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ABSTRACT

In a letter written in late August 1789 to the Parisian publisher Jean-Georges Sieber, Joseph Haydn either agreed

or proposed that one of four new symphonies under negotiation ‘should be called The National Symphony’. In the

end, Haydn never wrote any of the four symphonies for Sieber, yet the very notion of naming one of them in

honour of the French nation at this particular juncture, six weeks after the fall of the Bastille, raises intriguing

questions about the composer’s political sympathies, his knowledge of recent events in France, the concept of the

‘national’ in contemporaneous discourse, the communal tone of the symphony as a genre and the strategy of

marketing a new work by associating it with a term full of political implications. Reports of the French Revolution

transmitted to Vienna in July and August 1789 had not sugar-coated the gravity or violence of the situation in

Paris, making the proposed title all the more remarkable. While we can only speculate as to what form the

‘National’ Symphony might have taken, the idea itself points to the emerging potential of the symphony as a

vehicle of political ideas.

On 28 August 1789 Haydn wrote the following to the Parisian music publisher Jean-Georges Sieber:

Estoras, den 28tn Augusti [1]789

Wohl gebohrne

Sonders hochzuEhrender Herr!

Da ich nun Versichert, d[aß] ich diese 4 Sinfonien für E[uer] Hoch Edl zu machen habe, so

werd[e] ich mich befliessen sobald möglich eine nach der anderen zu Verfertig[en], und

einzuschücken; an meiner mühe darf [dürfen] Sie kein[en] zweifel tragen, ich werde mir auf

meiner Ehre Vergessen: NB: unter diesen 4 Sinfonien soll eine die National Sinfonie heissen;

unterdess[en] bin ich mit aller Hochachtung

Monsieur

Dero

ganz Ergebenster dr

Josephus Haydn mpria

Eszterháza, the 28th of August 1789

Nobly born,

Most respectful Sir!

Because I now have assurance that I am to write these four symphonies for you, most noble Sir, I

shall apply myself at the earliest opportunity to finish and submit them to you one after the other.
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You need have no doubt as to my effort; I will forget my reputation. NB: among these four

symphonies, one of them is to be called the National Symphony. Meanwhile I am with every

respect,

Monsieur,

Your

Most obedient s[ervan]t

Josephus Haydn mpria1

As it turns out, Haydn never wrote any of these four symphonies for Sieber, nor did he ever call any of his

subsequent works a ‘National Symphony’. But the idea of a ‘National Symphony’ in a letter to a Parisian

publisher only six weeks after the fall of the Bastille is rich with implications.

This letter is the last of three we know that Haydn wrote to Sieber, all of them from the period between

April and August of 1789; none of the publisher’s letters to the composer has survived. The correspondence

revolves around Haydn’s proposal to sell four (as yet unwritten) symphonies, among other works, to this

Parisian publisher. Haydn had originally entrusted this task to the violinist Johann Tost, who had journeyed

from Eszterháza to Paris at some point in late 1788 or early 1789, but Tost’s duplicitous behaviour – the details

of this messy affair have been related elsewhere2 – compelled Haydn to contact Sieber directly in a series of

letters:

(1) Eszterháza, 5 April 1789, Haydn to Sieber. The composer has been informed by Tost that Sieber had

purchased four symphonies and six piano sonatas, and the composer is surprised that he has not yet

heard from Sieber about the details of this arrangement. ‘I regret being bound to Herr Tost for the four

symphonies, because he still owes me 300 f [Gulden] for the 4 pieces. If you will take over this debt . . . I

guarantee to compose these four symphonies for you. But Herr Tost has no rights at all to the six

pianoforte Sonatas, and has thus swindled you; you can claim your damages in Vienna.’3

(2) Eszterháza, 27 July 1789, Haydn to Sieber. The discussion centres once again on the four symphonies. The

original letter recently came to light again and was sold to an anonymous buyer at a Sotheby’s auction in

London on 10 June 2009. The catalogue for that sale includes the following partial transcription from the

first page of the letter:

Ich verpflichte mich . . . die 4 Sinfonien sobald möglich zu Componieren. . . . Hingegen bitte ich

Sie, um den Herrn Tost ebenfalls zu überzeugen, und um . . . alle übrige . . . gestellte Forderung

diese 4 Sinfonien zu begegnen, mir eine Authentisierte Schrift von Ihrer Seite zu meiner

1 The original letter is in the Mary Flagler Music Collection of the Pierpont Morgan Library; a facsimile, transcription

and translation are available in H. C. Robbins Landon, ‘Haydniana (II)’, Haydn Yearbook 7 (1970), 308, 312, 317. The

version in The Collected Correspondence and London Notebooks of Joseph Haydn, ed. H. C. Robbins Landon (London:

Barrie and Rockliff, 1959), 88, is based on incomplete transcriptions (translated into English) from two earlier auction

catalogues, the original letter having been unavailable to Landon at the time. The version given in Dénes Bartha’s

edition of the correspondence (Joseph Haydn, Gesammelte Briefe und Aufzeichnungen (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1965), 212),

is a translation into German from the same English-language source used in The Collected Correspondence and London

Notebooks. My translation here differs substantially from the one given in Landon’s ‘Haydniana II’ (and again in his

Haydn: Chronicle and Works, volume 2: Haydn at Eszterháza, 1766–1790 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1978), 726), in

which he interpolates the word ‘nicht’ into the phrase ‘ich werde mir auf meiner Ehre [nicht] vergessen’, rendering this

as ‘I shall not forget my reputation’. It seems far more likely that Haydn is using an idiomatic expression here that

makes sense without the interpolated negative, saying, in effect, that he shall forget his reputation (‘Ehre’) and apply

himself industriously to the work at hand in spite of his fame. This fits with the traditional German saying ‘Wer am

fremden Tisch will essen, muss Fußtritte nehmen und die Ehre vergessen’ (Whoever would partake at a stranger’s table

must absorb the kicks and forget his honour [that is, his station in life]).

