Thesis and Antithesis Structures

Twenty-one of the variations have a dialectical structure which maps the Thesis and
Antithesis to the first phrase (corresponding to mm. 1-8 of the waltz) and to the beginning of the
second phrase (mm. 9-12), respectively. In almost half of these, the Antithesis is hinted at in the
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content of the Thesis, which I have designated in the analysis as an “Antithesis prefiguration.” A
prefiguration indicates more than customary continuity between phrases. It recognizes that the
contrary content and nature of the Antithesis is already present to some degree in the Thesis. For
example, first phrases of variations 5 and 9 are crowned by momentary “mistakes,” which then
prevail in the Antithetical phrase. On the other hand, variation 3 does feature a motivic
relationship between the Thesis and Antithesis. The Thesis’s ornamental grace notes are
expanded into uncomfortable quarter-notes in the Antithesis, but in the Thesis their contrary
aspect is not yet evident.
Table 1. Principal Variants

Thesis-Antithesis Structure114
Simple Contrast: Thesis (mm. 1-8); Antithesis (mm. 9-12)

Contrast with Prefiguration: Thesis (mm. 1-8); Antithesis (mm. 9-12)
Combined: Thesis and Antithesis (mm. 1-8)

Continuous Mediation: Thesis (mm. 1-8); Mediation and Antithesis
(mm. 9-16)

Variations
10, 12, 17, 19, 20,
21, 24, 28 (2nd
half), 30, 33
1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 14, 15,
16, 18, 26, 27
6, 8 (simul), 11, 13,
22, 23, 25 (simul),
31
2, 4, 28 (1st half),
29

Prefigurations are important in this dialectical analysis. They correspond with Hegel’s
notion that an initial concept contains the seed of its own opposite. Lacking a prefiguration, ten
of the variations omit this relationship between Thesis and Antithesis. Instead, the contrast
between first and second phrases merely corresponds with the confrontation between two
Antitheses. This occurs in the Phenomenology whenever Geist is confronted with two opposing
114

Variation 32 doesn’t correspond with the phrase structure of the waltz and is excluded from this account.
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interpretations and hasn’t yet discovered their underlying unity.115 Both dialectical structures,
with and without prefigurations, mediate the Antithesis by introducing properties of the Thesis,
and arrive at a Sublation.
Seven of the variations present the Thesis and Antithesis together in the first phrase. The
Mediation begins right away in the second phrase and usually traces the growing dominance of
one over the other until the Sublation is reached. Two exceptions are variations 8 and 25 which
present the Antitheses simultaneously in the left and right hands.
Three of the variations trace the transition from Thesis to Antithesis through a continuous
Mediation passage. In these cases, the relation between Thesis and Antithesis is demonstrated
through a detailed transition. In the first half of variation 2, the foreground/background
distinction is dissolved in gradual degrees. In the first half of variation 28, the Antithesis emerges
at the “breaking point” of distorted Thesis. Variation 4 presents the most gradual transformation
of all, transitioning from polyphony to homophony, all the way to the last chord. Along with
variation 13, it is the only one to lack a Sublation. If the transition is abstractly reconceived as a
transition between the horizontal and vertical aspect of music, then the final chord represents the
complete vertical ossification of music. In this sense, variation 4 doesn’t end with a chord in the
normal sense; it is ended by a process that culminates in a chord.

115

For example, in the chapter on “Sense Certainty,” Geist is confused by the conflicting claims of the objective
world, which seems to exist in two modalities: “for us” (constituted by the subject) and “in itself” (independent of
the subject). Faced with their contradictory claims, Geist eventually discovers that the “in itself” aspect is a
projection of its subjectivity.

