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Beethoven scholar Katherine Brandt is driven to solve the 
mystery behind one of Beethoven’s greatest compositions 
while coping with the recent diagnosis of a serious illness. 
A live pianist shares the stage and gracefully underscores 

her journey. Spanning 200 years, 33 Variations is a 
sublime waltz between past and present, fact and 

speculation, art and life, mother and daughter.

Before we tell you more, take a moment 
to think about art and inspiration. 

Why do we create? What is the initial 
spark that puts everything in motion? 

Do only artists have the impulse to create? 
What do you think inspired Beethoven? 

Why do you think his music continues to 
move people centuries later?

 
Turn the page to learn more about 

33 Variations. Dig into the real-life mystery 
that inspired Kaufman to create Katherine 
Brandt and her world. Follow Katherine as 
she struggles to understand Beethoven’s 

choices, the time in which he lived and 
the health challenges he overcame. 

Discover the language of music and 
its many distinct forms. Explore the 

impact illness can have on an 
individual, their work and the 

people who support them.
 

Theatre raises questions while 
challenging audience members 

to discover their own answers. 
See what questions this information 

raises for you and what questions and 
answers the performance provides. 

Thank you so much for joining us 
for 33 Variations. We look forward 

to seeing you at the theatre! ●
 

l-r: Jane Fonda, Samantha Mathis, Zach Grenier. photo by greg heisler

“Let us begin 
with the primary cause 
of things. Let us begin 
with how something came 
about. Why it came about 
in that particular way and 
became what it is.” 

	                         —Ludwig van Beethoven

January 30 – March 6, 2011
Ahmanson Theatre

Welcome to Center Theatre Group and 33 Variations.
Two-time Oscar winner Jane Fonda heads a cast of eight in this new American 

play written and directed by Moisés Kaufman (author of The Laramie Project
and director of I Am My Own Wife and Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo). 
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Think of something you have created in 
your own life: music, art, a school project, 
a meal, a friendship, a fashion style. 

Can you remember your initial inspiration? 

Where did that inspiration take you?  

In 33 Variations writer/director Moisés Kaufman 
explores the mystery of the creative impulse. 
Why do we create? What is the spark that puts 
everything in motion?
  
Kaufman’s impulse to create 33 Variations 
came from a sales clerk at Tower Records who told 
him of the mystery behind the Diabelli Variations. 
Kaufman’s curiosity about Beethoven’s obsession 
began a five-year journey across the globe, 
through thousands of primary source documents 
in libraries and archives; and into theatres and 
rehearsal rooms with actors, musicians, writers 
and artists. Every new discovery fed his curiosity 
and ultimately compelled him to create this play 
— a play about the impulse to create. ●

Musicologist Dr. Katherine Brandt is obsessed with 
an obsession. She’s an expert on Ludwig van Beethoven, 
but one thing baffles her — Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations. 
In 33 Variations, writer/director Moisés Kaufman allows past 
and present to intertwine, bringing two people, separated 
by centuries but united by a shared passion, close enough 
to touch.

In 1819, music publisher Anton Diabelli invited 50 of 
Europe’s most respected and accomplished composers 
to create a variation on a waltz he had written. Everyone 
accepted the commission right away. Everyone, that is, but 
Beethoven. History records that Beethoven felt the piece was 
beneath him, or “schusterfleck” (cobbler’s patch). For some 
reason, though, he changed his mind. Interrupting work on 
his 9th Symphony and Missas Solemnis, Beethoven spent four 
years exploring and transforming every note of Diabelli’s 
waltz until he had not one but 33 variations on the seemingly 
simple theme. What compelled Beethoven to put so much of 
himself into this commission when he had nobler works to 
complete and rapidly deteriorating health to contend with?

Katherine has a theory. She believes that Beethoven 
wanted to show the world how he could make something 
magnificent out of something trivial. That is her hypothesis 
but she wants to be sure. The only way to do that is to 
see, first hand, Beethoven’s original sketchbooks — the 
journals of his ideas, impulses and revisions — all in his 
most casual, unselfconscious handwriting. Katherine hopes 
Beethoven’s pencil marks will reveal the truth to her across 
time, through the dusty stacks of books in his official 
archive, the Beethoven-Haus in Bonn, Germany.  

