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Introduction

merican conceptions of symphonic structure and of Ludwig

van Beethoven’s symphonies in the 1840s were shaped sig-
nificantly by the youthful John Sullivan Dwight (1813-1893) in
the years before he gained his reputation as the editor of Dwight’s
Journal of Music, A Paper of Art and Literature.' As the first major
American-born critic of music, Dwight founded that valuable jour-
nal in 1852, and it became the earliest long-lived music periodical
in the United States. For twenty-nine years, until the Journal closed
in 1881, Dwight vigorously championed the music of many Euro-
pean composers and the development of concert activity in
America.

To support these goals, he wrote extended original essays on
styles and composers and provided his own or other translations
of German and French critical works. He published news of con-
certs and correspondence from abroad, as well as reprinting valu-
able material from English and Continental sources. Dwight
pioneered in describing and reviewing numerous scholarly
biographies, instruction manuals, and books on music. Subjects
ranged from aesthetics, music criticism, and the psychology and
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sociology of music to acoustics and the state of education in music
in conservatories and universities.

He also invited contributions to the Journal from other promi-
ment writers on music. One of these was the respected American
biographer of Beethoven, Alexander Wheelock Thayer,2 who con-
tributed about 325 articles, reviews, and letters from America and
Europe. Dwight was the first to translate any part of Thayer’s biog-
raphy from the German back into Ehglish and to impress on his
readers the significant scholarly achievement that it and similar
European studies represented.’

Despite Dwight’s stature in the cultural life of nineteenth-cen-
tury America, however, very little is known about the formation of
his approach to music criticism. By tracing his beginnings as a
writer on Beethoven in the period following the composer’s death
in 1827, we can discover a dramatically new perspective on Dwight
as critic. It offers a marked contrast to the existing literature, which
is based almost exclusively on the readily accessible writings of
Dwight’s later years in the Journal.

This book identifies for the first time, and provides evidence of,
specific European critical, biographical, musical, historiographical,
literary, and historical foundations on which Dwight constructed
his initial thought pertaining to Beethoven’s symphonies. Four un-
derlying and connected ideas shaped the research. First, Dwight’s
American reception of Beethoven’s symphonies is comprehensible
only from a perspective informed by his growing knowledge and
transformation of related European intellectual traditions and crit-
ical approaches. A study of Dwight’s musical learning connected
to Beethoven provides a natural focus for that association.*

Second, he earned distinction by communicating to a literate
but musically unsophisticated American public about the structure
and importance of the symphony as a new kind of concert music.
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Dwight chose Beethoven’s symphonies as his prime modern exem-
plars of the genre before 1847.

Third, Dwight’s search for, and development of, a higher criti-
cism of music was unprecedented in the United States and was
distinct from the journalistic chronicling of performances charac-
teristic of the daily press. It evolved from his independent effort
to understand music in its multiple facets as moral force, aesthetic
art, and technical-scientific field. As a part of this process, he led
in introducing a musical discourse and fostered the significant edu-
cative function of the music critic in American society.

Fourth, Dwight disseminated an idealistic vision of a universal
Beethoven whose symphonic music he hoped would become em-
blematic of a new era marked by the amelioration of society. He
also conceived of the symphony orchestra as a cooperative, rather
than a competing, entity. This broad utopian view excluded the
term “Romanticism,” as Dwight will be shown to have used it,
from any application to Beethoven’s symphonies. However, he in-
troduced to Americans a new Romantic outlook emphasizing the
significance of symphonic music combined with constructive sug-
gestions to guide readers in becoming informed listeners.

Dwight’s texts are cultural documents. His interpretative com-
ments, as well as references to books he read and other internal
evidence, can be found in his manuscripts, unpublished letters,
archival papers, and published articles and essays scattered in di-
verse, largely inaccessible periodicals or newspapers. Dwight’s mu-
sical learning between 1835 and 1847 will be revealed to have
been more extensive than has been known. As an examination of
the European sources associated with American Beethoven criti-
cism, this book opens an area that has not been treated previously
in older twentieth-century assessments of the composer’s impact
on the Romantic imagination® or in more recent studies exploring
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the European criticism,® reception,” mystique,? or image® of Bee-
thoven.

The earliest regular series of public orchestral performances of
Beethoven’s complete, rather than excerpted, symphonies in the
United States occurred concurrently in New York and in Boston
beginning in 1841.1° These concerts coincided with a change in
Dwight’s career from Unitarian minister to a life in music as au-
thor, critic, and teacher. Among the small group of American-born
writers in that era who attempted to create a listening public for
Beethoven’s music, only Dwight dared ultimately to forge a career
in music.

He confronted formidable obstacles. In the 1820s and 1830s,
American readers had learned of Beethoven’s fame as a symphonic
composer before they heard the music. Articles in the press and
periodicals had reprinted or borrowed reports primarily from En-
glish publications that signaled the earlier popularity of his sym-
phonies in London.!* However, with few exceptions, these works
presented complex challenges for performers, audiences, and writ-
ers in America before midcentury because of a relative absence
of established musical and educational institutions, performance
traditions, and a critical framework within which to locate sym-
phonic and orchestral issues.

Dwight’s musical curiosity and linguistic fluency equipped him
to find and incorporate, but also to reject, varied European ap-
proaches to this new repertory. He developed a discourse attempt-
ing to extend beyond the level of supetficial, or “acquaintance,”
knowledge to convey “discursive’ knowledge as well.}2 In commu-
nicating with others for the common good, he hoped to instill in
his compatriots a sense that music was a stimulating field of artistic
and “scientific”’significance rather than merely a pleasing diver-
sion. Dwight’s interest in European art music reflected his univer-
sal commitment to its concerns with moral and cultural idealism
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as part of what he conceived to be a shared heritage. Dwight also
contributed in the nineteenth century to the general development
of aesthetic perception and pleasure, considered, from a broad
perspective, as an important phase in the history of civilization.??

It has been little recognized that when Dwight created his Jour-
nal, at the age of thirty-nine, he was then concluding the most
optimistic and open-minded part of his career. Dwight’s disap-
pointment at the outbreak of the Mexican War in 1846 was com-
pounded by a strong sense of loss on the closing in 1847 of Brook
Farm, the experimental utopian community in West Roxbury, Mas-
sachusetts, which had been his home since 1841. In the eatly and
mid-1840s, by contrast, he had flourished in musical as well as
literary, educational, and reform activities. During those years of
learning, Dwight had formulated his musical convictions as he
heard many of Beethoven’s large-scale works in orchestral per-
formance, primarily in Boston. A review of the documents from
the period before 1847 illuminates Dwight’s pioneering role in ar-
ticulating a musically progressive outlook atypical of that era in
America.
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