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Woke up this morning with bloodstains on the sheets. Thought “Gawd, what’s happened?” Then I 
remembered – the evening before I’d stupidly scraped my arm along the wall of our house while 
watering the garden. (Don’t ask me how that’s done.) 

Ah-ha! You thought I was referring to Johnny Depp and his tussles with Amber Heard, didn’t you? 
Except that in that particular case apparently even more horrific items lurked between the sheets. 

(You’ve surely heard of the Heard Turd - allegedly discovered in Johnny Depp’s bed?) Rumour hath it  
the object in question wasn’t quite the genuine article : sham-poo you might say. Be that as it may, 
the two happy campers pictured above really don’t do much to lift the spirits in troubled times. 

No more, indeed, than the Beethoven mash-up, which has now been and gone of course.  

 

 

 Ludwig van Depp 



36 – The happy couple – July 2020 
 
Maybe I misjudged it rather harshly - and in fact on first encounter the piece was not quite as bad as 
I had feared – nevertheless here’s what critic Andrew Clements had to say : 

But there had been something brand new to begin – Iain Farrington’s Beethoveniana, 

a six-minute mash-up of themes from the nine Beethoven symphonies performed by 

a virtual orchestra of 350 players from all five of the BBC orchestras, with the BBC 

Singers adding a final saccharine version of the Ode to Joy. On its own terms it’s a 

deft enough piece of musical tailoring, slickly integrated and irrepressibly perky in 

tone, but ultimately trite and trivial. Even considering the current restrictions, 

though, it was a pretty unimaginative way of marking the Beethoven anniversary. 

Deft or daft did he say?      Anyway, did you catch it on telly? 
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I can’t really add anything to Mr. Clements’ succinctly expressed  views, except that, for those who 
might have missed it, two dancers pranced around for six or seven minutes, and I could quite see 
why : anything to distract from the pointless exercise itself, with nothing to grab one’s attention 
other than boring pictures flitting past of musicians and singers wearing headphones (yawn). 

Not for a second to denigrate Iain Farrington’s slick, film-score/jazzy collage and orchestrations à la 
John Wilson, nor indeed to belittle the technical expertise of the visual montage, despite its 
essentially dreary content. 

No, the really dispiriting thing came after having watched it once, and then giving it another spin on 
the BBC i-Player. First time around the unexpected twists and turns seemed like novelties – fun 
almost - but as soon as you were aware of what was about to happen the whole surprise thing 
collapsed, and one started to cringe. Oh Gawd, not that again….  

By the third time around this is all seemed to be doing very little for Beethoven – au contraire rather 
an unfortunate disservice, I would say.  

Now, look at the real Beethoven. The bona fide 1st Symphony.  The surprises in the opening bars are 
twenty times as eyebrow-raising as the mash-up, and never fail to work their magic. The symphony’s 
supposed to be in C major, but on every single hearing a smile lights up your face as the opening 
chords appear very distinctly in F major,  then lurch drunkenly around the corner, only to 
rematerialise sequentially in G major. 

 But, hang on, if you look on the tin it says C major. C bloody major!  

Outrageous shenanigans like these were unheard of at the time of the symphony’s composition.  

Eventually, amidst all this incertitude, it’s not until you hit the Allegro con brio at bar 13 that you kick 
your feet with joy. Take-off !  Incontrovertibly C major at last – definitely the home key! 

And that’s only Beethoven’s youthful 1st : eight more to follow, getting crazier and better all the 
time, each in unexpectedly different ways. That’s the thing – Beethoven always manages to take you 
by surprise, however many times you listen to him. 

And then, before we leave the subject, look at the chosen tonalities of his other symphonies : C 
major to start with (Symphony No. 1 in the simplest key of course), then No. 2 a step up in (guess 
what) D major. Then the 3rd in – you were going to say E major, weren’t you? Well, that’s kind of 
right, except that it’s actually E flat, but what the hell. 

