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Mark Evan Bonds 

Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness: Revolutionary 
Ideals in Narratives of the "Farewell" Symphony 

The finale of the "Farewell" Symphony is one of those pieces of music that 
demands interpretation. The gradual departure of the musicians, leaving an 
ensemble of only two solo violins at the very end, has spawned a number of 
widely differing explanationsl. And though these accounts differ considerably 
in their particulars, they almost all agree that die pantomirne of die disap-
pearing orchestra had a purpose: to send a message of some kind to Haydn's 
primary audience, Prince Nicolaus himself. The earliest published account 
portrays die finale as Haydn's reaction to a quarrel between die musicians and 
die house officers. Another interpretation casts this movement as Haydn's 
response to die Prince's alleged decision to disband the court orchestra, while 
still later accounts, including those by Georg August Griesinger and Albert 
Christoph Dies, claim that this was Haydn's way of reminding the Prince 
that die end of the summer season at Eszterhäz was at hand and that die 
musicians, forbidden from bringing their wives and families with them that 
summer, longed to return to Eisenstadt. Griesinger explicitly contradicts the 
idea that the Prince had any notion of disbanding die Kapelle and claimed 
that h i s account of the episode came from Haydn himself. Yet Sigismund 
Neukomm, a pupil of Haydn's in die late 1790s, would later claim that Haydn 
had told h i m that it was indeed the impending dismissal of the Kapelle 
for financial reasons that had led to this unusual finale, and Neukomm made 
a special point of noting that h i s personal communications with the com-
poser had "occurred in a period earlier than the visits of my friend Dies, 
in a period when Haydn was strong enough to create his huge work, 'The 
Seasons"". 

My purpose here is not to examine the merits of these differing accounts: 
barring the discovery of new documentation, we will probably never lmow 
with any degree of certainty either Haydn's motivations or the Prince's reac-

1 Early and selected later explanations of the symphony's unusual finale are summarized 
in Appendix One. See also James Webster's survey of various accounts in his Haydn's 
"Farewell" Symphony and the Idea of Classical Style: Through-Composition and Cyclic 
Integration in his Instrumental Music (Cambridge Studies in Music Theory and Analysis, 
1), Cambridge 1991, pp. 114ff. 

Sigismund Neukomm, Bemerkungen zu den biogr. Nachrichten von Dies (1843), 
unpublished manuscript, quoted in translation in Landon II, p. 181. 
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tion at the work's premiere. Suffice it to say that each of these later reports 
has its strengths and weaknesses. The version transmitted by Griesinger and 
by Dies, for example, is supported by documentary evidence that the presence 
of Carl Wahr's acting troupe in 1772 had in fact made it impossible to house 
all the musicians' families that summer, and that the Prince did indeed forbid 
most of the musicians from bringing their families to Eszterhäz that year. On 
the other hand, the Prince announced similar limitations for the summer of 
1774 as well, and his schedule at Eszterhäz in the early 1770s was not quite as 
regular as the accounts by Griesinger and Dies would have it. As for economic 
difficulties, there is no reason to think that Prince Nicolaus would have had 
any such reason to disband his orchestra at any point during his reign, particu-
larly in the early 1770s, though it may be possible that these accounts telescope 
and exaggerate various dismissals, disciplinary measures, or what we would 
now call "salary adjustments" among individual members of the Kapelle. 

Indeed, it is in the nature of anecdotes that various strands of a given story 
— a lack of housing, quarrels with house officers, economic downturns, and 
so on — become conflated over time. Anecdotes, after all, are rarely told the 
same way twice, and they have a tendency to take on a life of their own, in-
dependent of actual events or only loosely connected to them. Viewed from 
this perspective, the historical veracity of any given account becomes less 
important than the broader ideas it seeks to convey. Anecdotes, moreover, 
played an integral role in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century biography, not 
so much because they related events that had actually occurred, but because 
they were seen as a means by which to reveal the character of the individual 
in question. In this respect, narratives of the "Farewell" Symphony loom par-
ticularly large in accounts of Haydn's persona, in part because they are told so 
often, and often at great length; and in part because they touch on an aspect 
of the composer's character that is otherwise at odds with the conventional 
image of him as a willing servant of the ancien regime during his 
many decades of service to the Esterhäzy family. Just as the musical events of 
the "Farewell" demand interpretation, the personal motivations surrounding 
its composition demand a corresponding biographical interpretation as well, 
for this work, according to almost all the many narratives that surround it, 
represents a telling moment in Haydn' career: a direct challenge to patriarchal 
authority. From the late eighteenth century onward, narratives of the "Fare-
well" used this symphony to position Haydn within a historical line of com-
posers who, like the musicians in the finale of the "Farewell" itself, gradually 
remove themselves from feudal service and establish their independence as 
professional musicians. The episode became, in retrospect, the first shot in a 
musical revolution of per formers against their noble patrons. 

I want to emphasize the words "in retrospect", for the evidence I want to 
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consider here spans more than a fall century after the work's premiere. In 
one way or another, almost every one of these accounts portrays the "Pare-
well" Symphony as an act of protest by Haydn against Prince Nicolaus. Such 
accounts, in turn, are somehow compelled to reconcile the perceived revolu-
tionary ideals of the work with a composer who was not, on the whole, con-
sidered a social revolutionary, and at a point in his career, moreover, in which 
he was still very much in servitude to a noble patron. 

Haydn' condition of servitude occupies a central place in every biographical 
account of the composer and is made all the more important by virtue of his 
sudden leap to freedom in 1790. In September of that year, Prince Nicolaus 
died, and his successor dismissed all but a few of the musicians. A few weeks 
later, the violinist and impresario Johann Peter Salomon arrived at Vienna to 
announce that he had come to take Haydn to England. The scene, as related 
by Dies and others, plays out like a deus e x machina moment in 
an opera seria: Salomon descends from the douds and transposes Haydn 
to freedom in London. Biographers have consistently emphasized both the 
suddenness and profundity of this change from a state of servitude to a state 
of personal liberty, first in London and then later back in Vienna. Indeed, his-
tories of music routinely point to Haydn's career as the prime example of the 
transformation of the social status of composers in general toward the end 
of the eighteenth century, from liveried servants to independent artists. To be 
sure, Haydn maintained a degree of obligation to the Esterhäzy dynasty after 
1790, but his relationship to the successors of Prince Nicolaus was funda-
mentally new and different, and the Esterhäzys, accordingly, treated hirn with 
a degree of deference and respect that would have been almost unthinkable 
during the long reign of Prince Nicolaus. 

One might say, then, that biographies of Haydn have routinely presented his 
life as a drama in two acts. Act One is servitude, Act Two is freedom. The 
"Farewell" Symphony thus presents a particular challenge to biographical 
interpretation: Haydn's biographers almost all suggest that ideals of inde-
pendence had in fact been sirnmering just beneath the surface long before 
1790. They also suggest an ideal of change more nearly akin to that of the 
American Revolution than the French, even if no one ever articulated die 
distinction in quite such explicit terms. But the contrast between these two 
revolutions is instructive, for what is at stake in all later accounts of the "Fare-
well" is not an overthrow of the existing order, along die lines of what would 
later happen in France, but rather a desire for independence, a creation of 
distance, a severing of ties. In the "Farewer Symphony, the musicians make 
their point by physically removing themselves, one-by-one, enacting a with-
drawal from princely oversight, both literally and figuratively. A long-suffering 
party, bound in service, seeks to go its own way, to liberate itself from the 
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