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Plot Summary 
33 VARATIONS  

L ove, loss and obsession take the audience through the lives of Dr. Katherine Brandt and Ludwig 
van Beethoven.   

 
In 1819, music publisher Anton Diabelli invited 50 European composers to 
produce a variation on a waltz he had written. All but one composer  
completed their variation for publication on time. Beethoven initially  
refused the request but later accepted the challenge and took over three 
years to write his variation, and when he had finished the project had not 
one but thirty-three variations completed, all this at a time when his own 
health was deteriorating. 
 
Modern-day musicologist Dr. Katherine Brandt is an expert on the works of 
Beethoven, and is mystified by Beethoven’s 33 Variations on a simple waltz 
written by music publisher and amateur composer, Anton Diabelli. Brandt’s 
research on Beethoven takes her to Bonn, Germany, in the last several 
months of her life. Dr. Brandt is diagnosed with and suffers from  
Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS)*. Her daughter Clara Brandt becomes 
increasingly worried about her mother’s medical condition and wants her 
mother to stay at home to receive the medical care she needs. When 
Katherine refuses to stay in the States, Clara and Katherine’s nurse follow 
her to Germany.   
 
Katherine’s research centers around the question of why Ludwig van Beethoven, one of the world's 
greatest composers, would spend over three years of his life composing variations on a mediocre 
waltz by publisher Anton Diabelli. Like Beethoven, Katherine develops an all-consuming fascination 
with the waltz even in the face of her own illness. As Katherine’s disease progresses and Beethoven 
slowly goes deaf, their stories intertwine, and the audience see the parallels between the two lives, 
the strained relationships they have with those closest to them, and the struggles to deal with their 
failing health in the midst of the work they so love to do.  
 

*What is ALS?  Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS), often referred to as "Lou Gehrig's Disease," is a 
progressive, incurable, neurodegenerative disease that affects nerve cells in the brain and the spinal 
cord. Motor neurons reach from the brain to the spinal cord and from the spinal cord to the muscles 
throughout the body. The progressive degeneration of the motor neurons in ALS eventually leads to 
their death. When the motor neurons die, the ability of the brain to initiate and control muscle  
movement is lost. With voluntary muscle action progressively affected, patients in the later stages of 
the disease may become totally paralyzed.  

 

Source: ALS Association. http://www.alsa.org/about-als/what-is-als.html 

 

 

 

By Jennifer Parker 
FALCON RIDGE MIDDLE SCHOOL 

Beethoven Monument in 
Bonn, Münsterplatz 

http://www.alsa.org/about-als/what-is-als.html
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The Characters 
33 VARIATIONS  

Dr. Katherine Brandt: A brilliant musicologist who struggles with the debilitating effects of 
Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS). Through her work, she becomes obsessed with  
Beethoven’s 33 Variations and the quest to find answers about the work of this great  
composer. Her quest takes her to Bonn, Germany, to visit the Beethoven-
Haus* during the last several months of her life.   
 

 
Clara Brandt: Katherine’s estranged daughter who struggles to spend time 

with her mother and provide her with care in the face of her  
illness. Clara often feels inadequate in her mother’s eyes.   

 
 
Mike Clark: Katherine Brandt’s nurse. 
 
 

 
Ludwig van Beethoven: One of the greatest composers in history,  

Beethoven becomes obsessed with a mediocre waltz written by Anton Diabelli 
and composes 33 variations on this waltz at a time when he struggles with his 

own ill health. 
 
 
 
Anton Diabelli: Music publisher and amateur composer who in 1819 invited 
50 European composers to create variations on a waltz he had written. Dia-
belli finds Beethoven’s obsession with his waltz simultaneously gratifying 
and exasperating.  
 
 

Dr. Gertrude (Gertie) Ladenburger: The librarian at the Beethoven-Haus** 
who assists Katherine Brandt in her research. She becomes a good friend 

and confidant to Katherine in the last months of her illness.   
 

 
 
Anton Schindler: The unpaid secretary of Beethoven who devotes himself to 
the composer and serves as the mediator between Beethoven and Diabelli.  

 
 

 
**The Beethoven House (German: Beethoven-Haus) in Bonn, Germany, is a memorial site, museum, and cultural 
institution serving various purposes that was founded in 1889 by the Beethoven-Haus Association for individuals to 
study the life and work of composer Ludwig van Beethoven.  

