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Hi everyone, and welcome back to Busy Kids Love Music! I'm Carly

Seifert, creator of Busy Kids Do Piano, and I am so excited about

today's episode.

Last time, we dug into the life of Ludwig van Beethoven — his

childhood, his move to Vienna, and the devastating hearing loss that

somehow didn't stop him from creating some of the greatest music

ever written. If you haven't listened to that one yet, go back and give

Episode 187 a listen first, because today we're picking up right where

we left off, diving into one of his most famous piano pieces.

You've almost certainly heard this piece before, maybe from a music

box, a phone ringtone, or a movie soundtrack. It's called Für Elise,

and today we're going to uncover the story behind it, take a close look

at how it's built, and do a little interactive listening together.

Für Elise is German, and it translates to "For Elise." Beethoven wrote

this piece around 1810, but here's something that might surprise you:

it wasn't published during his lifetime. Decades later, a music scholar

named Ludwig Nohl came across a manuscript of the piece, and in

1867 — forty years after Beethoven's death — he published it for the

first time. 

Now, here's where things get mysterious. When Ludwig Nohl found

the manuscript, he said Beethoven had written “Für Elise” — “For

Elise” — at the top. The problem is that the original manuscript Nohl

saw has since disappeared, so today, we can't go back and check

Beethoven's handwriting for ourselves. Nobody has ever been able to

figure out for certain who Elise actually was.

There are a few theories floating around. One is that Elise might have

been Therese Malfatti, a piano student Beethoven was reportedly in

love with and may have even proposed to. Some music historians

think that Nohl simply misread Beethoven's messy handwriting, and

the piece was really meant to say "Für Therese," not "Für Elise."

Another theory points to a singer named Elisabeth Röckel, a friend of

Beethoven's who went by the nickname "Elise."
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Isn't that wild? One of the most famous piano pieces in the entire world,

and we still don't know for sure who it was written for. I have to say, as

much as I want a tidy answer, I kind of love that this mystery is still

unsolved after two hundred years.

 

Okay, now let's talk about how this piece is actually built, because it's

more clever than it might seem at first listen.

Für Elise follows something called a rondo form. If you remember our

episode on musical forms, a rondo is built around one main theme that

keeps coming back, with different contrasting sections in between.

Musicians often label the sections with letters, so a rondo might go A, B,

A, C, A — the main theme returning again and again, like a chorus in a

song.

That opening melody you've heard a million times — the one that goes

up and down between two notes before flowing into that gentle, flowing

line — that's the "A" section, and it's going to come back multiple times

throughout the piece.

Here's an activity I want you to try. I want you to listen to a performance

of the full piece – I linked to one in the show notes at

busykidsdopiano.com/podcast/188 –, and every single time that opening

melody comes back, I want you to raise your hand, or clap once, or do a

little wiggle — whatever movement you want. See how many times you

catch it returning.

In between those returns, Beethoven gives us two contrasting sections.

The first one, in the middle, feels a little brighter and more hopeful. But

the second contrasting section gets much more dramatic — the notes

tumble down the keyboard in fast, rolling patterns, and the mood shifts

into something more intense and stormy, almost like Beethoven is

showing us a completely different side of himself before bringing that

gentle opening melody back one more time to close things out.
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That contrast is very Beethoven, if you think back to what we learned

last episode. He wasn't afraid of big emotional shifts, even in a piece as

small and simple-sounding as this one.

 

I've put together a listening map for this episode that you can download

at busykidsdopiano.com/podcast/188. It'll help you follow along with the

sections we talked about today and see if you can spot them on your

own the next time you listen.

Thanks so much for joining me today on Busy Kids Love Music. Keep

listening, keep learning, and keep making music!
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