2 See Sonja Gerlach, ‘Johann Tost, Geiger und Grosshandlungsgremialist’, Haydn-Studien 7 (1998), 344–365.

3 Haydn, The Collected Correspondence, 84, and Gesammelte Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, 204–206. See also Landon,

Haydn at Eszterháza, 719.
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Rechtfertigung zu überschicken. Damit sowohl ich von Ihrer, als Sie von meinerseits gesichert,

und dem Herrn Tost ein Ewiges stillschweig[en] auferlegt wird . . .

I oblige myself . . . to compose the four symphonies as soon as possible. . . . In return, I ask you to

persuade Herr Tost to provide a statement, authenticated by you, that will relinquish all other

prior conditions concerning these four symphonies. With that, both you and I can be mutually

assured, and an eternal silence may be imposed upon Herr Tost.4

(3) [Lost] Paris, 8 August 1789, Sieber to Haydn. Haydn’s letter of 27 July is annotated with the remark

‘repondu du 8 aust 1789’.5

(4) Eszterháza, 28 August 1789, Haydn to Sieber. See above.

(5) [Lost] Paris, ?September 1789, Sieber to Haydn. Haydn’s letter of 28 August 1789 is marked ‘répondu’ but

without a date.6

Had the full correspondence survived, we would doubtless have a better idea of what was behind the

‘National Symphony’ specified in the letter of 28 August. But we must play with the partial hand we have

been dealt, even if this involves a degree of speculation at times.

Sieber was a native of Bavaria – he was baptized as Johann Georg Sieber in 1738 – who had emigrated to

Paris in the late 1750s and figured actively in the musical life of the capital until his death there in 1822. He

played both harp and horn in various ensembles from the 1760s into the 1780s, was appointed first horn in the

Académie royal de musique in 1762 and served in the same capacity in the Concert spirituel from 1777 to 1786.

Sieber is best remembered, however, as a music publisher who issued works by composers such as J. C. Bach,

Mozart, Dittersdorf and, above all, Haydn.7 By the time Haydn began dealing directly with him in 1789,

Sieber had issued dozens of publications of works either by Haydn or attributed to him, including all six of

the ‘Paris’ symphonies in parts (1788), the string quartets Op. 17 (1773), Op. 33 (1783) and Op. 50 (Nos 2–4,

1785), the Stabat mater (1785) and the orchestral version of Die sieben letzten Worte unseres Erlösers am Kreuze

(1788). How many (if any) of these publications were authorized remains unclear, though it seems reason-

able to assume that at least some of them were, given Sieber’s long-term business relationship with Artaria,

Haydn’s principal publisher in Vienna.

Haydn’s direct correspondence with Sieber was in any event part of a larger project to cultivate and

expand his connections with publishers, impresarios and musical institutions in Paris. These included, most

famously, the Concert Spirituel and the Concert de la Société Olympique, the latter of which, under the

leadership of the Comte d’Ogny, had commissioned the six ‘Paris’ symphonies of 1785–1786. Haydn had also

authorized Tost to sell Symphonies 88 and 89 (1787) in Paris, and d’Ogny would later commission

4 Sotheby’s Catalogue, Music, 10 June 2009, Lot 71. The ellipses are from Sotheby’s transcriptions. I am grateful to David

Wyn Jones for calling my attention to the sale of this item. The publication history of this two-page letter is convoluted.

The letter was auctioned to an unknown buyer in 1914 by Maggs Brothers, whose catalogue (no. 320) provided a

summary of the first page of the text and an English translation of the second. The text of the letter as transmitted by

Landon (Collected Correspondence and London Notebooks, 87–88; also Haydn at Eszterháza, volume 2, 725) is based on

the Maggs Brothers text. The text in Bartha’s Gesammelte Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, item 126, 211, is a translation into

German from the same English-language source used by Landon. The full text of the entire letter in its original form

remains unpublished. The dating of the letter is also somewhat unclear. The annotation in the Sotheby’s catalogue

asserts that ‘the date of the letter is 21 June 1789, and not 27 June 1789 as previously reported in the literature’. While the

correction of ‘27’ to ‘21’ seems understandable enough, no discussion of this letter has ever placed it in the month of

June; all relevant sources, including the Maggs Brothers auction catalogue of 1914, give the date of the letter as 27 July

1789. A date of 21 (or 27) July seems more plausible in any case, given that Sieber would in all probability not have

waited more than six weeks before responding to the composer (until 8 August, that is: see the following entry in the

list above).

5 Sotheby’s Catalogue, Music, 10 June 2009, Lot 71.

6 Sotheby’s Catalogue, Music, 10 June 2009, Lot 71.

7 Anik Devriès, ‘Les Éditions musicales Sieber’, Revue de musicologie 55/1 (1969), 20–46.
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Symphonies 90–92 as well (1788–1789). Indeed, Haydn’s popularity in France had never been greater than at

the end of the 1780s: of the 110 symphonies performed by the Concert spirituel in the years 1788–1790, no

fewer than ninety-four were by Haydn, with twenty performances during the month of March 1788 alone.8

The suggestion of the title ‘National Symphony’ may well have come from Sieber rather than Haydn; if so,

the idea most probably would have been put forward in the publisher’s lost letter of 8 August. The phrasing

Haydn uses in his letter of 28 August reveals nothing conclusive about the source of the title: the nota bene can

be interpreted either as a point of emphasis, or it could simply set off a specific point (the naming of one

symphony) from the more general discussion about the set of symphonies as a whole. If the original idea for this

title did in fact come from Sieber, Haydn explicitly – and by all appearances enthusiastically – endorsed it.