So, you’re on a roll – next up, F surely?  

No way. The 4th (which I love) is actually in B flat, so normal expectations are shattered. That’s 
Beethoven for you – always a surprise around the corner. 

But then he pops back into the old routine - C (minor) for the 5th - and then finally hits the F major 
which you were expecting for the 4th, as his chosen key for the Pastoral, No. 6. Actually the perfect 
choice of tonality to accompany that walk in the countryside so beloved of Beethoven. 

Sorry if I’m being boring, but you know how it is when you’ve been tromping around the woods and 
fields for an hour or two on a warm summer’s day and start to feel a bit hot and bothered? You plop 
down beside a stream to cool off, dabble your feet in the water, and -  hmm – chill? 
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Bit by bit you acclimatise to your surroundings, spotting that flash of fish-tail darting in amongst the 
stones, then spying several more of the creatures lurking in the deeper pools.  

The whole magical atmosphere gradually transports you into another world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The softer world of the subdominant, B flat major. Gently muted strings (the Urtext has them all 
muted, except violas), plus that magical duo of celli playing  together in their middle/lower register 
invoke a purring of sheer contentment, while held notes on the horns subtly paint the canvas of 
rustic surroundings (horns in B flat basso, by the way, as is usual with Beethoven). 

Nightingale, quail, and cuckoo are depicted by flute, oboe, and clarinet…and, ever so gently, we nod 
off….perfect bliss. 
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Only to be rudely awakened by the eruption of noise from a happy gathering of country folk!  

Happily dancing its heart out in F major (NB home key – back to reality), complete with a maladroit 
oboist who misses each entry, coming in late (or early) every time : 

 

instead of : 

 

 

Oh yes – Beethoven deliberately writes it that way for a laugh. Terrific fun and games ensue, and 
then the country folk in their turn are interrupted by the ominous rumble of distant thunder : 

OK – you’d expect a creepy key-change, wouldn’t you? Well yes, but where’s it going? D minor, the 
relative minor of F major, perhaps?  

Well, no, as you can see…nothing quite as obvious.. 

I mean, Beethoven had a trump card up his sleeve which he saved for later, the first movement of 
his 9th (his final symphony - in D minor) : a devastating depiction of a natural cataclysm in music. As 
Tovey says : “We see the heavens on fire” : an apt description indeed of the D minor effect at its 
most terrifying. 

No, no, OK then, we’ll make do with the tonic minor, F minor. Yep, let’s settle for that. 

Except – hang on a minute – it’s not F minor. If you look a couple of bars ahead he’s in D flat major. 

Aha! If you haven’t learnt by now, you jolly well should have, always expect the unexpected. Have a 
look : what you actually hear is the thunder – still distant – in cellos and basses, and the initial 
pattering  of raindrops in the second violins. Well, that’s exactly how it works in nature, isn’t it? 

This goes on for 10 bars, followed by a sequence of the same music in E flat minor, complete with 
scary first lightning flash – just enough time for everyone to run for shelter. Then the storm is really 
on us, at last in full frontal F minor. 
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True to type, it blasts away for a while, then appears to back off – only to come crashing in again and 
again from different directions, each depicted by its own particular key and/or orchestration. 

That said, the storm is portrayed as a comfortingly natural manifestation - not one imbued with 
terrifyingly sinister connotations as in the 9th, but nevertheless a scary enough thunderstorm. 

Throughout we sense that old peasanty thing of “Well, needed the rain, didn’t we?” All the same, a 
slightly disturbing element is this truncated scale hammering away constantly in cellos and basses : 

 

 

 

 

 

The miracle of course occurs in its ultimate heavenly release from the stifling range restriction of a 
4th or 5th max, rising freely at last in a complete scale (and more) on the flute, as the storm abates 
and the sun smiles again, bestowing on us the warmth of its blessing. 

We are led gently through the portal of C major back into the home key of…. 

F major! Where else? 

