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This revelatory book of music history examines what is perhaps the best known
and most-popular symphony ever written—and its famous four-note opening.
Reaching back before Beethoven’s time, Matthew Guerrieri uncovers
premonitions of the opening notes in the rhythms of ancient Greek poetry and the
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Editorial Review

Amazon.com Review

Essay by Author, Matthew Guerrieri

In his bestseller Beethoven: the Man who Freed Music, first published in 1929, the poet and essayist Robert
Haven Schauffler polled a parade of opinions of Beethoven’s Fifth from a pool of straw men: “To Brown it
may signify a fierce conflict with a sexual obsession. To Jones a desperate campaign against an inferiority
complex. To Robinson an old-fashioned pitched battle à la “Paradise Lost,” between the forces of good and
evil. To a victim of hysteria it may depict a war between sanity and bedlam. To a neurasthenic a struggle
between those two mutually exclusive objectives: ‘To be, or not to be?’ To an evolutionist it may bring up
the primordial conflict of fire and water, of man with beast, of civilization with savagery, of land with sea.”

Such mutable celebrity has perpetually surrounded the symphony. Beethoven’s Fifth, the Symphony in C
minor, opus 67, might not be the greatest piece of music ever written—even Beethoven himself preferred his
Third Symphony, the Eroica—but it must be the greatest “great piece” ever written, a figure on which
successive mantles of greatness have, ever more inevitably, fit with tailored precision. And its iconic opening
is a large part of that: short enough to remember and portentous enough to be memorable, seeming to unlock
the symphony’s meaning but leaving its mysteries temptingly out of reach, saying something but admitting
nothing.

The First Four Notes is a book about Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. More specifically, it is a book about the
opening notes of that symphony; and more specifically than that, it is a book about what people have heard
in those notes throughout history, and how history itself has affected what was heard. It is, then, history
viewed through the forced perspective of one piece of music (though, to be fair, there is only a handful of
pieces of music that could yield a comparable view, and most of them are by Beethoven).

To say a piece of music has meaning is to say that it is susceptible to discussions of meaning; by that
standard, Beethoven’s Fifth is easily one of the most meaningful pieces of music ever written. The number
and variety of the interpretations assigned to the Fifth, the creativity with which the piece has been invoked
in support of countless, often contradictory causes—artistic, philosophical, political—is a tribute to its
amorphous power. It is also, on the side of the interpreters, a testament to human creativity, ingenuity—and
folly. The vaunted universality of Beethoven’s achievement encompasses the sublime and the ridiculous.

Not that he didn’t try to warn us. In 1855, an unknown writer felt compelled to make a handwritten addition
to a copy of Anton Schindler’s biography of Beethoven: “Something about the beginning of the C minor
Symph[ony]. Many men were disturbed over the beginning of the Fifth. One of them ask[ed] Beethoven
about the reason for the unusual opening and its meaning. Beethoven answered: ‘The beginning sounds and
means: You are too dumb.’”

— Matthew Guerrieri (adapted from the prologue to The First Four Notes)

From Booklist
Music critic Guerrieri traces the cultural history of the most famous musical motif, recognized from its
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rhythm alone—da-da-da-dum (you know the tune). Identified with revolution right out of the gate, partly
because “La Marseillaise” opens with the same rhythm, it was made to signify Fate by Beethoven’s German
literary contemporaries, to point to the ultimate by both Hegel’s nationalizing epigones and the individualist
American Transcendentalists, to be the repository of repressed Victorians’ emotions, and to sound the death
knell of the Third Reich (in Morse code, da-da-da-dum denotes V, as in victory). Guerrieri closely inspects
those developments, bogging down some in the effusions of the notoriously recondite Hegel, Nietzsche, and
Adorno, to be sure, before concluding with “Samples,” on the many uses pop culture has found for da-da-da-
dum—the disco hit, “A Fifth of Beethoven,” is not the least consequential, he avers. For readers taught not to
pile philosophical and literary baggage on music, the most enjoyable chapter may be the first, which places
the motif in strictly music-historical context, but the others definitely have their fascinations. --Ray Olson

From Bookforum
Matthew Guerrieri, a critic and frequent contributor to the Boston Globe, has turned up a vast array of
artifacts, from the profound to the perfunctory, in an enjoyable and at times surprising cultural history of
those first four notes from Beethoven's Fifth Symphony. —Eric Banks

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Zenaida Jackson:

What do you concentrate on book? It is just for students since they are still students or the idea for all people
in the world, what best subject for that? Just simply you can be answered for that question above. Every
person has various personality and hobby per other. Don't to be obligated someone or something that they
don't desire do that. You must know how great along with important the book The First Four Notes:
Beethoven's Fifth and the Human Imagination. All type of book could you see on many methods. You can
look for the internet sources or other social media.

Joshua Mack:

Do you certainly one of people who can't read satisfying if the sentence chained from the straightway, hold
on guys this aren't like that. This The First Four Notes: Beethoven's Fifth and the Human Imagination book
is readable by simply you who hate the straight word style. You will find the facts here are arrange for
enjoyable studying experience without leaving even decrease the knowledge that want to offer to you. The
writer of The First Four Notes: Beethoven's Fifth and the Human Imagination content conveys the idea easily
to understand by many people. The printed and e-book are not different in the articles but it just different
available as it. So , do you nevertheless thinking The First Four Notes: Beethoven's Fifth and the Human
Imagination is not loveable to be your top list reading book?

Eileen Moore:

Reading a book tends to be new life style with this era globalization. With reading through you can get a lot
of information that will give you benefit in your life. Together with book everyone in this world can share
their idea. Books can also inspire a lot of people. A lot of author can inspire their reader with their story or
perhaps their experience. Not only the story that share in the publications. But also they write about
advantage about something that you need example of this. How to get the good score toefl, or how to teach



your kids, there are many kinds of book that you can get now. The authors on earth always try to improve
their ability in writing, they also doing some exploration before they write for their book. One of them is this
The First Four Notes: Beethoven's Fifth and the Human Imagination.

Ian Sharpless:

Your reading sixth sense will not betray anyone, why because this The First Four Notes: Beethoven's Fifth
and the Human Imagination book written by well-known writer we are excited for well how to make book
which can be understand by anyone who all read the book. Written within good manner for you, leaking
every ideas and producing skill only for eliminate your hunger then you still hesitation The First Four Notes:
Beethoven's Fifth and the Human Imagination as good book not merely by the cover but also through the
content. This is one book that can break don't determine book by its deal with, so do you still needing
another sixth sense to pick that!? Oh come on your studying sixth sense already told you so why you have to
listening to an additional sixth sense.
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