What, then, might Haydn have understood by either proposing or agreeing to write a ‘National

Symphony’ for a Parisian publisher so soon after the fall of the Bastille? Not surprisingly, Haydn left no

written response to the events of that time: throughout his life he remained circumspect about his political

beliefs and opinions. The conventional image of the composer tacitly assumes an essentially conservative

political outlook, but this perception rests more on the absence of documentation than on actual sources.9

We nevertheless know from his personal library and from his correspondence and London notebooks that

he was keenly aware of and curious about the world around him, including the realms of science, commerce,

technology and (from the London notebooks in particular) politics.

For information on the latest developments in France, the composer would most likely have turned to one

or the other (or both) of the region’s major newspapers, the Wiener Zeitung and the Pressburger Zeitung. The

Wiener Zeitung, by far the larger and more important of the two, was a twice-weekly publication that covered

both domestic and foreign news for its readers and served, in effect, as the journal of record in Joseph II’s

Vienna. Indeed, Joseph himself relied on it for the promulgation of his many decrees in the 1780s.10 It was not

yet, however, an official or even semi-official newspaper of the Habsburg court. On the contrary: in 1787 the

emperor had explicitly declined an opportunity to take financial (and thus also editorial) control over this

most venerable of Viennese publications, which had been publishing continuously since 1703, first under the

name of the Wiener Diarium and more recently (since 1780) as the Wiener Zeitung. Imperial court documents

from 1787 record that it would ‘seem neither advisable nor appropriate . . . for the state to weave itself into the

editorship of the Diarium and presume for itself a certain degree of control, even if only veiled, over the

content of newspapers’.11 Given the long history of censorship in the Habsburg empire, this decision may

well seem surprising. But there was rarely need for intervention for a publication like the Wiener Zeitung,

which, like other Viennese newspapers, limited itself almost entirely to reportage, transmitting official

declarations and dispatches it had received from other sources, with very little in the way of accompanying

commentary or editorials. Although nominally subject to censorship, these organs of the press remained

relatively free throughout the 1780s as far as reporting on events in France was concerned. Not until the

summer of 1790 would the Austrian monarchy begin any kind of systematic counteroffensive to shape public

opinion towards the French Revolution.12

8 Bernard Harrison, Haydn: The ‘Paris’ Symphonies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 21–23. On the

rapidly growing market for orchestral music in Paris in the 1770s and 80s see David Hennebelle, ‘Nobles, musique et

musiciens à Paris à la fin de l’Ancien Régime: Les transformations d’un patronage séculaire (1760–1780)’, Revue de

musicologie 87/2 (2001), 395–418.

9 Landon (Haydn at Eszterháza, volume 2, 724), for example, states that Haydn ‘was not for the Revolution’ yet provides

no evidence to support this. Landon then goes on to say that ‘if he had an opinion it was probably that of the famous

graffito which we recently saw in the old Fort Charlotte above Nassau: “Only Evil lies under 1789”’. Richard Taruskin,

in his Oxford History of Western Music, volume 2: Music in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (New York: Oxford

University Press, 2005), 550, asserts more plausibly that ‘Haydn’s politics, like that of his patrons, was a dynastic politics’.

10 See T. C. W. Blanning, Joseph II (London: Longman, 1994), 64.

11 Oskar Sashegyi, Zensur und Geistesfreiheit unter Joseph II (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1958), 141.

12 Ernst Wangermann, ‘The Austrian Enlightenment and the French Revolution’, in Austria in the Age of the French

Revolution, 1789–1815, ed. Kinley Brauer and William E. Wright (Minneapolis: Center for Austrian Studies, University
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We cannot say with certainty that Haydn saw the Wiener Zeitung on a regular basis, but circumstances

strongly suggest that he did. We know from his correspondence that when he was not in Vienna he was eager

to hear news from the capital. And on purely professional grounds Haydn would have wanted to keep abreast

of the music publishing scene in Vienna, where the Wiener Zeitung had long served as the principal venue in

which all the city’s music publishers announced their new publications. Indeed, the composer’s bitter

complaint to Artaria in January 1782 about the unauthorized and premature publication of the Op. 33 string

quartets was prompted by an announcement in the Wiener Zeitung itself. Haydn opened his letter to the

publisher with these words: ‘It was with astonishment that I noted, while reading through the Wiener

Diarium [i.e., the Wiener Zeitung], that you intend to issue my quartets in four weeks’ (‘Mit erstaunen

durchlas in dem wiener Diario, wie daß Sie meine quartetten in 4 wochen heraus geben werden’).13

The Wiener Zeitung can thus serve as a useful barometer of Haydn’s knowledge of events in France,

supplemented no doubt by conversations and perhaps the occasional Masonic meeting.14 But these remain

undocumented, so we must rely primarily on the reporting of Vienna’s leading newspaper at the time to get

a sense of what he and his interlocutors might have known.15 The dispatches from Paris that appeared in the

Wiener Zeitung, compiled from various unidentified sources, were remarkably unvarnished. Even from the

perspective of more than two hundred years later, these reports do not convey any sense of having been

sanitized or expurgated. They certainly do not minimize the violence that was taking place at the time. There

was, as we might expect, a time lag between events on the ground and their appearance in print: it generally

took about two weeks for developments in France to reach readers in Vienna. Thus reports of the storming

of the Bastille appeared in the Wiener Zeitung of 29 July, and they describe at some length the violence of the

moment, with graphic accounts of stabbings, shootings and severed heads being paraded on pikes.

