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U3A Series 2 2017 – Hot Topics in Music – 7th July – David Suggate 

 

Problems of rhythm and temporality in late Beethoven. 
 

William Caplin:  

 

The medieval and Renaissance mensural system is rooted in an Aristotelian conception of 

temporality, whereby the passage of time is conceived as a succession of discrete, individual 

\textit{times} (in the plural) each marking a concrete type of cyclical motion (e.g. the rising 

and falling of the sun, the turning of a wheel). Whether it be the original mensural long, or 

later, the individual tactus, this basic unit delimits the essential time-spans of rhythmic 

motion. During the seventeenth century, a new conception of temporality emerged, one 

eventually codified by Newton, in which \textit{time} (in the singular) is understood as an 

empty, homogeneous, and infinite span, waiting to be filled by any kind of motion.  
 

David Greene:  

 

Bach's music is an aural image of Newtonian time. In the Newtonian world-view, the totality 

of material entities constitutes a universe in the sense that they all operate according to the 

same laws which exhaustively explain their behaviour. The location, mass and velocity of 

every entity at any given time is a function of the location, mass and velocity of all entities 

at the previous instant of time. If one knows the laws of motion, as Isaac Newton believed 

he did, and if one knew the location, mass and velocity of all particles at any one time, as 

Newton did not believe he did, then one could move either forward or backward in time and 

describe definitively these parameters at all other times. Although things may happen that 

are not predicted, nothing that is in principle unpredictable, if one had sufficient data, can 

happen. The pattern of change is fixed and constant."  

… 

In the image of temporality projected by sonata-allegro form, the present calls a future into 

being. This future is genuinely responsive to the past... Yet it also feels like a fresh 

occurrence, an eventful occurrence, and not one that happens by logical or mechanical 

necessity (unlike the future in Newtonian temporality).  

 

Charles Rosen: “...synthesis is, in small, the basic classical form. I do not want to turn Haydn, 

Mozart, and Beethoven into Hegelians, but the simplest way to summarise classical form is as the 

symmetrical resolution of opposing forces.”  

 

Works:  

Bach C minor prelude and fugue from Well Tempered Clavier, book I. 

Mozart: Piano Concerto, No. 9. K. 271. First movement.  

Haydn: D major String Quartet, Op. 50, No. 6. First movement. 

Beethoven: Piano Sonata No. 23, Op. 57, “Appassionata.” 

Beethoven: Piano Sonata Op. 111. Second movement.  

Beethoven String quartet, No. 13, Op. 130 and Grosse Fuge, Op. 133.  


