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Is there any need of beginning this long essay the usual way, with an exposé of its subject, this 

biographical mystery of the Western World, second only in tantalizing appeal to the identity of the person 

that was signing as William Shakespeare?  Several generations of Beethoven scholars-turned-sleuths have 

dedicated their lives to solving it without being able to reach a consensus. 

Can anyone say anything more than has already been said on this subject?  I think I can.  

Nevertheless, I must also tell you in full sincerity that I do not claim to have solved the mystery, nor do I 

propose a new candidate to the beguiling title.  What I claim is to have cleansed the evidence, which has 

been muddled during a century of scholarly speculation and has quite often reached the absurd.  I also 

claim to have added some quite new insight into the analysis of the existing evidence and thus to make it 

easier for the reader to draw their own conclusion – hopefully not different from mine. 

 

1. The mystery 

It took the Beethoven scholarly world almost a hundred years to discover the “when and where” of 

the composer’s letter to the unknown woman whom he named “my immortal beloved”: July 6-7 of 1812 

in Teplitz (a spa in what was then a Bohemian province of Austria, now Czechia).  The scholars also 

reached, in time, a sui generis consensus about the “profile” of the immortal beloved: a former love of 

Beethoven, a married woman and most likely an aristocrat with children.  Beyond this quasi-consensus 

lies a field wide open to controversies, out of which only a few candidates have survived to our day.  We 

have two competing leading candidates: Josephine von Brunsvik (married into the Deym family then into 

the Stackelbergs), Beethoven’s only well-documented love story, widely accepted by the European 

scholars; and Antonie, the wife of Franz Brentano, a friend of the composer, the favorite of the English-

speaking world (especially the male half of it).  Countess Anne-Marie Erdödy, well-known as a friend of 

Beethoven – his “father confessor,” as he described her – comes a distant third.  Antonie’s sister-in-law 

Bettina Brentano, a remarkable woman, a Romanticist writer and a friend of Goethe, was explored and 

rejected as a candidate a hundred years ago, but has recently been given a second chance.  Over time, with 

no consensual solution in sight, various scholars have advanced a few other names with very little chances 

of reaching the status of a real candidate.  Even Hollywood came up with its own mystery lady, quite 

appropriate to its reputation of scandal. 

The evidence that has gradually accumulated to illuminate the mystery proves to be frustratingly 

confusing, inconsistent and conflictual.  Beethoven’s written documents pertaining to his life are almost 

always befuddling.  Such is the very Exhibit 1 of this thriller, his July 6-7 letter: not only is the name of 

the addressee missing, but the text abounds in conflicting utterances.  Beethoven’s notoriously illegible 

handwriting has created other reading problems.  The incomplete dating of his letters (like the one of the 

July 6-7 letter) introduced more confusion and controversies.  Relevant evidence has also been lost, some 

deliberately.  It is no surprise that the surviving evidence has become overlaid with many layers of 

scholarly – sometimes wild – speculations.  Our quest has to begin with the complex task of cleaning the 

evidence, followed then by the systematic evaluation of the case for each candidate. 

 

Part I. Cleaning the Evidence 

2. Beethoven in love before 1812 

Since the Immortal Beloved mystery is a love story, it seems appropriate to start our investigation 

by getting to know what kind of person Beethoven-in-love was.  This simple mission has been frustratingly 

difficult, because the evidence that one can collect from the various witnesses is scarce, vague and 

sometimes conflictual, in part because he was very keen to keep his love life private. 
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Beethoven’s sexuality is a contested issue, pitting the new postmodernists against the old scholarly 

generation.  The latter grew on Thayer’s soil, assuming that Beethoven was a typical heterosexual male, 

guided by high moral principles, including respect for another’s man wife, whom he would have never 

approached except as a friend.  The postmodern view, illustrated at its peak in Maynard Solomon’s 

Freudian-slanted biography of Beethoven, builds the picture of a psychopath living in a world of delusions, 

primarily the so-called Family Romance fantasy (a theory I refute in my companion book Beethoven at 

250: Man and Music Under Siege on this site).  In Solomon’s view, Beethoven’s sexuality was (as 

expected) equally deranged: his heterosexuality was only a “pretense of male virility” hiding a 

“sublimated” homosexuality.  More explicitly, Beethoven tried to convince himself that he wanted to be 

husband and father, but in fact he was afraid of any commitment; therefore, he followed a general “pattern” 

throughout his life: he always fell in love with unattainable women (aristocratic, married, or both) so that 

he could shy away before fulfilling (sexually) the relationship, without feeling guilty.  Solomon claims to 

locate Beethoven’s alleged pattern of love – “intense passion for the unavailable” – all throughout his life, 

including the Immortal Beloved episode. Other scholars before me have stated that this view is a 

misrepresentation resulting from ignoring, denying or twisting the existing evidence, but even they did 

not explore all the facts nor their social context, which clearly prove Beethoven’s heterosexuality. 

Young Beethoven’s three “love styles”: conquests, flames and passions.  Franz Wegeler, an 

intimate friend of the composer since his teenage years and in Vienna between 1794 and 1796, testifies 

that Beethoven “made conquests [i.e., sexually consummated affairs]” of women “of much higher social 

standing than he” – that is, aristocrats.  Wegeler does not give a single name of a conquest, likely following 

his friend’s request; neither does Thayer later, when confirming that the conquests were real but should 

be “forgotten” (his own term).  Solomon simply ignores such evidence.  He also ignores explanations for 

Beethoven’s conquests – the very lax morality of Vienna when the composer moved there, attested to in 

Johann Pezzl’s chronicles of Viennese mores c. 1800, and the memoirs of Englishman John Russell, who 

visited the city thirty years later: promiscuity and adultery, by both men and women, were not only 

condoned, but even encouraged and dignified.  When he settled in Vienna, young Beethoven quickly 

became the city’s most famous virtuoso – not to mention its creative genius – and was lionized in the 

aristocratic salons.  Fascination with genius was a powerful attraction to aristocratic married women, a 

fad that was going to develop further after Beethoven, illustrated at its highest by Paganini and Liszt.   

Beethoven was, however, not a philanderer.  After an exciting period of conquest times, he wanted 

love and marriage.  Indeed, the second half of the eighteenth century was the period when what we call 

now “romantic love” was mainstreamed as foundation of sexuality and ensuing marriage.  Bertolini, 

Beethoven’s physician and friend between 1806 and 1816, told Thayer that the composer “generally had 

a flame,” and even shared a few names (to be encountered later), which shows that, unlike his conquests, 

Beethoven’s flames were public knowledge – not affairs but relationships through which the ladies’ 

reputations would not be tarnished.   

Beethoven was not a jeune premier:  several women later described him as ugly.  This might have 

been a hindrance (as we will see later), but not an unsurmountable one, as he could also be a very engaging 

personality, especially in feminine company.  Unfortunately, romantic love had to coexist with the still-

dominant standard of nobility marriage, and their coexistence was not peaceful: love across the social 

boundaries did occur and was painfully felt, especially on the male side, because in patriarchal societies a 

woman endowed with beauty and other qualities could “marry up,” but a man, even a genius, rarely could.  

Beethoven, for his part, was not a realist: he almost always “loved up.”  That is, he could not love less 

than the high class of nobility, especially among his beautiful, refined, highly educated and musically 

endowed pupils. 
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This was the story of his love life.  Countess Josephine von Brunsvik, to whom he gave piano 

lessons, immediately falling in love with her, was quickly married by her widowed mother to the almost 

fifty-year-old Count Deym.  Beethoven tried to find solace with Josephine’s cousin Julie (Giulietta) 

Guicciardi, and even thought of marriage, but his impending deafness, of which he had become aware, 

jeopardized his virtuoso career, making him an unsuitable marriage prospect.  Giulietta – a fanciful, fickle 

person – was a disappointment, who married within her class a couple of years later.  

When, in 1804, Josephine unexpectedly found herself a widow with three small children and a fourth 

on the way, Beethoven’s passion blossomed into a love story documented in thirteen letters to her, 

abundant in declarations of love, and a few letter drafts from Josephine (all revealed only in 1957).  This 

evidence makes it clear that this was a doomed relationship from the beginning.  Josephine could not have 

married a commoner; to do so would have stripped her of custody of her children, and them of their titles.  

And, no matter of how much she appreciated Beethoven, perhaps even loved him in her own way, she 

could not acquiesce to his demand for what she called his “sensual love”: she was a very fertile woman 

(four children born in as many years of her first marriage) and would have had to identify an appropriately 

aristocratic husband as the father of the baby that would surely have soon arrived.  This “issue” between 

them created several extended cooling-off periods during their four-year-long relationship (1804-7).  

During the last one, in mid-1807, Beethoven felt free to look elsewhere for feminine presence, that of a 

married woman, Marie Bigot, an exceptionally good amateur pianist that he greatly esteemed.  In pursuing 

this new rapport, Beethoven even committed a gaffe resulting in a letter of apology in which he stated his 

oft-quoted “chief principle never to be in any other relationship than that of friendship with the wife of 

another man,” which exonerated him from any impropriety. 

After several months in which Beethoven avoided Josephine, she wrote him invitingly and he was 

very happy to resume his passionate courtship, but the relationship eventually collapsed when Josephine, 

also under pressure from her family, shut her door on him.  He then rejected (with a bitter comment) 

another attempt to renew their relationship that she made later (probably next year) – an incident that has 

been abundantly speculated about.  Judging by the available evidence, Josephine was Beethoven’s greatest 

love – but how long can unrequited love survive?  It did not take very long for him to look for new love. 

Amitié amoureuse.  In 1808, Beethoven had found solace in another “loving up” relationship with 

another countess: Marie Erdödy – but a relationship following an unusual pattern.  She was another 

married young woman, whom her husband had abandoned (in circumstances never elucidated) after she 

bore him two children, and who was affected by some kind of debilitating illness (probably a severe 

arthritic inflammation).  She was well off and entertained a musical salon, in which she employed a 

violinist and a cellist completing a trio with her at the piano.  She actually rented to Beethoven rooms on 

the story of the Viennese manor she herself rented in Vienna.  Theirs was a kind of “conjugal life,” as 

reflected in testimonies left by visitors about the atmosphere in her musical soirées.  It is best described 

by the French phrase “amitié amoureuse” – that is, friendship turning into love, usually reciprocated love.  

In Beethoven’s case, it was not reciprocated – another asymmetrical relationship like the one with 

Josephine.  The relationship eventually collapsed in 1809, after one of Beethoven’s monumental gaffes 

caused the countess to cut him off.  They reconciled about a year later, as proven by a short note Beethoven 

wrote to the Countess, including a delicate and telling declaration of love, with a tone of restraint 

suggesting that she was continuing to keep a safe distance: “I really do believe that you are perhaps a little 

bit fond of me.  Hence I take this opportunity of telling you that you are all so dear and precious to me 

that it would be hard to find a greater measure of affection.” 

The relationship continued for more than ten years, with another shadowy lacuna, until Countess 

Erdödy moved out of Austria in mysterious circumstances, sick and addicted to opium (the pain-killer of 

the era, which helped her condition).  Later on in his life, Beethoven described her to Schindler with a 
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metaphor, “my father confessor,” which stresses one side of their association.  Older scholars, especially 

the French ones (Romain Rolland, Edouard Herriot, Jean and Brigitte Massin), never doubted that during 

the years 1808-9 their friendship had inevitably evolved into love, at least on the composer’s side.  Dana 

Steichen, a passionate music lover and an amateur scholar dedicated to Beethoven, revealed (in her 

posthumously published 1959 book Beethoven’s Beloved) proof – known but ignored for fifty years – that 

Beethoven was in love with the Countess.  Steichen claimed that Countess Erdödy was Beethoven’s 

beloved for all his adult years, and consequently was his Immortal Beloved – a theory re-launched thirty-

five years later by Gail Altman. 

A delicate friendship.  This is how Antonie Brentano, the next known feminine presence in 

Beethoven’s life, allegedly described much later her relationship with him.  She was an unusual person:  

the scion of a recently ennobled family, who married (or, more exactly, was given in marriage to) a 

commoner, losing her title and becoming a “née” aristocrat only.  Nevertheless, this commoner, Franz 

Brentano, was a rich banker from a wealthy family that was involved in German intellectual life, rubbing 

elbows with the likes of Goethe, the great national poet.  Brentano was also a prominent socialite in the 

city of Frankfurt, and he proved to be, in Antonie’s own words, “the best of all men,” although the marriage 

had been one of convenience.  Antonie gave her husband three children in a few years and was a devoted 

mother, but was not a happy person.  She had frequent bouts of depression, probably because of a 

congenital predisposition, aggravated by her missing the very glamorous atmosphere in the cosmopolitan 

Vienna, to which Frankfurt was no match.  The Brentanos visited Vienna for a long stay from 1809 through 

1812, to take care of the estate of Antonie’s late father (with Franz often traveling to Frankfurt to manage 

his business).  Beethoven became soon an honored guest in their Vienna home, and even more: a healer-

cum-music of Antonie’s frequent malaises that confined her to her bed:  he used to improvise at length in 

her anteroom.  He also enjoyed the Brentano’s family life, interacting with their children as he had done 

before in the company of the two countesses. In 1972, Maynard Solomon advanced Antonie as the solution 

of the Immortal Beloved mystery, claiming that the “delicate friendship” that began in 1809 developed 

gradually into love sometime in late 1811.  There is, however, no evidence of that happening by 1809, 

and in 1810 Beethoven was pursuing other sentimental avenues. 

Three flames for a marriage project.  An 1810 letter exchange between Beethoven’s intimate 

friends Stephan von Breuning (living in Vienna) and Wegeler (in Cologne) reveals the existence of a failed 

“marriage project” of Beethoven’s.  Like all his other affairs of the heart, this marriage project itself as 

well as its targets have become subject of scholarly controversy.  Elisabeth Röckel, a beautiful and very 

gifted teenaged soprano, known but widely neglected in the Beethoven literature (and recently proposed 

as the real dedicatee of the famous Für Elise bagatelle) was not of the nobility, which should have made 

her accessible to Beethoven, and – says Schindler – “she probably loved Beethoven but, because he had 

no steady position and had lost much of his hearing, the reasonable girl preferred the employed and healthy 

Kapellmeister Hummel.”   

Most scholars have postured Therese Malfatti as Beethoven’s 1810 marriage project.  Therese was 

the eldest daughter of a family to whom Beethoven’s friend Gleichenstein, who was to marry her younger 

sister, had introduced him a few years before.  In fact, this was another loving up failure: the Malfatti 

family had been recently raised to baronetcy and they would not accept a misalliance; Therese will marry 

her baron a bit later.   

In May, when the relationship collapsed under rather obscure circumstances, Bettina Brentano, the 

half-sister of Franz, appears in Beethoven’s life as his new flame.  She was visiting the Brentanos in 

Vienna and did not miss the opportunity to meet Beethoven, whose music she was enthusiastic about.  

Unfortunately, almost all other evidence we possess about his new relationship came from Bettina, and its 

credibility was greatly damaged by her habit (discovered early on in the scholarly world) of mixing facts 
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with fictionalizing.  In 1839, she published three letters that she claimed to have received from Beethoven, 

only one of which is authenticated with an autograph; the other two were proven to be her fabrications.   

Bettina was young (twenty-five but appearing a teenager), pretty and musically talented, but she was 

very different from Therese: highly educated, passionate and determined to search for the ideal of beauty 

in life and art.  In her search, she counted Goethe as a friend, and saw herself as “priestess in his temple.”  

She was a creative mind and would become an outstanding Romanticist German writer, an activist for the 

social causes of the time, and also a feminist avant-la-lettre.  Bettina was overwhelmed by Beethoven’s 

music and also by his personality.  That Beethoven was smitten with Bettina was public knowledge in 

Vienna (Bertolini named her as a “flame”).  She was also a commoner, like Beethoven.   

Why did he miss this favorable combination?  Much later in her life, Bettina told her friend 

Varnhagen (who also knew Beethoven) that the composer would have wanted to marry her, but did not 

indicate when this would have been.  She only added that she “did not consider the matter” because “she 

was accustomed to the handsome face” of the one she was going to marry in less than a year: Baron von 

Arnim.  (Yes, she married up.)  Her claim may not be her fantasy.  Beethoven could be easily inflamed by 

any pretty face with musical talent, and Bettina was much more than that: the exalted words that she wrote 

to Goethe about Beethoven show that she understood his music better than anyone.  Beethoven might have 

talked of marriage when he met her a few times in May 1810, but her answer must have discouraged him.  

Indeed, he behaved strangely after she left, a few weeks later.  Although he received two letters from her 

over the next months and he found them “favorable,” he did not hurry to answer, as a man in love would 

have normally done; he tarried for half a year and did not write until he had learned (probably from the 

Brentanos) that she was about to be married: his letter was actually a congratulatory message tinted with 

nostalgia.  Bettina’s attitude in May must have dissuaded him.  She had noted his “repulsive” face – as 

she described it in a letter to a friend – and he may have recognized that feeling in her. 

A budding flame.  Amalie Sebald was a twenty-five-year-old, talented and good-looking singer 

from Berlin, whom Beethoven met in the summer of 1811, when he visited the popular Bohemian spa 

Teplitz for a health cure.  She was there with a party including the poet Tiedge, whom Beethoven knew: 

he had set some of Tiedge’s poems to music.  Beethoven was clearly attracted by this young lady and 

wrote the following stanza in her album: “Ludwig van Beethoven / Whom even if you would / Forget, 

you never should.”  There is no other evidence about what happened between the two that summer, but 

after they parted (he for Vienna and she for Berlin), he wrote several letters to Tiedge in which he 

mentioned Amalie.  In one, he even sent her “a very passionate kiss, provided there is no one to see us” – 

a kind of humorous reinforcing of the forget-me-not imperative in his stanza.  In a December letter, he 

included a PS explicitly for her, (unfortunately preserved as a badly torn fragment,) that begins, “My 

tender-hearted Amalia.”  One can easily read therein his desire to start an epistolary romance with her; 

one can also guess many affectionate words and some promises (perhaps about sending her some of his 

music).  Of course, he calls her “dear friend,” the first compulsory step to more intimacy, but the 

implication is far-reaching and reputed scholars (e.g., Harry Goldschmidt) agree upon Beethoven’s 

“infatuation.”  We will meet this young lady again in our story – more than once. 

The Baden M note.  From these years, we have a piece of evidence that has become the battlefield 

of the Immortal Beloved search: a sheet of paper dated to 1807 (based on its watermark), on which 

Beethoven scribbled: 

Love alone – yes, only love can possibly give you a happier life – O God, let me – let me 

finally find the one – who will strengthen me in virtue – who will lawfully be mine.  Baden 

on July 27 when the M [in original “die M”] drove past and seemed to give a glance at me – 

(Beethoven’s own underlining). 
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The message seems clear: Beethoven dreams of marriage.  But the identity of the women “M” is 

unknown.  In July 1807, he was in the middle of a cooling off period with Josephine; her proponents make 

a seemingly reasonable connection to her, but Beethoven could not have had Josephine in mind: he must 

have been aware that his chances to marry a countess were nil.  I propose a different interpretation, based 

on a German idiom for which the English has no equivalent.  “Die M” would indicate a woman whose 

family name begins with “M”; the only person who fits is Therese Malfatti, the most likely object of 

Beethoven’s failed 1810 marriage project.  The year does not conflict with the watermarks that dates the 

paper to 1807:  watermarks show when the paper was made, proving only that the letter could not have 

been written before 1807.  In 1810, Beethoven could easily have used a sheet he had bought a few years 

earlier. 

Summing up.  This sketch of Beethoven’s love life before the Immortal Beloved episode may not 

seem densely populated, and includes several of the present-day candidates for the coveted title.  It also 

presents two general features besides the frequent loving up pattern: failure and persistence.  Indeed, we 

see Beethoven repeatedly failing to obtain reciprocation and marriage, but continuing to look for new 

love.  Giulietta followed Josephine; Josephine reappeared but failed to answer appropriately; so did then 

Countess Erdödy; after this, a failed marriage project followed in 1810; finally, there is a new budding 

flame a year later.  Obviously, Beethoven was not a one-love man, as some of the search parties claim.  

 

3. The year of the Immortal Beloved 

Let us now explore chronologically the evidence pertaining to the crucial year 1812.   

An uneventful half year.  The very little we know of the first six months does not announce either 

Beethoven’s passionate outburst of love in the seventh month, nor the hectic last half of the year that 

followed, with Beethoven crisscrossing Austrian provinces before he reaches Vienna again in December.  

Neither of the two feminine names known in his life testify of a love story.  The “Erdödian feasts” 

mentioned in a letter to his friend Zmeskall make us believe that he is happy with his relationship with the 

Countess, but we do not know if it is more than just friendship.  In fact, another candidate to the Immortal 

Beloved title appears far more often now in Beethoven’s life: Antonie Brentano, whom we have already 

met earlier as his companion in a “delicate friendship.”  On June 26, he is invited by the Brentanos to help 

celebrate their daughter Maximiliane’s tenth birthday, on which occasion he gives her a one-movement 

piano trio (WoO 39) as a present “for my little friend to encourage her in piano playing.” 

He is in excellent creative disposition, working at several major works, including the Piano and 

Violin Sonata in G major Op. 96 and his Seventh Symphony – a joyful masterpiece despite its tragic second 

movement – and projecting more in his sketchbooks.  Nevertheless, the year is far from a good one.  The 

recent devaluation of the Austrian currency in 1811 affected him along with everyone else: he saw his 

allowance as supplied by his aristocratic patrons dramatically reduced.  At the end of June, Beethoven 

embarks on a long trip:  first to Prague to settle the account of his allowance with Prince Kinsky, and then 

to Teplitz for a water cure, as he had done the previous year.  He might also have hoped to meet Goethe 

there, whom he reveres: he probably had learned from Bettina that the poet used to spend his summers 

there. 