For Katherine, a trip to Bonn is the pinnacle of her life’s 
work. Not even the diagnosis of ALS (Lou Gehrig’s Disease) 
will stop her from going. Her daughter, Clara, is terrified 
and wants Katherine to stay in New York. When Katherine 

refuses, Clara and her boyfriend Mike — a nurse with 
experience treating ALS patients — follow Katherine to 
Bonn. Clara knows her mother is running out of time 
and hopes to repair their strained relationship before it’s 
too late.

In Bonn, Katherine meets Dr. Gertrude (Gertie) Ladenburger, 
Beethoven-Haus Librarian. They pour over every page of 
Beethoven’s sketchbooks. As they piece together clues 
from those pages — mysterious stains and missing 
passages — the past opens up to reveal Beethoven’s world 
in 1820’s Germany and Austria. We see Beethoven rage, 
create and battle the pressures of time. His struggles are 
made bearable by a unique support system — an unpaid 
secretary, Anton Schindler, and an impatient (albeit often 
accommodating) music publisher, Anton Diabelli.

Katherine hopes Beethoven’s 
pencil marks will reveal             

the truth to her across time.

In 33 Variations, Beethoven struggles with chronic poor 
health, progressive deafness and a set of variations 
whose end elude him. Katherine pushes through rapidly 
degenerating motor control, disappointment in her daughter 
and the mystery of Beethoven’s obsession. Clara tries to 
make sense of her life choices, her mother’s lack of affection 
and the possibility of love. Three people. Three intertwined 
sets of challenges. Relationships in alternating pairs and 
triangles, revolving around each other and through time. ●

Beethoven’s sketches. Set design by D
erek M

cLane.



     “Variation form 
		  allows Beethoven to 
      do the miraculous and 
s l o w  d o w n  t i m e , 
            to pierce the waltz 
          and enter the minutia 
			                  that life 
				      in its haste, 
                              robs us of.”
					                           —Dr. Katherine Brandt in 33 Variations
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We live in a fast paced world. Information can be relayed instantly. We can 
travel across the world in hours rather than months. Deadlines and pressures of 
modern life can result in the common feeling of “not enough time.”  
 

In 33 Variations, the characters plead, 
“I need more time. There is not enough time.”

Time to create, to be with the one you love, to solve a mystery, to repair a 
relationship or to complete your life’s passion. Time before the human body 
or an outside deadline stops the clock.
 
Despite the pressures of failing health, publishing deadlines and several 
incomplete compositions, Beethoven took his time creating the Diabelli Variations. 
Diabelli’s initial waltz is less than a minute long, but Beethoven spent close to five 
years exploring every single note and produced hours of music. Variation form 
allows Beethoven to slow down time and expose subtleties and nuances most 
listeners race past without ever noticing. This masterpiece gives the listener an 
opportunity to connect deeply and appreciate all the original theme had to offer. ●

What would you do if 
you had more time?

What slows down time 
for you? 

When time does slow 
down, what do you 
experience that you 
don’t ordinarily?

Zach Grenier (background) and Jane Fonda in 33 Variations. photo by joan marcus
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Beethoven’s sketches. Set design by Derek McLane.



In 33 Variations, we are witness to Katherine 
losing the ability to walk, to speak, to scratch her own nose, all while 
vigilantly continuing her research. Beethoven loses his hearing even as 
he creates majestic music for others to hear. We often take our bodies 
for granted. Sometimes we don’t appreciate good health until we are 
injured, ill or our strength starts to disappear. 

How might witnessing or experiencing illness increase our 
appreciation of health? 
How can illness help us realize what matters most? 
What gives us the strength to continue on in the face of illness, 
loss or fear? 
What gives us the courage to pursue love and create beauty 
in an uncertain world?

Illness impacts not only the patient but family and 
friends. It can be hard to know what to say or how to offer your 
support. In 33 Variations, Katherine doesn’t want to be seen as a 
patient, she wants to be known as a musicologist and gets angry 
when she feels defined by her illness. Clara struggles to make sure 
that her mother is getting the support and treatment she needs 
despite Katherine’s resistance.

Have you ever had to support someone through an illness 
or emotional challenge? 
How did you support them? 
Who supports you during challenging times? 
How do they show their support?