 

 
By Jennifer Parker 

FALCON RIDGE MIDDLE SCHOOL 

Karen Landry* as  
Dr. Katherine Brandt 

Jennifer Maren as Clara 

Nate Cheeseman as 
Mike 

Edwin Strout as  
Beethoven 

Peter Simmons as Anton 
Diabelli 

Michelle Myers* as Dr. 
Gertude Ladenburger 

Robert-Bruce Brake* as 
Anton Schindler 

*Member of Actors’ Equity 
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Biography on Ludwig van Beethoven 
 

“Music is a higher revelation than all wisdom and philosophy. Music is the electrical soil in which the spirit lives,  
thinks and invents.” ~Ludwig van Beethoven 

 

L udwig van Beethoven was baptized on December 17, 1770 in Bonn, Germany. 
His father, Johann van Beethoven, was a court singer, the son of musician 

Lodewijk van Beethoven, and was Ludwig’s first music teacher. Hoping to find 
monetary success, he presented Beethoven as another musical prodigy à la  
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Initially, Beethoven set out to be a performer and 
focused on piano, but began to compose as young as nine years old when opera 
composer Christian Gottlob Neefe began to teach him.  
 
In 1792, Beethoven moved to Vienna, the center of the classical music world, and 
where Beethoven would spend most of his life. Beethoven studied with Joseph 
Haydn, a popular composer of the day. During Beethoven’s adult years, the  
political landscape of the time was volatile; revolutions were common with men 
like Napoleon Bonaparte in the news. Musically, scholars note that this time  
signaled the shift from the Classical to the Romantic era, and Beethoven’s  
passionate music is often seen as a bridge between these periods.  
 
Before he was 30, Beethoven was already showing signs of hearing difficulties. In a letter written in 1801, he admitted 
his hearing troubles to a friend. Over time, his condition would continue to deteriorate.  
 
While living in Vienna, in 1814 he met Anton Schindler, who would become his personal, unpaid secretary. Schindler 
was a violinist and studied law, but is best known for his association with Beethoven in his remaining years. 
 
Between the years 1819 and 1823, Beethoven worked on his 33 Variations based on Anton Diabelli’s waltz. Diabelli was 
an Austrian editor and composer, but best known as a music publisher. He invited numerous composers of the day to 
present their own variation on his work. Instead of sending one variation, much to Diabelli’s annoyance, Beethoven 
began numerous compositions.  Many of the variations take Diabelli’s work and transform the theme to something 
more profound and at times seem to mock the mediocre composition of the publisher.  
 
Beethoven passed away on March 26, 1827 at the age of 57. His legacy continues as one of the most influential  
composers of all time. Even though he was unable to hear in the later years of his life, he composed what many  
consider some of his greatest works while working on the Diabelli Variations: the Ninth Symphony with its famous 
“Ode to Joy” theme, and the Missa Solemnis.  
  
 
 
 
 
Works Cited 
 
Lane, William. Beethoven: The Immortal. n.d. Web. 21 July 2014.  

Thayer, A. W. The Life of Ludwig Van Beethoven, Vol 1. Trans. Henry Edward Krehbiel. The  
 Beethoven Association, 1920. Print.  

Portrait of Beethoven by Joseph Karl Stieler 

By Alexandra Howes 
TWIN CITIES ACADEMY 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alexander_Wheelock_Thayer
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The Playwright: Moisés Kaufman      
 

 

M oisés Kaufman is a Tony and Emmy award-nominated 
director and playwright. He is the artistic director of the 

Tectonic Theater Project and a Guggenheim Fellow. Some of his 
best known plays are Gross Indecency: The Three Trials of Oscar 
Wilde and The Laramie Project.  
 
Starting in 1997, Gross Indecency ran for more than 600  
performances in New York and received the Lucille Lortel Award 
for Best Play, the Outer Critics Circle Award for Best Off-
Broadway Play, and the Los Angeles’ Garland Award for Best 
Play, among other honors.  
 

The Laramie Project was developed by Kaufman and the Tectonic Theater Project from hundreds of  
interviews exploring the reaction to the 1998 murder of gay student Matthew Shepard in Laramie,  
Wyoming. The play opened at the Denver Theater Center in February 2000 and moved to New York in 
May 2000. TIME Magazine called the play “one of the 10 best plays of 2000” and it was nominated for 
the Drama Desk Award for Unique Theatrical Experience. In November 2000, the play was performed in 
Laramie. Kaufman directed a film adaptation for HBO, which received multiple honors, including two 
Emmy Award nominations for Best Director and Best Writer.  
 
In 2007, Kaufman’s 33 Variations, another play developed with the Tectonic Theater Project, premiered 
at Washington D.C.‘s Arena Stage. The play opened on Broadway in 2009 and starred Jane Fonda in her 
first stage role in 46 years. The Broadway production was nominated for five Tony Awards, including 
Best Play, and received the award for Best Scenic Design.  
 