The Prague interlude.  Beethoven is recorded in Prague on July 2.  The next day, he meets Prince 

Kinsky to resolve the pressing financial issue, with partial success (he received some arrears but did not 

reach a final settlement).  He also meets the poet Varnhagen, whom he befriended the previous year, and 

who prepared his meeting with Prince Kinsky.  Varnhagen kept a short note he received from the composer 

two weeks later, apologizing for having failed to keep his promise to meet him again on his “last evening 

in Prague” because of “a circumstance which I could not foresee.”  Scholars have generally acknowledged 
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that the unforeseen circumstance was an unexpected meeting with his beloved. One other person of interest 

is recorded in Prague at the same time:  Antonie Brentano, who arrived on July 3, traveling with her 

husband and a child toward Karlsbad.   

The Teplitz letter.  Around noon on July 4, Beethoven leaves Prague, riding on a mail-coach to 

Teplitz.  The trip lasts almost a day because of bad weather that made the roads hardly passable; he arrives 

in Teplitz on July 5 in the morning.  Because he initially gets temporary lodgings, he is recorded in the 

official hotel guest list only two days later.  The next day (July 6, a Monday), Beethoven begins writing 

the famous letter to his Immortal Beloved.  There is nothing beyond the letter itself that would indicate 

why he hurried to begin it immediately after arriving.  In the very beginning of the letter, the question 

“Why this deep grief when necessity speaks?” suggests that he is answering a letter from the beloved that 

he found waiting for him in Teplitz.  How did she know where to address her letter before he got an 

accommodation there?  The “poste restante” practice was in common use at the time: a letter addressed 

simply to “Herr Ludwig van Beethoven in Teplitz” would have been left at the post office for him to 

collect. 

This is the moment to carry out a careful, unbiased reading of the Immortal Beloved letter.  I may 

sound conceited, but I believe this to be the only detailed, objective reading without a particular candidate 

in mind.  The complete analysis can be found in the unabridged version, but the relevant conclusions are 

below. 

 

4. A new reading of the Immortal Beloved letter 

Inherited consensus.  I accept some basic inferences that the scholarly world has reached by quasi-

unanimity:  

1)  Some insurmountable obstacle prevented the two lovers from marrying (in Beethoven’s 

euphemism, to be “wholly united”).  The general opinion is that the beloved was married and an aristocrat, 

whom the nobility code virtually barred from marrying a commoner.  Likely, she also had children, whose 

custody she would lose if she married a commoner or committed an indiscretion too outrageous for the 

nobility code to accept, even in such a hub of depravity like Vienna. 

2)  Beethoven reassures his beloved, “you know my faithfulness to you.”  This shows that he had 

proved the steadfastness of his love through a long-time attachment sometime before, implying the 1812 

episode involved an old, rekindled love story.   

3)  The urgency in some wording (today – yesterday – what yearning with tears for you) and the 

implication of proximity (O God – so near! so far!) suggests that a tearful separation had happened quite 

recently and relatively nearby, almost certainly in Prague, where Beethoven was only a few days before.  

It must have been an un-planned meeting: the “circumstance that I could not foresee” mentioned in his 

letter to Varnhagen. 

4)  The Sie-du issue.  Beethoven’s consistent use of the intimate second person singular pronoun 

(“du” in German) to address his beloved indicates that the relationship had been sexually consummated.  

According to the custom and social etiquette of the upper educated classes of the time, du was used only 

between very intimate partners, spouses and lovers (the latter only in private, as it pointed to sexual 

relations).  Beethoven had followed this unwritten rule before: he had never addressed Josephine as du in 

his known love letters to her.   

5)  The “V” initial in the sentence beginning “my life in V now” is Vienna. 

6)  The “K” initial in the letter, identifying the place where Beethoven intended to mail his letter, 

stood for Karlsbad: another Bohemian spa, located 65 miles from Teplitz.  The Karlsbad hotel list has 
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been used for cross-reference by scholars since it was discovered a century ago, under the reasonable 

assumption that any serious candidate had to appear on it.  However, the identification of K was recently 

challenged, as we will see later. 

Beyond this preliminary consensus, every scholar tackling the Immortal Beloved letter has come up 

with a different reading.  It is true that the letter contains conflicting statements.  It promises first a next 

meeting (“we will see each other quite soon”) and later says “I will stray away [from you].”   It describes 

their love as a firm “heavenly edifice,” but later complains that it makes him “the most happy and the 

most unhappy at once.”   

Beethoven’s letters and notes pertaining to his intimate life are not elaborated constructs, but are 

similar to his sketchbooks entries, in which he jotted down his musical ideas at disparate moments and in 

different states of mind.  Therefore, each piece of evidence may look disconnected, with its main “themes” 

separated by unrelated “bridges,” long “secondary ideas” and/or “variations.”  One has to carry out a 

thorough, detailed analysis of every sentence (and sometimes every word) and also find connections with 

other sentences and words in order to identify the various threads that lead to a thorough understanding of 

a text.  I see three such threads in this letter: one refers to the relationship; a second one describes the 

circumstances of Beethoven’s travel; and a third thread contains Beethoven’s digressions about God, 

Nature and society.  The relationship thread is particularly interesting in solving the mystery and no 

scholar has fully explored it so far. 

What the Relationship thread tells us.  I used the most literal translation of Beethoven’s July 6-7 

letter, made by Virginia Beahrs, based on the last German edition of Beethoven letters edited by 

Brandenburg, which restored some fragments to their entirety.  My reading of it shows that: 

1) He was involved in a love story, which had been fully consummated sexually in Vienna at the 

beginning of the summer of 1812. 

2) The beloved was married and had children whose custody she risked losing when she separated from 

her husband (according to the Habsburg law, in respect of the nobility code). 

3) However, she had agreed for her and Beethoven to live together either at present or sometime in the 

future (“our goal to live together” in the end of the letter). 

4) The lovers had a disagreement about what “living together” meant, precisely.  This is evident in the 

statement, “today I cannot convey to you observations I made during these few days about my life – 

were our hearts always close together I would of course make none of the sort.” 

5) The disagreement: the beloved wanted to continue a secret love affair, which made Beethoven feel 

“miserable,” leaving him to complain that “your love makes me the most happy and the most unhappy 

at once.”  He wanted to “live wholly with you or not at all,” a confusing phrasing, which I can only 

translate as “I can live with you only like husband and wife, otherwise I don’t commit at all.”  As I 

will show later, this was possible in spite of the nobility code. 

6) The beloved had also led Beethoven to believe – or he convinced himself – that a certain problematic 

development, most likely a form of official (de facto) separation from her husband that would have 

guaranteed her the custody of her children, would have made it easier for them to live together.  That 

is why he writes, “I say to myself and to you arrange so that I can live with you” (my underlining).   

7) The beloved had probably initiated the process.  This is why Beethoven mentions “Fate” and “what 

the Gods will send.”  However, she was afraid of the implications of that “arrangement” and had 

avoided pushing forward.  

8) This led to a crisis shortly before Beethoven wrote his July 6-7 letter, probably during their meeting 

in Prague.  He proposed a temporary separation, allowing her the time “to arrange” it so that they 

could accomplish their common goal of living together.  The perspective of such a separation upset 
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her.  (“Why this deep grief” he asks her and explains her that “were we wholly united [married], you 

would feel this painfulness just as little as I.”) 

9) Beethoven eventually repeats his “ultimatum” in his letter, re-stating that he would not see her again 

(“yes I have resolved to stray about in the distance”) until she had made that mysterious arrangement 

that would allow them to live together in the open (“until I can fly into your arms and can call myself 

wholly at home.”) 

10) Beethoven expected his beloved to be in Karlsbad by the end of the week (July 11), and intended to 

send his letter there. 

This scenario contains a critical element: Beethoven and, apparently, his beloved’s belief that they 

could somehow “live together.”  In fact, Beethoven was aware of a precedent:  his own living on the 

premises of Countess Marie Erdödy’s home during the years 1808-1809, when he was in love with her, 

as I showed in chapter 2.  While it seems that she did not then reciprocate his love, this “living together,” 

was, to him, a good model for 1812.  Of course, this kind of “living together,” even were she able to obtain 

an official recognition of a “separation from bed and board” of her husband, involved an enormous risk:  

a baby!  It would have enraged even an indifferent husband and would have incensed him to claim custody 

of his children – which he would likely have been able to get.  This was probably the strongest reason for 

the beloved to put off the final decision of “living together” – and a very justifiable one. 

I can extend the comparison of the July 6-7 letter to a music sketchbook further, distinguishing 

several themes therein that appear repeatedly in different variations: the obstacle theme, the disagreement 

theme, the Fate theme, the “ultimatum” theme, plus the “love theme,” all of which permeate the letter.  

The love theme shows up repeatedly after one of the less pleasant themes (as after the disagreement); 

sometimes it emphasized the intensity of the writer’s feelings, which cannot be expressed in words (“… 

speech is nothing at all”); sometimes it tries to comfort (“You are suffering you my dearest creature”), to 

reassure (“as much as you love me — I love you even more deeply”), and to instill courage (“Cheer up – 

remain my faithful only treasure, my all, as I for you”).  I find one particular moment revealing: “is not 

our love a true heavenly edifice – but also firm, like the firmament.”  This triumphant cry attests love at 

its fullest, complete, as also postulated in another statement: “Love demands everything and completely.” 

Why was the letter found among Beethoven’s legacy?  Beethoven scholarship, whether or not 

involved in the search for the Immortal Beloved, did not worry much about this question, because there 

was no clear-cut answer.  The issue, however, deserves our attention, because it leads to another more 

important question: did the beloved read the letter?  I think that, had she read it and decided to return it to 

him, she would have written her NO answer on it – or Beethoven would have himself.  One cannot see 

anything on the ten-page autograph but his uneven hand-writing.  As we will see in the next section, there 

are good reasons to think that Beethoven had mailed his letter, but it could not be delivered because the 

beloved was not in Karlsbad (as he had thought she would be); and he later recovered it from the local 

post office as “post restante.”  In the practice of the postal service before the introduction of the stamps 

by the British in the middle of the nineteenth century, the postal fee was paid by the recipient of the letter; 

when the latter could not be found, the letter was kept at the local post office for a period of time and was 

then returned to the sender, who would then pay the fee to recover it.  Beethoven could recover his 

undelivered letter at the Karlsbad post office; that is how it made its way to his secret drawer to be found 

after his death. 

The Karlsbad controversy.  The identification of “K” as Karlsbad in Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter 

had, for a long time, momentous implications of the detective search for the mysterious beloved: the search 

of a suspect always had to begin in the guest lists of the Karlsbad hotels that Thomas-San-Galli discovered 

and published in 1910.  However, the lists produced only one candidate able to win the acceptance of a 

significant proportion of the scholarly world, in the person of Antonie Brentano.  The other candidates, 
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Josephine von Brunsvik-Deym-Stackelberg, Countess Erdödy and, more recently, Bettina Brentano, are 

not in the lists, and their proponents had to explain their absence.  A recent revelation of an 1812 travel 

guide for Karlsbad shows that registration was compulsory for all visitors; their passports had to be handed 

in to be held by the police, a typical practice of a police state like the Habsburg Empire.   Therefore, those 

candidates were NOT in Karlsbad when Beethoven expected his beloved to be there. 

Another way to contest the authority of the hotel lists was to challenge the accepted identification 

of K: perhaps it was not Karlsbad.  The simplest way was to dispute the letter delivery time with arithmetic: 

Karlsbad would have been too close to Teplitz (only 63 miles) for a letter to take two days to be delivered 

(from Thursday morning to Saturday, as indicated in Beethoven’s letter).  But this argument does not hold 

water.  Max Unger gleaned information about the duration of the rides between Teplitz and Karlsbad from 

the published diaries of Goethe, who was a frequent visitor of the two spas in summertime, including in 

1812.  They show rides could last about a day and a half, sometimes even longer.  The arithmetic also 

ignores one element often encountered in nineteenth-century Habsburg Empire – letter censuring, a basic 

tool of the vast and powerful secret police.  Obviously, nobody cared to read Beethoven’s letters, but 

sorting and searching for the letters they were really interested in could easily explain a one-day delay in 

the mail.  Karlsbad still stands as the only likely “K.” 

The Sie-du issue revisited.  Beethoven’s use of the intimate you (i.e., du) in his July 6-7 letter has 

become lately an important issue in the Immortal Beloved debate.  However, she was not the only woman 

that Beethoven addressed with du in a letter: he also used the du in an 1811 letter to Bettina Brentano, 

mixing it with the polite form, which created a loophole through which Walden squeezed Bettina as a 

candidate.  Also, other search parties built this strange syllogism: “for any woman to be a candidate, she 

must claim another Beethoven document in which he addressed her or she addressed him as du.”  I will 

discuss such claims in details when evaluating the candidacies, but, as I showed earlier, I deem the Sie-du 

issue irrelevant as evidence specific to a candidate.  

 

5. The year of the Immortal Beloved, continued 

A review of Beethoven’s life in 1812, after he wrote his July 6-7 letter, will prove useful to solve 

some ambiguities in the letter and also to clarify some evidence that has been very disputed by the parties 

involved in the subject.   

Teplitz routine.  Beethoven seems to have followed a daily routine executing his physician’s advice 

to take a water cure in the spa for the next two weeks, which leaves him with time enough to write a few 

letters, of which the one dated July 17 is very interesting.  After instructing his publishers about his C 

major Mass, he adds a NB, asking them to send some of his music to Amalie Sebald, giving them her 

Berlin address, with the mention “we are very fond of her.”  This gift to her, only ten days after he 

overflowed with love for his Immortal Beloved, is only the beginning of the riddle. 

Meeting Goethe and Bettina Brentano.  Goethe arrives in Teplitz on July 19.  Beethoven meets 

him on the 21th and several times more during the week, but their meeting was not really successful: they 

are very different personalities and Goethe’s very conservative musical taste cannot go beyond Mozart, 

whom he greatly admires.  On the 24th, Bettina arrives with her husband, the poet Achim von Arnim, and 

her baby.  One knows nothing about her meetings with Beethoven, except that, as reported by Arnim, the 

conversation was one-sided, because of the composer’s deafness.  Bettina later published a spurious letter 

that she claimed to have received from Beethoven in August, which Walden makes the center point of his 

theory that Bettina was the Immortal Beloved. 

The odd beginning of a Bohemia tour.  After the above encounters, Beethoven’s summer vacation 

took a strange turn, most likely but not always clearly connected with his beloved.  In several letters that 
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he wrote after July 7 he indicated that he intended to continue his sojourn in Teplitz.  However, on the 

27th, he suddenly left for Karlsbad in such a hurry that he forgot his passport behind with the police, and 

had to write to the Teplitz hotel or police to get it sent to him (which explains why he was recorded in 

Karlsbad only after three more days, on July 31). Some scholars (Kaznelson, Goldschmidt) claimed that 

Beethoven must have gone to Karlsbad to meet his beloved, fulfilling the promise in his July letter that 

they would meet soon.  However, that would have meant not observing his “ultimatum” that he had just 

given her in his July 6-7 to “stray away …” from her until she had done what she had promised to do. 

There is a scenario that solves all these inconsistencies and the question earlier raised: why was 

Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter found among his papers after his death?  After mailing his letter to K, he 

received his beloved’s letter announcing that she had decided not to travel to Karlsbad after all.  This 

created a big problem: his not-delivered letter was lingering in the Karlsbad post office; he had been 

careful never to write the beloved’s name therein, but it was obvious on the envelope.  That compromising 

letter had to be recovered as soon as possible!  That is why he traveled to Karlsbad in such a hurry. 

This scenario creates, however, another problem: if the beloved did not read the July 6-7 letter, how 

could Beethoven hope to have solved or, at least, made clear to her the disagreement between them and 

his ultimatum?  As I stressed in my reading of his letter, it was only confirming and emphasizing a decision 

that he had previously communicated to her in a meeting and made her very unhappy. 

The Bohemia tour continued.  In Karlsbad Beethoven had met his friends, Franz and Antonie 

Brentano – the latter was probably taking a cure there – and decided to stay in their amiable company 

rather than return to Teplitz, where Goethe had been a deception.  He is also recorded in Franzensbrunn 

on August 8 at the same hotel as the Brentano family, before turning back to Karlsbad a month later 

(parting with his friends at an unknown date).  These facts have been known for a long time, without any 

specific details, and Solomon was the first to make them into a crucial event in his theory of the Immortal 

Beloved mystery, which I scrutinize in chapter 11.  All evidence examined so far points that, after July 7, 

Beethoven did not change his attitude and behavior in any way: he continued to “stray away” from the 

city where the beloved presumably was (i.e., Vienna), while probably continuing to hope that he would 

be eventually able to live together with her, as he stated in his July letter.  

The Amalie dilemma.  On September 16, Beethoven is back to Teplitz, where another strange 

episode happens, fortunately known in some, albeit not all, details: he meets Amalie Sebald, the young 

woman that he had known and liked so much the previous year at the same spa and with whom he had 

tried to exchange letters.  There is no hint in the evidence that this meeting had been pre-arranged, a highly 

unlikely possibility in the year of the Immortal Beloved.  However, two months earlier Beethoven had 

sent her a gift of his music, perhaps as a warm-up for a hoped-for meeting and/or a fulfilment of a promise 

that he had made to her.  Amalie kept eight short notes she had received from Beethoven (discovered and 

brought forward by Thomas-San-Galli in 1909) that show us a novel face of Beethoven: the man trying to 

build a relationship with a woman, albeit in rather unusual circumstances – when he was very ill, at times 

even bedridden.  We see him acting like a sick child who keeps demanding the comforting presence of a 

loved person.  And she, the “tendered-hearted” one, ministered the bedridden composer with apparently 

loving care.  Indeed, Amalie was more than a pretty young lady and a talented singer; judging by the 

testimony of her contemporaries collected by Thomas-San-Galli, she was also a charming, compassionate, 

loving and lovable person.  

These notes reveal an innocent flirting game sometimes restrained by Beethoven’s bedridden 

episodes, which reaches the very serious moment when he asks her, “What on earth are you dreaming of 

when you say that you cannot be anything to me?”  Clearly, Amalie had asked him during their meeting 

– or had written him in a note – “Why do you want us to meet?  I cannot be anything to you.”  It is not 
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clear whether she had only coquettishly accepted the little flirting game and had teased him or if she had 

been serious, trying to make him declare his intentions.  He opted for the latter, promising, “When we 

meet again, dear A, we must discuss this point.”  The surviving letters do not make it clear if the promised 

discussion about “the issue” had happened.  We will later have the proof that it never happened. 

Thomas-San-Galli advanced Amalie as the Immortal Beloved in 1909, but this identification was 

quickly and justifiably rejected: Beethoven’s notes to her are utterly incongruent with his July 6-7 letter.  

Nevertheless, these notes strike one as odd: they display Beethoven as open to (innocent) flirting only a 

couple of months after telling his Immortal Beloved, “never can another own my heart, never – never.”  

Amalie posed a great dilemma to Beethoven.  She was not only the kind of attractive woman with all the 

other qualities that he demanded – musicianship, refinement, delicacy, dedication – but she was also a 

commoner, and therefore accessible, which was important to him now that he had reached the stage of the 

marriage project.  And yet, he did not commit himself, as if he was still continuing to hope that he would 

be eventually able to “live together” with his Immortal Beloved.  This clearly shows that Beethoven had 

not yet received her rejection message; had that happened, he would very likely have pursued his budding 

relationship with Amalie, by discussing their unresolved “issue.” 

The Amalie episode is also important in the Immortal Beloved search, because it confirms again 

Beethoven’s readiness to enter into a new female relationship, even before a previous one had collapsed.  

We have seen him doing this repeatedly already.  Whether we like it or not, Beethoven was not “the man 

of only one woman” that the parties of the Immortal Beloved search try to portray.  

A controversial time gap.  Beethoven’s whereabouts are not known between September 21 (or the 

22nd) – that is, when his last note to Amalie can be tentatively dated – and October 5, when he arrived in 

Linz at the home his brother Johann, who had settled and prospered there.  Invoking an undated letter of 

Beethoven that she assigned to September 1812, Altman claimed that, in the interval, he would have 

visited her candidate, Countess Erdödy, at her summer residence near Vienna, thus keeping his promise 

to the beloved in his July 6-7 letter that they would meet soon.  But in fact, Barry Cooper has shown that 

the time frame (less than two weeks) did not allow enough time for such a long trip by mail coach (Teplitz-

Prague-Vienna-Linz) that included a visit to the Countess.  

Crazy and inspired Beethoven.  In Linz, Beethoven performs one of his craziest acts: trying to 

force his younger brother Johann to separate from his concubine, with whom his brother had lived for 

several years.  The only result was that Johann, enraged by this intrusion in his life, married the woman 

on November 8 and Beethoven left for Vienna the next day.  One may wonder whether Beethoven’s 

bizarre behavior could have been caused by his having received the beloved’s negative answer, which 

would have perturbed him mentally.  However, it is hard to see how he could be so musically inspired to 

write most of his joyful Eighth Symphony, the autograph of which bears the inscription “Linz in the month 

of October 1812,” during such a turbulent moment as his beloved’s answer would have initiated.  

A third time gap and the Immortal Beloved’s answer.  We also do not know Beethoven’s 

whereabouts between his departure from Linz on November 10, and the beginning of December, when he 

was recorded in Vienna.  It is most likely during this interval that he received his beloved’s negative 

answer.  This threw him into agony, as revealed in a letter to his Imperial pupil, the Archduke.  This was 

only the beginning of a long crisis that significantly affected his health, his behavior, and his relationship 

with women, and also his creative output.  Scholars are unanimous in connecting this crisis with the 

collapse of his relationship with the Immortal Beloved.  

