
The Beethoven Files 
 
Pianist Angela Harding arrives at the lectern to enthusiastic applause from a full auditorium. 
 
“Thank you everyone, and I have to say I was very pleased that the International Festival asked me to 
introduce tonight’s, ah... quite unusual recital. I’m performing myself in Edinburgh this week, and it was 
a wonderful surprise to be invited here. It’s no hardship at all for me to start the performance by 
pressing the Play button on this tablet here! I promise you I’ve been practicing.” Polite laughter.  
 
“Beside me here is, well... an unusual piano.”  
 
She gestures to her right at a new-looking grand piano with a deep gloss to its black finish.  
 
“To look at, it’s pretty much a normal concert grand, but in fact it’s a player-piano that reads MIDI files. 
Which of course is why we’re all here.” She cranes her neck to see past the open lid. “What! No 
stool?” More polite laughter. 
 
“Like everyone else here I’m intrigued and enchanted by this whole ‘Beethoven files’ affair, and like 
everyone else I’ve heard the files online, or played through a digital piano. Many times in fact: I’m sure 
you’ve all been listening to this incredible music more or less obsessively, just as I have.” Some 
mumbling of assent from the audience. “But I think I’m right in saying this is the first time in this country 
that the files have been heard on an actual grand piano. It’s been done in a few other places around 
the world, but there aren’t all that many full size MIDI grand pianos in existence. So I think we can 
count ourselves lucky to have this opportunity here tonight at the International Festival.” 
 

... 
 
About 18 months ago, a set of four MIDI files appeared - apparently at around the same moment - on 
various platforms across the internet. 
 
For the first few weeks, they were shared mainly among musicologists and piano players, causing 
confusion and wonderment in equal measure. It was when several classical radio station hosts began 
discussing the files on air, and playing them back on good sampled pianos, that the sensation quickly 
became global. 
 
The files are solo piano music - all are on a single channel with General MIDI instrument number 1 
(piano) - and appear to be improvisations on a number of themes. In all there is just under 2 hours of 
music when played at the tempos specified in the respective files. Like all MIDI files, they are not an 
audio recording: they consist only of a stream of note data along a timeline: note number on the 
keyboard, note duration and “velocity” - in other words the force with which each note is played - and 
so on.  
 
Technically, the files are perfectly ordinary, and slim enough to cross the globe in under a second. But 
when played via a good sampled piano, they transfix the listener as if music itself were a thing new 



born. Where have they come from? Who is the transcendently gifted player who has inscribed his or 
her performance in this rather aseptic digital medium, and anonymously bequeathed it to humanity? 
 
Seemingly, whoever posted the files had expertly covered their tracks. All points of origin, that anyone 
can trace back to, reveal nothing informative in the logs. Everyone simply hopes that the genius will 
one day reveal themselves. Or at least that they will produce more - anonymously or otherwise.  
 
Two of the themes that the player improvises on are identifiable as being by Beethoven, and there is a 
quotation from Bach and another from Haydn. The rest is new. What the musicologists agree on is that 
the way all the themes are varied and developed is pure Beethoven.  
 
But an unknown Beethoven, and not one that falls at all short in the way of an imitator of lesser 
genius.  
 
Angela Harding again: “As a young man, Beethoven was revered more as an improviser than as a 
composer. This didn’t suit him at all. He disliked performing, mainly because audiences of the day 
were inattentive and chatty, and nowhere near appreciative enough of the manifest importance of 
what they were hearing! When we go to a concert nowadays, everyone sits in reverent silence, even if 
our attention wanders sometimes. A concert then was more social gathering than aesthetic banquet. 
To be honest I think you and I would find it as annoying as did Beethoven! He was ahead of his day in 
more ways than one I reckon.  
 
“His dislike of performance was a bit unfortunate: improvisational duels between top pianists were a 
popular spectator sport of the day, and were seen as a valuable platform for the aspiring musician. He 
reluctantly took part in several of these events, and each time triumphed against the finest players in 
Europe.  
 
“Now I won’t detain you too much longer before I press Play, but I’d like you to hold a picture in your 
mind as we go along. Much as Beethoven hated performing in public, there was a private occasion 
that will be remembered I hope always. Beethoven’s life is very well documented, and there are lots of 
good stories but I think this has to be my favourite.  
 
“He was on a boat trip one summer with friends, travelling along the Rhine. They stayed overnight at a 
grand house above the river, and after dinner he was persuaded to play. He played and he played, his 
improvisations flowing and building and flowing as the evening drew in. The dusk filled the room and 
still he played, and no one in the party could move so much as to light a candle. The music only ended 
when it became too dark for him to continue. Whereupon everyone breathed again.  
 
“By the end of his quite difficult life, he was recognised as the greatest living composer, and all the 
world now knows his work as immortal. Of course he was profoundly deaf by then, and never heard 
any of his last great works.  
 
“But if his contemporaries are to be trusted, his crowning genius was in his restless, inexhaustible 
invention at the keyboard. That is forever lost to us in posterity, but tonight please imagine you are 
among that blessed company in that twilit salon overlooking the Rhine.  



 
“Our reason tells us the past is dead and those moments of sublime invention are gone with it. No 
doubt you’ve heard all the mad theories, like the alien time-travellers making recordings while 
Beethoven kept his neighbours awake thrashing the piano through the night. Well you can keep all 
that nonsense.  
 
“But when the music plays, I know that like me you will be thinking ‘And yet... and yet... Who can this 
be? Who else can it be?’” 
 
She presses Play and walks quickly away from the lectern, away from the piano which has broken into 
the opening subject of the first file. She invites no applause, and gets none.  
 
A fugue wraps its ever-more-complex wreaths about the hall. Could this have been the sketch of a 
composition that - past the point where a fugue should resolve and finish on a ‘perfect cadence’ - goes 
delving with purpose into still farther-flung variations? Or is it whittled in the moment, with an 
academic’s grasp of form but with the facility and fearlessness of a prodigy? There is mimicry of other 
instruments: the brass hurl fanfares; the strings murmur and swoop; the timpani declaim.  
 
Already we cannot imagine a world before these impossible-to-predict figures and structures existed. 
It’s as if they had always been there. Though freshly turned, each seems perfectly inevitable: less an 
artefact than a hidden avenue of Nature only awaiting our uncovering of it. We are aboard a ship that 
draws close on the wind to new lands.  
 
The files play back to back. No interval has been programmed, and no one is inclined to head for the 
bar just yet anyway. In a little under two hours, the music ends on a diminuendo, and a particular 
silence falls; a silence as substantial as the sound it follows. The lack of a performer to receive 
applause seems immaterial: by what collective noise could we possibly reply? 