The play is written in 33 scenes that Kaufman calls “variations.” Characteristic for Kaufman and Tectonic, 
the play experiments with theatrical forms from scene to scene. Scenes do not correlate with Beetho-
ven’s Variations; rather, Kaufman uses them as a catalyst to think about form and to explore theatrical 
themes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted from the TimeLine Theatre 2012 Study Guide  

Moisés Kaufman      

By Alexandra Howes 
TWIN CITIES ACADEMY 
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Tossing Lines 
A PRE-PLAY CLASS ACTIVITY 

Objective 
The purpose of this activity is to familiarize students with 33 Variations by exposing them to lines spo-
ken in the play. Based on these lines, students are to make predictions about the play’s characters and 
central conflicts and discuss these predictions. This activity helps students form questions, gain insight, 
and build excitement for seeing and hearing these lines acted out on stage. “Tossing Lines” serves the 
students best if completed before they attend the play. 
 
Time Allotted                  Materials 
20-30 minutes                             Tennis ball or hackey-sack  
                               Slips of paper cut from Tossing Lines on the following page 

 
Procedure 
Cut out the slips of paper printed on the following page and distribute them to volunteers. Give stu-
dents a few minutes (or overnight, if appropriate) to practice or memorize their lines. When they’re 
ready, have these students form a circle and give one student the ball. After she speaks her line, the 
student tosses the ball to another student who speaks his assigned line. Students toss the ball across 
the circle until all lines have been heard a few times. Encourage students to speak lines with varying 
emotions, seeking out a variety of ways to perform the lines. If there is time, reassign lines within the 
group or to other students in the class for another round. 
 
Optional: 
Reassign lines within the group (or to other students in the classroom) and continue for another 
round. 
 
Discussion:  
Many of the quotes used in this exercise examine how characters feel about each other or themselves. 
 
1. What types of conflict do you expect to see? Why? 
2. Can you predict themes that may be portrayed in this production based on the lines you’ve heard? 

Which lines support your ideas? 
3. What can you infer about the characters? 
4. What different emotions are expressed in these lines? 
5. What can you infer about the time period(s) in which the story is set from these lines? 
6. Do you expect this play will be serious or funny? Why? 
 

Adapted from Peggy O’Brien’s  
Shakespeare Set Free (1993) 
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES Tossing Lines From 33 Variations 
A PRE-PLAY CLASS ACTIVITY: QUOTES FROM THE PLAY 

To the Teacher: 
Cut these apart and distribute to students. 

People love to talk about other people’s maladies. It makes them feel healthy. 

Tell him to be patient yet a little longer. 

Do you know what he would do to you if he found you touching his sketches? 

  

You should be happy Beethoven is even looking at your insignificant waltz. 

Don’t you like your daughter? 

I’m afraid my daughter is mediocre. 

It kills me that when she looks at me all she sees is failure. 

There’s only one Beethoven! 

I can’t finish these variations. I don’t know how to finish the set. 

This is my last opportunity. 

Transfiguration is an interesting idea. 

You see a musicologist, she sees an invalid. 

Yes, that’s one of the benefits of ALS. It forces intimacy. 

People who have seen him say he looks like a madman, a beggar. 

I have to understand why a genius became obsessed with mediocrity. 

Hoping is the great curse. 
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Pre-Play Text Analysis  
SCENE TO READ ALOUD #1 

Introduction: 
In the final scene of Act I, the playwright brings all seven characters on stage at once in three separate 
scenes that take place over two time periods. Their dialogue crosses and overlaps, causing a montage of 
sound and meaning. 
 
To the teacher: Before doing this activity in class, look carefully at the second half of the scene. Notice 
that there is overlapping dialogue and lines that are spoken together (designated with bold type). Have 
the students practice this section once before reading it to the whole class so they can anticipate when 
they have to speak together or overlap.  
 
First Reading 
Place seven chairs at the front of the room facing the class. Assign roles and chairs in the scene to seven 
students. Have the students read through the scene once. Ask the rest of the class to focus on the fol-
lowing questions: 
 
 1. Which characters are in the present and which are in the past? 
 2. Which characters are speaking directly to one another and which characters are not? 
 3. What can you tell about the characters’ relationships with each other? 
 
Second Reading 
Then choose seven other students.  This time place the chairs in the following arrangement before 
reading the scene again to the rest of the class:   
 

Clara’s and Mike’s chairs together on the left.   
Katherine’s and Gertie’s chairs together on the right. 
Beethoven, Diabelli, and Schindler stand in the center, but slightly behind the other two groups.   