We do not know how exactly Beethoven received the beloved’s answer.  We can only speculate 

about the content of her answer from the tone and a few phrases from Beethoven’s letter to the Archbishop, 

mentioning “the moral factors” causing his distress that cannot be “very speedily removed.”  The logical 
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inference is that he believed those “factors” could be eventually removed, suggesting that he nourished 

some hope to re-unite with his beloved.  Such a conclusion would, in its turn, imply that the beloved’s 

answer was not an irate, final “No” – but this inference hangs on a very thin thread.  

Crucial evidence: the 1812 Tagebuch “A” entry.  The Beethoven literature includes a copy (not 

an autograph) of an unsystematic diary known as a Tagebuch (“diary” in German), containing dispersed 

notes he wrote between 1812 and 1818.  Its very first entry, preceded by a line indicating simply “1812,” 

is an important piece of evidence, the most fiercely disputed data in the search of the Immortal Beloved.  

It reads: 

Submission, absolute submission to your fate! only this can give you the sacrifice — — — 

for the service business — Oh hard struggle!  Do everything that still is to do — in order 

to prepare for the distant journey — you must yourself — find all that your most blessed 

wish can offer, you must force it to your will — keep always of the same mind.  You may 

no longer be a man, not for yourself, only for others, for you there is no longer happiness 

except in yourself, in your art — O God, give me strength to conquer myself, nothing must 

chain me to life.  In this way with A everything goes to ruin. — — — — — — — — — 

This entry is very confusing and conflictual, even more so than his Immortal Beloved letter.  Only 

one thing is clear: the final conclusion “In this way with ‘A’ everything goes to ruin.”  Who was the “A” 

woman that Beethoven decided he had to give up?  Thomas-San-Galli, who introduced this evidence into 

the debate as early as 1909, hypothesized that the initial pointed to the Immortal Beloved: namely, his 

candidate Amalie Sebald.  Her candidacy was soon discredited by the facts, but the scholarly world has 

retained his claim that A was the Immortal Beloved.  Every search party (except Solomon, who held 

Antonie as “A”) tried to challenge the authenticity of the initial and make it point to their candidate – 

sometimes in preposterous ways, as I will tackle in due time.  Only two scholars, Virginia Beahrs (1986) 

and Harry Goldschmidt (1988), acknowledged the “A” as irrefutably pointing to Amalie but away from 

the Immortal Beloved.  My reading of the entry agrees with them, but goes further with it. 

The content of the entry is made of conflictual statements, mostly negative: submission to fate, 

sacrifice, hard struggle, no longer a man, no longer happiness, nothing must chain me to life (an apparently 

suicidal thought) and finally the “A” conclusion … but also a neutral statement – the distant journey – and 

a completely discordant positive urge to “find all that your most blessed wish can offer,” twice reinforced, 

which in context could only have been Beethoven’s long-term goal to live together with his Immortal 

Beloved.  It seems impossible that all these statements were written in one sitting, as the transcription 

implies; they must have been written at different moments, possibly even on different sheets of papers 

that were assembled indiscriminately in a process so obscure that Maynard Solomon, who presents the 

authoritative version of the Tagebuch in his Beethoven Essays, has basically nothing to say about it.  The 

only likely explanation of the entry is that it agglutinates Beethoven’s reactions to at least two pieces of 

bad news received in close succession in November or early December – probably the beloved’s “No” 

and a letter from Amalie giving him up because he had failed to discuss their “issue.”  (Indeed, we will 

have later his own confession that this discussion never happened.)  The deep crisis in Beethoven’s life 

beginning in December 1812 was greatly aggravated – I would even say that it had two roots – by his 

realization that he lost not only his Immortal Beloved, but also A[malie]. 

 

6.  Weeding out the post-1812 evidence 

Certain evidence dating after the summer 1812 episode has also become a battlefield, each Immortal 

Beloved search party claiming it to point to their candidate – that is, to an extension of the famous love 

story beyond 1812 – despite no connection to the mystery, more often than not.  Cleaning such evidence 
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from the deep strata of speculation is a necessary step before evaluating the cases of the Immortal Beloved 

candidates. 

The May 1813 Tagebuch entry.  Beethoven’s mental (or, as he termed it, “moral”) disorder that 

set on at the end of 1812 – which psychiatrists would diagnose as depression today – continued for months, 

as evidenced in his letters to his friends.  On May 13, he made his second entry in his Tagebuch: 

To forego what could be a great deed and to stay like this.  O how different from a shiftless 

life, which I often pictured to myself.  O terrible circumstances, which do not suppress my 

longing for domesticity, but its realization.  O God, God, look down upon the unhappy B., 

do not let it continue like this any longer. 

Almost all scholars consider the breakup with the Immortal Beloved as the cause of Beethoven’s 

despondency.  Although some claim to find marriage in his longing for “domesticity,” the terms are 

different; specifying “domesticity” (Häuslichkeit in German) is actually a way to avoid using the former 

term.  I would rather link it to the Immortal Beloved through the common purpose of “living together” 

stated in Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter.  The controversy around this Tagebuch entry seems rather mild, but 

Josephine’s proponents have built other speculations on it that I will discuss when evaluating her case. 

Strange unknown “incidents” in 1813.  Beethoven’s depression continued for months.  Later in 

May, he confessed to the Archduke that “a number of unfortunate incidents occurring one after the other 

have really driven me into a state bordering on mental confusion.”  One incident was certainly his brother 

Carl Caspar’s illness, which seems to have reached a critical stage in April, when the two brothers signed 

a holographic will that entrusted Carl’s son to Beethoven after his father’s death.  Yet his relationship with 

Carl turned later very sour, as we find in letters to friends, complaining in summer that “I have no one 

whom I can really call brother,” and in December, “My brother, whom I have loaded with benefits, and 

owing partly to whose deliberate action I myself am financially embarrassed, is — my greatest enemy!”  

Some other “unfortunate incidents” or “moral factors” were certainly related to his finances, greatly 

reduced after the severe devaluation of the Austrian currency, which also hit two of his patrons, who 

stopped or delayed their payments.  He was involved in many negotiations and eventually had to appeal 

to the court, but it took years for him to see his annuity restored to a decent amount.  As we will see later, 

Josephine’s supporters did not fail to link Beethoven’s cash shortages to her.  One or some of these 

unknown incidents even incited Beethoven to think of leaving Vienna:  he openly expressed this idea in 

two letters he wrote to Joseph Varena, a Graz socialite and an enthusiastic music lover whom the composer 

had met in 1811 in Teplitz, and who was trying to promote Beethoven’s music in his city.  One scholar 

(Goldschmidt) speculated that the composer would have wanted to leave Vienna in a “psychological 

salvation attempt” – that is, to stay away from his Immortal Beloved to avoid a nervous breakdown incited 

by her close presence.  We are left with many inexplicable 1813 “incidents” that affected Beethoven’s 

health and mental balance. 

Only in July, after he had moved to Baden to let himself be immersed in nature (his favorite 

prescription against grief and illness) did Beethoven write an acquaintance in a PS:  “My health is better 

and no doubt will be completely restored as soon as the moral factors which affect it have improved.”  

There is no evidence that those mysterious “moral factors” actually “improved,” but he was able to work 

on a new and unique project, occasioned by the first of Napoleon’s defeats at the hands of the European 

alliance: the “Wellington’s Victory” symphonic work – the only work of this kind, which would make 

him an international celebrity the following year. 

Sometime during this bleak year, Beethoven began to work on a song titled To Hope, his second 

version of a poem by Tiedge.  As the first version had been his love declaration to Josephine in 1805, 

Josephine’s supporters took the opportunity to posit a revival of Beethoven’s relationship with her.  Was 
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this remake a premonition, or only his attempts to gather courage to cope with life, as suggested by his 

adding this introduction carrying the Christian message of hope: “If there’s a God? If He fulfills / what 

the plaintive desire promises to itself? / If this enigmatic being reveals itself / before the Last Judgement? 

/ Man shall hope!  He shall not ask!” 

The Faraway Beloved.  There are no reasonably ascertained love stories in Beethoven’s life after 

1812, but his song cycle To the Faraway Beloved,* which he finished in April of 1816 and published in 

the fall, has been unanimously regarded as an autobiographical work.  Almost as consensual is the idea 

that the Faraway Beloved and the Immortal Beloved are the same person.  This music is about pain, 

controlled by melancholy and resignation, of a separation that seems definitive (“tears are our only 

consolation” sings the man in the fourth song) and which only music, the messenger he sends the beloved, 

can somehow alleviate, with the thought that “a loving heart [hers] reaches for what a loving heart [his] 

has consecrated” – a reunion in spirit.  Whose absence inspired the song cycle?  There is no clear answer, 

even though a few women appear in Beethoven’s life after 1812 who can be tentatively linked to the 

Immortal Beloved story via the Faraway Beloved.  

Known women in Beethoven’s life after 1812.  Countess Erdödy’s is the first female name 

recorded after 1812.  She re-entered Beethoven’s life in early 1815, when Beethoven wrote her a short 

letter dated February 29, 1815 [sic!] answering her letter and saluting “the renewal of your friendship for 

me.”  “Renewal” indicates that a rupture in their relationship must have happened after they patched up 

their relationship c. 1810 (following their 1809 breakup).  The Countess’s supporters Steichen (and later 

Altman) did not miss the opportunity to make the 1815 letter proof of Beethoven re-kindling the love 

affair with his Immortal Beloved (six letters to her are dated this year); the Countess was also “far away” 

from Vienna at the right time (from fall 1815 into 1816) to have inspired the song cycle.  However, none 

of his letters addresses her as other than “dear friend,” which may sound very affectionate but is a far cry 

both from his July 6-7 letter and the song-cycle lyrics.   

Tellenbach, grace to her extensive research in the Brunsvik family archives, managed to add an 

unexpected name in the list of the known women by finding a connection between Beethoven and 

Josephine’s elder sister Therese in the years 1815 and 1816.  Therese was in Vienna to help her sister, 

then living separated from her second husband and in poor health and depressed.  Tellenbach found notes 

in Therese’s diary from 1815-16 mentioning Beethoven’s name and his address, and he is mentioned once 

in Therese’s 1816 “book lending list.”  (I will discuss the issue in detail in the later chapter about 

Josephine’s candidacy.)  Of course, the actual connection that Tellenbach envisions is the one between 

Josephine and Beethoven, of which there is no testimony.   

In fact, Beethoven’s sister-in-law Johanna became the almost ubiquitous presence in his life between 

November 1815, when his brother Carl died after a long battle with tuberculosis, and 1820.  During all 

this time, the composer was involved in a long court battle in with her over the exclusive guardianship of 

his nephew.  This female relationship that has nothing to do with love, of course; I mention it only because 

a couple of decades ago Johanna became Hollywood’s candidate to the position of the Immortal Beloved, 

a “theory” that I will debunk in chapter 9.  

In February 1816, after obtaining in court the guardianship of his ten-year-old nephew, Beethoven 

enrolled him in the private school of Cajetan Giannatasio del Rio and became a frequent guest in the 

latter’s home.  He used to spend hours with the family, who had two young daughters – pretty, well-

educated, musical and enamored with his music – with whom he interacted freely and spontaneously.  

                                                 
*  The German title An die Ferne Geliebte is usually translated as To the Distant Beloved.  I prefer the “Faraway” equivalent 

because “distant” has too many negative connotations (aloof, cold, unfriendly, etc.). 
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Fanny, the eldest at twenty-five, had already suffered in life and love, and kept a diary in which she wrote 

down many of his statements and described his behavior, together with her intimate thoughts and feelings.  

The young Giannatasio daughter, twenty-two-year-old Anna, nicknamed Nanni, was an acknowledged 

beauty and talented amateur singer who was engaged to a certain Schmerling:  a court clerk but also a 

“von” – Beethoven’s customary opponent.  The composer was certainly attracted to Nanni, as Fanny’s 

diary testifies, but he reined in his interest in this young beauty.  No scholar has ever suggested that Nanni 

would have been the Faraway Beloved, even though she had sung the piece at her home, accompanied by 

Beethoven himself. 

The “five years ago” woman.  Fanny’s diary recorded a testimony of Beethoven that became 

fiercely disputed by the search parties.  In the summer of 1816, she overheard a conversation between the 

composer and her father, which she transcribed in her own words:  

Five years ago he [Beethoven] had known a person, a union with whom he would have 

considered the greatest happiness of his life.  It was not to be thought of, almost an 

impossibility, a chimera – ‘Nevertheless it is now as on the first day.’  This harmony, he 

added, he had not yet discovered!  It had never reached a declaration, but he could not get 

it out of his mind! (my emphasis)  

All competing scholarly parties in search of the Immortal Beloved offer frankly unbelievable 

speculations (to be detailed in due time), claiming to have demonstrated that the five-years-ago woman 

whom Beethoven had known in 1811 was the candidate of their choice.  Crucially, though, the entry 

clearly states that the relationship “had never reach a declaration” – therefore she could not have been the 

Immortal Beloved addressed with the famous declarations of love.  In fact, there is only one known woman 

whom he met for the first time in 1811:  Amalie Sebald, with whom he briefly flirted at the time, and then 

again in September of the next year, before deciding to remain faithful to his Immortal Beloved.  As we 

know from the previous chapter, Beethoven had promised Amalie a serious talk about what she meant to 

him, but, as is now apparent, he never kept his promise, most likely because he had decided to remain 

faithful to his Immortal Beloved.  One may wonder why Beethoven would choose in 1816 Amalie, a 

woman that he had met for only a few days on two occasions, over the Immortal Beloved as the woman 

of his dreams.  The likely answers lie in the exceptional qualities of this young lady, which she displayed 

during those few days and which were acknowledged by the testimonies later collected by Thomas-San-

Galli.  Such a woman would indeed have left an indelible impression in Beethoven’s memory that he 

recalled even stronger after the collapse of the Immortal Beloved dream. 

Fanny’s entry has an appendix (or, more exactly a prologue): the same year (1816), on May 8, 

Beethoven closed a letter to his pupil and friend Ferdinand Ries: “My best greetings to your wife.  

Unfortunately I have no wife.  I have found only one who no doubt I shall never possess” (Beethoven’s 

emphasis).  Expectedly, the “only one” label was claimed by many (if not all) search parties.  In fact, the 

juxtaposition of Fanny’s entry, with which the Ries letter is fully congruent, leaves only one reasonable 

choice for this “only one”:  Amalie again.  And, as she had married in 1815, Beethoven could indeed never 

hope to “possess” her.  Thayer also accepted Amalie as “the only one” and thought that she could have 

been the Faraway Beloved, whose song cycle he finished a few weeks before he wrote this letter to Ries.  

His supposition is plausible, but there were also other mysterious women in Beethoven’s life at the time. 

A few more mystery ladies in Fanny’s diary.  In late summer of 1816, when Fanny found out 

about the five-years-ago woman, she and her sister Nanni seized an unexpected opportunity to rummage 

in Beethoven’s papers spread on his desk, when the Giannatasio family visited Beethoven at his summer 

residence in Baden.  The sisters discovered a notebook (not his Tagebuch) in which he had written: “My 

heart overflows at the sight of lovely nature – although without her.”  Of course, “her” could have referred 
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to the faraway woman in the song cycle, who had not yet returned – incidentally, Fanny thought the same 

a few months later when she listened to the song for the first time. 

A few months later (January 1817), Fanny’s diary records another – or maybe the same – mysterious 

woman in Beethoven’s life.  Nanni, who was by far the more assertive of the two young ladies, had teased 

Beethoven about the new ring on his finger, asking him whether he loved anyone besides his “faraway 

beloved.”  Unfortunately, Fanny did not record what she described only as “his significant answer to her 

[Nanni’s] childish question,” which still leaves us in the dark about the woman.  As we will see later, the 

search parties did not fail to claim all these mysteries as proof of their own theories. 

There is also the matter of the two 1816 “Tagebuch T” notes: 

With regard to T. there is nothing else but to leave it to God, never to go there where one 

could do wrong out of weakness; only leave this totally to Him, to Him alone, the all-

knowing God! 

Nevertheless, be as good as possible towards T; her devotion deserves never to be 

forgotten, although unfortunately advantageous consequences could never accrue to you. 

These have also spawned plenty of controversy in the Immortal Beloved literature, because of the 

proximity to his song cycle To the Faraway Beloved.  To Josephine’s supporters, T was her sister Therese, 

who they would have mediate between the two ex-lovers in 1815.  Solomon claimed that T “might” point 

to Toni, Antonie Brentano’s nickname by her friends.  In fact, the second entry clearly shows that, in spite 

of T’s “devotion,” Beethoven was not interested in the issue, because “advantageous consequences could 

never accrue” to him. 

Beethoven’s unexpectedly “modern” views on marriage.  Fanny recorded also a conversation that 

she and her sister had with Beethoven on June 15, 1817, when he expressed a rather unorthodox (at the 

time) view on love and marriage.  In her words:  

He [Beethoven] declares that he does not like the idea of any indissoluble bond being 

forced between people in their personal relations to each other [...] that man or woman’s 

liberty of action ought not to be limited.  He would much rather a woman gave him her 

love, and with her love the highest part of her nature, without, as he means, being bound to 

him in the relation of wife and husband.  He believes that the liberty of the woman is limited 

and circumscribed. (Original emphasis) 

Strangely enough, this unexpectedly “evolved” opinion has never stirred much attention.  This entry 

is interesting because it expresses the opposite of his Baden M note, in which Beethoven prayed for a 

woman “lawfully” his (see page 5).  Something must have happened in his life between 1807 or 1810 

(when he likely wrote the Baden note) and 1817 that had changed his opinion.  Perhaps it was the result 

of this 1812 love story, but he had plenty of reason to have reached it earlier, looking in hindsight to his 

relationship with Josephine and the other countess, Marie Erdödy, both “limited and circumscribed” in 

marriages void of any real substance.  It is quite likely that he shared this opinion already in 1812 and that 

is why he was satisfied with the goal of only “living together” with his beloved, as proclaimed in his July 

6-7 letter. 

Beethoven’s gloomy view in hindsight of the women he had loved.  The same entry in Fanny’s 

diary provides more unexpected opinions from Beethoven.  It continues, “As far as his experience went, 

he said that he did not know a single married couple who, on one side or the other, did not repent the step 

he or she took in marrying,” and then:  

He was extremely glad that not one of the girls had become his wife whom he had 

passionately loved in former days, and thought at the time it would be the highest joy on 
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earth to possess; and then he added that it was often a good thing that man could not always 

have his wishes fulfilled. 

This is the strongest and most personal statement known that Beethoven ever made about his love 

life: he would have felt “miserable” with any of the women he had loved, had she become his wife!  That 

necessarily would have applied to the Immortal Beloved, too.  It comes as no surprise that, to my 

knowledge, none of the search parties has ever tried to draw an inference from this statement.  What would 

have made Beethoven miserable if he had married their candidate?  One can speculate (almost) endlessly 

about every one of the women presented as his (potential) Immortal Beloved.  In fact, one must take 

Beethoven’s statement with a grain of salt, because any should even include the “only one” whose stellar 

qualities Beethoven had extolled less than a year before, as recorded by the same Fanny.  In my opinion, 

the current entry involuntarily “benefited” from an occurrence in Beethoven’s life that had happened 

recently and made him bitter and quick to jump to verdicts.  What could that have been? For instance, a 

revelation or even some gossip about one of his loves?  As we will find out later, this could indeed have 

happened. 

Later mystery women in the Conversations books.  Beethoven’s conversations books, which he 

began to use in 1818, when his deafness cut him off from the world, are important sources of information 

about his last decade.  Inevitably, some of the Immortal Beloved parties have rummaged therein for 

support of their candidates.  They found two more women in an 1819 and 1824 Conversation Books.  I 

will deal with both cases in the appropriate context.  

 

7.  More Weeding Out 

The Immortal Beloved search parties have also invoked four unusual kinds of evidence, often 

disputing them as fiercely as the texts previously discussed: portraits, dedications of Beethoven’s music, 

the music itself, and even his episodes of illness. 

Portraits as evidence.  Two miniature portraits of two young women without any identifying 

inscription were found immediately after Beethoven’s death in the secret drawer of his desk, together with 

his letter to the Immortal Beloved.  This proximity suggested a link and, when the son of Giulietta 

Guicciardi identified his young mother 

in one of the miniatures, Schindler 

claimed that she would have been the 

Immortal Beloved.  Although the theory 

was abandoned later, the idea of a link 

stuck, also reinforced by the tradition of 

lovers’ exchange of miniature portraits.  

The second miniature was dated around 

1900 (according to never-elucidated 

logic) and argued to represent Countess 

Erdödy – an attribution only abandoned 

before WWII, when a real portrait of the 

Countess was discovered.  In this way, 

the unknown sitter of this second 

miniature, whom I will call Ms. X, 

became another “suspect” in our 

mystery story.  However, scholars abstained for a long time from involving paintings in their arguments.  

Solomon was the first to do so, claiming that Ms. X was Antonie Brentano, triggering a critical flurry:  
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each Immortal Beloved search party rightfully criticized the rest for “subjectivity” and speculation, while 

practicing both themselves. 

In fact, portraits are very unreliable evidence.  They rarely caught the resemblances, as photos could 

do later.  The picture illustrates how unreliable paintings 

can be in our particular subject.  It presents a double 

miniature of two Brunsvik sisters in their teenage years.  Of 

the three sisters, Josephine was reputedly the beauty in the 

family, while Charlotte was the “exotic” and Therese was 

the homely one who never married.  The miniature was first 

presented by de Hévésy in a 1949 book; he gave it as of 

Therese (left) and Josephine, but the Brunsvik family 

assured Romain Rolland later that it shows Josephine (left) 

and Charlotte.  That tells it all. 