Throughout July and August of 1789 the Wiener Zeitung continued to report both specific and general acts

of mob violence in some detail, even after the initial wave of unrest on July 14 had passed. The newspaper’s

otherwise fairly optimistic and positive report in the issue of August 5, for example, concludes with the

following:

Briefe aus Paris vom 25. Juli zeigen, daß die allgemeine Erschütterung, in der alle Gemüther waren,

noch nicht ganz gelegt ist. Zwar sind seit dem 20. die Schauspiele, die Börse, die Handlungshäuser,

usw. wieder eröffnet; aber der Haß gegen diejenigen, welche die sogenannte Sache des Volkes mit

Gewalt und durch böse Anschläge, die immer noch mehr entdeckt werden, unterdrücken wollten,

ist noch so lebhaft, daß er noch Opfer forderte und der unbändige Pöbel am 23. den Hrn. Foulon,

Sekretar des Staatsrathes, und den auf der Flucht ergriffenen Intendanten von Paris, Hrn. Berthier

de Savigny, den Wachen entriß, und beyden die Köpfe abschlug.

of Minnesota, 1990), 1–10. For a brief overview of the reportage of the Wiener Zeitung on events in France see Alex

Balisch, ‘The Wiener Zeitung Reports on the French Revolution’, in Austria in the Age of the French Revolution, 185–192.

On the Viennese press in Josephinian Vienna in general see Kurt Strasser, Die Wiener Presse in der Josephinischen Zeit

(Vienna: Verlag Notring der wissenschaftlichen Verbände Österreichs, 1962). On newspaper censorship during this

time see Sashegyi, Zensur und Geistesfreiheit, 100–126, and Helmut Reinalter, Aufgeklärter Absolutismus und Revolu-

tion: Zur Geschichte des Jakobinertums und der frühdemokratischen Bestrebungen in der Habsburgermonarchie (Vienna:

Hermann Böhlaus Nachfolger, 1980), 69–81.

13 Letter of 4 January 1782 to Artaria, in Gesammelte Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, 109.

14 On the role of Viennese Freemasonry in the spread of democratic ideals in Austria see Reinalter, Aufgeklärter

Absolutismus und Revolution, 186–218.

15 There is a sizeable literature on Austria’s response to the French Revolution, including Ernst Wangermann, From

Joseph II to the Jacobin Trials: Government Policy and Public Opinion in the Habsburg Dominions in the Period of the

French Revolution (London: Oxford University Press, 1959); Reinalter, Aufgeklärter Absolutismus und Revolution and

Österreich und die französische Revolution (Vienna: Österreichischer Bundesverlag, 1988); and Brauer and Wright,

Austria in the Age of the French Revolution, 1789–1815. These and similar studies focus on the period from 1790 onward,

however; very little has been written about Austrian responses during the weeks and months immediately before and

after the storming of the Bastille.
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Noch auffallender ist, daß die Auftritte der Hauptstadt fast in allen Städten des Reichs sich

erneuert haben: überall gleiche Gesinnungen sich äussern.16

Letters from Paris dated 25 July indicate that the general shock experienced by all has not yet

subsided entirely. On the one hand the theatres, the stock market, commercial businesses etc.

have been open again since the 20th. On the other hand, the hatred against those who wanted to

suppress the so-called Cause of the People with violence and through vicious attacks (which are

now coming to light more and more) is still so virulent that it exacted yet more sacrifice. On the

23rd the unrestrained mob seized from their guards M. Foulon, Secretary of the State Council, and

M. Berthier de Savigny, the Intendant of Paris, who had earlier been caught attempting to flee, and

cut off the heads of both.

Still more remarkable is that the events in the capital have renewed themselves in almost all the

cities of the kingdom: similar sentiments are expressing themselves everywhere.

Some of the newspaper’s accounts about recent events in France run to four or five full pages, far beyond

the standard space allotted to other stories from abroad. It is clear that the editors of the paper recognized the

momentous nature of what was happening. Indeed, the chief editor of the Wiener Zeitung, Conrad Dominik

Bartsch, is known to have seen the early stages of the French Revolution as part of a broader movement

towards the achievement of Enlightenment political ideals. Bartsch was a Freemason, a protégé of Joseph von

Sonnenfels and for a time Secretary of the Viennese lodge ‘Zur gekrönten Hoffnung’.17

In the summer of 1789, then, events in France were still being reported in a tone that was essentially

positive. This was still a time in which it seemed reasonable to believe that fundamental reforms could be

achieved within the framework of a constitutional monarchy, and, as a noted scholar of the Austrian

Enlightenment recently observed, Austrians of the time ‘could not fail to be aware of the similarities between

many of the decrees of the National Assembly and the reforms of Joseph II’.18 The Wiener Zeitung’s account

of the resolutions of 4 August provides a case in point. On this night the National Assembly voted to abolish

all feudal privileges, and members of the aristocracy almost literally fell over themselves taking the floor to

express their support for sweeping concessions to the bourgeoisie. When the Wiener Zeitung described these

proceedings in its issue of 22 August, it laid out each resolution point by point and in great detail. At the same

time, the newspaper did not ignore the darker side of what was going on and once again concluded its report

on an ominous note: ‘In general’, the Wiener Zeitung informed its readers, ‘things are still quite unsettled in

the provinces, and acts of violence, murder and other crimes are being committed on an almost daily basis’

(‘U[e]berhaupt geht es in den Provinzen noch sehr unruhig zu, und werden fast täglich Gewaltthätigkeiten,

Mordthaten, und andere Ausschweifungen verübet’).19

Haydn may also have had access to the Pressburger Zeitung. Its reports on events in France were not nearly

so extensive as those of the Wiener Zeitung, but the general tone is no different. In its issue of 22 July 1789 it

reported an address to the National Assembly that included the statement, ‘The life of the king is in danger’.