 
After reading the scene a second time ask the class: 
 
 1. Why would a playwright choose to overlap the dialogue like this?   
 2. What is the effect of the scene on you the audience member?   
 3. When characters from both time periods speak the same words simultaneously what effect  
     does it have on the listener? 
 4. In what way is this scene like a piece of music? 
 5. What changed in the reading when the characters were grouped together with the person  
     they were talking to, instead of being all one group? 
 6. Why is this scene called “Septet”? 
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES Scene to Read Aloud #1 
CONTINUED 

Variation: “Septet” 
Act 1 

Projection: A collection of X-ray images – the result of Katherine’s tests are projected on the stage Mike enters with Clara. 
 
CLARA. So? 
 
MIKE. (Examining Katherine’s chart.) Well, nothing’s broken. So that’s good. 
 
CLARA. But… 
 
MIKE. Well, they tried to find out why she fell, they did a number of tests. The results are mixed. 
 
CLARA. Just tell me. 
 
MIKE. Her forced vital capacity has been reduced by thirty-nine percent and her muscle elasticity and strength by thirty-four  
percent. 
 
CLARA. In English? 
 
MIKE. She has to start using a walker or she’s gonna hurt herself. 
 
CLARA. OK… 
 
MIKE. And she might need a wheelchair soon. 
 
CLARA. So the entire schedule they gave me has been a lie. (Katherine enters using a cane. Gertie follows.) 
 
GERTIE. So what’s the result? 
 
KATHERINE. My doctors are not very optimistic. 
 
CLARA. They said she would walk for at least a couple more years. It’s been seven months. 
 
GERTIE. So how long? 
 
KATHERINE. It’s hard to tell. It could plateau and I could stay like this for a while. 
 
CLARA. I want to know how long she has. 
 
MIKE. It’s hard to tell. 
 
CLARA. Just tell me! 
 
MIKE.  A year. Maybe a year and a half. 
 
GERTIE. So are you going home? 
 
KATHERINE. Absolutely not. 
 
CLARA. I have to bring her home. 
 
KATHERINE. I must stay here. 
 CONTINUED... 
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES 

MIKE. She doesn’t want to come home. She’s told you that. 
 
CLARA. I don’t care. 
 
GERTIE. Are you sure? 
 

KATHERINE. Yes. I’m staying here. 
 
MIKE. If I was in your family, I’d want to be with you all the time. 
 
CLARA. Please don’t say that. (Beethoven enters followed by Shindler.) 
 
SCHINDLER. Master! Please don’t say that. 
 
BEETHOVEN. I can’t do it. I can’t do it. 
 
SCHINDLER. Master, calm down. 
 
CLARA. Mike, this is not the time. 
 
KATHERINE and BEETHOVEN. I need more time.  
 
MIKE. Then you should GO. 
 
GERTIE.  Then you should stay. 
 
CLARA and KATERINE. My mother/daughter will kill me. 
 
MIKE and GERTIE. Sometimes you have to be selfish. 
 
BEETHOVEN. I can’t finish these variations. I don’t know how to finish the set. 
 
MIKE. I want to come with you. 
 
GERTIE. I can be of help. 
 
SCHINDLER. Diabelli will come for you. 
 
KATHERINE and CLARA. Thank you. 
 
CALRA. Thank you, but no. I need to go alone. 
 
BEETHOVEN. I need to be alone. 
 
MIKE. Why? 
 
CLARA. Because we barely know each other. That kind of pressure could kill whatever this is. 
 
MIKE. So there is a this. 
 
CLARA and BEETHOVEN. (Exasperated) Ahh— 
 
GERTIE. I learned a few things with my aunt so I can be of help. 
 

CONTINUED... 

Scene to Read Aloud #1 
CONTINUED 
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES 

KATHERINE. I might need some help. 
 
MIKE. You’re going to need help. 
 
SCHINDLER. Master, how can I help? 
 

BEETHOVEN. You can’t help. I can’t find an ending for the set. 
 
DIABELLI. (Entering.) What do you mean, he can’t find and ending? 
 
CLARA, SCHINDLER, and BEETHOVEN. It’s all wrong. 
 
BEETHOVEN. The composition has run away without me and I don’t know how to end it. 
 
DIABELLI. Does he know what he is doing to me? 
 
MIKE. You’ll need someone who knows what they’re doing. 
 
CLARA. We would have to leave now. 
 
GERTIE and MIKE. You have to slow down. 
 
KATHERINE, CLARA, and BEETHOVEN. Time is scarce. (The pianist begins to play softly underneath the following text to the end of 
the Act:) 
 
DIABELLI and CLARA. I can’t wait longer. 
 
BEETHOVEN and KATHERINE. I have so much to do. 
 
SCHINDLER, MIKE, GERTIE, and DIABELLI. Please. 
 
CLARA. How do I convince her? 
 
