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A vulnerable human being 

He has a permanent place in Kronberg  

“He was an artist, but also human: human in every sense, in the highest sense.” (Franz Grillparzer, eulogy for 

Beethoven’s funeral) 

A flight of ten steps guided me to Beethoven. I was in Heiligenstadt, in the 19th district of Vienna 

(Döbling). At Pfarrplatz 2, in the picturesque courtyard of a Heuriger wine tavern, hugging the wall, I 

found a little staircase. It bore a plaque which read: “The steps up to his lodging were located 

precisely here”.  And with that he was standing there facing me, Beethoven the human being. And he 

accompanied me on the few minutes’ walk to Probusgasse 6, which for a summer was another of his 

lodgings, and is now a place of remembrance – with wigs, a suitcase, books, a fortepiano, his 

autograph book, an ear-trumpet… various things this human needed.  

During four summers of his time in Vienna, Beethoven the nomad tenant (he moved nearly 30 

times!) lodged alone in Heiligenstadt. One reason why this tranquil place, a former wine-growers’ 

village, speaks to us so eloquently of the man who was Beethoven is a letter that he wrote here at 

Probusgasse 6 when still only 32 years old. This letter, which Ludwig intended for his brother but 

never sent, is the famous “Heiligenstadt Testament”. It allows us deep insight into the reason for 

Beethoven’s despair – his incipient deafness – and also into what gave him the strength to live on – 

his sense of duty towards music.  

Of course, every child will probably have heard the tragic story of Beethoven’s increasing deafness. 

One can only imagine this genius, with his demonic urge to create music for humankind and fully 

aware that the task is infinite, who now, of all things that might befall him, is losing the power of 

hearing!  

Yet what moved me most as I read the document was that this piano virtuoso and composer, still a 

young man, was not primarily lamenting the anticipated loss of his ability to make music. What 

grieved him most, it seems, is that he would have to cut himself off from society. It caused him great 

anguish that he would lose connection with his fellow human beings, and even be considered 

misanthropic – not, moreover, by his contemporaries alone, but by posterity. In that house in 

Heiligenstadt I read Beethoven’s deeply affecting testimony to his torment and fear, almost sensing 

his eyes on me as I read. The human being, Beethoven... 

Ludwig van Beethoven loved, suffered, dreamed and quarrelled; he was emotional and disciplined, 

impatient and caring, open-minded and stubborn. Beethoven was a genius, most certainly, but above 

all he was someone who wanted to give and who gave all that he could give. He kept going in spite of 

his physical sufferings – which resulted not only from tinnitus and other disorders associated with his 

progressive hearing loss, but from other painful physical afflictions also. He kept going even though 

he never succeeded in finding the personal fulfilment in life and love for which he hungered.  The 

quest to connect with this vulnerable Beethoven has been movingly evoked by the composer Jüri 

Reinvere in the emotional world of a cello concerto – sadly, Beethoven himself left no concerto for 

solo cello. 

 



Beethoven’s music is quintessentially human, giving expression to all that a human being is and feels. 

We may appropriately revere his music as a higher power, a power that stirs us, takes hold of us and 

perhaps could unite all humankind as sisters and brothers. Our encounter in Heiligenstadt, however, 

made Beethoven the man into a personal exemplar for me. He has taught me that one should give all 

that one can give;  that property obliges, as does talent; that to give selflessly and walk upright all the 

days of our life is the distinguishing feature of us humans. That is humanity. 

How to see humans and see them whole, even from the special perspective of a musician and musical 

performer, has been demonstrated in life to me by a man whom I venerate deeply:  Pablo Casals. 

Through his affirmation – his credo – that “art and humanity are inseparable”, he helps us here in 

Kronberg as we guide exceptional young musicians on their way to becoming autonomous artists, 

and as part of our education instil in them the awareness that the responsibility they bear is not a 

responsibility to music alone.   

Humanity in practice, quite simply caring for others, is what Pablo Casals demonstrated for us all 

when he gave concerts for workers, when he refused to play or conduct in the presence of dictators, 

when he went into exile during the Spanish civil war, actively supported refugees, wrote letters to 

prisoners. “He was a simple man,“ Casals‘ widow Marta Casals Istomin never tires of reminding us 

whenever we in Kronberg talk about his call for more humanity. Casals simply did what he was able 

to do, with everything he had at his disposal. And in his practical humanity he was consistent, in what 

he did and in what he refused to do.  However, he did break the vow he made in 1945, that he 

would never give a concert on German soil as long as Germany condoned Franco’s dictatorial rule. 

He broke it just the once, in September 1958, when he performed Bach and Beethoven sonatas for a 

small audience. But he did not see this as inconsistent, for the recital took place in Bonn, in the 

building where Beethoven had been born. For Casals, this was a place of pilgrimage – sacred, neutral 

and free. 

Is it not appropriate then to enable young performers and tomorrow’s faithful ambassadors for 

classical music to develop and mature close to the living memory of Ludwig van Beethoven and Pablo 

Casals?  

It is my ambition that the square in Kronberg in front of the Casals Forum now taking shape will one 

day be named Beethoven Platz.  

RAIMUND TRENKLER 

 

Raimund Trenkler, cellist, is the Founder and Director of Kronberg Academy 
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The piece was a contribution to the ”Encounters with Beethoven” series by Jan Brachmann. 

 

 

 