On 1 August the newspaper devoted more than two full pages to the fall of the Bastille, with reports

of violence against members of the nobility. ‘Things look deplorable in this capital city and along the

entire way to Versailles at the moment’, the newspaper’s dispatch observed. ‘A general uproar predomi-

nates. . . . The wrath of the mob no longer knew any bounds; the acts of violence were without number’

(‘Bejammernswürdig sieht es dermalen in hiesiger Hauptstadt, und längst dem Weg bis Versailles aus.

Es herrscht ein allgemeiner Aufruhr. . . . Die Wuth des Pöbels kannte keine Schranken mehr; die

16 Wiener Zeitung, 5 August 1789, 1991–1992.

17 See Ludwig Lewis, Geschichte der Freimaurerei in Österreich und Ungarn (Leipzig: C. W. Vollrath, 1872), 206, and Hilde

Koplenig, ‘Conrad Dominik Bartsch (1759–1817): Freimaurer und Journalist’, Wiener Geschichtsblätter 32 (1977),

215–230.

18 Wangermann, ‘The Austrian Enlightenment’, 4.

19 Wiener Zeitung, 22 August 1789, 2142.
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Gewaltthätigkeiten waren ohne Zahl’).20 A week later, the newspaper reported that the turmoil in Paris had

spread to ‘almost all the cities of the kingdom’. And signs of reconciliation over the following weeks were

tempered by this observation in the issue of 22 August: ‘The Goddess of Discord continues to hold her black

flag, darkening France’s horizon.’21

In short, then, the story that was getting through to Vienna was abridged but unexpurgated, and decidedly

mixed: progress in the form of concessions from the crown and the aristocracy; progress in the general

sense of movement toward an equality of law and the abolition of feudal privileges; but also violence in

the form of lynchings, acts of arson and mob rampages. Readers at the time would of course have had no

inkling of the Terror yet to come, including the execution of the king and queen (who, it should it be

remembered, was Joseph II’s sister). Yet no one could have ignored or been unaware of the underlying sense

of violence and turmoil that was part of the social landscape of France in those early months of the

Revolution.

Questions of reform and the gradual transformation of monarchical rule were in any case very much on

the minds of the Viennese in August 1789. On 1 June Joseph II had abrogated the Belgian constitution, which

in short order would lead to war and the overthrow of Habsburg rule in Belgium. In July he had imposed a

stamp act on publications issued in the Habsburg domains, effectively shutting down a number of journals

that could not sustain themselves financially in the open market.22 The war against the Turks was not going

well and was draining public morale. Many Hungarian nobles, resentful at Joseph II’s various curtailments

of Hungarian quasi-autonomy and his transfer of the Crown of Saint Stephen from Buda to Vienna, were

becoming increasingly restless and outspoken in their opposition to the emperor.

News of the Bastille’s fall was not greeted with equanimity at the Hofburg. A report written by the British

chargé d’affaires in Vienna on 29 July describes how Joseph II, upon learning the news, was thrown into

‘transports of passion’, uttering the ‘most violent Menaces of Vengeance’.23 This response would not have

been known publicly at the time, of course, but it provides at least some sense of the informal attitudes and

unofficial responses that would have emanated from the court and been passed by word of mouth during the

summer of 1789.

It was within this context that Haydn either proposed or agreed to write a ‘National Symphony’. As

scholars of French history have long recognized, this word held special resonance at the time. For the French,

‘national’ meant something different from the political leadership of the king: the nation was an entity to

which even the king owed allegiance. By the 1780s the word had become virtually synonymous with

‘public’.24 The Third Estate, representing the bourgeoisie and thus the vast majority of the French popu-

lation, had withdrawn from the Estates General in June 1789 to reconstitute itself as the National Assembly,

bypassing the aristocracy and the clergy. By early July even Louis XVI had to acknowledge the reality of this

new body, and on 26 August the assembled delegates would approve the Declaration of the Rights of Man,

whose third article proclaims that ‘the principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation. No body

or individual may exercise any authority that does not proceed directly from the nation’. ‘National’ had

become a kind of slogan, an adjectival shorthand for anything having to do with the Third Estate and the

forces of change, whether it be achieved by violent or peaceful means. The people of Paris celebrated the fall

of the Bastille with cries of ‘Vive la nation’ and ‘Vive la nation du tiers etat’.25 Personal wealth and comfort

20 Pressburger Zeitung, 1 August 1789, 540–541.

21 Pressburger Zeitung, 8 August 1789, 558; 22 August 1789, 606.

22 See Leslie Bodi, Tauwetter in Wien: Zur Prosa der österreichischen Aufklärung 1781–1795 (Frankfurt am Main: S. Fischer,

1977), 241.

23 Wangermann, From Joseph II to the Jacobin Trials, 46, note 2.

24 For a summary of the concept of ‘nation’ in France from the seventeenth to the early nineteenth century see Elisabeth

Fehrenbach, ‘Nation’, in Handbuch politisch-sozialer Grundgbegriffe in Frankreich, 1618–1820, ed. Rolf Reichardt and

others (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1986), 75–107.