6   33 Variations 

ALS/Lou Gehrig’s 
Disease
“I might have been given 
a bad break, but I’ve got 
an awful lot to live for.”
				     —Lou Gehrig, July 4, 1939

In 33 Variations, the character Dr. Katherine Brandt has 
been diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS). 
It is a progressive and invariably fatal disease that attacks the 
nerves responsible for voluntary muscle activity. As the nerves 
degenerate they stop sending information to the muscles, 
which then weaken, atrophy and twitch. The brain eventually 
loses its ability to stop, start or control voluntary movements 
altogether. Difficulty chewing and swallowing greatly increase 
the risk of choking. When the muscles in the chest and diaphragm 
fail, breathing without a ventilator becomes impossible. 20,000-
30,000 people in the United States have ALS and as many as 
5,600 a year are newly diagnosed. As of today, there is no cure for 
ALS and average life expectancy after diagnosis is between two 
and five years. Treatments — such as medication and physical 
therapy — are aimed at managing symptoms and improving 
quality of life.

ALS is often called Lou Gehrig’s Disease after one of America’s 
most beloved baseball players. From 1923 to 1939 Gehrig, 
nicknamed “The Iron Horse,” played first base for the New 
York Yankees, holding records for consecutive games, batting 
average, home runs, runs batted in and career grand slams. Often 
overshadowed by his flamboyant teammate, Babe Ruth, for 
16 years Lou Gehrig was the guy the team could count on.

In 1938 Gehrig began to experience weakness and lack of 
coordination. He played the first eight games of the 1939 
season but retired that summer when symptoms became 
debilitating. He was diagnosed with ALS a few months later. 
In the summer of 1941, Lou Gehrig passed away at the age of 38. 
He is remembered fondly for dominating the ball field for nearly 
two decades, bringing the reality of ALS into the open, and doing 
it all unselfishly, with courage, humility and grace.

Beethoven’s 
Health

“The barriers are not erected 
which can say to aspiring 
talents and industry, 
‘Thus far and no farther.’”

			                                 —Ludwig van Beethoven

Beethoven struggled with deafness most of his life, losing 
his hearing by the age of 48. This alone makes his musical genius 
quite extraordinary. It is less commonly known that his hearing 
did not degrade in a gradual, consistent way. For almost 25 
years Beethoven’s hearing capacity ricocheted between basically 
functional and completely deaf. From the first symptoms in 1796 
to his death in 1827, Beethoven was plagued by a constant ringing 
and buzzing in his ears that was often excruciatingly loud.

Deafness was not Beethoven’s only health concern. Serious 
stomach problems followed him his whole adult life, along with 
rheumatism, eye pain, jaundice and gout. In 1926, he experienced 
his last serious illness — cirrhosis of the liver. Five operations to 
drain the fluid had no effect. Beethoven died on March 26, 1827 at 
the age of 57.

The isolation caused by his health was frustrating and often 
depressing. In letters he writes of being ashamed of his deafness 
and deeply afraid that his many ailments would never be cured. 
He longed for a social life and was often lonely. Yet he did not give 
up on his art and continued to compose until the very end. Spirit, 
stubbornness and unwavering commitment to music allowed 
Beethoven to carry on and ultimately compose many of the 
world’s most revered masterpieces. ●

“After 25 years … I became completely deaf 
… 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 it allowed me 
to be with my music in the most intimate of ways.”
				    —Beethoven in 33 Variations 
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Marcos Najera: Moisés, what is a 
typical day like for you?
Moisés Kaufman: I am a playwright 
and director. Before rehearsals begin 
you can find me going on long walks 
and writing. Spending a lot of time at 
the typewriter or computer, writing. But 
then once we begin rehearsals, I’m in 
the rehearsal from ten in the morning 
‘til six in the afternoon working with the 
actors, working with the designers. So 
that everything that the audience sees 
onstage, you know, the sets, the lights, 
the costumes, you know, the blocking 
of the actors, the understanding of the 
text — that’s what the director does. 
The director is responsible for creating 
a coherent and cohesive world that 
makes the play come alive. 

That’s very cool that you start the 
process by walking. Why is that 
important to you?
Clears my mind! (Laughing)

(Laughs) Talk about that.
I think better on my feet. So, I find that 
sitting at a desk in front of a computer 
is not as helpful. I like to be on my feet. 
Sometimes I call actors into a rehearsal 
room when I’m still in the process of 
writing the play. Then I give them the 
text and I say “Can you read this for me, 
so I can hear the text out loud?” And 
I can work with actors on scenes and 
improvise. 