Beethoven’s dedications of his music.  All the search 

parties tried to invoke Beethoven’s dedications of his music 

in presenting their theories, under the premise that a 

dedication would materially denote special affection.  

Indeed, several of the women who populate chapter 2 

received dedications from Beethoven … but others did not, 

and most of his dedications went to ladies never suspected 

to have meant anything to him personally.  Josephine 

rejected a formal dedication, because she wanted to keep 

her association with Beethoven secret, so she only shared 

with her sister Therese the dedication of a little-known set 

of four-hand Piano Variations (WoO 74). A review of Beethoven’s dedications of important orchestral 

compositions shows that these were dedications to influential patrons – all male.  Women were always 

allotted piano pieces or piano chamber music, because they were normally the good amateur piano players, 

many of whom were Beethoven’s pupils at the time.  Nevertheless, politics quite often played a part, too.  

Solomon emphasizes the dedication of the Diabelli Variations to Antonie Brentano, but Beethoven made 

it clear in a letter to Ries, his pupil living in England, to whom he had promised that he would dedicate 

the piece to his wife, that Antonie got it because “I was under great obligation to her and could publish no 

other work at the time.”  He was indeed deeply obliged to her husband Franz, who had helped him both 

with financial advice from afar and with a sizable loan that he extended without requiring interest.  This 

was “politics” characteristic of the time: reward the help of the man by dedicating a piece to the wife.  

Summing up: dedications inscribed on the printed covers are irrelevant to Beethoven’s romantic life. 

Music as evidence.  In her 1959 book Beethoven’s Beloved, Dana Steichen claimed to have found 

evidence supporting her candidate, Countess Erdödy, within Beethoven’s music itself.  This “relay” was 

then taken over by Josephine’s party: first by Brigitte Massin, then by Goldschmidt, and finally by 

Tellenbach and all her successors.  The import of life on the musician’s creative output was not of course 

a novelty, but one of the fundamental tenets of the Romantic era.  I can agree that some “musical clues” 

are biographically relevant, but Josephine’s supporters pushed the idea unbelievably far.  They traced a 

leitmotiv that would permeate many, if not most, of Beethoven’s works as a musical embodiment of 

Josephine or of Beethoven’s feelings for her — the theme of the Andante Favori, the slow movement that 

Beethoven took out of his Piano Sonata Op. 53 and sent Josephine with a letter saying, “Here are your — 

your — Andante and the sonata.”  They would have this theme be the central “Josephine leitmotiv” of 

Beethoven’s life, which could be rediscovered in several other works of his, including in his song cycle 
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To the Faraway Beloved – and the Andante with variations closing the Piano Sonata Op. 109, dedicated 

to Antonie Brentano’s daughter Maximiliane (which Solomon does not forget to draw the attention to). 

In fact, Beethoven played the Andante to several friends, long before he quasi-officially dedicated it 

to Josephine; he wouldn’t have done so if it had originally held a very special place in his relationship 

with her.  Also, this was not quite a novelty in Beethoven’s output.  It was his characteristic manner for 

approaching the feminine, which appeared first in the final Rondo of his Piano Sonata Op. 7, composed 

long before he met Josephine, and dedicated to his pupil Countess Babette Keglewitz, who might have 

been one of his “flames.”  It was not for nothing that the Viennese public nicknamed the Op. 7 Sonata 

“Die Verliebte” – “the one in love” – as soon as it was published in 1797.  The musical detectivism of 

Josephine’s proponents is a speculation that loses the little verisimilitude it might have by spreading out 

into fantasy. 

Beethoven’s illnesses.  Another bizarre kind of evidence has been invoked in the search for the 

Immortal Beloved:  Beethoven’s episodes of sickness, specifically those after 1812.  Two search parties, 

those supporting Josephine and Countess Erdödy, made the composer’s later bouts of sickness of diverse 

nature into important data to support their claims that their candidate continued to be part of Beethoven’s 

life well beyond 1812 – his health would worsen when she was away or was herself suffering, and her 

presence would restore his health.  What about the year 1812 itself?  Beethoven should have been elated 

at the beginning of his affair with the Immortal Beloved in spring/early summer, before he wrote his July 

6-7 letter, but he was still ill with his usual digestive problems.  Beginning with this year, Beethoven’s 

health deteriorated gradually and he had so many episodes of sickness every year that one can easily 

connect any of them to an episode in Josephine’s or Countess Erdödy’s life.  Without much more 

systematic evidence, any such connections are only wild speculation. 

 

Part II. Evaluating the Candidates 

8. The most likely Immortal Beloved Scenario 

Before we begin evaluating the case of each proposed candidate, it is useful to review the elements 

that can help us navigate the two main issues in search for an answer: the “profile” of the Immortal Beloved 

and the most likely scenario of the love story – both in 1812 and in its long aftermath.   

The beloved’s profile 

1)  She is a former love of Beethoven.  She is very likely one of the ladies in chapter 2, but one 

cannot absolutely exclude the “unknown woman.”  She is probably in her early or mid-thirties, at the 

height of her beauty (Beethoven could not love less) and she is, of course, musically gifted, most probably 

an accomplished pianist.   

2)  She is a married woman but her marriage has become empty; she lives in Vienna, separated from 

her husband or almost ready to obtain a de facto separation.  Such a “separation of bed and board,” 

accepted under common law, would give her enough freedom to live on her own under Vienna’s very 

permissive morality – a morality which even allowed affairs, if not flauntingly displayed. 

3)  She is an aristocrat and has children, whose custody she may lose if she does not observe the 

nobility code.  That prevents her from throwing herself unreservedly into Beethoven’s arms: Viennese 

society might accept her adultery, but the nobility code would take her children and give them to their 

father or his family, especially if her companion was a commoner. 

4)  The relationship has been sexually consummated, as indicated by Beethoven’s consistent use of 

the informal second person singular pronoun du in this letter.  On the other hand, the exultant tone of his 

love declarations all throughout the July 6-7 letter suggests that this was a new stage in their relationship: 
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their former involvement had never reached that high level of intimacy.  Beethoven has finally won the 

woman of his dreams. 

5)  The beloved is a determined woman and, although she had agreed – explicitly or implicitly – that 

she wants them to “live together,” she cannot risk losing her children by imprudent exposure of an affair.  

She might also be apprehensive about a possible pregnancy, which may be another factor that could limit 

her freedom. 

6)  On the other hand, the “deep grief” that she displays when Beethoven imposes on her a temporary 

separation shows that she is very emotional, possibly of an instable state of mind or living under 

considerable stress. 

The 1812 scenario 

1)  An old love story is re-kindled sometime in the spring of 1812 in Vienna, where both live.  They 

probably meet by chance, at a special moment in their lives.  She has reached a point where her marriage 

is not fulfilling.  He is still alone, looking for love and even marriage but has been unable to find them.  

They realize that their split a long-time ago had been a mistake and decide to get back together. 

2)  Disagreement.  Soon, a disagreement develops between the two:  they have different ideas about 

how to reach their common goal of “living together.”  He wants to love her in the open, with the amiable 

consent of Viennese lax sexual morality – for example, in the kind of landlady-renter association he had 

known with Countess Erdödy four years before.  She has the option of a settlement with her husband, in 

a “separation from bed and board,” which would allow her to keep the custody of her children, while 

having a discreet affair with Beethoven.  He sees in this “arrangement” the solution of their problems and 

urges her to pursue it.  However, she is afraid of daring that much and risking the loss of custody of her 

children.   

3)  Planning the trip to Bohemia together.  As the year progresses, Beethoven is nagged more and 

more by his usual digestive troubles and decides to take a water cure at Teplitz in Bohemia, as he had 

done the previous year.  He plans to visit Prague en route, to make an arrangement with Prince Kinsky 

about the payment arrears of his allowance.  His beloved also thinks of traveling to Prague and further to 

Karlsbad, to take a bath cure. 

4)  Prague trip.  The beloved wants them to travel separately by coach, he first and she later.  He 

arrives in Prague on July 2, and on the 3rd solves satisfactorily the situation with Prince Kinsky.  Back at 

his hotel, he finds a note from the beloved telling him that she had changed her travel plans and she is 

already in Prague, on her way to Karlsbad. 

5)  A crucial meeting in Prague.  During this unforeseen meeting (which makes Beethoven miss his 

date with Varnhagen, who had prepared his negotiations with Kinsky), the disagreement between the two 

lovers deepens.  He summons her one more time and proposes to separate temporarily, for her to have 

time to make that “arrangement” on which their “Fate” depended – but she is, justifiably, afraid of opening 

a can of worms.  They part tearfully, promising to meet soon in Karlsbad. 

6)  Teplitz trip.  Beethoven leaves for Teplitz on July 4, but due to bad weather arrives only in the 

morning of the next day, and is lodged temporarily at the hotel.  At the post office, he finds a letter from 

the beloved waiting from him, which expresses her “deep grief” because of their temporary separation. 

7)  The next day, July 6, in the morning, he begins to answer her, continuing for the next day, in a 

ten-page letter – the longest he has ever written.  In it, he tries to make head or tail of his feelings, mixing 

declarations of love with reproaches and complaints and other conflicting statement, finally repeating his 

“ultimatum”:  I will not see you until you make it possible for us to live together, my way – that is, in the 

open.  He mails his letter to K[arlsbad], where he thinks the beloved would be by Saturday. 
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8)  After writing his letter, Beethoven adjusts to the bathing cure, writes a few letters, the content of 

which suggests that he planned to stay in Teplitz only a few weeks and turn back to Vienna.  Without the 

beloved’s reassuring presence, negative feelings for her develop.  He recalls his encounter with that 

charming Berliner, Amalie Sebald, the previous year, before he had renewed his relationship with the 

beloved.  Thinking that perhaps she will visit Teplitz again this year (possibly he had, during the year, 

received a letter from her detailing her plans), he decides to remind her of him.  Is he “warming her up” 

for a future meeting?  He writes a letter to his publishers asking them to send the scores of his published 

songs to Amalie.   

9)  He meets his physician, who advises him to take the mineral water cure in Karlsbad and, perhaps, 

Franzensbrunn.  He is bored, having no interesting people to talk to, until Goethe, the poet he reveres, 

arrives on July 19.  He meets him several times, but the encounter proves to be of little import in his further 

life.  He also meets his former flame Bettina, now a married woman and young mother, who left behind a 

famous anecdote about Beethoven and Goethe but nothing else of significance. 

10)  On the 26th of July, Beethoven receives a letter from his beloved, telling him that she had decided 

not to go to Karlsbad, possibly also indicating that she was returning to Vienna.  This means that 

Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter is lingering at the Karlsbad post office, waiting for its addressee to claim it.  

As it would be, if fallen into anyone hands, a compromising letter (the envelope contained the addressee 

name), it must be recovered.  Therefore, the next day (July 27), Beethoven leaves Teplitz for Karlsbad in 

a hurry, forgetting to get his passport (which was held by the local police), and recovers his letter (which 

would one day be found in his legacy).   

11)  Beethoven decided to remain in Karlsbad rather than return to Teplitz, because he met his 

friends, the Brentanos – husband, wife and twelve-year-old daughter, whose company he had enjoyed in 

Vienna.  He is recorded as staying at the same hotel as his friends, both in Karlsbad and (since August 9) 

in Franzensbrunn, another Bohemian spa.   

12)  A month later, he is back in Karlsbad.  He has not received any news from the beloved. There 

is, indeed, a strong psychological reason to believe that no meeting of the two lovers happened after their 

parting in Prague until late fall or early winter:  a meeting would have inevitably led to a heated debate 

about their disagreement them and Beethoven’s ultimatum, damaging their dynamics, and most probably 

leading to an immediate breakup.  Beethoven’s behavior did not change throughout the summer and fall 

– he continued to hope to reach “the common goal to live together” with his beloved, though he continued 

to “stray afar” from her (i.e., from Vienna). 

13)  The Amalie dilemma.  Later in September, Beethoven is back in Teplitz, where he meets Amalie 

Sebald and has to face the dilemma I presented in chapter 5: keep his hope for the Immortal Beloved alive, 

or let the courtship of this attractive prospect take a more serious course.  He eventually decides to remain 

faithful to the beloved and does not discuss with Amalie “the issue” of what part he assigns her in his life 

14)  In late September, Beethoven travels back to Vienna and further to his brother Johann, then 

living in Linz.  He tries to put an end to his brother’s Johann living with his housekeeper, only succeeding 

in making Johann defiantly marry the woman.  At this point, Beethoven has not yet received his beloved’s 

negative answer to his ultimatum:  it would be very hard to understand how he could compose his joyful 

Eighth Symphony during his Linz stay if he had received such an answer.   

15)  The November gap.   Beethoven’s whereabouts are not known from the 10th of the month (after 

his brother’s marriage) to the beginning of December, when he arrived in Vienna.  This is the very likely 

the time when he received the beloved’s “No” answer, under unknown circumstances.  The beloved’s 

rejection came at about the same time as another piece of bad news, very likely from Amalie, which 

triggered Beethoven’s distressed entry “with A everything goes to ruin” in his Tagebuch. 
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16)  The short aftermath of the affair (end of 1812, most of 1813) is a period of depression and 

despondency due to “factors” that he mentions in some letters but never explains, and which he continues 

for a few months to hope to see reversed.  Then, a May 1813 Tagebuch entry shows that he has by then 

lost any hope for attaining the “domesticity” he yearns for.  

17)  The long aftermath.  There is no evidence pointing to the Immortal Beloved after 1812, a fact 

reminiscent of how Beethoven withdrew from his relationship with Josephine in 1807, when she shut him 

out.  His song cycle To the Faraway Beloved is strong circumstantial evidence that he continued to look 

for love; there is also evidence, primarily from Fanny’s diary, about some mysterious feminine figures in 

this life.  However, we have seen that he was not a “one-love” man but was ready to shift his affection; 

therefore, we cannot connect his possible post-1812 attachments to the Immortal Beloved without specific 

evidence for it – and we have no such evidence.  We have, in fact, evidence (page 18) that in 1817 he held 

a negative outlook on “all” his former loves, which certainly included his Immortal Beloved.  This seems 

to mark the close of this chapter in his life. 

* 

Let us now analyze the cases of the proposed candidates, against the bare evidence, cleaned of 

supposition and wishful thinking.  I will not consider the most likely Immortal Beloved scenario just 

developed as an absolute certainty – it is “most likely,” not certain – and I could consider other alternatives 

– but they must fit the clean evidence, most of which is concentrated in chapters 4 through 7.  Besides 

that, important new evidence will be introduced and evaluated about each candidate, as it was discovered 

and put forward by the search parties. 

 

9. A few implausible candidates 

It seems appropriate to start the evaluation of the proposed candidates to the coveted title of “the 

Immortal Beloved” by disposing of those who are the poorest fit to the evidence.   

The “historical” candidates. The first two generations of Beethovenians, who did not yet know 

the “when and where” of the Immortal Beloved letter, made a few shots in the dark.  Both Schindler’s 

and Thayer’s proposed candidates, Giulietta Guicciardi and Therese von Brunsvik respectively, have 

been long discredited.  Thomas-San-Galli’s proposal of Amalie Sebald (1909) fared no better.  With the 

solution to the mystery lingering in the limbo for decades, some modern scholars have tried to look in 

the most unexpected places for evidence, starting, paradoxically, with a criterion that had been long 

abandoned: the beloved’s necessary presence in Karlsbad at the beginning of July 1812. 

Dorothea von Ertmann.  Her name is well known in Beethoven literature.  She was an 

exceptionally gifted pianist whom he considered the best interpreter of his music, and has been usually 

mentioned in the Immortal Beloved researches because she was, already in 1909, found in the Karlsbad 

“kur-list” beginning the end of June 1812, and thus was available to have received the famous letter sent 

there.  However, she was never proposed as a serious candidate until George Marek did so in his 1969 

biography of the composer.  He rightly pointed out that she was the kind of woman that Beethoven always 

fell in love with – young, beautiful, very musical and talented and, to his misfortune, married – but 

conceded that there was no other evidence to support his hypothesis.  In 1998, Willem Ibes, a respected 

music teacher at the College of St. Benedict and St. John in San Jose, announced on his website that he 

had found the definitive proof that Dorothea von Ertmann was the Immortal Beloved encoded in the Piano 

Sonata Op. 101, which Beethoven composed in 1817 and dedicated to her.  Ibes stripped the main theme 

of the first movement of the sonata (of which other movements also draw material) of the non-chord notes, 

and was left with four notes that he claims to be the musical encryption of the four-syllable name Do-ro-

the-a!  Then, Ibes takes advantage of the Do-ro-the-a combination coded to notes to push his Kabbalistic 
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approach further, playing, in Italian, on the words te [you] adoro [adore] and Dorothea.  We know that 

Beethoven liked to play on words and even on notes, so the Do-ro-the-a fantasy is not inconceivable, but 

this alone cannot validate Ibes’ theory.  If there is a chance for Beethoven to have really instigated this 

linguistic-musical cryptogram, it would apply not to the Immortal Beloved year, but to 1817, when he sent 

Dorothea his sonata with an affectionate dedicatory letter. 

Countess Almerie Esterhazy.  The Summer 2000 issue of The Beethoven Journal brought forward 

this then fifty-year-old theory of the late Czech music scholar Jaroslav Celeda, which had been unknown 

outside of (then) Czechoslovakia.  The scholarly world unanimously rejected Countess’ Esterhazy 

candidacy, pointing out that there is no proof that Beethoven ever met this young woman, let alone 

developed a deep attachment to her, which is the most obvious condition to be met by any candidate.  This 

being said, as devil’s advocate, I will say that one cannot exclude the candidacy of the unknown woman 

without further consideration of the argument.  The flaw in Celeda’s theory is in its very argument: he 

assumed that Beethoven’s mentioning the name of Esterhazy in his July 6-7 letter to his beloved had 

significance because she must have been an Esterhazy herself.  Actually, it is exactly the other way around: 

the occurrence of the name in the letter is a strong argument that the beloved WAS NOT an Esterhazy: 

Beethoven had a paranoid propensity for secrecy and was very cautious in his intimate letters not to give 

any clue as to the identity of the addressee.  Furthermore, let’s consider the second crucial test a candidate 

must meet: the formidable obstacle that prevented the two lovers to be “wholly united.”  Almerie was not 

married in 1812; Celeda maintained that the obstacle to her relationship with Beethoven was the 

opposition of her parents.  However, three years later, her parents were dead and she was free to be united 

with the man with whom he claimed her to have been very much in love.  She rushed to marry, indeed … 

but not Beethoven.  

The Hollywood candidate.  In 1994, Hollywood proposed their own candidate in a movie adeptly 

titled Immortal Beloved: a typical product of the movie industry, it proved ready to sacrifice truth for 

sensationalism.  It would be hard indeed to find a more sensational Immortal Beloved than Beethoven’s 

sister-in-law Johanna, the woman with whom he fought a six-year-long ferocious war in the Austrian 

courts over the custody of her son, after his brother’s death in 1815.  But Beethoven loathed his sister-in-

law, who was indeed a dishonest, immoral woman.  Incidentally, in late 1811 and early 1812, when the 

Immortal Beloved episode happened, the criminal court sentenced her to prison for attempted theft.  [For 

details, see chapter 2 of my book Beethoven at 250 on this website.]  

 

10. A lawyer’s candidate: Bettina Brentano 

Max Unger, a prominent Beethoven scholar of the first half of the twentieth century, tentatively 

advanced Bettina Brentano’s candidacy in 1909 but promptly retracted it the next year:  Bettina’s 

testimony, on which he had based his theory, was deemed by the scholarly world to be a fabrication.  A 

century later, Edward Walden, a lawyer turned scholar after retiring, re-launched the theory in a 2011 

Beethoven’s Immortal Beloved book peremptorily subtitled “Solving the mystery.”  Walden takes a 

lawyer-like approach, which he candidly acknowledges.  He asks his reader to be a juror in a civil case 

rather than a criminal one.  The difference between the two is that in the former, the juror should be 

satisfied “that the case has been proven on the balance of probabilities,” while in a criminal case, the 

“beyond the reasonable doubt” clause applies.  This approach may seem reasonable – even inevitable in a 

case rife with confusion and uncertainties like the Immortal Beloved mystery – but the “balance of 

probabilities” that the lawyer builds is unfortunately based entirely on fake evidence. 

Walden’s scenario, an overview.  After meeting Beethoven in May 1810 (as described in chapter 

2) Bettina was confused; she would have wanted to dedicate her life to music under Beethoven’s guidance.  
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However, she eventually accepted to marry an old acquaintance, who “honored” her with the opportunity 

to bear him a child who would assure him the trust his grand-mother left to his descendants.  During her 

very difficult first pregnancy, Bettina realized that her marriage of convenience was a mistake and what 

she wanted was indeed to dedicate her life to music, living close to Beethoven, to be his muse and 

confidante (as she was to Goethe) and, possibly, even more.  She wrote him (as she had written to Goethe) 

about her love for him; he took her intellectual love as something more physical and answered her in kind.  

In fact, the love story was an epistolary novel.  Beethoven did not mail his Immortal Beloved letter, 

because she (Bettina) arrived in Teplitz “soon” after he wrote it (in fact almost two weeks later, on July 

23!) and gave him her decision to break off any relationship with Beethoven and to remain a faithful wife.  

He was devastated but accepted it stoically and continued to love her until his death.  