Every symphony of Beethoven represents a slice of life. Each pulls you in and takes you to places you 
might have already visited or even fully inhabited at some point, before leading you off to explore 
fresh terrain. Emotional, rather than physical places, of course, both dark and light - although, as 
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exemplified by Beethoven’s Pastoral, places and emotions are inseparable. The uncanny thing is this 
stream of human consciousness into which I firmly believe music is the most powerful conduit, can 
show us parts of ourselves that we already knew existed, whilst revealing others we didn’t, for which 
reason music is something uniquely precious. 

My hitting on the Pastoral for this blah blah was not just a chance encounter, although my first 
hearing of it probably was. 

It actually took place in the unlikely location of Ystradgynlais, the simple but charming Welsh village 
where my aunt and uncle lived, and which we used to visit for holidays. They had one of those posh 
post-war polished wood radiogram things in their front room, which, as we had nothing other than a 
simple radio at home (or wireless, as it was called in those days) was a bit of a discovery. I must have 
been nine or ten, and had already fallen in love with music through singing treble In the Rye parish 
church choir, and more to the point being lulled to sleep at night by the odd Beethoven sonata, 
played rather wonkily but with much dedication by Ben, father of the household with whom we 
shared Curlew House in Rye during the 1950’s. 

The radiogram cabinet contained a number of 78’s, including a complete Pastoral (Furtwängler) on 
discs which I leapt up to change or turn over with zeal, anxious to get onto the next bit without 
breaking the spell. I was allowed access to the front room for an hour every morning while my 
cousin champed at the bit, wanting me to go trout fishing with him in the nearby River Tawe. But the 
Pastoral became my daily fix and could not be ignored, taking priority over all daily proceedings. 

I have since conducted the Pastoral several times, and it never fails to bring back memories, 
although each time I interpret things a little differently – well, life moves on. Life evolves, but 
essential truths don’t, so these changes are merely reflections - the actual material remains 
constant, as does the message. 

As I said, each of Beethoven’s symphonies is a life in itself – he was a giant among giants. The recent 
series on BBC 4 Being Beethoven showed that he was indeed not unaware of that fact. Battling his 
encroaching deafness as he did, you forgive him everything – unlike Johnny Depp, whose Superman 
pretentions are laughable. 

Anyway, to round off, let’s have a quick Beethovenian Coda. Did you know that Superman and 
Batman habitually held a monthly rendez vous atop the Empire State Building to compare notes on 
the goings-on in their native  city of Metropolis?                                                                                                     

No, of 
course 
you didn’t 
– the 
Empire 
State’s in 
New York, 
but don’t 
let that 
spoil a 
good 
story. 

On this particular occasion Superman turns up horribly late, causing Batman to lose his cool and set 
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fire to the Empire State in a hissy fit. (Hmm – does sound a bit like Johnny Depp actually.) 

Eventually however, when Superman finally turns up Batman roars at him “Where the f*** have you 
been?”  

Superman replies sheepishly “Sorry buddy – I’ll tell you all about it, but let’s put that fire out first.” 

“Oh, OK, but you’d better have a ruddy good excuse up your sleeve.”  

“I have, I have. Tell you all about it – now c’mon.” 

Two minutes later, when they’ve put the fire out, Batman growls “OK, spill the beans.” 

“Alright, alright – just calm down and listen. Look, I was flying over Metropolis on my way here - 
y’know, keeping my eye on things and all that  – when I spotted a 23rd-floor apartment with the 
window wide open.” 

“Yeah – what’s so strange about that?” 

“Well it wasn’t just the window – I mean, there was this naked girl lying on her back in bed and 
wriggling around in a kind of suggestive position. Know what I mean?” 

Batman softens his stance and grins. “Yeah, yeah, so you flew in through the window – right?” 

“Right.” 

“Ha ha – I bet she got a helluva surprise!” 

“Yeah, but nothing like the shock I gave the Invisible Man!” 