Is this part of the process you’ve 
created called “Moment Work?”
It is. “Moment Work” is a kind of 
improvisational technique that allows 
the writer, the director, the designers 
and the actors to be in one room writing 
performance. Creating work together. 
And we’re spending a lot of time 
teaching [it] around the country 
because it’s a process that really allows 
[artists] to create work that is very 
theatrical. Because as opposed to just 
going into a room and writing a play, 
you are in the rehearsal room with 
actors and designers and you are all 
together coming up with a play. 
So that creates work that is much 
more exciting visually, much more 
exciting in terms of theatricality. 

How did you use that process for 
33 Variations in the rehearsal room?
33 Variations started with the music 
of Beethoven. And I used to spend 
a lot of time with the music and 
with the actors creating moments 
and improvising. And out of those 
improvisations, the play came out. 
So you would see music and dances 
happening together. You would see 
music and scenes happening together. 
And you would see, you know, actors 
working with a piece of costume or 
actors working with a set piece or 
with a prop to help us find the story. 

Is there a moment in 33 Variations that 
the students will see that is a favorite 
moment for you that came out of this 
process? 
There are several. One of them is 
when Katherine Brandt is getting her 
x-ray, because it’s a moment with no 
text. Another one is a moment when a 
character from the present talks to the 
character from 200 years ago! 

How different is what we see on stage 
from what happened in the rehearsal 
process with this work around moments?
What people see on stage is usually the 
tip of the iceberg. And what you were 
doing in the rehearsal room is that you 
were carving the iceberg. So you spend 
all this time carving the iceberg, and 
then basically what you see is just the 
tip of it because you only have two 
hours! (Laughs)

(Laughs) If we had many, many more 
hours to watch a show [on stage] we 
would see the entire iceberg, I imagine?
Then you would come to rehearsal!

That sounds like it would be a theatrical 
experience, no doubt. How did you get 
your start as an artist, Moisés?
Well, my parents wanted me to study 
business administration and when I 
went to college in Caracas, Venezuela 
I really didn’t know what I wanted 
to do so, so I did go for business 
administration but after a few classes 
I realized it wasn’t what I wanted. So 
I went to the office for extra curricular 
activities and I asked if they had a 
theater company. And they had. And 
I became an actor in that theater 
company. For the next five years of my 
life, I was an actor. But soon, when I was 
acting, oftentimes I thought “Oh, I am 
much more interested in creating the 
whole stage event, than I am interested 
in creating one character.” And that’s 
how this idea [entered] that I wanted to 
be a writer and director, instead of an 
actor. Your palette is a little bigger. You 
have control over the words and the 
event. An actor creates a character. A 
writer-director creates a world. 

And for 33 Variations, one of the things 
that I thought that was really great, 
specifically for students who all have 
homework when they are in school, is 
that you actually had to do quite a bit 
of homework to write this play. Can 
you tell us how you went in search 
of information before sitting down to 
actually write?
Because 33 Variations deals with one bit 
of music that Beethoven composed, I 
needed to profoundly study that piece of 
music and really understand it. So I read 
every book that was ever written about 
this piece of music. And then not happy 
with that, I decided to go to Germany 
and find the sketches that Beethoven 
had made for the composition. You 

know, some composers write in their 
heads. And some composers write 
on paper. Beethoven wrote on paper. 
That means that there are thousands 
of sketches. So he would write on 
something and then he would toss it out 
and write something else. He worked 
things out on paper. So the sketches are 
in Bonn (Germany), so I got permission 
to go and study these 200 year old 
pieces of paper. Very moving and very 
beautiful because Beethoven first wrote 
in pencil. And when he was certain he 
wanted to keep something, he would go 
over it in ink. So, in a page, you would 
see what he started with and what he 
finished with. Often the paper would be 
stained, because he was eating as he 
was composing. So there would be food 
stains. Sometimes he would write, you 
know, “This piece of music, it has to be 
played this way — lento maestoso (slow 
and majestic in Italian).” And right next 
to it he would say “I need to buy cheese 
and milk.” 

“I think that reality 
is more baffling 

than fiction.                   
And I am interested  

in the baffling.” 

Really?
Yes, so the banal coexisted with the 
sublime.