Fake evidence.  Walden amasses eighteen “crucial” pieces of evidence for his scenario, a list 

illustrating the lawyer-turned-scholar’s ability to hunt for evidence in a desperate case and to make the 

trees hide the forest.  Most are purely lawyerish inventions and I’ll illustrate a few less important ones to 

start.  He claims that a Beethoven medallion found in Bettina’s legacy was the composer’s gift to her, 

proof of his love; in fact, it was a copy of a medallion issued in many copies in Paris in 1827, shortly after 

the composer’s death (the BeethovenHaus in Bonn displays one).  Another “crucial” item is the “double-

B seal” (an ornate BB) found on a letter that Beethoven wrote to Franz Brentano, Bettina’s half-brother; 

he would have Beethoven model it after Bettina’s own double-B seal.  But in fact, it was Franz’s seal, 

which can be found on all letters he received (meaning “Brentano Briefe,” the latter word means “letters”). 

Walden repeats and/or refers to these eighteen items at many points of his plea, as if repetition can 

serve as proof, making his argumentation rather confusing.  In order to evaluate his theory, one must first 

have a global understanding of his strategy which underpins those eighteen numbered (plus a few not 

numbered) “crucial” pieces.  This strategy initially had to confront a very tough obstacle: Bettina’s 

credibility issue.  As I already wrote when presenting her as Beethoven’s flame in 1810, Bettina was not 

at all a “truth seeker,” as Walden claims.  For her, factual truth was far less important than “beauty” and 

“the sublime.”  Truth had to be beautiful as a great piece of art – and when it was not, it had to be beautified.  

Almost everything that she said or wrote or offered as testimony about Beethoven – and not only about 

him – was a mixture of truth and “make-believe,” in which it is hard to tell one from the other, which 

renders the mission of the scholar almost impossible.  

A failed strategy.  Walden concentrates on five fronts:  

1)  Restore Bettina’s full credibility as a witness, to allow him to invoke her many testimonies in 

support of his case.  This required proving the authenticity of those two letters, dated August 1810 and 

August 1812 respectively, which Bettina published in 1839 and which have been unanimously deemed to 

be her “fiction,” as she refused to produce their autographs and they were not found in her legacy, and as 

they contained several incongruous elements.  Chief among these is that the narrative included in the 

alleged August 1812 letter (as told by Beethoven, which has become a “cultural tradition”) the following: 

the composer gave a lesson in dignity to Goethe, who stepped aside, bowing, to make room for the passing 

royalty – while he, Beethoven, proudly ploughed his way across it, with his hat on.  In another letter, fully 

authenticated, Bettina wrote a friend that Beethoven himself came running to her to tell the story 

immediately after the episode happened, and he repeated it later several times.  Naturally, the scholarly 

world – already warned by similar such claims in Bettina’s book about Goethe – concluded that the letter 

was her concoction, albeit founded on some true reminiscences of hers from her 1810 meeting with 

Beethoven. 

Demonstrating the authenticity of these letters is critical to Walden’s scenario, not only because this 

would prove that Beethoven and Bettina had been in closer contacts during the years 1810-1812 than has 
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been generally accepted.  As we’ll see later, in Walden’s scenario the authenticity of the alleged August 

1812 letter would prove his theory beyond any reasonable doubt.  Walden bases his argument on Thayer’s 

testimony (not included in the traditional Thayer-Forbes version but present in Krehbiel’s older version) 

that claimed he had obtained a letter from two persons (one of them being the publisher of the letters), 

certifying that they had checked the copy against the originals.  Thayer’s testimony has, however, its own 

problem: neither of the two “certifications” mention making sure the “originals” were in Beethoven’s 

handwriting; they only stated that their printed versions conformed to the “originals” Bettina handed to 

them.  Given the already-known eccentricity of Beethoven’s handwriting, one would have expected them 

to mention confirmation of their own work, not investigating the authenticity of the originals – and one 

cannot blame them for this, for at the time, they had no reason to doubt Bettina’s truthfulness.  However, 

their avoidance of the issue later on shows that they performed no such double-check. 

2)  In order to claim a reasonable “balance of probabilities” for his theory, Walden had to explain 

why the autographs of the August 1810 and August 1812 letters have not shown up in two hundred years.  

He has a surprising answer to that: those autographs are missing because they were intentionally destroyed.  

And they were only two of many items that the couple destroyed: many more “missing” letters were 

destroyed by common decision, because they would have revealed a crucial element of Walden’s theory: 

Bettina’s change of heart.  If so, one wonders why the originals were destroyed, but Bettina kept copies 

to be published later. 

3)  Bettina’s change of heart: she would have gradually realized, during her pregnancy in late 1811 

and early 1812, that she had made a mistake choosing to marry Arnim instead of dedicating her life to 

music and becoming Beethoven’s pupil, muse and, possibly, his love.  There is no evidence in Bettina’s 

literature about such a change of heart, however.  On the contrary, we have evidence of a marriage of love, 

in which she lived “in paradise” (as she wrote to Goethe).  At the time of her supposed change of hearth, 

Bettina wrote in her husband’s album in March 1812: “What do I care for my earthly lot? / I can rest 

gently in your lap.”   Walden also repeatedly writes about Bettina’s “very difficult pregnancy and near 

death delivery” that would have decisively contributed to her change of heart.  I found no trace in Bettina’s 

biographies of a particularly “difficult pregnancy.”  The only evidence Walden quotes is a letter Bettina 

wrote much later to her first son about the “great pain” she went through when she bore him, which was 

the common experience of all women before the invention of the epidural anesthesia.  In her letter, we 

actually discover that she was quite conscious during her “near death” experience, much more so than her 

husband, who was desperate because of her suffering. 

4)  Make the juror-reader to embrace “the law of similar fact evidence” that would hold in civil court 

cases.  In Walden words: “if evidence is admitted proving that a person has engaged in a certain unique 

and unusual behavior in past instances, it can be used to assist in reaching a conclusion that the person 

acted in the same or similar fashion in the case at hand.”  Here is Walden’s plea: Bettina had (as we know 

from chapter 2, page 5), in her search of the sublime, become a “prophetess of Goethe.”  As a thoroughly 

exalted romantic, she openly expressed her love of him in the letters she wrote him and even pushed her 

otherwise chaste feelings into erotic fantasies, writing him about day-dreaming of lying in his arms at 

night and waking up in the morning under his kisses.  Walden’s application of the similar fact evidence is 

repeated several times: Bettina wrote similar letters to Beethoven in the [missing] correspondence they 

exchanged after 1811 and before his letter to the Immortal Beloved in 1812, which the love-thirsty 

composer (mis)read for authentic love, triggering his passion.  This way, missing evidence becomes 

essential evidence: one can conveniently make it contain anything one wants. 

5)  Make the most of Beethoven’s mixed usage of the intimate you (“du”) with the formal form 

(“Sie”) in his only authenticated letter to Bettina, which he wrote her in February 1811, long before her 

alleged change of heart.  I think that Beethoven was actually stimulated by Bettina herself into using the 
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du with her.  Here the “similar fact” seems incontrovertible: if she quickly began using the du in her 

dealings with Goethe (as illustrated in her authenticated letters), it would have taken her even less to do 

so with Beethoven, whose manners were far less refined than the poet’s and who, unlike Goethe, was 

ready to receive her as his soul-mate to whom he could open unreservedly his heart without caring for 

rules of courtesy. 

A shallow reading of Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter.  Walden looks therein only for fragments that 

he could use in his theory and ignores everything that points to the contrary.  To him, the letter is only a 

declaration of love, expressing the hope “to reach our goal to live together,” which would have been 

inspired by the (missing) letters that Bettina (we are supposed to believe) had written him.  Walden also 

tries to adjudicate for his theory elements in the letter that Josephine’s proponents claimed for their 

candidate.  For example, Beethoven’s compassionate phrase “you are suffering” would refer to Bettina’s 

alleged “near death” delivery.  He even builds a farfetched scenario to allegedly explain how Beethoven 

came to write his letter with Bettina’s lead pencil.  Walden claims that Beethoven’s letter displays the 

influence of Bettina’s epistolary style, among which he names omitting the year in the dating, which had 

not been Beethoven’s habit before.  It omitted the year (see Anderson’s edition). There are also elements 

in the letter that Walden ignores that are clearly incompatible with his scenario, such Beethoven’s lament, 

“O God, so near, so far,” – which can be read only as “we are so close by, but are apart” – at the time 

when Bettina was two hundred miles away. 

Beethoven’s alleged August 1812 letter as “conclusive” evidence.  Walden claims in full 

confidence that the letter that Bettina claimed Beethoven wrote her in August 1812 was actually the one 

he handed to her during their 1812 encounter in Teplitz as his “poignant” message of acceptance of her 

decision to break up with him (pp. 38-39).  But if so, it is impossible to understand why this poignant 

message begins, “Dear, good Bettine, Kings and princes can indeed appoint professors and privy 

councilors, and can hang upon them ribbons of title and orders, but they cannot make great men, spirits 

that rise above the world’s rabble,” and continues narrating the above-mentioned story of the composer 

giving a lesson in dignity to Goethe.  The letter further promises to Bettina intellectual love (“minds can 

love one another, and I shall always court yours”), mixes up the intimate and formal you, but does not 

allude in any way to that “decision” of Bettina to dump him that would have left Beethoven “devastated.”  

It also ends with a sentence that renders Walden’s thesis ridiculous: “Your last letter lay for a whole night 

on my heart and comforted me there.”  How would her rejection of him make Bettina’s letter comforting?  

Even if this Beethoven letter were authentic (and it is not), it could not prove Walden’s theory.  

Talking marriage.  Among several statements that Bettina made when she was elderly, Walden 

quotes one recorded by her friend Varnhagen in his diary, claiming that Beethoven had wanted to marry 

her.  I have dealt with this issue when presenting Beethoven in love (chapter 2), where I show that the 

assertion may be true, but it can apply only to their May 1810 meeting in Vienna; therefore, it is irrelevant 

to Bettina’s chances to be the Immortal Beloved.  

The alleged epilogue of the affair: Beethoven’s unending love.  Walden launches an all-

encompassing announcement that he repeats several times: Beethoven continued to love Bettina until his 

death.  He invokes Bettina’s own testimony: “In her old age, Bettina confided to a friend [the same 

Varnhagen] that Beethoven had loved her until he died, and that his love was not just platonic.”  It is very 

likely that her claim to Beethoven’s “eternal love” was just another fantasy of hers, as her friend 

Varnhagen actually diagnosed:  he had known her for a long time and knew that she was addicted to 

fantasizing.  

This author’s “Bettina case.”  Bettina was certainly a fascinating personality: pretty, talented, 

intelligent, quick-witted, a keen observer, a creative mind.  She could easily conquer Beethoven, who was 
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(when they met in May 1810) hungry for a soul-mate with whom he could communicate on multiple 

levels.  He shared with her some intimate moments and thoughts.  She had amassed, in the few days she 

had spent with him, memories that she felt, at a certain moment in her life, her duty to make known to the 

world … along with her secret, too:  she had been Beethoven’s flame.  She did not know that he had had 

an “Immortal Beloved,” because Schindler’s biography of the composer, which made this known, had not 

yet been published; therefore, we cannot suspect Bettina for intending to pose as a candidate to that 

position.   

Her devotion was first to beauty; truth came only second (at best).  She could not simply narrate her 

reminiscences of Beethoven:  she had to build them into a beautiful work of art, like her Goethe book, 

using her favorite and efficient device, the epistolary genre.  She would not use (or misuse) the flat third 

person singular, but make him tell the world, “I, Beethoven …”  She was a celebrity and the publisher 

would be motivated to believe her, and would have no reason to understand how beautifully she mixed 

facts and fiction. 

Summing up.  Walden’s claim to have solved the mystery of the Immortal Beloved may be an 

interesting story but is a scholarly fallacy.  What is true in it amounts to the known fact that Bettina was 

Beethoven’s flame in the spring of 1810 – interesting, but hardly unique.  All attempts to demonstrate an 

extension of that moment into the 1812 Immortal Beloved story are based on blatant manipulation of 

evidence.  

 

11. The case for Antonie Brentano 

In 1972, Maynard Solomon proposed a new, unexpected identification of the Immortal Beloved – 

Antonie Brentano, whom we have already met in chapter 2, as involved in a “delicate friendship” with 

Beethoven in the years 1810-11. 

Solomon’s case for Antonie, an overview.  Antonie was the wife of Bettina’s half-brother Franz 

Brentano, a successful Frankfurt banker and socialite.  Solomon documents Antonie’s unhappiness as a 

wife and mother in the first years of her marriage, but her frequent bouts of downheartedness (which might 

be termed “psychopathic” nowadays) seem to have been caused by her inborn depressive nature 

aggravated by her residing in Frankfurt:  an economically booming city that was, however, lacking the 

cosmopolitan Viennese sophistication including its musical salons.  Nevertheless, she must have gradually 

discovered affection in her arranged marriage, since she called her husband “the best man in the world” 

later.  During those years (1809-1812) of “delicate friendship” Beethoven was a frequent guest, acting as 

a “healer through music” for Antonie, who was frequently stricken down by her depression and would not 

leave her room.  In late 1810, she wrote her sister-in-law Bettina that Beethoven “has become one of the 

human beings that are the dearest to me.”  In June 1812, he made a beautiful present to the family’s eldest 

daughter Maximiliane, his one-movement Piano trio in B flat major, for her twelfth anniversary. 

In the summer of 1812, the Brentanos traveled to Prague and then to Karlsbad (where they are 

recorded on July 5), probably for a water cure intended to alleviate Antonie's depressed mood, and their 

travel closely paralleled Beethoven’s for some span of time.  Ultimately, the Brentanos returned to 

Frankfurt, and Beethoven maintained a relationship with them until his last years via nostalgic letters 

showing his affection for both.  Franz was also a very helpful hand from a distance, both with financial 

advice and even with a loan without interest with no expectation of repayment.  Later in life, Beethoven 

wrote Schindler that the Brentanos were “his best friends in the world.” 

As presented by Solomon, the summer 1812 episode shows a few remarkable congruencies with the 

content of Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter to his Immortal Beloved: 1) the letter’s content suggests that a recent 

meeting had taken place and the Brentano family was in Prague on the 3rd and 4th of the month, at the 
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same time when the composer was there; 2) Beethoven intended to send his letter to Karlsbad a few days 

later; the Brentanos arrived there on July 5; 3) in his letter, Beethoven promises to his beloved, “we will 

meet soon”; he and the Brentanos stayed at the same hotel in Karlsbad and then in Franzensbrunn (another 

local spa) in August.  From these coincidences, Solomon deducted his theory: during the Brentanos’ stay 

in Vienna, Antonie and Beethoven fell in love with each other, with music being “the healer” of her 

depression as well as an inspiration of deep feelings.  Beethoven would have fallen for the wife of a friend 

because of his “love pattern” – he fell only for inaccessible women, because he was afraid of commitment 

and subconsciously looked for an easy excuse to get out of a relationship.  So he did with Antonie, who 

was married and therefore inaccessible, and was also to return to Frankfurt. 

In Solomon’s scenario, the lovers met in Prague on July 3 or 4, and Antonie unexpectedly told 

Beethoven that she was ready to leave her husband and live with him (perhaps even divorce Brentano and 

marry him).  Scared of commitment, Beethoven decided to break away and told Antonie so, then wrote 

his July 6-7 letter to her to confirm his decision.  However, as he had promised to meet her in the same 

letter (see page 8 of my analysis), at the end of July he joined the Brentano family in Karlsbad and 

Franzensbrunn.  Solomon offered no account of how the duo would have played these long final adieus 

in the presence of the third party – Antonie’s husband and future “exceptional friend” of Beethoven. 

Aware that this love story script relied too much on possibilities and too little on evidence, Solomon 

went out of his way to gather more material proof, and he presented several supporting “items,” a wealth 

of evidence that appeared very strong to the casual reader as well as to the most of the influential English-

speaking music scholars.   

Critical reception.  Beginning in 1996 (and extending over more than two decades), a quartet of 

female scholars – Virginia Beahrs, Marie-Elisabeth Tellenbach, Gail Altman and Rita Steblin – 

endeavored a substantial critique of Solomon’s theory, including his Freudian approach.  Solomon himself 

never responded to his critics’ most pertinent arguments.  When other scholars began to share the critics’ 

objections, the mainstream English-speaking Beethoven scholarly world (William Kinderman, Lewis 

Lockwood, Barry Cooper, and others) rallied to support Solomon’s theory and it was “officially” 

sanctioned via inclusion in the 2001 edition of The New Grove Dictionary of Music.  I am following in 

the steps of that quartet of ladies (the gender split is worth mentioning – all of Solomon’s partisans known 

to me are male) who have already touched some of the issues and I give them all the credit that they 

deserve, but my rebuttal goes far beyond their critique.   

Solomon’s Immortal Beloved scenario differs substantially from the most likely scenario presented 

in chapter 8.  However, I will give Solomon the benefit of the doubt and analyze his argument from his 

own perspective, checking it against the known evidence, focusing on the “hard evidence” he claims to 

be essential to his theory. 

A failed reading of the Immortal Beloved letter.  When reading the chapter dedicated to the letter 

in his biography of the composer (pp. 207-246), one is stricken by its design: he presents first his “solution 

of the mystery” (pp. 218-231), and only after reveals “the meaning of the letter” (pp. 240-245), tailored to 

fit his scenario.  Solomon reproduces the fragments that seem to indicate Beethoven’s will to impose a 

separation for good (which is actually a temporary one, see page 8).  The sentence, “Yes, I am resolved to 

wander so long in distant lands until I can fly into your arms and say that I am really at home with you, 

and can send my soul enwrapped in you into the lands of spirits,” is read as Beethoven’s desire to escape 

an oppressive problem.  He does not recognize in it the withdrawing of the earlier promise “we will 

probably see each other soon” but keeps that promise for his scenario, according to which Beethoven met 

Antonia in Karlsbad three weeks later.  Solomon’s reading of the letter is, essentially, “we must part 

forever, but we will meet soon.” Solomon does not touch other elements in the letter that would incite an 
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inquisitive mind, primarily the deep disagreement that I identified in chapter 4.  He also ignores 

Beethoven’s phrase, “our goal to live together.”  Instead of real analysis of the letter, he offers 

psychoanalytical “psychobabble” to interpret Beethoven’s narrative of his long and stressful travel by 

coach from Prague to Teplitz as something other than a travelogue.  He sees therein “symbolism” of 

“Beethoven’s terror of Antonie’s love, of an engulfing embrace to which he cannot yield because it is 

somehow forbidden.”  Anyone who has a minimal knowledge of psychoanalysis would have recognized 

Freud's theory of the interpretation of dreams, with its censure-disguise mechanism.  But Solomon applies 

it not to the transcription of a dream but to a text written in full consciousness!   

Fake evidence for the existence of a love relationship.  Solomon proffers four pieces of evidence:  

1)  Antonie's own testimony about the “tender friendship” [zarte Freundschaft] between her and 

Beethoven during her stay in Vienna.  Solomon claims that it described a very special relationship in the 

composer’s life.  In fact, Jahn – from whom Solomon took the phrase over – used it to describe 

Beethoven’s general “delicacy [Zartheit] in his relationships with women,” that applied not only to 

Antonie, but to other female friends of his, such as Dorothea von Ertmann, Countess Erdödy, Amalie 

Sebald, Elisabeth Röckel and others. 

2)  In an 1819 letter, Antonie describes Beethoven in superlative terms:  a “great, excellent person 

[… who] is as a human being greater than as an artist [… and is] natural, simple, and wise, with pure 

intentions” – which, according to Solomon, “can also be interpreted as expressions of love.”  Solomon, 

who had psychoanalyzed Beethoven to support his theory, does not offer any psychological insight about 

Antonie beyond her depressive moods, so I will try to fill one gap – one referencing her spiritual being.  

An element that Solomon mentions passim helps us:  the addressee of this quoted letter is Bishop Johann 

Michael Sailer, whom Solomon describes as Antonie's “spiritual father.”  Antonie was raised for seven 

years in a convent of the Ursulines and she must have remained a devout Catholic under the spiritual 

guidance of a bishop.  She must have also confessed to her “spiritual father” and her confession would 

have included her “adultery sin” had she indeed fallen in love with Beethoven and even offered to leave 

her husband to live with him, as Solomon claims.  No true Catholic would have described in such exalted 

terms the accomplice in her sin, adding a lie to her original sin and endangering her salvation.  The 

conclusion is obvious: Catholic Antonie could have written her spiritual father as she did only in her 

quality of a friend of Beethoven. 

3)  The song To the Beloved (An die Geliebte, WoO 140), the autograph of which was found in 

Antonie’s legacy, bearing an inscription in her handwriting, reading, “requested by me from the author on 

2 March 1812.”  It would be, Solomon claims, “a strong indication that, months before the letter of July 

6-7, Antonie Brentano was already Beethoven’s beloved,” and the song was “actually composed for her” 

– therefore, it was proof of their mutual feelings.  The very fact that Antonie got the score of this song at 

her request is evidence of their “delicate friendship,” but nothing more.  In fact, the history of this song, 

as revealed by Harry Goldschmidt, makes Solomon’s argument even more problematic:  Beethoven had 

previously inscribed it in the album of the Bavarian court singer Regine Lang, who visited the composer 

shortly after November 1811.  Had he written this song for Antonie, whom he loved, he would not have 

waited six months to give it to her, and then only at her request.  