25 See Fehrenbach, ‘Nation’, 97.
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had to be sacrificed for the good of the nation. ‘Nation’ was one of those words that meant many things to

many people, but in the summer of 1789 its associations with the turmoil in France were particularly strong.26

‘National’ had also become a buzzword in Joseph II’s Austria: the emperor himself spoke repeatedly of

such ideals as Nationalbildung, a Nationaltheater and a National-Singspiel. The term figured prominently in

the Austrian press of the time as well, for, as in France, ‘nation’ was more or less synonymous with ‘the

people’ or ‘the public’.27 Yet Haydn never proposed or approved a ‘national symphony’ for anyone other

than a Parisian public. And given the extensive reportage in the leading newspapers of Vienna and Pressburg,

it would be difficult to imagine that he remained oblivious to the resonances of this term in France under

these particular circumstances.

Commercial motivations certainly played their part. On at least one earlier occasion, Haydn had accepted

the idea of marketing his music by associating it with events of the day. In 1783 Artaria had commissioned a

keyboard reduction of what we now know as the Symphony No. 69 in C major; the publisher suggested to

Haydn that the piano reduction of this work be issued under the nickname of ‘Laudon’, in honour of the

Austrian Field Marshal Ernst Gideon, Freiherr von Laudon (1717–1790). In his reply Haydn criticized the

poor quality of the transcription and suggested that the finale be eliminated altogether, on the grounds that

it did not lend itself to being reduced for a keyboard instrument. But he accepted the publisher’s suggestion

of the nickname, noting that ‘the word “Laudon” will contribute more to sales than any ten finales’ (‘Das

wort Laudon wird zu Beförderung des Verkaufes mehr als zehen Finale beytragen’).28 Sieber, for his part,

would have been aware of the commercial appeal of catchy nicknames that were already circulating for

several of the ‘Paris’ Symphonies, including ‘L’ours’ (‘The Bear’, No. 82) and ‘La poule’ (‘The Hen’, No. 83).

The notion of a ‘National Symphony’ might in fact be viewed as a kind of latter-day counterpart to ‘La Reine

de France’, the name by which the Symphony No. 85 had been circulating since the year of its premiere in

1786, supposedly because the second-movement Romance was a favourite of Marie Antoinette’s.29 We do

not know if Haydn was aware of this nickname at the time, but Sieber would certainly have recognized the

potential for marketing a ‘National Symphony’ in the political climate of the late summer of 1789.

In the case of the unwritten ‘National Symphony’, however, there are at least two significant differences

that distinguish Haydn’s approbation from his earlier endorsement of ‘Laudon’. First, the idea for the

nickname ‘Laudon’ was applied well after the fact, perhaps as much as a decade after Haydn had actually

composed the work. Second, the appellation was in no way even remotely controversial. Field Marshal

Laudon was a military hero, revered by Austrians for having defeated the Prussian army of Frederick the

Great in a series of battles during the Seven Years’ War. Laudon, moreover, had already been the object of

dozens of poems and songs in the preceding decades: this symphony was merely one more in a long series of

artistic works issued in his honour.30 So by 1783 neither Haydn nor Artaria would have been going out on a

limb to associate one of their new publications with a military hero.

The same cannot be said of the designation ‘National Symphony’ in the late summer of 1789. Haydn, as

noted, would have recognized the potential commercial appeal of this title to the French public – which is to

say, the French nation – yet he was just as surely aware of its potentially controversial nature. Nothing about

the Revolution, good or bad, was perceived as inevitable by the end of August 1789. At the time, many saw the

most recent events in France as a necessary step towards constitutional monarchy. Yet the direct assault on

26 Robert R. Palmer, ‘The National Idea in France Before the Revolution’, Journal of the History of Ideas 1 (1940), 95–111;

Jacques Godechot, ‘Nation, patrie, nationalisme et patriotisme en France au XVIIIe siecle’, Annales historiques de la

Révolution française 43 (1971), 481–501; and David A. Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalism,

1680–1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001).

27 On the use of the term ‘Nation’ in the Viennese press during this time see Bodi, Tauwetter in Wien, 63–67.

28 Haydn to Artaria, 8 April 1783, Gesammelte Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, 127.

29 Anik Devriès-Lesure, L’édition musicale dans la presse parisienne au XVIIIe siècle: catalogue des annonces (Paris: CNRS,

2005), 250, identifies an announcement in the Journal de la Librairie of 16 September 1786 for ‘Menuets & Andante de

la Symphonie d’HAYDN, nommée la Reine de France, arrangée pour le clavecin’, published by Imbault of Paris in 1786.

30 See Wilhelm Edler von Janko, ed., Loudon im Gedicht und Liede seiner Zeitgenossen (Vienna: Braumüller, 1881).
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Europe’s most powerful monarchy was without precedent and the resulting turmoil was seen to carry risks

as well as potential. France was moving into uncharted waters, and the spectre of violence served as a

reminder that progress, if and when it came, would not be without its costs. Accounts of the violence and

bloodshed associated with these changes, as we have seen, were readily accessible to the Viennese public,

including not only Haydn but also his patron Prince Nicolaus Esterházy, a staunch political supporter of

Joseph II.

