
BEETHOVEN

Fidelio
Freedom. It seems pretty obvious that’s  
what Beethoven’s Fidelio is all about: the 
victory of the enlightened individual soul over 
oppression, the dawn of a new society built 
on the foundations of liberty, brotherhood 
and equality, symbolised by the union of  
the heroine Leonore and the dramatic cipher 
that is the character of Fidelio at the very  
end of the piece, in music that charges 
headlong into the light in a blaze of  
C major glory.

The question is, what happened to that 
freedom? And whose freedom did the  
end of Fidelio really symbolise? It’s long  
been a cliché to say that Fidelio is a French 
Revolutionary opera, one that Beethoven 
intended as an anti-monarchist and pro-
revolutionary tract. But that’s just not the 
case – or, at least, it’s complicated by the 
facts of the opera’s reception. In its final 
form, the piece was most successful during 
performances at the Congress of Vienna in 
1814, when the opera was heard by the 
crowned heads of European states and the 
assembled masses as a hymn to the ‘freedom’ 
that the re-established monarchies would 
bring to their peoples; Beethoven’s opera 
sounded the clarion call of the glory of the 
monarchs, not their revolutionary dissolution.

That ambiguity is there in Beethoven’s music 
too: the end of Fidelio is a thrilling but 
desperate rush to the finish line. The  
music has a vertiginous energy that topples 
over into syncopation in the orchestra  
and shouted sloganising in the voices, as  
if Beethoven himself isn’t sure what happens 
to his characters or their society after the 
end. Have they ended up in utopia? Or is 

their moment of glory about to  
curdle into something more troubling?

As Jan Swafford has written about 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony – a work  
with another magnificent and troubling  
coda to a cosmic dramatic journey – one 
person’s freedom so often means another’s 
oppression, throughout the rest of the 19th 
century, through the horrors of the 20th  
and the terrors and instabilities of our  
own time. Which is why later music that 
interrogates ideas of freedom has rarely  
been as apparently optimistic as Beethoven’s 
opera. The Italian composer Luigi 
Dallapiccola’s opera The Prisoner, first 
performed in 1949, is a chilling, gripping 
dramatisation of a prisoner’s hoped-for 
escape. He finds himself caught in the 
ultimate nightmare at the end of the piece: 
he hasn’t escaped at all, and realises his  
only real escape is in death. The songs of 
hope are there in the protest songs and 
revolutionary ballads of the 20th century; the 
American composer Frederic Rzewski made 
one of the most violently angry statements  
of music’s power to transform that raw 
material into a large-scale masterpiece, his 
hour-long The People United Will Never Be 
Defeated! for solo piano, composed in 1975 
and based on a Chilean song of revolutionary 
solidarity. The German composer Hans 
Werner Henze’s El cimarrón is a vivid 
dramatisation of the life of Esteban Montejo, 
the Cuban ‘runaway slave’ of the title, who 
fought his overseers as a slave, then against 
the Spanish in the war of liberation, and lived 
off the land in Cuba until his death at the age 
of 105. Henze’s music, composed in 1970 for 
solo baritone and three musicians, is an 
unforgettably intense, evening-long realisation 
of one man’s endless fight for freedom. 

Beethoven’s opera,  
it turns out, was only an upbeat: the search 
for freedom and what it means never ends, 
in music as in the rest of the world.
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