MIKE. Listen to me. 
 
MIKE and GERTIE. You have an opportunity here. 
 
BEETHOVEN. I must not lose this opportunity. 
 
KATHERINE. This is my last opportunity. 
 
CLARA. This is my last opportunity. (During the following, when a (/) is indicated, it means the following character’s first word over-
laps with the word directly before the (/.)) 
 
MIKE. I can help (/). Let me help. Time is scarce. Let me help. 
 
CLARA. Time is scarce (/). I can’t wait. I have to go now. Time is scarce. 

 

SCHINDLER. Let me help (/). Time is scarce. I can help. Time is scarce. 

 

DIABELLI. Time is scarce (/). I can’t wait any longer. Time is scarce. 

 

GERTIE. I can help. You should stay. Help. 

 

BEETHOVEN and KATHERINE. I must have the chance to finish the work. 

 

Scene to Read Aloud #1 
CONTINUED 

By Cheryl Hornstein 
INDEPENDENT THEATRE  EDUCATOR 
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Pre-Play Text Analysis  
SCENE TO READ ALOUD #2 

Introduction: 
This scene takes place towards the end of the play. In the scene, we see Katherine and Beethoven speaking 
directly to one another. Katherine’s daughter Clara, her nurse Mike, and friend Gertie are visible on stage 
waiting for the results of Katherine’s medical tests. 
 
First Reading  
Assign roles in the scene to two students. Place two chairs at the front and center of the room for the two 
readers. Have the students read through the scene once. Use the following questions for discussion or  
writing activities that relate to the scene: 
 
1. Why would the playwright place these two characters in a scene together? 
 
2. This scene comes immediately after a serious, sad, and dark scene. What do you think will be the effect 
of this scene on the audience? 
 
3. In what way are the characters of Katherine and Beethoven similar? In what way are they different? How 
does the dialogue in this scene show that? 
 
4. What do the characters in the scene learn? Which lines in the scene reflect that? Why do you think the 
lesson is important? 
 
Second Reading: Creating Dramatic Space 
Read the scene again with two other students as Katherine and Beethoven. This time choose three other 
students to be Mike, Gertie, and Clara. Place three chairs together for Mike, Gertie, and Clara slightly be-
hind and a little to the right or left of the chairs for Beethoven and Katherine. Give these three “actors” the 
job of waiting for bad news from Katherine’s doctors. They shouldn’t speak, but the rest of the class should 
be able to see that they are there in the present.   
 
Use the following questions for discussion or writing activities that relate to the scene: 
 
1. Even though only two characters speak in the scene, there are other characters onstage that play an  
important role in how the scene plays out. Why do you think the playwright has Clara, Mike, and Gertie  
onstage during the scene between Katherine and Beethoven? 
 
2. What can you infer about the relationship between Katherine and Clara? 
 
3. Do you think the playwright wants the audience to feel that the scene is real or a hallucination? Which 
lines in the scene support your argument? 
 
4. How was the scene different the second time? How does having the other three characters present 
change the scene? By Cheryl Hornstein 

INDEPENDENT THEATRE  EDUCATOR 
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES Scene to Read Aloud #2 
CONTINUED 

Variation: “Limbo” 

Act II 
KATHERINE. (Music ends. Noticing Beethoven.) Oh no! I was so hoping I wouldn’t hallucinate. It doesn’t look 

good in a scholar. 

 

BEETHOVEN. It could have been worse. 

 

KATHERINE. How? 

 

BEETHOVEN. It could have been Tchaikovsky. 

 

KATHERINE. I’m not a Tchaikovsky scholar. 

 

BEETHOVEN. No. You’re a Beethoven scholar. 

 

KATHERINE. Tchaikovsky comes after you. How do you know about him? 

 

BEETHOVEN. We’re in limbo together. 

 

KATHERINE. Why are you in limbo? 

 

BEETHOVEN. We all fled heaven. The angelic music made me wish I was still deaf. (Katherine smiles.) All of us 

are in limbo. Mozart, Bach, Schubert. They’re very upset with us in heaven. (Pause.) I can see you’re not getting 

better. 

 

KATHERINE. Thank you. 

 

BEETHOVEN. I can see you’re not getting better. 

 

KATHERINE. I know that. So what? 

 

BEETHOVEN. I started going deaf in 1797. 

 

KATHERINE. I know. 

 

BEETHOVEN. I was completely deaf by 1822. 

 

KATHERINE. I know. 

 

BEETHOVEN. It took me twenty-five years to go deaf. 

 

KATHERINE. I know. 