I’m wondering what was going through 
your mind as you were coming across 
these soup stains, and these Beethoven 
‘Post-it’ notes from the past, as it were, 
about grocery shopping along with these 
ideas about music?
I felt like I was sitting behind him, 
watching over his shoulder as he 
composed. It was a very intimate 
connection with Beethoven. At times 
I felt like I was witnessing something 
that I shouldn’t be witnessing. I felt that 
I was seeing something so personal 
that I shouldn’t be privy too. At times, I 
would think, I would see, you know, how 
tortured he was in how he was writing. 
At times, I was jealous of how quick the 
compositions came to him. 

Did you feel like you were snooping or 
being a voyeur?
Yes, many times I felt that. But the play 
is hopefully an ode to Beethoven, so the 
ends justify the means. 

One of the things that we love about this 
play is that you really went back to the 
primary texts. Students, in school, 

if they are going to do a research 
paper or any type of project, they are 
asked to go back to primary texts. Can 
you tell us how you define ‘primary text’ 
and its importance for you in creating 
this story? 
Well for me, being able to see 
Beethoven’s sketches was a window 
into his soul. A window not only into his 
creative process, but into his emotional 
process of composition. So being able 
to see those documents really taught me 
about, about, about — not only what 
Beethoven was thinking when he was 
creating, but what he was feeling when 
he was creating. 

So, without these primary texts 
(Beethoven’s original music sketches), 
this story wouldn’t have been grounded 
in the same way, I imagine, for you?
Absolutely not. Also, you can see we 
project a lot of the sketches (on a video 
screen on the stage) so it’s like the spine 
of the play.  I hope [the audience] will be 
as fascinated with them as I was. These 
are the actual, original documents that 
Beethoven wrote.

You studied a man (Beethoven) who 
is well known and real. And you are 
known for taking a look at real people. 
What draws you to real people and real 
events? And the desire to put them 
onstage in a theatrical way?
I think that reality is more baffling 
than fiction. And I am interested in the 
baffling. You know, (laughs), I think that 
G_d is a better writer than all of us. And 
I am just curious about the relationship 
between what occurs on the stage and 
life. I think I’ve devoted my entire life to 
exploring that question. 

And lastly, what do you hope students 
take away from the play? And what do 
you hope students do to prepare to 
come see the show even before they sit 
down in the theater, to be thoroughly 
present for 33 Variations?
That’s a good question—I think 
anything they can find out about 
Beethoven helps them appreciate the 
piece. But, you know, it’s been written 
so you don’t need to know a single word 
about it to be able to appreciate it. But 
like any other work of art, the more you 
know about it, the more you enjoy it.  
As for what I would like [students] to 
take out with them, I think 33 Variations 
looks at what happens to us when we 
become obsessed. What happens to us 
when we want to create. When we want 
to make something that didn’t exist in 
the world before. And I think if they can 
recognize a little of themselves in the 
play, then that’ll be enough. 

Thank you, Moisés. Good luck and we’ll 
see you at the show.
Wonderful. Thank you, Marcos. ●

and Center Theatre Group Teaching Artist Marcos Najera

A conversation
with writer/director 

Moisés kaufman
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Medieval mapmakers  used to 
draw serpents and monsters in the blank spots 
of their maps. The drawings were later replaced 
by the phrase “Here Be Dragons,” and used to 
indicate dangerous or unexplored territories. 
One of the earliest recorded uses of the phrase 
is in Latin, “Hic Svnt Dracones,” on a globe from 
the early 1500’s. The letters hover over the coast 
of Asia and may be a reference to the greatly 
feared komodo dragons.

In the play, Katherine uses the phrase when 
thinking of her daughter, Clara, “My own daughter 
is a mystery to me! Children! Here be dragons!” 
She is disappointed and confused by the way 
Clara lives her life, and doesn’t know what to do 
about it. The “Here Be Dragons” sentiment surfaces 
throughout the play and not just in Katherine 
and Clara’s relationship. Again and again the 
characters face the unknown. Katherine and 
Beethoven, coping with declining health and 

facing their mortality, offer the most intense 
and obvious illustrations of this. But in 
33 Variations, we also see the subtler aspects 
of going somewhere previously unexplored. 
Whether by unraveling a historical mystery or 
allowing for the possibility of love, the unknown 
offers adventure and promise. The struggle is to 
keep fear from preventing the journey. Katherine 
articulates this beautifully when describing 
Beethoven’s opening variation:

“Even if we begin this journey with trepidation, 
			   even if we may not know where it will take us, 
        we must nevertheless embark on it with 
		   courage and determination.”
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Angeles.  
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