We should also keep in mind that in the summer of 1789 Haydn was still very much in the service of Prince

Nicolaus. In spite of his international fame, and in spite of his commissions from Paris and elsewhere, the

composer could not travel as he wished. As late as May 1790 he complained from Eszterháza to his confidante

Marianne von Genzinger that he could not go to Vienna, even for a day, even when the Prince himself was

in the capital. And a month later he bemoaned his situation with still greater intensity: ‘Once again it has

happened to me that I am compelled to remain at home [in Eszterháza]. Your Grace can imagine what I

thereby lose. It is indeed sad always to be a slave; yet Providence wills it’ (‘Nun trifft es mich abermahl, daß

ich zu Hauß bleiben mus[s]. Was ich dabey verliehre, können sich Euer gnaden selbst einbilden. Es ist doch

traurig, immer Sclav zu seyn: allein, die Vorsicht will es’).31 The Prince died a few months later, freeing

Haydn to sign a new contract for England, where he arrived on New Year’s Day 1791. Nine months after his

arrival there he wrote again to Marianne von Genzinger, but in a very different tone:

O meine liebe gnädige Frau, wie Süss schmeckt doch eine gewisse freyheit, ich hatte einen guten

Fürsten, mus[s]te aber zu zeiten von niedrigen Seelen abhangen, ich seufzte oft um Erlösung, nun

habe ich Sie einiger massen, ich erkenne auch die gutthat derselben ohngeachtet mein geist mit

mehrer arbeith beschwert ist. [D]as bewust seyn, kein gebundener diener zu seyn, vergütet alle

mühe, allein so lieb mir diese freyheit ist, so gerne verlange ich bey meiner zurückkunft in fürst.

Esterhazischen Diensten zu seyn, bloß meiner armen Familie wegen.32

Oh, my dear and gracious Lady, a certain freedom tastes sweet indeed. I had a good Prince but was

at times subordinate to base souls. I often sighed for release, and now I have it to some extent. And

I recognize the benefit of all this, even if my mind is burdened with more work. The consciousness

of not being a bonded servant compensates for all the toil. As dear as this freedom is, I nevertheless

gladly long to be once again in the service of Prince Esterházy, simply for the sake of my poor

family.

Given the pervasive nature of censorship throughout the Habsburg Empire and the charged atmosphere

of the mid-1790s in particular, Haydn would not have dreamed of writing openly about his views on the

political events of the day. His comments to Marianne von Genzinger are thus all the more extraordinary.

Brief and oblique though they may be, they offer us a glimpse into his deeper feelings about his lifelong status

as a servant and his latent resentment towards the intrinsically hierarchical structure of a society based

primarily on heredity rather than merit.

Haydn’s attitudes towards the French Revolution later in life are not necessarily those he held in 1789. He

was no doubt horrified, along with many others, at the execution of Louis XVI in January 1793 and of Marie

31 Haydn to Marianne von Genzinger, 30 May 1790 and 27 June 1790, Gesammelte Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, 235–237,

242–243.

32 Haydn to Marianne von Genzinger, 17 September 1791, Gesammelte Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, 260–261. The transla-

tion here differs from that given in Landon, The Collected Correspondence and London Notebooks, 118. Most signifi-

cantly for present purposes, Landon’s translation of the phrase ‘mus[s]te aber zu zeiten von niedrigen Seelen

abhangen’ as ‘sometimes I was forced to be dependent on base souls’ overlooks the decidedly hierarchical implications

of the word ‘abhangen’. Johann Christoph Adelung, in his Grammatisch-kritisches Wörterbuch der hochdeutschen

Mundart, 4 volumes (Vienna: Pichler, 1808), cites as the principal figurative meaning of ‘abhangen’ the following: ‘Von

einem abhangen, ihm unterworfen, Gehorsam schuldig seyn’ (to be dependent upon someone, subservient to him, to

owe obedience).
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Antoinette in October of that same year. The London audiences that thrilled to Haydn’s new works,

moreover, included their share of French aristocrats who had fled the bloodshed of the Terror. By the time

Haydn returned to Vienna for good in 1795 ‘national’ had begun to mean something rather different, with

connotations more closely associated with what we today think of as nationalism.

Finally, what might the ‘National Symphony’ have been like had Haydn actually written it? Here we can

only speculate. Perhaps it would have incorporated or made reference to some tune identifiably ‘French’,

in much the same way that the opening of the slow movement of his Symphony No. 98, written for an

English audience in 1792, makes a feint towards ‘God Save the King’ before settling into a melodic line of

Haydn’s own invention. Or perhaps the ‘National Symphony’ would have been somehow marked as

‘French’ in style, either in whole or in part. The idea of ‘national’ styles in music was certainly common

enough in the eighteenth century, and Richard Will’s inventory of relevant symphonies and symphonic

movements from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries includes more than two dozen

works.33 Carl Dittersdorf, for example, had written a Sinfonia nazionale nel gusto di cinque nazioni that

dates from the mid-1760s – one of its movements imitates what Dittersdorf considered to be the ‘French’

style in music – and Leopold Kozeluch had written a Sinfonia francese in the mid-1780s. The title of

Kozeluch’s symphony in all likelihood derives from the rondeau slow movement in duple metre. Václav

Pichl’s Sinfonia alla francese in E flat major Z6, dating from no later than 1773, includes a similar slow

movement.