204

Sublation Structures

Many of the variations share with variation 4 a cadence that palpably conveys an
extraordinary closure, as it resolves more than the customary harmonic and metric pressures.
This sensation is an unconscious appreciation of their Sublations bringing to an end their
dialectical processes. Some of the humor of the variations sensed by listeners is also probably
due, not only to the caricatures of the waltz, but to the apprehension of a witty type of Sublation:
the ironic reversal.
Sometimes Sublations arrive as a sudden and unexpected return of the Thesis at the very
moment when the Antithesis crests in intensity (see variations 2, 5, 14, 15 (first half), 22, 26 and
28 (first half)). These ironic reversals capture a common Hegelian maneuver, in which a Thesis
or Antithesis turns into its opposite precisely when its own properties are maximized. We saw
such an example with the transition of Being into Nothing (Concentrated Being is
indistinguishable from Nothing). Beethoven’s treatment is not identical with Hegel’s because his
“restored” Theses are always also Sublations. Not only do the restored Theses preserve elements
of the Antithesis in the manner of a Sublation, but more importantly, they are heard to resolve
the phrase begun by the Antithesis. They contribute to the resolution of the Antithesis by
inserting themselves into the process and by which their own problematic nature becomes a
virtue. The cadence at m. 16 in variation 28 furnishes an example. The offbeat wedge of the
Thesis suddenly returns to deliver the cadence. However, it now resolves the monstrously
crushing Antithesis passage, which its offbeat now pleasantly offsets. Ironic reversals are usually
mutually redeeming for both Thesis and Antithesis.
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The rest of the “Diabelli Sublations” are harder to classify. Unlike the Thesis-Antithesis
structures, Sublations last only a few mm. at their lengthiest (cf. variation 3 (first half)). In some
cases their duration is as short as two chords (cf. variation 28 (first half)). More typically, they
emerge seamlessly out of the Antithesis, and it is impossible to demarcate where they begin.
Unlike the ironic Sublations which follow on the heels of intensified Antitheses, some
Sublations emerge as a lessening of the problematic character of the Antithesis (see variations 3
(first half), 14, 18 and 24). The first half of variation 8 is unique for mediating the Thesis and
Antithesis simultaneously in both hands, exchanging their qualities until they are identical.
Variation 19 brings about the most startling Synthesis: the Thesis transforms into the Antithesis
while it is in mid-flight. Variation 13 lacks a Sublation. Instead it suggests an endless loop in
which the Antithesis perpetually transforms into its formerly contrasted Thesis.
Unlike other variations in which the Sublation integrates Thesis and Antithesis over a
span and partakes in cadential relaxation, variations 10 and 23 sublate on their last chords, at
their absolute apexes. Their Sublations represent the overcoming of a long-thwarted impulse.
Variation 10 finally achieves its withheld cadence after an extraordinary pedal tone, while
variation 23 smashes together its mutually repelling Thesis and Antithesis.
The first and sixth variations stand out for their endings which emphasize the negative
aspect of Sublation. The Sublation of variation 6 delivers a humbling blow to the ambitions of
both the arpeggio and the trill. Both miss their mark and are blasted to smithereens in the final
mm. of each variation half. Traces of their motivic remains are intermingled in the aftermath, but
their competitive thrust is annihilated. In recognition of this arc, it may be preferable to interpret
this variation as a “Continuous Mediation” Structure (see above). Similarly, variation 1
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undercuts both conflicting antithetical metric groups, neutralizing the amphimacers and
amphibrachs alike. These Sublations are primarily Negations of both Thesis and Antithesis.
The joy of listening to the “Diabelli” Variations is the joy of experiencing their riotous
diversity, their eclectic mixing of genres and styles, and especially their portrayals of character.
They elicit a vivid anthropomorphic response, by which I mean they seem to present a gallery of
colorful portraits, of humanity “captured” in various phases, usually undignified, but sometimes
elevated. Impatience, folly, vanity, confusion and shrill triumphalism are here and there
juxtaposed with temperance and wisdom. Each is an archetypal mental state and a world-untoitself. Patricia Herzog splendidly captures this experience and its ramifications:
Beethoven’s music attains its ironic perspective by inviting the listener to enter
into its parts, the individual variations or variation groups, as if they were
wholes. Each variation or set of variations is a world – of feeling, reflection and
action – whose musico-logical structures excludes other worlds… the Diabelli
Variations attains its ironic perspective by drawing us into its parts and then
wrenching us out of them…Through this succession of apparent wholes the
listener is brought to an awareness of the inevitability of perspectival enclosure,
not by transcending all enclosure as such, but by coming to appreciate its
multiplicity, and hence, contingency. The fact that we are human means that we
must always participate in some world or other…the greatness of Beethoven’s
Thirty-three Variations on a Waltz by Anton Diabelli displays not only musical
genius but human genius as well. (1995:42-51)

I believe these thirty-three portraits of humanity are bound up in dialectical dynamics, a
connection which this analysis just begins to uncover. The Variations portray phases of human
consciousness, or “perspectives,” which are each plagued by a characteristic inner-contradiction.
Each Sublation provides a solution to the contradiction, but the music does not stick around to
see whether or how the “perspective” transforms and evolves. Instead each variation vanishes at
the moment it arrives at its solution.
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Beethoven did not only recognize that music can embody dialecticism. He recognized
that dialecticism is interwoven in human experience. These two profound insights are what I take
the “Diabelli” Variations to express. I am highly conscious that my analysis hardly scratches
their surface. As I have expressed earlier, I hope that this project will be taken up by music
lovers and articulate writers as a starting point for developing a deeper understanding of their
meaning.
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