 

BEETHOVEN. Here’s something you don’t know: One day my hearing would be bad, and I would be terrified of 

going completely deaf. The next day it would improve. And my hope would return. And then it would get worse 

again. This back-and-forth between hope and despair was unbearable. And then, after twenty-five years of this, I be-

came completely deaf. All hope was gone. And I was so…relieved! I would never hope again. Hoping is a great 

curse. And lo and behold, I was able to create music that would have never been possible had I been in the world of 

the hearing. The thing I’d feared most had happened and yet allowed me to be with my music in the most intimate of 

ways. 

CONTINUED... 
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES Scene to Read Aloud #2 
CONTINUED 

KATHERINE. (Triumphant.) I suspected that. I wrote a paper and I made that point. 

 

BEETHOVEN. You were right. 

 

KATHERINE. (Delighted.) I knew it. 

 

BEETHOVEN. Dr. Brandt, it’s time. It’s time to stop struggling. (Katherine is overcome by tears. She knows 

Beethoven is right.) 

 

KATHERINE. I am so jealous. 

 

BEETHOVEN. Of whom? 

 

KATHERINE. Of everyone who will continue. 

 

BEETHOVEN. I was so jealous of everyone who could hear. 

 

KATHERINE. All the time. 

 

BEETHOVEN. All the time. (Gertie coughs. Beethoven notices Clara, Mike, and Gertie in the waiting room.) 

Who is that? 

 

KATHERINE. That’s my friend, Gertie. She’s devoted her life to taking care of your sketches. 

 

BEETHOVEN. No, no. The other one. The younger one. 

 

KATHERINE. That’s my daughter, Clara. 

 

BEETHOVEN. She’s the one who wanders. 

 

KATHERINE. Yes. 

 

BEETHOVEN. What a brave girl. 

 

KATHERINE. (Crying.) Yes. She’s a handful. 

 

BEETHOVEN. What is the problem? 

 

KATHERINE. I’ve had so much in my life. I want her to be happy in hers. 

 

BEETHOVEN. Why do you think she’s not?  

By Cheryl Hornstein 
INDEPENDENT THEATRE  EDUCATOR 
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Introduction to Diabelli and Beethoven  
A PRE-PLAY MUSIC LISTENING ACTIVITY FOR LANGUAGE ARTS TEACHERS 

Objective: This lesson is meant to introduce students to the music of Beethoven that they will hear in 33 Variations. 
Selections from Beethoven’s 33 Variations are used to enhance the production.  
 
Instructions:  
Hand out the Music Listening Chart (found on page 18) to students. Introduce which piece of music they will listen to 
using the notes below. As students listen, they should respond using their chart. After the music listening is  
completed, lead a large group discussion so students can share their thoughts using the following questions that  
students will answer on their chart:  
 
Discussion Questions:  
 1. Predict: How might the music be used in the play? 
 2. Evaluate: Which piece was your favorite? Which was your least favorite? Why?  
 3. Infer: Why do you think Beethoven took Diabelli’s waltz and changed it? Support your  
     answer.  
 4. Identify: Do modern musicians take inspiration from each other or “sample” other  
     pieces? Cite an example. Why might they do this? Support your answer.   
 
Diabelli’s Waltz: 
The playwright opens the play with Diabelli’s waltz to introduce the audience to the musical theme that Beethoven’s 
compositions will focus on and transform.  
(YouTube Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFDJIcgEPsk&list=PL09CC7D15194A2CF3 begins at 0:00)  
 
Beethoven’s Variation #1: Alla marcia, maestoso:  
This is the second piece performed in the play and is Beethoven’s first variation. It is a waltz just like Diabelli’s  
composition. (YouTube Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA begins at 0:00)  
 
Beethoven’s Variation #19: Presto  
This piece is used to open Act Two as the character Katherine Brandt arrives in Bonn, Germany to study Beethoven’s 
33 Variations. (YouTube Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA begins at 28:58)  
 
Beethoven’s Variation #32: Allegro 
This fugue is used in Act Two as Beethoven furiously composes, lost in his own world of creation. (YouTube Link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA begins at 51:42)   
   
Optional Post-Show Activity:  
Have students take out their Music Listening Charts to review (if available). Ask them the following questions:  
 1. How did the production use the music?  
 2. Did the music heighten your experience in watching the play? How?  
 3. What was the experience of having a live pianist on stage versus listening to recorded music? 

CONTINUED... 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFDJIcgEPsk&list=PL09CC7D15194A2CF3
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES Introduction to Diabelli and Beethoven 
MUSIC LISTENING CHART 

Name_______________________________________ 

Answer the following questions for discussion:  
1. Predict: How might the music be used in the play? 