But, significantly, what Haydn proposed to his French publisher, or what his publisher proposed to him,

was not a ‘French’ symphony, or a symphony in the ‘French style’, but a ‘national’ symphony, and the

distinction is significant. The symphony was the instrumental genre best suited to expressing the emotions

of a substantial body of people: it was performed by a large ensemble in a large space before a large

audience.34 This was not intimate music but music on a broad scale, and it is certainly no coincidence that if

Haydn were to have written a ‘national’ work of any kind, it would have been a symphony, and not a sonata

or string quartet. The idea of a symphony as an expression of communal emotion at a specific moment in

time would in any event become a reality only a year later with Paul Wranitzky’s Symphony entitled ‘A

Magyar Nemzet Öröme’ (‘Joy of the Hungarian Nation’), a work occasioned by Joseph II’s decision in early

1790 to restore most of the traditional rights and privileges he had revoked from Hungary earlier in his reign.

In a letter dated 28 January 1790 Joseph II agreed to summon the Hungarian diet (which he had previously

refused to do), return the crown of Saint Stephen from Vienna to Buda and finally to attend a ceremonial

coronation in Pressburg as King of Hungary. The first edition of Wranitzky’s symphony, issued by André of

Offenbach in early 1790, describes the programme of the work’s three movements in some detail and in

Hungarian rather than in the more conventional French, Italian or German:

Joy of the Hungarian Nation at the Restoration of its Laws and Freedoms. Effected by the Emperor

and King Joseph II on the 28th Day of the post-Christmas Month (Januarius) of the Year 1790. A

Grand Symphony comprising Three Parts. I. First Joy of the Nation, and its Diffusion. II. Pleasant

Sentiments of the Estates of the Realm and the Restored Unity Among Them. III. Joy of the

Community at the Return of the Holy Crown. Dedicated to the Hungarian Nation by Pál

Wraniszky, Music Director to Janós Esterházy, Count of Galantha.35

33 For a list of symphonies whose titles or individual movement titles include ‘national’ elements see Richard Will, The

Characteristic Symphony in the Age of Haydn and Beethoven (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002),

Appendix 3d (‘National and Regional Styles and Dances’), 300–301.

34 On the idea of the symphony as a distinctively public genre in the eighteenth century see Mark Evan Bonds, ‘The

Symphony as Pindaric Ode’, in Haydn and his World, ed. Elaine Sisman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997),

131–153.

35 The translation is from Ferenc Bónis’ edition of the work: Paul Wranitzky, Sinfonia C-dur (Budapest: Editio Musica,

1978). Both the original and revised title pages are reproduced in David Wyn Jones, The Symphony in Beethoven’s

Vienna (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 81, 83.
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When Joseph II died on 20 February 1790, André hastily revised the title page – following instructions, no

doubt, from Wranitzky and his patron Count Janós Esterházy – to honour the coronation of Leopold II; the

‘Joy of the Hungarian People’ phrase nevertheless remains in the Hungarian (though not the Latin) version

of the later, bilingual title page. The relationship between the music and its original programme may in any

event have been superficial from the start. Ferenc Bónis suggests that Wranitzky applied the original

movement titles to an existing three-movement work that happened to include Hungarian verbunkos

(‘gypsy’) episodes in its rondo finale, a feature that can be found in the works of many other composers both

before and after, including Haydn, Mozart and Dittersdorf.36

David Wyn Jones has nevertheless rightly pointed to Wrantizky’s ‘Joy of the Hungarian Nation’ as a

significant moment in the history of the symphony as a genre, the first work of its kind to convey a specifically

political message, at least in the form of its presentation.37 In the wake of the French Revolution, the

symphony was no longer merely a vehicle of entertainment, but a potential means of political propaganda.

It seems safe to say that Haydn had mixed motivations for either proposing or agreeing to the title of

‘National Symphony’. It would be naive to suggest that his motivations were entirely idealistic: clearly, he

would have realized that a topical title like this would improve sales of the work, especially in France. Yet it

would be cynical to claim that the composer’s motivations were wholly commercial and without personal

risk: ‘national’ was not a value-neutral term at the time, and for this particular time and place – Paris in the

late summer of 1789 – it carried unusually vivid connotations associated decidedly with change rather than

with the status quo. In any event, Haydn’s unwritten ‘National Symphony’ conveys at the very least the idea

of a political symphony half a year before Wranitzky’s ‘Joy of the Hungarian Nation’ and some fifteen years

before Beethoven’s ‘Eroica’, with its cancelled dedication to Napoleon. Many later composers would go on

to make explicit associations between symphonies and specific nationalities, but the idea itself, it would

seem, originated in response to the French Revolution.38

36 See Ferenc Bónis’ Preface to his edition of Wranitzky’s symphony (see note 35). On the ‘gypsy’ style see Jonathan

Bellman, The Style Hongrois in the Music of Western Europe (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1993).

37 Jones, The Symphony in Beethoven’s Vienna, 84. See also Gerda Lettner and Gilda Pasetzky, ‘Revolutionärer Patriot-

ismus und Friedensforderungen in der Musik des ausgehenden 18. Jahrhunderts: Haydn, Paul Wranitzky, Hebenstreit

und Horix: Das historisch-musikalische Umfeld der ‘Schöpfung’ (1793–1800)’, Francia 30/2 (2003), 45–71.

38 Later examples of explicitly ‘national’ symphonies include three by Arnošt Vančura (c1750–1802), the Sinfonie

nationale russe, the Sinfonie nationale ukrainienne and the Sinfonie nationale polonaise (published in St Petersburg in

1798, RISM A/I W198); Georg Joseph Vogler’s Bayrische nationale Sinfonie, whose finale incorporates a choral setting

of an earlier song, also by Vogler, ‘Ich bin ein Baier, ein Baier bin ich’ (1806); and Muzio Clementi’s ‘Great National

Symphony’ (1824), whose slow movement and finale incorporate versions of ‘God Save the King’.
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