4)  A letter that Beethoven wrote to Antonie much later (in 1816) would show, according to Solomon, 

“deep feelings.”  I invite the reader to appreciate the extent of Solomon's reading of the quote he offers as 

proof: “I wish you and Franz the deepest joy on earth, those who gladdens our souls.  I kiss and embrace 

all your dear children in thought and should like them to know this.  But to you I send my best greetings 

and merely add that I gladly recall to mind the hours which I have spent in the company of both of you, 

hours which to me are the most unforgettable – with true and sincere regards, your admirer and friend …”  
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The reader may also revisit, for comparison, Beethoven's line in the note he sent Countess Erdödy (see 

page 3): “you are all so dear and precious to me that it would be hard to find a greater measure of 

affection.” 

5)  Solomon’s premise that Antonie was an unhappy wife in 1809-12, ready to look elsewhere for 

happiness, is not supported by any evidence.  In fact, it is belied by her letters to her relatives that Kopitz 

brought to light.  Though their tone and wording do not breathe conjugal bliss, they present a content, 

dedicated wife and mother, who had already reached the afore-cited conclusion that she had married “the 

best of all men.” 

As a conclusion, none of Solomon’s “proofs” of a love relationship holds water.  The existing 

evidence is indicative only of the “delicate friendship” to which Antonie had later testified. 

Implausible evidence about the July 1812 episode.  Solomon claims the following to point to 

Antonie Brentano:  

1)  “The Immortal Beloved was in Prague between July 1 and 4, 1812.”  The implication is that 

Antonie would have met Beethoven in Prague, but the time window for this alleged meeting was extremely 

narrow: the Brentanos arrived on July 3, towards noon – and Beethoven left for Teplitz next day, probably 

shortly before noon.  A chance meeting was very unlikely, because the Brentanos were lodged in a hotel 

in AltStadt (Old City) located far away from the one where Beethoven was staying in NeuStadt (New 

City).  Moreover, Kopitz also discovered in Antonie's letters that the Brentanos spent the July 4 morning 

trying to (unsuccessfully) locate Franz's brother Clemens.  The alleged meeting with Beethoven could not 

have happened. 

2)  “The Immortal Beloved was in Karlsbad during the week of July 6.”  This is true, but is not 

sufficient to Antonie the right choice when every other piece of evidence goes against her candidacy.  

Further, as I have argued, it is also likely that the beloved did not go to Karlsbad. 

3)  Solomon also offers some “secondary requirements” that he qualifies with terms like “probably” 

or “may,” with the apparent hope that several “mays” would coalesce to an “is.”  The first among them 

pertains to the July 1812 episode: “The Immortal Beloved and Beethoven might soon meet again.”  This 

is very important in Solomon's theory, because, as we know, Beethoven had promised his beloved a 

meeting in the first part of his July 6-7 letter and he certainly met Antonie in Karlsbad, where he went 

three weeks later.  It is, however, extremely unlikely that he met her in the quality of Immortal Beloved.  

As I pointed out in my analysis of the letter (chapter 4), Beethoven appears to have kept his final promise 

to the Immortal Beloved not to see her until she had done her bit for them to be able to live together.  

Therefore, the fact that he met Antonie in Karlsbad in August 1812 is proof that she WAS NOT the 

Immortal Beloved, an inference also endorsed by Meredith.  This alleged adieu meeting is also very odd 

— it lasted almost two months, and Solomon refused to elaborate on how it would have worked with an 

obbligato third party present – her husband – writing “there is no point in speculating about the events.”  

We can, however, wonder:  if the alleged adieu happened in August (or no later than early September), 

why did Beethoven wait until late November to become despondent?  Neither the context nor the timing 

of this adieu meeting make any sense. 

More misconstrued evidence for Antonie theory.  The other “secondary” pieces of evidence that 

Solomon adduces are some of those pieces of evidence that every other party in the search of the Immortal 

Beloved have claimed for their candidate, which I clarified in chapters 6 and 7.  

4)  “The Immortal Beloved was probably a woman whom Beethoven had met or become closely 

acquainted with approximately five years prior to 1816.”  Solomon based this claim on Fanny 

Giannatasio's 1816 entry in her diary about Beethoven's “five-years-ago” ideal woman that I discussed in 

chapter 6 (page 16).  He omitted the sentence in Fanny’s quote stating that the relationship “had never 
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reach a declaration,” which would have nullified his theory – he did not even signal the omission with 

elision marks. 

5)  “The first initial of the Immortal Beloved’s name may have been A [… and] may have been T” 

standing for Antonie and Toni (or Thoni), as Antonie was known to her friends.  This letter combination 

invokes the two pieces of evidence originating in Beethoven's Tagebuch presented in chapters 5 and 6: 

“This way, with A everything goes to ruin” and “With regard to T…”.  Solomon claims the A to point to 

Antonie and, to make it even simpler, he also cuts out everything else in the entry, again without signaling 

the omissions.  He could also as easily claim it for Toni, but he pushes the argument on a much broader 

scope, adding the letter M from the Baden note (discussed in chapter 2) to the issue.  Quoting partially an 

opaque statement from Thayer about an unknown woman who was the focus of Beethoven’s “transient 

but intense passions for a married woman […], whose husband was a man of high position and distinction 

though not noble by birth,” he concludes that “Thayer’s words precisely describe Antonie and Franz 

Brentano” (p. 228).  His argument contains, besides several faulty inferences, a very unscholarly trick:  he 

omits the phrase “her [the woman’s] baptismal names have eluded search,” which clearly disqualifies 

Antonie, from the Thayer quote! 

6)  Solomon claims that the T-M connection (originally made by Thayer) would be evidence for 

Antonie: it would become “crystal clear if we assume ‘T’ to be ‘Toni’ Brentano and ‘M’ to be 

Maximiliane.”  Maximiliane was Antonie's daughter, whose resemblance would have recalled the image 

of her mother to the poor love-sick musician.  The T-M connection itself is a misconception: Thayer’s 

mistake was excusable, because he thought that the Baden M note dated from the same time, 1816-17, as 

the Tagebuch T entry.  Solomon’s claim is not, because he had acknowledged, only a few pages before, 

that the Baden note has been dated by its watermarks to 1807, when Maximiliane was a little girl living 

in Frankfurt with her parents.  None of the three letters supports Solomon's theory; in fact, they invalidate 

it, when considered in their entirety. 

7)  Solomon brings in portraits as proof for his case of Antonie.  He puts together the miniature 

portrait found together with the Immortal Beloved letter (our Ms. X, the second from left) with three 

portraits of Antonie Brentano at different ages (1798, 1808 and 1809) on the same page and claims that 

the resemblance is striking and that “it is beyond any question” that Antonie Brentano is depicted in the 

miniature.  Impartial scholars like Meredith have signaled significant differences between Antonie 
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Brentano’s portraits and the miniature.  In any case, as I showed in chapter 7, portraits are not reliable for 

identifying persons, but I leave it to the reader to have their own appreciation. 

Every “primary” piece of evidence that Solomon advances for his case is entirely misconstrued and 

only one of his seven “secondary” pieces of evidence resists scrutiny – the fact that Antonie was in 

Karlsbad at the right time to receive the July 6-7 letter.  However, this cannot prove Solomon’s case when 

every other piece of evidence fails to corroborate.  In a classic thriller (and isn’t The Immortal Beloved 

story a thriller?), Antonie Brentano's candidacy would be called the diversionary action line that might 

confuse the reader but not the sleuth. 

Barry Cooper’s “improved” case for Antonie – another failure. In his 2000 Beethoven book, 

Cooper endorsed Solomon’s theory, but proposed a new and quite original Immortal Beloved scenario for 

Antonie, in which he claimed to strengthen what he calls “the internal criteria” of her case.  To this 

purpose, he advanced a novel interpretation of the phrase “living with you” in Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter 

as devoid of any sexual connotation and expressing only Beethoven’s wish that “she [Antonie] should 

arrange space for him in the Brentano household,” that is to live as a trio including the husband.  Cooper 

claims that such a wish was not unusual with Beethoven, who “had once told the Bigots that he would like 

to live with them forever, […and] had lived with Countess Erdödy in 1809 without any suspicion of a 

sexual relationship.”  I mentioned tersely the Bigot story in chapter 2 (page 3), where I showed that he 

was attracted by the young, married Marie Bigot, but also that he knew how to control himself and 

apologized to the Bigot couple for a tasteless prank.  Cooper’s quote is extracted from Beethoven’s letter 

of apology, but the phrase live with you is Anderson’s inaccurate rendition of the German bey ihnen leben, 

the meaning of which is “to live close to you” – significantly different from the phrase zusammen zu leben 

in the July 6-7 letter, which would be the more accurate German translation of “to live with.”  (In fact, the 

closest translation of “bey ihnen leben” would be, “I want us to be close friends.”)  As for Beethoven’s 

living together with Countess Erdödy, Cooper does not suspect any sexual involvement because he is one 

of the many scholars who refuse to even examine the evidence disclosed by Steichen, which shows that 

the composer was in love with the Countess in 1808-9, when he lived “closed to her” in the rooms that 

she rented him out in her Vienna manor.  There is also no evidence that Beethoven would have intended 

to move to Frankfurt to live in the residence of the Brentanos.  All in all, Cooper’s “improvement” of 

Solomon’s theory is a wild speculation. 

 

12. The case for Countess Erdödy 

Countess Erdödy is the Cinderella of the Immortal Beloved mystery.  Several biographers had for 

long suspected that her relationship with Beethoven was deeper than pure friendship, but it was Dana 

Steichen, an amateur scholar, who proposed her for the Immortal Beloved in her posthumously published 

book Beethoven’s Beloved (1959), a hypothesis resumed by Gail Altman four decades later.  Unfortunately 

for the Countess, her champions; excessive zeal mostly damaged her case. 

Steichen’s scenario.  In chapter 2, I gave Dana Steichen the full credit she deserves for bringing 

forward the evidence demonstrating that Beethoven was in in love with Countess Erdödy in 1808-9.  

However, the story she builds around this good find in her Beethoven’s Beloved book is completely 

incongruous: the Countess would have been the composer’s only love, companion, support and inspiration 

from his early Vienna years almost to his tomb; Steichen would have the Immortal Beloved episode be 

only an interlude in this life-long relationship that she mistakenly placed in July 1807, despite evidence 

that clearly pointed to 1812 that had been known for fifty years.  

Altman's scenario.  Gail Altman, the more recent champion of Countess Erdödy in her book 

Beethoven – A Man of His Word (1996), restored credibility to the theory by correctly placing the Immortal 
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Beloved episode in 1812 and including Josephine among the composer’s loves, albeit one of a second 

degree.  Unfortunately, in her attempt to create “the perfect candidate,” Altman stretched her construal of 

some pieces of evidence beyond acceptance and even distorted some in a fraudulent manner, which 

prompted Barry Cooper to write an overall negative review of her book and to reject her theory, although 

he conceded that “psychologically and emotionally, Marie Erdödy makes a good candidate for the 

Immortal Beloved.”   

I agree with most of Cooper’s critique and I will expose other flaws in Altman’s theory, but none of 

them touch the inner core of the Immortal Beloved episode, to which Altman added some valuable insight.  

She was the first to bring in the issue of Beethoven statement in his July 6-7 letter reading, “I say to myself 

and to you arrange so that I can live with you,” pointing out that he asked his beloved to do her part to 

make it possible for them to live together.  She also included some important, possibly relevant, evidence 

that had been brought forward by Marek: in 1812, Count Erdödy entrusted to his wife the management of 

the family estate.  Altman went further to speculate, logically enough, that this alleged trial could have 

been the likely “arrangement” that Beethoven urged his beloved to make and whose outcome would have 

been the intervention of “Fate” that he awaited with some hope. 

Altman also recognized the ultimatum that Beethoven gave his beloved, telling her that he would 

not meet her until she had made that “arrangement.”  However, Altman did not discover the disagreement 

between the lovers about their relationship, which shakes the foundation of her scenario.  She was also 

convinced that “living together,” the goal proclaimed by Beethoven in his July 6-7 letter, necessarily 

meant marriage, which ultimately led to the collapse of the love story.   

Cooper’s critique of Altman’s theory.  Barry Cooper pointed out several important flaws:  

1)  The contention that K in Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter would have stood not for Karlsbad but for 

Klosterneuburg, a small village in the neighborhood of Vienna, where Countess Erdödy summer residence 

was.  This argument was intended to explain why the Countess’s name was not found in the July 1812 

Karlsbad hotel guest list.  Altman actually took over this claim from Steichen, but went to much greater 

(and quite wrong) length to argue for it.  She stopped at nothing – arithmetic, semantics, vague 

suppositions and plain misconstructions – to make the reader accept that K could not point to Karlsbad.  

It was easy for Cooper to expose the fallacy of Altman’s “arithmetic argument” and her rebuttal (in The 

Beethoven Journal) only repeated her original weak arguments.  I add here the incontrovertible proof 

(which Cooper missed) that Altman is wrong: Beethoven’s statement in his July 6-7 letter reproducing the 

mail schedule that he had discovered reads, “the days when the mail-coach goes from here to K”:  mail 

coaches were connecting important cities and towns like Vienna, Prague, Teplitz or Karlsbad; therefore, 

there was no mail-coach going to a small village like Klosterneuburg. 

2)  The claim that Beethoven visited the Countess in late September 1812, which would have 

fulfilled the promise of a future meeting in his July 6-7 letter.  Cooper showed that there was not enough 

time for the alleged visit between Beethoven’s departure from Teplitz to his arrival in Linz (see page 12).  

I will add a strong psychological argument against the meeting having occurred.  It is hard to believe that 

Beethoven would have met his beloved after a three-month-long separation, without pressing her for an 

answer to his ultimatum; that meeting would have been the time for her to give him her “No.”  However, 

Beethoven continued to hope for a favorable answer from his beloved all through the month of October, 

when he composed his joyful Eighth Symphony. 

3)  The claim that Beethoven sent the Countess a personally dedicated copy of his song-cycle To the 

Faraway Beloved, as proof that she had been the inspiration to this piece.  She provides, as supposed proof 

of her claim, a January 1817 letter from Beethoven to his publisher Steiner asking him to send him a copy 

of the song-cycle, mentioning Countess Erdödy’s “quarter” and its need for music, which, according to 
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Altman, the song-cycle was intended to satisfy.  Cooper points that the elision in Altman’s quote of 

Beethoven’s letter shows that he needed the music “to butter up people who had helped him, or whom he 

wanted to help him, with arrangement concerning his nephew, whose guardian he was.” 

4)  The claim that Beethoven and the Countess were normally using the du (the intimate you) in their 

interaction.  The only such case proffered by Altman was an invitation the Countess sent Beethoven to 

attend her family’s celebration of him in which she addressed him as the ancient god Apollo and used the 

du; as Cooper pointed, that was a typical old usage of Thou for reverence. 

5)  The “incredible” role that Altman assigns Countess Erdödy in Beethoven’s life after 1812.  

Altman is certainly right to link Beethoven’s two Piano and Cello Sonatas Op. 102 of 1815, which are 

generally accepted as marking the ending of the creative crisis after the collapse of the Immortal Beloved 

affair, to the renewal of his friendship with the Countess, to whom he also dedicated those sonatas.  

However, Altman’s further elaboration of the story of the relationship between Beethoven and the 

Countess does not fit the evidence.  The Countess was mostly absent from Vienna after 1816 and her life 

took a tragic turn long before she left the city for good in 1824. 

Of course, the verdict of an outstanding scholar like Cooper weighted heavily in the musical circles, 

which unfortunately discarded the actual good points together with the bad ones in Altman’s book.  The 

champions of the Countess have done more harm to her cause than any opponent could have. 

More flaws of the theory.  One can add more flaws than identified by Cooper, but they are due to 

Altman’s wish to connect many pieces of evidence with her candidate in spite of their clearly pointing 

elsewhere, or to discredit those that could not point to her.  For instance, she claimed that, in the 1812 

Tagebuch entry stating “with A everything goes to ruin,” the initial could stand for “Arbeit” [work] – that 

is, Beethoven’s composing.  However, such flaws do not pertain to the core of Altman’s scenario of the 

Immortal Beloved.  Cooper thought that the flaws he had evidenced in her book destroyed Countess 

Erdödy’s candidacy, but he conceded that “psychologically and emotionally” she made a good candidate.  

Had he acknowledged that Beethoven was in love with her in 1808-9, he would have probably drawn a 

different conclusion, but he could not think out of a certain scholarly box. 

The most likely scenario for Countess Erdödy’s case: the pros ... Let us examine Countess 

Erdödy’s case in the light of our (different and objective) approach, while also benefiting from the good 

findings in Altman’s research.  The Countess fits the profile of the beloved: as we know from chapter 2, 

she was one of those lovely Viennese aristocratic ladies, unhappily married and abandoned by her 

husband, living alone and carrying for three young children; she was a strong-willed person (Altman’s 

biography of her makes a substantial case for that), so she knew well the difference between what she 

wanted and what she could achieve.  Beethoven had been in love with her in the years 1808-9, when she 

had sub-let to him “rooms” in her flat, part of the big house that she was renting in Vienna.  The 

relationship was most likely one-sided, with Beethoven being the one in love, while she kept a careful 

distance, more or less as Josephine had done before. 

There is evidence (page 3) that the relationship resumed before 1812, but the terms are not clear.  

When we put together the certainty that the two were meeting again in 1812 with Beethoven’s 1815 letter 

saluting the Countess’s “renewed friendship,” one concludes that another split had happened sometime 

between these two points, which may have been a broken love story.  One can imagine a very simple and 

straightforward scenario conforming to the one I presented in chapter 8: the close relationship developing 

into amitié amoureuse (as in 1808-9) and finally escalating into reciprocated love sometime in the spring 

of 1812, followed by (perhaps unique) sexual “consummation.”  Beethoven hoped to have more than just 

an affair, but to cohabitate with the Countess as they had before, in 1808-9 – but a discrete affair was the 

only acceptable solution for her, because she would have risked losing the custody of her children if she 
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had done something that was unacceptable to the nobility code.  Indeed, she had powerful enemies in her 

husband’s family who pursued her much more relentlessly than her own indifferent husband, as Altman 

has documented.  Beethoven, however, was “miserable” with this situation and asked her to “arrange” it 

so that they can bring their love into the open.  The Countess’s misgivings and her hesitation to fix things 

as Beethoven hoped created the disagreement between the two lovers.  The 1812 act of the Countess’s 

husband that entrusted her the management of the family estate initially looked like just such an 

“arrangement.”   

The immediate aftermath of Beethoven’s July 6-7, 1812 letter also fits well the Countess Erdödy’s 

candidacy.  Beethoven’s long absence from Vienna was his staying away from the beloved, who lived in 

Vienna.  She did not hurry to answer his ultimatum and he still had hope during the few months when he 

was away, as his 1812 Tagebuch entry shows.  He was still in a good mood during the months of October 

and November, when he put the finishing touches to his Seventh Symphony and composed the merriest of 

his set, the Eighth, almost in one breath.  The bad news must have arrived later, either through her silence 

or as an explicit negative answer, after his return to Vienna in late November or at the beginning of 

December.  It is possible that the settlement between Countess Erdödy and her husband was less than she 

had hoped for and she eventually decided not to push that financial gain into something more – living with 

a commoner in the open and risking the loss of custody of her children.  She also had one more reason to 

waiver: she was young enough to fear pregnancy.  The document was sealed in November, about the time 

when she answered Beethoven’s ultimatum with a “No,” marking the collapse of his hopes and their 

relationship.  Beethoven’s despondency translated in diminishing creative power between 1813 and 1815. 

The late aftermath also seems to fit.  In March 1815, a dated letter from Beethoven to Countess 

Erdödy hailed her “renewed friendship.”  He had regained his creative powers, and a year later he 

dedicated her his two Cello Sonatas Op. 105.  However, she left Vienna later that year and he composed 

his lieder cycle about the “faraway beloved,” finished the next year.  We may not agree with the Countess’ 

champions (Steichen and Altman) that the love story had resumed – this time on the lady’s terms – because 

there is no formal evidence (e.g., a letter) to support this hypothesis.  However, it is obvious that the two 

were on good terms again.  A few Beethoven letters and entries in his Conversation Books during his later 

years show that they remained in touch, and may have met at times, but the Countess stayed mostly abroad 

(in Italy and Munich) until she died in 1837.  The 1815 parting seems to have been her “straying away” 

from him.  Nevertheless, that he described her as his “father confessor” in later years shows that he had 

continued to his very end to cherish her as a friend. 

… and the cons.  There is no evidence that Countess Erdödy was in Prague at the beginning of 

July, on her way to Karlsbad; in fact, there is no evidence that she moved out of her Hernals summer 

residence next to Vienna, where she used to escape the heat-wave of the city.  There is also a strong 

psychological “con” argument related to the above-mentioned March 1815 “renewal of friendship” letter 

from Beethoven to the Countess that casts serious doubts about her candidacy.  It is not the 

reconciliation itself that is unlikely – after all, the two had already reconciled as friends after a bitter-

stricken separation.  But I find it hard to believe that Beethoven would write the Countess, “I have 

suffered a great deal,” if her rejection had been the cause of his suffering.  It looks far more likely that he 

was simply informing her about what had happened in his life since their last communication.  

Furthermore, in all the remaining letters that Beethoven wrote the Countess until 1819, he addresses her 

as a friend.  It seems highly unlikely to me that anyone would address a woman as “dear friend” after 

having called her “my immortal beloved.” 

In final analysis, I hold Countess Erdödy as a possible, yet unlikely candidate.   
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13. The case for Josephine, “the Only Beloved” 

Josephine’s case was first advocated in 1920 by La Mara, who had discovered evidence in the 

Brunsvik family archives for an 1804-5 love story, when the countess was a young widow.  The case was 

developed for almost a hundred years through the effort of several industrious scholars who explored the 

Brunsvik and Deym family archives: Sigmund Kaznelson (1954), Harry Goldschmidt (1977); Elisabeth-

Marie Tellenbach (1983); Rita Steblin (2000 through 2019).  The final product of this long-time scholarly 

effort is what I will call “the Only Beloved scenario,” because it centers on the claim that Josephine was 

the only woman whom Beethoven ever loved.  Her supporters took over the phrase, “You are my only 

beloved,” from one of Beethoven’s letters to her and added the “ever,” although he clearly meant only at 

that point in time.  The phrase turned into an obsession of Josephine’s supporters, damaging her case. 