 

2. Evaluate: Which piece was your favorite? Which was your least favorite? Why?  

 

3. Infer: Why do you think Beethoven took Diabelli’s waltz and changed it? Support your answer.  

 
4. Identify: Do modern musicians take inspiration from each other or “sample” other pieces? Cite an example. Why might 
they do this?  

  
Diabelli’s 

Theme 
Beethoven’s 

Variation #1 
Beethoven’s 

Variation #19 
Beethoven’s 

Variation #32 

What does the 

music make you 

think of? (Write 

down words, 

phrases, or illus-

trate what you 

see.) 

        

What is the tempo 

like? Is it a fast 

piece or slow? 

How does the 

tempo make you 

feel? 

        

What two words 

would you use to 

describe this 

piece? Why? 

        

By Alexandra Howes 
TWIN CITIES ACADEMY 
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Listening to Diabelli and Beethoven  
A PRE-PLAY MUSIC LISTENING ACTIVITY FOR MUSIC THEORY TEACHERS 

Objective: This lesson is meant as an introduction to the music of Diabelli and Beethoven that students will hear in 33 
Variations. Students of music or music theory can apply their knowledge.   
 
Jigsaw Instructions:  
Review the musical terms with students using the Defined Music Terms sheet (page 20). After students review the 
terms, they should form three groups. Each group will listen to Diabelli’s Waltz and fill out the corresponding  
questions on the Music Listening Chart (page 21). Then, assign each of the three groups to focus on one of Beetho-
ven’s variations (#1, #19, and #32). Students should fill out their chart for their assigned variation. After the music 
listening is completed, allow students to form master groups (one member from each group forms a new group with 
students from the other two variation groups) to teach each other about their variation and how it compares to Dia-
belli’s.  
After that is completed, the following discussion questions can be projected on the board:  
 
Discussion Questions:  
 1. Predict: How might the music be used in the play? 
 2. Evaluate: Which piece was your favorite? Which was your least favorite? Why?  
 3. Infer: Why do you think Beethoven took Diabelli’s waltz and changed it? Support your  
     answer.  
 4. Identify: Do modern musicians take inspiration from each other or “sample” other  
     pieces? Cite an example. Why might they do this? Support your answer.  
 
Diabelli’s Waltz: 
The playwright opens the play with Diabelli’s waltz to introduce the audience to the musical theme that Beethoven’s 
compositions will focus on and transform.  
(YouTube Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFDJIcgEPsk&list=PL09CC7D15194A2CF3 begins at 0:00)  
 
Beethoven’s Variation #1: Alla marcia, maestoso:  
This is the second piece performed in the play and is Beethoven’s first variation. It is a waltz just like Diabelli’s com-
position. (YouTube Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA begins at 0:00)  
 
Beethoven’s Variation #19: Presto  
This piece is used to open Act Two as the character Katherine Brandt arrives in Bonn, Germany to study Beethoven’s 
33 Variations. (YouTube Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA begins at 28:58)  
 
Beethoven’s Variation #32: Allegro 
This fugue is used in Act Two as Beethoven furiously composes, lost in his own world of creation. (YouTube Link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA begins at 51:42)  
 
Optional Post-Show Activity:  
Have students take out their Music Listening Charts to review. Ask them the following questions:  
 1. How did the production use the music?  
 2. Did the music heighten your experience in watching the play? How?  
 3. What was the experience of having a live pianist on stage versus listening to recorded music? 
Appendices:  
Copies of the sheet music for Diabelli’s and Beethoven’s compositions are included in the appendices. These may be 
used after the listening activity for students to check their answers regarding tempo, dynamics, and articulations 
about the musical pieces.  CONTINUED... 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFDJIcgEPsk&list=PL09CC7D15194A2CF3
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAI4-9yc6kA
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES Listening to Diabelli and Beethoven 
DEFINED MUSICAL TERMS 

alla marcia, maestoso: in the style of a majestic march.  
 
allegro: cheerful or brisk (often interpreted as fast or lively).  
 
articulations: the style in which a song's notes are played. 
 
counterpoint: the art of combining different melodic lines in a  
musical composition. 
 
dynamics: the volume of a sound or note. 
 
fugue: a composition that repeats a principal them and imitates it in 
counterpoint. It is symmetrical, formal, and intricate.  
 
march: originally designed to facilitate military marching. It has an 
even 2/4 or 4/4 meter, often begins with strong first beats, and  
often consists of an initial theme alternating with contrasting  
sections.  
 
presto: very quickly.  
 
tempo: time; the speed at which the piece is played. 
 
theme: the melody of a composition or movement. 
 
variation form: from the Latin, “change,” a composition in which a theme (either made up by the 
composer or given by someone else) is altered and adapted in a series of different versions. 
 
vivace: lively and fast. 
 
waltz: from the German, “to revolve,” a dance done in 3/4 time requiring couples to spin and  
revolve around other couples. Whether the waltz is slow or fast, pairs must embrace, staying in  
contact at all times. (This dance caused quite a scandal in the 1700s.) 

