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“On the contrary they adore—we all adore here—the rococo”


HENRY JAMES: THE AMBASSADORS





A new world of love and beauty broke upon her when she was introduced to those divine compositions: this lady had the keenest and finest sensibility, and how could she be indifferent when she heard Mozart? The tender parts of ‘Don Juan’ awakened in her raptures so exquisite that she would ask herself when she went to say her prayers of a night whether it was not wicked to feel so much delight as that with which ‘Vedrai Carino’ and ‘Batti Batti’ filled her gentle little bosom.


W. M. THACKERAY: VANITY FAIR






















Note







Two extracts from this book have appeared in The London Magazine.





The notes which are collected at the back of the book supply dates, sources, often the original wording of a quotation (when the text has given a translation) and occasionally additional information. Notes essential to the text are placed on the pages. I am grateful to the Executors of the late Emily Anderson, and her publishers, Messrs. Macmillan & Co., for permission to use throughout my book her translation of Mozart’s and his family’s Letters (London, 1938) references to the scores of the operas are to English editions: details of these and all the other books referred to are to be found at the end in the List of Articles and Books Cited. I take much pleasure in thanking Mrs David Wood for help about musical theory, and Mr R. Newland for help about German.
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Brief Chronology





(Dates for the operas are of first performances)












	1756

	   

	Johann* Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart born 27 January, youngest child of Leopold and Maria Anna† (Pertl) Mozart






	1775

	 

	
Il Re Pastore, K. 208






	1778

	 

	death of Mozart’s mother






	1781

	 

	
Idomeneo, K. 366






	1782

	 

	
Die Entführung aus dem Serail (Il Seraglio), K. 384 Mozart’s marriage to Constanze Weber






	1784

	 

	Mozart became a Mason






	1785

	 

	Leopold Mozart became a Mason






	1786

	 

	
Le Nozze di Figaro, K. 492






	1787

	 

	death of Mozart’s father Don Giovanni, K. 527






	1788

	 

	Symphonies K. 543, 550, 551






	1790

	 

	
Così Fan Tutte, K. 588






	1791

	 

	
La Clemenza di Tito, K. 621


Die Zauberflöte, K. 620


Requiem, K. 626 (finished by Süssmayr)


Mozart died on 5 December

















* See Alfred Einstein: Mozart His Character His Work, 3, footnote.


† Maria Anna according to Emily Anderson; Anna Maria according to Einstein.






















Preface to the 1988 Edition





In this new edition of a book originally published in 1964 I have expanded and amended several passages. I have made reference to books published after 1964, some of which I reviewed in periodicals. A tolerably detailed note about one such book appears at the back of this volume. When I want to mention Die Entführung aus dem Serail by a shorter title, I call it Il Seraglio. That I have not altered, because it is correct. In English-speaking countries Il Seraglio is the title of countless performances and of the standard British vocal score. I do not know why an opera composed to sung and spoken words in German was given an English title consisting of two words of Italian, especially when to call it ‘The Seraglio’ would accord with eighteenth-century English idiom and with present-day comprehension.


Were I now writing a book about Mozart and his operas, my design would incorporate a section in praise of Idomeneo and La Clemenza di Tito. In 1964 I knew both operas to be musical masterpieces, but at that time it was rare for a performance, even in the theatre, to allow the music to point up the drama. The drama had probably been frightened into hiding by musicologists, who put it about that anything couched in the form of opera seria (in Italian, with sung recitative and with a plot taken from the mythology or the history of ancient Greece or Rome) was ‘unfeeling’. From that notion, which is as senseless and as destructive of delight as it would be to write of Shakespeare’s tragedies as unfeeling in comparison with his comedies or the other way about, audiences have now been rescued by performers, notably Charles Mackerras, who have moved them to joy and tears by placing before them the masterpieces in the opera seria form which Handel created towards the beginning and Mozart towards the end of the eighteenth century.


Mozart was commissioned in autumn 1780 to compose an opera for the carnival season at Munich. The Bavarian court, besides appointing as librettist Giambattista Varesco, Mozart’s fellow-resident of Salzburg and fellow-employee of the ecclesiastical court, chose the subject of Idomeneus. His story is one of those about the return of the Greek heroes from the Trojan War. King of Crete, Idomeneus is on the voyage home when his ship is beset by a storm. He vows that, should he succeed in setting foot on land, he will sacrifice the first living entity he sees. The vow saves his life but impales him on a moral dilemma. The first live being he sees turns out to be his son, grown up while his father was away at the long, indeed the Homeric war. Cast safe on the coast of Crete, out of the sea, he sings in Mozart’s opera; he has a sea in his breast.


Whether Idomeneus is more obliged to fulfil his oath, for his tardiness in discharging which he is magically and monstrously punished, though most of the actual affliction falls on the population of Crete, than he is obliged to love his son is a dilemma of the type by which ancient Greek tragedy regularly splits its heroes and heroines. Greek mythology is uncertain whether Idomeneus kills his son or only tries to, but his action or attempt revolts the people of Crete and they expel him from his kingdom. Fitting though the theme was for ancient Greek tragedy, no surviving Greek tragedy, so far as I know, took it up. It was left to eighteenth-century opera. It was treated in French in an opera I do not know, Idomenée, by André Campra, performed in 1712. Varesco may have borrowed from that his softened but dramatically cogent ending, where the dilemma is resolved not by the sacrifice of the son but by the voluntary quasi-sacrifice of the father, who abdicates his throne in his son’s favour.