The bulk of evidence on which this scenario relies is essentially circumstantial.  There is no 

immediate, clear piece of evidence that specifies Josephine as the addressee of Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter.  

For example, we do not (as yet) know her whereabouts in the summer of 1812.  Tellenbach blames this 

lack of evidence on a “conspiracy” by the Brunsvik family, intended to hide her relationship with 

Beethoven but (as we will see later) any conspiracy was their reaction to Josephine’s own behavior, which 

did not involve Beethoven but did make her the black sheep of the family. 

Josephine’s life after 1807 is obviously one of the conditioning factors of her alleged involvement 

with Beethoven in 1812.  The evidence about it has evolved considerably since 2000, thanks to Steblin’s 

research.  In 1810, Josephine married Baron Stackelberg, whom she had known during her 1808 visit with 

her sister Therese to then-famous pedagogue Pestalozzi in Switzerland, in search of counsel about the 

education of her children.  This young man of lesser nobility, working as Pestalozzi’s assistant, impressed 

both sisters; he was hired as a possible tutor for Josephine’s sons.  Evidence discovered in 2001 by Steblin 

in the family archives revealed that Josephine had an affair with the young man during the trip back home, 

became pregnant and delivered a girl before she married her son’s prospective tutor in February 1810 (the 

family altered this girl’s birth date).  Tellenbach’s 1983 scenario was unaware of the affair, although she 

conceded that Stackelberg “must have had some levers to force Josephine to marry him,” speculating 

further that Josephine never really loved her husband.  In her second marriage, Josephine had to pay again 

for (presumably) enjoyable sex with pregnancies that took a toll on her health, as testified by the 

complaints recorded by her sister in the same diary entry.  Eventually, as revealed in a March 1811 letter 

to Therese, Josephine developed pathetic stratagems (like having her maid sleep in the antechamber) to 

bar her husband from her bedroom. 

Josephine’s second marriage was also a financial disaster.  As a pater familiae, Stackelberg made 

bad investments at the worst time, just before the Austrian currency lost four-fifths of its value, and the 

family was on the verge of bankruptcy by mid-1812 (similar to modern foreclosure of property).  In the 

spring of 1812, starvation was the looming prospect.  Discord on financial matters was tearing the couple 

apart.  Divorce was not possible in a Catholic Empire, but a de facto “bed and board” separation was 

accepted under the common law.  If this had happened, Stackelberg could have gotten the custody not 

only of his two children, but also that of Josephine’s children from her first marriage, whose lawful tutor 

he became when marrying her. 

New crucial evidence in the form of the Memoirs of Josephine’s oldest son Fritz von Deym was 

discovered by Dagmar Skwara in the Deym estates (in what is now Czechia) and brought forward by 

Steblin in 2007.  It revealed a happy reunion of the Stackelberg couple in the fall of 1812, lasting for more 

than a year before the family disintegrated in 1814 and Stackelberg left, taking by force (with the 

assistance of the police) the three daughters he had with Josephine.  This evidence yielded only some 

changes in the details of the basic scenario. 
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A shallow reading of Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter … but also a serendipitous find.  Josephine’s 

proponents have very little to read in the letter – only similarities in language with the letters that 

Beethoven wrote to Josephine in 1804-7.  The similarity is undeniable, but it very likely happened not 

because the letters were addressed to the same woman, but because they were written by the same man.  

Neither do the similarities evidenced by Steblin between the language in Beethoven’s 1812 letter and the 

one in Josephine’s private notes prove that she was the addressee of the former.  The beloved as the 

“angel” who would open the gates of “heaven” to the man were just clichés common to the budding 

romantic rhetoric 

We owe to Steblin a very good find, reported in her 2007 article: she noticed, in the Deym family 

archives, that some entries in Josephine’s diary dating from 1812 were written in lead pencil.  She 

understandably made the connection with the beginning of Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter saying, “... only a 

few words today and indeed with pencil (with yours)” (my emphasis).  He was writing with a pencil that 

the beloved had given him!  The “pencil connection” is good circumstantial evidence for Josephine’s 

candidacy. 

“The Only Beloved” scenario, an overview.  The crucial element in the story remained the alleged 

first breakup of Josephine’s second marriage in early June 1812, which allowed Josephine to travel to 

Prague, where a chance meeting with Beethoven blossomed into a love-story instantaneously culminating 

into “one unplanned night of fulfillment and ecstasy,” the fruit of which, Minona, would be born next 

year.  In more details, Josephine’s proponents argue that:  

1) Josephine was Beethoven’s “only beloved.”  This is only a preamble but is essential: after all, if 

one can prove that every piece of evidence that relates to Beethoven’s love life points to Josephine, the 

great mystery is solved: the “only beloved” must also be the Immortal Beloved.   

2) There was some form of communication of affection going on between the composer and 

Josephine after their breakup in 1807.  This statement is an obvious corollary of the previous one, but 

finding some evidence for it would also serve as a good immediate foundation for the summer 1812 

episode. 

3) “The astonishing resemblance between the known letters to Josephine and that to his Unknown 

Love makes it almost impossible to imagine any other woman in this role.” 

4) Josephine’s marriage to von Stackelberg quasi-dissolved in mid-June 1812, when he left his home, 

giving her the freedom to renew a relationship with Beethoven.  The proof consisted in several, yet not 

explicit, entries in the diary and the Memoirs of Josephine’s sister Therese, who was living with her in 

Vienna. 

5) Josephine must have been in Prague at the beginning of July 1812, because notes in her diary reveal 

her intention to travel there to meet a certain Liebert, likely to solve the crucial issue of the custody of her 

children.  Her presence was not recorded in the hotel lists because she stayed with Victoria Deym, the 

sister of her first husband, with whom she had maintained a good relationship.  Her arrival was not 

recorded in the newspapers either, because she traveled incognito (she had her own luxury travel coach).  

Her desire to keep her relationship with Beethoven secret, as she had done earlier in 1805-7, would 

certainly have motivated her to avoid any publicity in 1812. 

6) The 1812 love story consisted basically in “one ecstatic night” in Prague on July 4, occurring after 

a chance meeting.  This night would explain the transition from the polite to the intimate you in 

Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter. 

7) Josephine was not in K[arlsbad] around July 11 to receive Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter.  She was in 

Franzensbrunn, another Bohemian spa, near Eger, only 35 miles farther from Karlsbad.  Entries in 

Josephine and Therese’s diary show that Josephine intended to take the water cures in Franzensbrunn, 

where recording guests in the hotel lists was apparently not mandatory.  Josephine might also have had 
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one more reason besides her health for traveling there: to seek for an audience with the Emperor, who 

used to go to Eger, to ask for his help to get out of the family’s financial predicament.  Josephine’s presence 

in Franzensbrunn/Eger solved the issue of K in Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter: K would actually indicate the 

“via” for mail intended to Eger; this would also explain why Beethoven expected his beloved to receive 

his July letter mailed in Teplitz two days later, a delivery time too long for the 60 miles to Karlsbad, but 

reasonable for Eger (35 miles farther).   

8) The relationship collapsed because, in August, Josephine found herself pregnant with Beethoven’s 

child and returned to her husband to convince him that her future child was his, which she eventually 

succeeded in doing.  This is Steblin’s contribution to the script, forced on her by the revelations in the 

recently discovered Memoirs of Fritz Deym – the happy reunion of the Stackelberg couple in the fall of 

1812. 

9) There was a post-1812 renewal of the relationship between the two (ex-)lovers, and Josephine 

remained a constant presence in Beethoven’s life until her death in 1821. 

10) Josephine’s daughter Minona, born on April 8, 1813 could not have been Stackelberg’s, but only 

Beethoven’s child; the usual 270-days pregnancy duration places the conception time at the beginning of 

July 1812, one month after the husband would have left and right in the middle of the Immortal Beloved 

story. 

Critical reception.  For obvious reasons, Solomon was the most acerbic critic of Josephine’s 

candidacy.  He focused on two weaknesses of the scenario: the alleged dissolution of the Stackelberg 

marriage in June 1812 and the unknown whereabouts of Josephine at the beginning of July 1812, when 

she is not recorded either in Prague nor in Karlsbad (while his candidate was).  I half agree, but for different 

reasons, and I find many other flaws in the scenario.   

One can easily see that items 1-3 and 9 are symptoms of the “Only Beloved” obsession that I have 

already diagnosed with Josephine’s proponents, but they are not essential to the July 1812 scenario, 

developed in items 4-8.  

The “Only Beloved” obsession.  As I have documented in chapter 2, Beethoven had loved women 

before Josephine – perhaps not with the same intensity – and would love other women later.  Not accepting 

the obvious, the obsession with “the only beloved” has stimulated Josephine’s supporters to incredible 

speculations intended to make every piece of evidence about Beethoven’s sentimental life – and even 

beyond it – point to her.  

1)  The last recorded letter exchange between Beethoven and Josephine after their break-up in the fall 

of 1807 that I mentioned in chapter 2: an undated letter draft of Josephine was found, in which she asked 

to rekindle their relationship – as well as his undated answer, rejecting courteously but bitterly her 

extended hand.  It is hard to see how his answer could be proof that Beethoven was ready to renew the 

relationship. 

2)  Tellenbach tries again to fill the 1807-1812 gap in the Beethoven-Josephine relationship with a 

very convoluted theory based on the composer’s January 1811 letter to Therese von Brunsvik, in which 

he thanked her for her portrait that she had sent him, and also asked her to send him a copy of a drawing 

presenting an eagle gazing at the sun that he had lost.  Therese passed his request to Josephine, who was 

better at drawing, and that was the last of the story.  The drawing was not found among Beethoven’s 

personal treasures after his death – apparently, Josephine cared too little to do this favor. 

3)  Tellenbach claims that the miniature of an unknown woman (Ms. X) found with the letter to the 

Immortal Beloved “was a picture of the young Josephine.” I showed in chapter 7 that paintings are very 

unreliable evidence.  The picture below shows the two largely stylized images of Josephine and that of 

Ms. X in the alleged sequence of age, from left to right (all of them black and white to aid comparison).  

While the two images of Josephine undeniably show the same sitter, their resemblance 
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with Ms. X is no less speculative than the one claimed by Solomon about Antonie Brentano. 

4)  The theory claims that the Baden M note, Beethoven’s prayer to God for a woman whom he could 

marry, points to Josephine.  As I showed in chapter 2, he could not have thought of Josephine, whom he 

knew that he could not marry; it very likely refers to his 1810 failed marriage project (page 4). 

5)  The theory claims that the 1812 Tagebuch A entry, another cry of distress ending, “this way, with 

A everything goes to ruin.”  Josephine’s supporters claimed that the A must have been a misreading for a 

letter pointing to her: J (Josephine), or P (Pepi, Josephine’s nickname for the family), or B (Brunsvik), or 

D (Deym), or S (Stackelberg) or even (Steblin’s contribution) a St cypher, standing for Stackelberg, 

meaning that, “Everything went to ruin because [Josephine returned to] St.”  Steblin tried to gather 

graphical proof for her speculation, examining samples of letter A and the St cipher in Beethoven’s letters, 

but she offers only the beginning of two names, which look very different from a real A and St cipher in 

other letters of him.  Consequently, Steblin’s speculation appears very far-fetched.  The grammaticism of 

Steblin’s argument is very shaky, too: it is hard to see how “with St everything goes to ruin” could be 

twisted to mean “because of St …”; it can mean only what it says.  Such wild speculations only weaken 

the credibility of the theory.  

The flawed scenario of the 1812 summer.  There is solid evidence (some of it supplied by the very 

proponents of the theory) that the essential components of the script are wrong: Stackelberg’s “desertion” 

in June did not happen; the one-night-stand story in Prague is plainly absurd; Josephine’s plan to dupe 

Stackelberg into believing that her future child was his, when it was in reality Beethoven’s, is equally 

difficult to entertain.  

1)  Stackelberg’s alleged “desertion” in early June.  The initial version of the theory asserts that on 

June 9, 1812, Stackelberg left his wife and children following a strong argument and came back only six 

months later:  that is, at the beginning of December.  As he told Therese later, he had been living in Vienna 

in a rented small room, deliberating about his future.  Steblin adheres to this scenario, even though the 

Memoirs of Fritz Deym never mentions the alleged desertion and tell us a different story:  during the 
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summer, Josephine’s children were sent out of the city with their aunt Therese and were told that their 

parents had to stay behind to take care of some business.  Steblin only shortened Stackelberg’s alleged 

desertion to fit the revelation in Fritz Deym’s Memoirs about the late fall happy time of the whole family.  

The “business” that the script ignores (although it had been documented by Goldschmidt) was the August 

agreement between the two spouses re-settling the status of their marriage (basically the shared 

guardianship of all children), the signing of which shows that they must have met that month. 

A further find of Rita Steblin about a so-called “table of rules” proves that Stackelberg was at home at the 

beginning of July.  This table is contained in the first page of a folded folio – a large (normally 11x17 

inches) sheet that is folded to form two leaves (four pages) – and was found by Kaznelson among 

Therese’s papers, between entries dated June 9 and August 6, 1812.  The page bears the date “July 5 to 

12” and also includes the weekdays beginning Sunday the 5th:  therefore 1812 is the only possible choice.  

The page continues with a rectangular gridded matrix having the weekdays (Sunday to Saturday) in the 

columns and ten moral and/or behavioral categories (Resolution, Order, Propriety, Calm, Chastity, Justice, 

Thriftiness, Moderation, Humility, Sobriety) in the rows, all written in French, the lingua franca of the 

aristocracy.  This document had been generally considered a compendium of the rules that Therese had 

written to impose on her own behavior.  However, based on graphological analysis (supported by 

facsimiles of handwritings), Steblin very convincingly argued that Josephine’s husband, Stackelberg, 

wrote this page.  Unfortunately, she failed to interpret it correctly:  she claimed it to be “surely further 

proof that Josephine was left alone to handle the family’s affairs in June and July 1812.”  In fact, it proves 

that Stackelberg was at home and wrote it in early July as a guide for the education of the family’s children.  

The caption of this page includes this direction, “Be resolved to do what you must,” in French; and the 

French “soyez résolus” addresses the second person plural, not singular.  Goldschmidt had already noticed 

the plural in his 1977 book and had concluded that the table was intended for the couple’s children, but 

he believed, following Kaznelson, that it was written by Therese.  Now that Steblin had proven that it was 

written by Stackelberg, the table of rules clearly shows that he was with his family at the beginning of 

July.  This also explains how Stackelberg could believe that Minona, born on April 8, 1813, was his child; 

he was present at home in July 1812, presumably having sex with his wife.  All these considerations nullify 

the thesis of Stackelberg’s “desertion” in the summer of 1812.  Josephine’s marriage to Baron Stackelberg 

was given a second chance, and we have the confirmation in Fritz Deym’s Memoirs, which testify about 

a happy “late fall” within the family. 

2)  The alleged July 3 “one-night stand” in Prague.  According to the scenario, the Immortal Beloved 

love story was ignited by the chance encounter of the protagonists in Prague, followed by a one-night 

stand and then separation.  This episode is so unlikely that it weakens the entire theory.  One can accept 

that the two met by chance in Prague after several years in which they had not seen each other; that the 

old flame might have suddenly burst out; even that they felt like consummating their love right away.  

This being said, let us explore the moment a little deeper: Beethoven finally sees his dream come true – 

the woman for whom he had longed all these many years yields to him not only her loving heart but also 

her adored body.  What does he do next?  He jumps on a mail-coach and runs away to Teplitz for his 

health?!  What could be more absurd? 

3)  The “Eger via K” argument that would indeed explain why Josephine was not recorded in the 

Karlsbad hotel lists is very unlikely.  Beethoven indicated in his July letter that he planned to mail it with 

the “mail-coach to K.”  Eger appears in the same line as Karlsbad in the post-office notice that constitutes 

the main argument in the identification of K: “Monday.  Early, about 8 o’clock, the Reichpost [mail-coach] 

for Saaz, Karlsbad, and Eger.”  The same mail-coach served all the three towns, riding Southward from 

Teplitz.  Beethoven should have written “the mail-coach to E,” if Eger was the destination of his letter.  

As he did not, the “Eger via K” hypothesis is only a speculation without much basis.  Steblin also must 
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have found the Eger connection very weak and dispensed with it altogether in her final 2019 take on the 

Immortal Beloved mystery. 

4)  A summer-time meeting.  The scenario advances a couple of alternatives, but without any further 

exploration of the premises or consequences.  Kaznelson hypothesizes that the two met surreptitiously 

during the July “Karlsbad gap” (see page 11), but, as we know, Josephine was not (recorded) there.  As I 

argue in chapter 8 (page 22), Beethoven went to Karlsbad to recover his July 6-7 letter from the post-

office.  Tellenbach proposed meeting in Eger, where Josephine would have been without being recorded 

in the hotel/police lists.  That meeting could also not have happened: Beethoven was recorded in 

Franzensbrunn (the spa nearby Eger) on August 9; Josephine had to be in Vienna on the 12th to sign the 

agreement with Stackelberg redefining the status of their marriage.  It is hard to see how she would have 

made the journey, which would have normally lasted five days, even in her “sleeping coach.” 

5)  The theory disregards some pieces of evidence that throw a strange light on the love story.  Why, 

only ten days after his Immortal Beloved letter, did Beethoven write to his publisher, asking him to mail 

some of his songs to Amalie Sebald, adding “we are very fond of her”?  And why did he assiduously look 

for the company of this young lady for a week in September when they met in Teplitz? 

Minona as Beethoven’s child.  Tellenbach offers several pieces of evidence for Beethoven’s alleged 

paternity.  She invokes first the “name symbolism,” a supposedly popular fad at the time: read backwards, 

Minona yields “anonim,” that is anonymous, which would point to a biological father who cannot be 

named.  In fact, the name, adopted from the fake medieval Ossianic poems that Goethe made very popular, 

was very trendy in the German speaking world – it was invoked by poets and was set to music by Schubert 

(D. 152, 1815) among others; there should be, therefore, no mystery in Josephine bestowing it on her 

child.  All the other arguments are equally speculative.  For instance, Minona’s bread-winning career in 

life, as a music teacher, is also used to hint to her alleged father, as if she could not have inherited her 

musical aptitudes from her mother, who was an accomplished amateur pianist. Tellenbach also claims that 

Beethoven knew Minona was his child, but the alleged proofs are even more speculative than that just 

mentioned.  I will skip them because there is clear proof to the contrary left by Beethoven himself.  On 

April 12, 1815, he remembered his old friend Amenda and wrote to him: 

My dear, kind Amenda! The bearer of this letter, Count Keyserling, who is a friend of 

yours, has called on me and has thus reminded me of you.  He told me that you were leading 

a happy life and that you had children.  Neither of these happinesses has been my portion. 

(Beethoven’s emphasis) 

Josephine’s supporters would probably explain that Minona was a secret child – secret even to 

Beethoven’s best friends.  I agree that, indeed, he would not have confided such a secret to anyone, but I 

think that he would also have abstained from lying to Amenda, a man he unreservedly trusted – he and 

Wegeler were the friends to whom he confessed that he was losing his hearing. 

The “Only Beloved” obsession, resumed.  The supporters of Beethoven’s “Only Beloved” cannot 

accept that she would have disappeared from his life after their 1812 relationship collapsed.  As there is 

no explicit evidence about their remaining in contact in one way or another, they dig for implicit or highly 

conjectural evidence, building speculations that claim any piece of evidence in Beethoven’s life after 1812 

involving a feminine presence (and there are many, as discussed in chapter 6) to indicate a renewal of the 

relationship with Josephine.  Fritz Deym’s Memoirs throw new light on Josephine’s character and life 

after 1812, which help to debunk those speculations.  They reveal that, one year after her separation from 

Stackelberg in 1814, Josephine had an affair with Baron Andrian, the math tutor she had hired for her 

eldest son; pregnant again, she hid from her siblings and mother to give birth, in September 1815, to a 

daughter that she disavowed and sent away with her father, paying him an allowance (this child died at 

the age of two).  This could not be kept secret and rumors of Josephine’s low morality spread, which 
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Tellenbach, unaware of Fritz Deym’s Memoirs, indignantly dismissed; the episode also explains the 

family’s “conspiracy” regarding Josephine, now persona non grata. One can now easily dismiss most of 

the speculations (mostly originating with Tellenbach, but also endorsed by Steblin) intimating Beethoven 

and Josephine’s ongoing relationship after its break-up in 1812. 

1)  The 1813 “strange incidents” in Beethoven’s life.  Tellenbach suggests that Beethoven’s financial 

shortage (mentioned by Thayer) happened because he helped Josephine with money in 1812-13.  It seems 

very unlikely to have happened: as Fritz Deym testified, the family was living on two guldens a day; 

apparently, they had received no help from any source. 

2)  The mystery of the “Faraway Beloved.” In November 1815, Beethoven began composing his song-

cycle To the Faraway Beloved, which he finished in April 1816.  The scholarly world has always regarded 

it as an autobiographical work, reflecting a longer separation from a beloved woman, which makes the 

evidence for the years 1815-1816 important.  But remember, in 1815 Josephine was pregnant and in 

hiding, in a location not known even to her own mother and siblings.  Would she have called on Beethoven 

again – as she had done almost ten years before –  while she was pregnant with another man?  Would she 

have wanted to show him her baby bump?   

