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]'_u 1819, the music publisher Anton
Diiabelli wrote a waltz and sent it to
ﬁ.|'-[_'.'q.'1:-n1FHhH:r$.,. JSI"'..II'% cach va contrib-
ure a variation, They all agreed, except
one— Ludwig van Beethoven, who
lismissed the waltz as a Schusrerfleck, or
cobbler's patch.” But then something
wappened: Beethoven became obsessed
vith Diabelli's waltz, and ended up
vriting thimy-three variations that con-
titute one of his most beloved pieces
or plano—Cypus 120, (Tmagine Har-
d Bloom writing a six-hundred- page
reatise on “The Biggest Loser.”) So
vhy did Beethoven do it* Thar is the
[uestion that haunts Dir. Katherine
Yrandr, the charscter played by Jane
‘onda in the new play *33 Variations,”
vhio is loosely based on Dr. William
{inderman, a musicologist at the Uni-
esity of Ilinois at Urbana-Champaign
ind the leading authority on the “Dia-
wlli Variations,”

“There is no doubt that Beethoven
d an ironic atritude toward the
valtz,” Kinderman was saying, in the
sunge of the Crowne Plaza, before
he opening-night performance, As a
raduate student in 1979, he spent

a month poring over manuscripts at
the Beethoven archive, in Bonn. His
higgtﬁ.l breakthrough had to do with
the time line of the picce: the varia-
tions that were written last—including
Moa. 1, 15, and 25—tend to rebare more
closely to the original theme, hinting
thar Beethoven's intentions evelved.
“It's a paradox,” Kinderman said. “If
he’s taking over this waltz by Diabelli,
which has banal and repetitious fea-
tures, and he's writing a gigantic work,
then how does he reconcile those two
tendencies®* He did it by adding more
variations that go back pointedly 1o
the theme, in ways that exaggerare
the banal features—that take it into
the arca of caricature.” In the final
variations, Beethoven lifts the picce
beyond paredy. *“There's an ennobling
process, a spiritualization, that goes
on,” Kinderman continued. “Bur there's
a wink at the original theme in the last
moments, 10s as if Beethoven is look-
ing back and saving, “Well, | could have
written even mone,” "

Abaout five years ago, Kinderman
got an ¢-mail from the playwright
Moisés Kaufman, who had raken an
interest in the “Diabelli Varatons" af-
ter chatting with a salesman ar Tower
Records, Kaufman visited Kinderman
in Mlimoie, where TI'H_":.' 1_'1'|E-.=|B|:1:i in “in-
tense brainstorming sessions” around
the piano, Kinderman never expected

o be plaved by Jane Fonda, *T enjoy
surprising twists,” he said,

Ai the hotel, he was joined by his
wife, Katherine Sver, and their six-
year-old daughter, Anna. Syer i alsoa
musicologist ("Upera s my shtick”),
Shie had spent the day at the Columbia
rare-books libeary, studying the begters
of the Hungarian conductor Anton
Seidl, while Kinderman seok Anng ta
Toy= R Uk,

A few minutes before curtain, the
musicologists brushed past o crovwd that
included Dolly ]:":il'!-::-n David Hyde
Pierce, and Rosie O Dionnell, and took
their seats. At intermission, they were
greeted by Dominick Hu]l-e;:l:u., the gen-
eral manager of Kaufman's theatre com-
pany. Kinderman gave ham a techan-
cal move: “Ar one Fﬂ.ﬁul, Varatwon 26
]5.|ﬂ:|f|'nj,!:l||[ on Uhe sereen it wAYH WVan-
alion Il.r "

Ballewa threw up his hands: *You
Tave thar comversarion wath Mogs!”

Afterward, the family took a cab w
the opening-night party, (The driver,
a Vietnam ver, had a few things to
say about Jane Fonda,) On the buffer
line—not realizing that he was stancling
behind Geoffrey Rush—Kinderman
reflected on Beethowen, *He's often de-
'|'|i|."lni A m‘mvhn!_r., CVEFSETIONES ﬁgup:,
whieres .'u1'||_'|||'_|,-' b= was a Ereat FH.II'I‘HI:I.“
he saad. Then he spotted Susan Keller-

mann, the actress who plays the archi-