Anton Diabelli, lithograph by  
Josef Kriehuber 

CONTINUED... 
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES Listening to Diabelli and Beethoven 
MUSIC LISTENING CHART 

Name_____________________________ 

Diabelli’s Theme Beethoven’s Variation #_____ 

Record your reactions to the piece: What do you think of? How 

does it make you feel? 
Record your reactions to the piece: What do you think of? How 

does it make you feel? 

What tempo marking would you give this piece? 
  

slower←     Alla marcia, maestoso     allegro     vivace     presto    →faster 

What tempo marking would you give this piece? 
  

slower←     Alla marcia, maestoso     allegro     vivace     presto    →faster 

What different dynamics did you hear in this piece? 
(pp, p, mp, mf, f, ff, crescendo, etc.) 

What different dynamics did you hear in this piece? 
(pp, p, mp, mf, f, ff, crescendo, etc.) 

What different articulations did you hear in this piece? 
(staccato, legato, accents, etc.) 

What different articulations did you hear in this piece? 
(staccato, legato, accents, etc.) 

Use two of your own words to describe how this piece sounds to 

you: 
Use two of your own words to describe how this piece sounds to 

you: 

Did you like the piece? Why or why not? Did you like the piece? Why or why not? 

Additional observations: Additional observations: 

By Alexandra Howes 
TWIN CITIES ACADEMY 
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Post-Play Discussion Questions 
 

 
1. How does the live music enhance the theatrical production? What is the intent of the playwright in having a live 
pianist on stage? 
 
2. How are the production elements (set design, lighting, sound) used to show the intermingling of past 
(Beethoven’s time) and present (Dr. Brandt’s time)?  
 
3. What does the interaction between Beethoven and Brandt show us about their relationship? What do they 
learn about their own mortality? What do we learn from them about the process of dying?  
 
4. What parallels can be seen between the characters of the present and the characters of the past? What  
parallels are there between Clara Brandt and Anton Diabelli, and Dr. Gertrude and Anton Schindler? What is  
significant about the role of these characters in the lives of Katherine Brandt and Beethoven? 
 
5. What is meant by transfiguration? How is the theme of transfiguring or transforming something shown in the 
play? In what ways do the characters transform? How does the idea of variation or transformation operate in  
artistic discovery? How is the playwright using variation in the structure of his play? 
 
6. What is the role of the live musician on stage? How does music function in the play? 
 
7. How does Katherine’s relationship with her daughter change? 
 
8. Why does the playwright choose to pair Katherine’s MRI procedure with the quartet from Beethoven’s Missa 
Solemnis (Solemn Mass)? In what other moments in the play does the music illuminate or contradict the action of 
the scene? 
 
9. Juxtaposition is very important to the playwright. What other dramatic conventions does he use to tell his 
story? 
 
10. What did you learn about Beethoven?   
 
11. Beethoven is often referred to as an artistic bridge between the classical and romantic musical eras.  From 
what you heard in the play, why do you think this is true? 
 
12. What is the playwright seeking to achieve by having characters echo or repeat the words and phrases spoken 
in previous scenes?  
 
13. Clara Brandt must deal with her mother’s expectations—expectations that often make Clara feel inadequate. 
Have you had to deal with your parents’ expectations and how have they made you feel? What don’t they  
understand?  

By Alexandra Howes 
TWIN CITIES ACADEMY 
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Appendices 

Diabelli’s Waltz—Theme Beethoven’s Variation #1 Alla Marcia, maestoso 
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 APPENDICES 

Beethoven’s Variation #19 Presto 

Appendices 
CONTINUED 
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 APPENDICES 

Beethoven’s Variation #32 Allegro 

Appendices 
CONTINUED 

CONTINUED... 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 26 www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 26 

 APPENDICES Appendices 
CONTINUED 

Beethoven’s Variation #32 Allegro 

Cont. 

CONTINUED... 
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 APPENDICES Appendices 
CONTINUED 

Beethoven’s Variation #32 Allegro 

Cont. 

CONTINUED... 
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 APPENDICES Appendices 
CONTINUED 

Beethoven’s Variation #32 Allegro 

Cont. 

CONTINUED... 
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 APPENDICES Appendices 
CONTINUED 

Beethoven’s Variation #32 Allegro 

Cont. 

CONTINUED... 
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 APPENDICES Appendices 
CONTINUED 

Beethoven’s Variation #32 Allegro 

Cont. 
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