3)  Josephine’s affair with Andrian the baronial tutor, dismisses all her other alleged connections with 

Beethoven in the years 1815-16, which I introduced and clarified in chapter 6:  the mysterious “T” in the 

two Tagebuch entries, who would have been Therese acting as intermediary between her sister and the 

composer; the five-years-ago woman in Fanny Giannatasio’s diary entry in the summer of 1816, about 

whom Steblin adds more mind-boggling speculation (for instance, Beethoven having “known” that 

woman five years before would have meant “knowing” her in the Biblical sense); and a few more along 

the same lines. 

4)  Common indispositions. Tellenbach invokes Josephine’s presence or absence as cause of Beethoven’s 

health problems, therefore proving ongoing communication.  As I showed in chapter 6 dealing with the 

issue of such “parallelism,” both Beethoven and Josephine were so frequently sick that any such 

correlation is pointless. 

5)  The Andrian-Beethoven inferences.  Because she was unaware of the affair that Josephine had with 

her sons’ tutor, Tellenbach ventured into wild speculations about him: he would have “sensed something 

of Josephine’s relationship to Beethoven,” which made him “jealous.”  If Andrian wrote Josephine after 

she dismissed him, “you poor forsaken woman, who suffers from injustice and does wrong only out of – 

love – Tellenbach infers, “he [Andrian] knew a lot about Josephine, she did injustice, she suffered injustice 

from Stackelberg, because she loved Beethoven. 

6)  Steblin confiscated a speculation that has been claimed (by Susan Lund, a disciple of Solomon) for 

Antonie Brentano: an entry of Beethoven’s friend Oliva in a late 1819 Conversation Book reading, 

“because you always talk about the woman, the husband will recognize as your child among his children 

the one who will possess musical talent.”  The woman could have only been Josephine, and the talented 

child Minona, who would have been Beethoven’s child. 

7)  Tellenbach dug deep in the vast material in the Brunsvik legacy and drew, in her 1983 book, the picture 

of Josephine’s rapid deterioration of her somatic and psychosomatic health after 1816, which led to her 

death in 1821, in her early forties.  As Tellenbach could not find in the archives any clear evidence of an 

ongoing relationship between her candidate and Beethoven, she imagined it, making her book into a novel 

written by the omniscient author, not a scholarly research. 

8)  It is also worth mentioning that the theory disregards a piece of reliable testimony: the entry in Fanny 

Giannatasio’s diary recording Beethoven’s statement that “he was extremely glad that not one of the girls 

had become his wife whom he had passionately loved in former days.”  It clearly applies to Josephine, 

too, and makes it very likely that he had heard and believed the rumors about her 1814-15 affair with 
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Andrian.  It is hard to see him pursuing her after that.The foregoing review shows that there is no reliable 

evidence that Beethoven would have stayed in contact with Josephine after 1812.  There is, however, one 

case in which Tellenbach appears right – in the end of the Josephine story. 

Josephine’s tragic ending.  Josephine died on March 31, 1821, after years of agonizing in poor 

physical and mental health, destitute and almost alone (only her daughter Victoire was with her), with the 

only solace being retaining custody of her children by her first marriage.  Tellenbach maintains that 

Beethoven was profoundly affected by Josephine’s death, a claim that she supports with only one piece 

of circumstantial evidence: there are no known letters of his between March 14 and June 7, an unusually 

long silence for him, indicative of a depression that cannot be attributed to any known cause.  I find 

Tellenbach’s circumstantial evidence acceptable in this case.  It was quite understandable for Beethoven 

to be deeply affected by Josephine’s death.  One never forgets one’s loves, even when they turn sour, and 

Josephine had been his most profound love.  Even though he had most certainly accepted their 1812 

breakup as final and he had not been in touch with her since, he must have learned about her death soon 

after it happened – not from Therese, who was not present, but from his very close friend Zmeskall, who 

was an intimate of the Brunsviks.  Beethoven was a sensitive and basically “good” human being and her 

tragic end could not leave him cold.  Besides, her death would have certainly been a memento of his own 

mortality, which had already sent him a message at the beginning of the year, when he was confined to 

bed by rheumatic fever for six weeks.  However, this does not support the speculation of Josephine’s 

supporters that her death would have spurred Beethoven to create his last three piano sonatas, including 

the alleged “Requiem” for her, his Op. 111.  In fact, the first of these sonatas, Op. 109, had the clearest 

possible connection with Josephine (through the theme of its final variations movements, which is 

reminiscent of the Andante Favori and the “Faraway Beloved” song cycle), but this had been completed 

the previous year; another one of the three last sonatas was almost ready when Josephine died. 

However, this “no contacts” conclusion does not destroy Josephine’s candidacy as the Immortal 

Beloved – it only invalidates what I call the Only Beloved scenario.  The bulk of evidence gathered by 

several scholarly generations entitles Josephine to a better scenario, which is the scope of the next chapter. 

 

14. The most likely case for Josephine 

In spite of all the flaws of the elaborations of the Kaznelson-Tellenbach-Steblin scenario for the 

Immortal Beloved that I have exposed in the previous chapter, I think that its core is solid.  Josephine 

clearly meets the essential traits of the profile of the Immortal Beloved and the scenario that I proposed in 

chapter 8.  She was a former love of Beethoven.  She was married to an aristocrat, Baron Stackelberg, but 

their marriage was on the verge of breaking apart in 1812.  Divorce was not possible, as she had a Catholic 

marriage, but she could hope to separate de facto from her husband.  The already mentioned arrangement 

about the family status that she intended to sign with her husband could have been the favorable 

intervention of “the Gods” or “Fate” mentioned by Beethoven in his July 6-7 letter.  On the other hand, 

Josephine had strong reasons to be afraid of the consequences of her separation from Stackelberg – losing 

custody of her children with him (as indeed happened later) as well as that of her children from her first 

marriage (which went to the courts). 

Also, the new evidence discovered by Steblin and Skwara changed the image of Josephine, making 

her into a very plausible candidate who fits certain specific points in the Immortal Beloved letter.  One 

can develop a different and much better scenario for Josephine, taking advantage of the existing evidence, 

which I have cleaned of speculations and, whenever appropriate, re-interpreted. 

This scenario is based on the fact that Stackelberg was at home at the beginning of July 1812 and, if 

he had left after that, it was only a relatively short leave of absence, so that the family reunited in the fall, 
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as proven by the Memoirs of Fritz Deym.  The scenario accepts a few pieces of evidence that Josephine’s 

supporters advanced: her plans to travel to Prague and then further to Eger, to ask for the Emperor’s help, 

as well as her intended water-cure in Karlsbad; it accepts also the Prague meeting between the two lovers, 

but in a completely different context.  And, of course, it relies on my reading of Beethoven’s July 6-7 

letter, which also provides some new insight into the affair. 

The real Josephine.  Fritz Deym’s Memoirs add a dark side to the luminous portrait of Josephine 

as angelic victim, painted by her sister Therese and beautified by Tellenbach.  Josephine’s case is complex 

yet simple enough: a combination of fragile – especially mental – health and repressed female sexuality 

in a patriarchal society during a technologically backward age that knew no contraceptive means except 

abstinence.  She was born at the time when the Western world had just begun discovering what we today 

call “romantic love,” but she was part of the nobility class, whose written and unwritten rules restricted 

the love-marriage-sex equation.  Her life was a series of long episodes of emotional frustration, sexual 

repression, pregnancies, debilitating illnesses and misery.  Like any educated young girl nourished with 

the writings of budding Romantic movement, she dreamt of romance but was thrown by an authoritarian 

mother into a marriage with a much older man.  When this man, in spite of the thirty-year difference, 

helped her fulfill her sexuality (as she confessed in letters to her sisters), she had to pay for it with 

pregnancy after pregnancy – four in as many years.  As a young, beautiful widow, she could not live the 

romance of her life – most probably very troubled but no less exalted – with Beethoven the genius, because 

the nobility code forbade her from marrying a commoner and her biology prevented her from loving him 

fully, up to sexual consummation.  A woman of her status could not have sex without being able to provide 

a legitimate father of the same status to the children that would have certainly arrived.   

After long years of both emotional and sexual abstinence and frustration, in 1809 Josephine had an 

affair with Baron Stackelberg, an aristocrat of a lesser rank, which led to another pregnancy, to giving 

birth in secret and to a marriage delayed for a year.  No matter how the relationship developed later, there 

must have been some “romantic love” involved; otherwise Fritz Deym would not have recorded, in his 

Memoirs, the 1813 episode of “the warm tenderness between [his] parents.”  I portrayed Josephine’s 

second marriage and the financial and sentimental predicament of Josephine in the previous chapter (page 

37).  It is the picture of a victim – a victim of society’s written and unwritten laws, of the female biological 

reality at the time, of her own decisions, and finally of unfortunate circumstances.  Victims learn to 

develop defense mechanisms to help them survive and ensure the future of their progenies.  Josephine 

learned to take advantage of her charming personality, including an appearance of frailty and helplessness, 

to get people to think and act the way she needed them to – in other words, to use people, especially those 

who loved her – and those whom she loved, too.  She found it natural that her sister Therese take upon 

herself the task of raising her children and thus give up her dream of building her own family.  This kind 

of personality also takes to an extreme another general human flaw – the tendency to shift to others the 

responsibility for one’s acts and thus persuade oneself of one’s righteousness.   

As known from the previous chapter, after her separation from Stackelberg, Josephine had an affair 

with the math tutor that she had hired for her children, and was pregnant again.  One can forgive her for 

being unable to contain her frustrated repressed sexuality, but not for what she did with the child she gave 

birth to (again, in secret).  She disavowed her and left her in the father’s care, sending both of them away 

with a small allowance and never showing any feelings for this child, who died at two years of age.  

Granted, she was a victim, but a less innocent one than her last child.  I think that this new Josephine – 

beautiful, seductive, frail, tender, lovable but also egotistic, manipulative and at times even scruple-less – 

who found herself and her children in the direst predicament in 1812, could easily have seen in Beethoven 

more than an old love whose appeal she could feel now:  he could have been the un-hoped-for means for 
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financial and physical security.  This interpretation may seem far-fetched, but it is supported by a certain 

statement in the composer’s July 6-7 letter.  

Evidence fitting Josephine in Beethoven’s July 6-7 letter.  There are two elements in Beethoven’s 

July 6-7 letter that fit specifically Josephine.  I already mentioned one: the “lead pencil connection,” 

discovered by Steblin:  he was writing with the pencil that the beloved had given him and Josephine had 

written some notes in her diary in pencil (page 38).  The second element in the July 6-7 letter that fits 

Josephine well (and only her) is a sentence appearing a few lines after the beginning, in which Beethoven 

himself underlined the essential point; therefore the sentence must have been important for the couple: 

“only you forget so easily, that I must live for myself and for you.”  As far as I know, this statement and 

its emphasis has never stirred the curiosity of the scholars, probably because it does not apparently make 

much sense.  However, if we translate “live” as “earn a living,” it suddenly finds its place in Josephine’s 

scenario: she was bankrupt (and was to live and die in poverty).  Beethoven had to earn the bread not only 

for himself but also for his beloved.  This interpretation might be speculative, but it is the only one that 

has been offered so far by the scholarly world, and fits the acknowledged facts.  I am, of course, open to 

any other explanation that is better argued.  

The most likely 1812 love story.  The script I advance is well anchored with the few pieces of 

evidence about the motives of the protagonists.   In the spring of 1812, Josephine and Beethoven met 

(perhaps by chance) in Vienna, the first time after their 1807 breakup.  They were both in strained moments 

of their lives and it was love at the first (re)sight.  He had reached a level of financial security, grace to an 

annuity contracted with three princely Maecenas, and publishers all over Europe were fighting to print his 

piano sonatas and chamber music.  He asked her to accept him both as lover and providing protector.  She 

was, finally, ready to fall for him.  She had always been overwhelmed, subjugated by the musician and it 

was easier now to confuse fascination with love.  She would have told him “Yes” long before, had it not 

been for the very likely consequences (pregnancy) that would have been catastrophic for a widow.  Life 

had taught her to be a victim and a manipulator.  As a married woman, she has a cover, as she could have 

sex with both lover and husband.  She is grateful to Beethoven’s for his generous financial support – and 

it is not a mercenary feeling.  She has nothing to lose:  if the promise in the affair would not work, she 

could always fall back on the husband, with or without another child. 

Beethoven starts to dream of an arrangement similar to the one with Countess Erdödy four years 

earlier:  they would rent two apartments on the same floor of one of those big houses that rich merchants 

had built all over Vienna, somewhere near the glacis – a smaller apartment for him, a bigger one for her 

and her children, now their children.  He would compose happier than ever and sell his music to the 

publishers and they would live comfortably, though not in princely style.  They would play four hands his 

new music that he would compose for her.  She would give musical parties for a small distinguished 

audience of connoisseurs, whom he would dazzle with his new compositions and his improvisations. 

It took Josephine some time to digest all these changes and their unintended consequences.  She 

would have to make sure that she had secured exclusive custody of her children in the meantime.  They 

should be very careful, they would have to meet furtively, like thieves, for their fleshy moments of their 

“union of souls,” as he called them.  Also, for her own and her children’s safety, she has no choice but 

keep her husband as a front to cover her romance with Beethoven and the possible baby.  She receives – 

maybe even lures – Stackelberg to her bedroom and begins a duplicitous life that she keeps secret from 

Beethoven.  As I showed in the previous chapter, this is the only way that her husband could have accepted 

the April 1813 baby as his. 

When the initial elation of carnal fulfillment cools down, Beethoven tires of trysts, which distract 

him and prevents him from composing steadily – that is, from working for their well-being (remember:  
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“you forget too easily that I must live for both of us”).  Josephine promises to act, to finalize that official 

situation about the custody of her children, which would give them more freedom.  She also needs to take 

care of her fragile health and take a bath cure in Karlsbad, which had been beneficial in previous years.  

Beethoven also wants to take a water cure for his usual digestive troubles, not in Karlsbad but in Teplitz, 

as he had done the previous year.  He could also solve a business issue on his way, meeting Prince Kinsky 

in Prague and getting him to pay his share of the allowance at a converted value.  Finally, after his Teplitz 

cure, he would return to Vienna and meet Josephine, who had also returned from Karlsbad, and they would 

plan together how to see their dream fulfilled. 

Josephine had, however, a hidden item in her plan.  She had her own pride and did not want to be a 

burden to the man she loved.  She hoped to get financial help from the Emperor and intends to go from 

Karlsbad to nearby Eger, where the Emperor was known to travel at this time of the year, to solicit his 

help. 

The summer develops as I sketched in chapter 8 (page 21ff).  The two pivotal elements are two 

changes of plan made by Josephine: 1) she would arrive earlier in Prague (to make sure that she can get 

to Eger in time to get an audience with the Emperor), which results in the “unforeseen Prague meeting” 

on July 3; 2) her decision to give up her plan and not travel further to Karlsbad (and Eger), because she 

had learned that the Emperor had left Eger, which she communicates to Beethoven, who had to travel on 

short notice to Karlsbad on July 27 to recover his compromising July 6-7 letter from the post office.  On 

the psychological plane, the crucial event was Beethoven’s September “Amalie dilemma“ discussed in 

chapter 5 (page 11), when his fidelity towards his beloved faltered but eventually prevailed. 

During his wife’s absence, Stackelberg in Vienna and prepares and gives Therese the folio 

containing the “Table of Rules” for the July 5-12 week, because she moved outside Vienna with the 

children.  He must have actually been still under the spell of the renewed honeymoon with his wife and 

hopeful for more when she returns from her water cure.  Josephine is back at an unknown date, probably 

mid-July, or even earlier (no evidence exists about it).  Through the intercession of an official counselor, 

the two spouses negotiate and sign (on August 12) the new marriage arrangement that guarantees 

Josephine the full custody of her children from her first marriage.  However, this agreement is far from 

what Beethoven hoped – it is not a real “bed and board” separation.  It acknowledges Josephine’s quality 

of “guardian” for all her children, but it also confirms Stackelberg’s unique authority prerogatives as 

“father” of them all.  It is a tentative relaunch of the marriage, in which Stackelberg has the upper hand; 

Josephine must accept it because, by mid-August, she had discovered that she was pregnant and realized 

that there was no way in which she could pursue her Beethoven dream.  The family lives a renewed 

romance even though living on two guldens a day.  

We do not know how Beethoven received Josephine’s “No” – in a face-to-face meeting or by letter.  

It is hard to believe that he eventually took her mere silence for an answer but we can be certain of only 

one relevant thing: when he is back to Vienna at the beginning of December he is sick again and his illness 

is “mental rather than physical,” as he writes his imperial pupil, Archduke Rudolph.  He must have gotten 

this bad news (by whatever means) from Josephine at about the same time he received similar news from 

Amalie Sebald, and he wrote the very confusing 1812 Tagebuch entry analyzed in chapter 5 (page 13).  

The May 1813 entry, which I discussed at length in chapter 6, suggests that Beethoven was twice hit hard– 

by losing both his beloved and the A(malie) chance to find new love, maybe even marriage. 

The short and long aftermath.  While Beethoven goes through the 1813 depression, Josephine’s 

revived romance with Stackelberg continues through the birth of Minona the next spring, according to her 

son Fritz memories about “the warm tenderness of [his] parents, who felt themselves drawn together by a 

new, inseparable bond of nature.”  It cannot last long, however, because of money matters, and in 1814, 
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when Josephine refuses to follow her husband in Estonia, where they have sufficient means to live, 

Stackelberg departs, taking by force (with the police assistance) his three daughters, including Minona. 

From then on, Josephine’s life spirals down fast, as revealed in her son Fritz’ Memoirs.  More and more 

depressed and sick, rebuked by both her mother and brother, she will languish bed-ridden until 1821, when 

she dies, only 42 years of age, destitute. 

As I showed in the previous chapter, there is no convincing proof of any interaction between 

Beethoven and Josephine after 1812, neither in 1813 nor after she separated from her husband in 1814.  I 

accepted that Tellenbach is right to assume that Beethoven was profoundly affected by Josephine’s death 

in March 1821.  However it ended, his relationship with her had been one of the most significant in his 

life.  Nevertheless, the trajectory of her life makes it all but impossible that she was one of the mysterious 

feminine presence in Beethoven’s life after 1814.  These relationships remain elusive; we have no 

evidence comparable to his July 6-7 letter. 

Minona’s mystery.  It is obvious that, in the scenario here proposed, Minona could have been 

Beethoven’s child.  It could have also been Stackelberg’s, who was convinced that she was his child, as 

Fritz Deym’s Memoirs show.  Josephine herself would most probably not have known who the child’s 

father was.  As I showed in the previous chapter, Beethoven had no inkling of the issue.  Certainly, if 

DNA analysis could prove that Minona was Beethoven’s child with a reasonable degree of certitude, it 

would finally solve the mystery of the Immortal Beloved, as Steblin hoped.  However, this does not seem 

likely to happen soon, if ever – its path is littered with high legal and technical hurdles. 

 

15. Conclusion and beyond 

I hope to have proven that, when the existing evidence is cleaned of the wild speculations of her 

supporters, the case for Josephine’s candidacy stands as the only likely solution to the Immortal Beloved 

mystery.  However, she must have left the main stage when the affair collapsed after she reunited with her 

husband, which makes the Immortal Beloved story just another short-lived – albeit very intense – love 

episode in Beethoven’s life. 

The unanswered questions 

1) Who was the Faraway Beloved?  I must confess that the “Only Beloved” theory had this advantage 

– a reasonable answer to this question.  It also claims a musical proof – the song cycle main theme 

resonates accents that heed back to the Andante Favori, that Josephine so loved in 1805!  Had there been 

any adequate evidence of a rapprochement between the two ex-lovers in 1815-16 when Beethoven worked 

on his song-cycle, I would have accepted that Josephine was the inspiration.  But recently discovered 

evidence – her affair with another man at that time – points to the contrary.  Until new evidence proves 

otherwise, the answer to the question may well be that the Faraway Beloved was an imaginary person, the 

highly idealized composite of Beethoven’s former and – why not? – still dreamt of new loves.  

2) Who was Ms. X, the sitter of the miniature found together with the Immortal Beloved letter?  This 

very juxtaposition shows that she must have been someone important in Beethoven’s life, possibly the 

Immortal Beloved herself.  The sitter does not resemble any known representation of a woman in 

Beethoven’s circle.  It is also hard to believe that the portrait is so idealized that we miss a resemblance, 

therefore it is reasonable to assume that this is an unknown female presence in Beethoven’s life.  Was she 

one of the few “unknown women” in Beethoven’s life after 1812 encountered in chapter 6?  We have no 

clue.  The miniature of Ms. X is the strongest argument for the case of the Unknown Woman in the 

Immortal Beloved mystery. 

* 
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Have I cleared the mystery once and for all?  Of course not.  I have only tried – hopefully, 

persuasively – to build the most likely story and identifying the only likely candidate, based on the existing 

evidence after clearing it of the multiple layered baseless speculations gathered through many decades.  

The discovery of more evidence may change the verdict, possibly even substantially.  Can we expect such 

evidence to surface more than two centuries after the events?  It is, in fact, more likely than unlikely to 

happen, but it will take time.  The most important evidence in the case was actually revealed only recently, 

grace to the assiduous searches of Rita Steblin and Dagmar Skwara in the Deym family archives.  More 

such extended work in additional family archives could yield new discoveries.  I wish to future generations 

of scholars good luck in their investigations, self-disciplined analytic and synthetic power, and the ability 

to get out of any box.  Yet their success would be a sweet-bitter achievement: once her name is established 

beyond any doubt, the Immortal Beloved would become just another mortal woman – she would have lost 

her Immortality.  
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