Late in the autumn of 1780 Mozart went to stay, alone, in Munich in order to compose the bulk of his opera in acquaintance with the orchestra and the singers who were to perform it. Leopold Mozart and the librettist were tethered, by their employment at the ecclesiastical court there, in Salzburg. Mozart wanted Varesco to alter the text, chiefly by cutting it, into accordance with Mozart’s sense of drama and the abilities and disabilities he perceived in the singers. The negotiation was conducted by letter. Mozart wrote to his father and his father negotiated with Varesco. Mozart’s letters bridging the turn of the year (1780 to 1781) are a casement opening uniquely on not only his dramatic method but the crucial relationship of his life. Mozart conducts a double negotiation: by argument and by tellingly applying the lessons taught him, he persuades his father, his earliest tutor in music, drama and worldly wisdom, to persuade Varesco.


Like Idomeneo’s son, Mozart had matured unseen by his father. He reports that the dress rehearsal is scheduled for 27 January 1781 and adds ‘my birthday, mark you’. It was the birthday on which he became twenty-five. Yet the Munich court had set him a theme through which he could also and did also express his compunction and his sympathy with the man who is worked on by magical and elemental forces into resigning his mastery to his son. The moral dilemma of Mozart the son was that the better he pleased his father, and obeyed his teaching, the more would posterity be bound to read the name Mozart as meaning not the father but the son.


Just conceivably, Leopold Mozart recognised that the son who shared his surname was adult and destined to eclipse him. Leopold Mozart’s letters to his wife and his children are habitually signed ‘Mozart’ or ‘MZT’. On 11 January 1781 he signed a letter to W. A. Mozart ‘L. Mozart’. Mozart was meanwhile treating his father as business manager, negotiator and housekeeper, requesting the despatch by mail coach of everything from trumpet mutes to the black suit which Mozart needed in Munich because of an imperial death and which Leopold Mozart reported that he had to have mended before he sent it. After correspondence where Mozart played housekeeper on the subject of stoves and sleeping accommodation, his father and his sister managed to be in Munich for the first performance of Idomeneo on 29 January 1781.


During the composition of the opera, Mozart quoted, in a letter to his father, an aria by Metastasio as a model for an aria he wanted Varesco to write in to the text of Idomeneo; and to Metastasio my opera seria extension should include a shrine. His is one of the geat names which have dropped through the slats of fashion. So devalued is he that, about the time of this book’s original publication, Michael Levey and I (who are married to one another) were able to buy in London for ten shillings (half a pound sterling) his complete works contained in ten small (roughly five by three inches) volumes published in Venice in 1800 and 1801, by virtue of which we became two of the rather, I suspect, rare twentieth-century people to have read him before commenting on him.


Metastasio’s career and perhaps some of his literary personality were formed by the most derided of political fictions, the claim that there was a continuity between the empire of ancient Rome and the Holy (in the sense of Catholic) Roman Empire. Several basically German-speaking states were electorates and their rulers Electors with the right to choose the Holy Roman Emperor from among themselves, a right they exercised to choose with tolerable regularity the head of the royal house of Austria. Ludicrous the fiction indeed was but it did vital work to preserve the culture of ancient Rome and, through the prism of Rome and the prism of the renaissance, the culture of ancient Greece.


Thanks to the Austrian territorial possessions in Italy, Italian was one of the languages of the Empire. The establishment of an Italian opera company at Vienna came, wobbled and went according to fashion and resources, but the capital of any monarchy or principality within the Empire was likely to commission an Italian opera in the way that Munich commissioned Idomeneo from Mozart. The language was not foreign; it was hung about with prestige; slowed down by singing and amplified by the repetition of words and phrases in arias, it was apprehensible to the ear—or at least to the eye in the libretto, which was usually available to opera audiences. As Mozart’s life demonstrates, the route was open for an Austrian citizen to study musical composition under an Italian master in Italy; and the route was open back to the cities of the constituent states of the Empire for Italian composers, performers and librettists.


In pursuit of its holy fiction the imperial court at Vienna called its laureate the Poeta Cesario. The job of the Cesarian poet was to provide Italian libretti. Metastasio was appointed to the office in 1729 and held it until his death in 1782.


He was born in Rome in 1698 and, to begin with, had the name Pietro Trapassi. Pietro continued to be his first name but Trapassi, which as an ordinary Italian word means ‘crossings over’, was translated into the ancient Greek word ‘metastasis’ and then given an italianate form again. The name he made famous throughout Europe was a pun. The component that begins it, ‘meta’, often has in Greek the significance of a change of state and is the same component that introduces ‘metaphor’ and ‘metamorphosis’. The simplest meaning of ‘metastasis’ is ‘removal from one place to another’, which Metastasio fulfilled in his shift from Rome to Vienna.


Metastasio is a pun in the spirit in which Lorenzo da Ponte named the bossy and efficient maidservant in Così Fan Tutte by an italianised form of the ancient Greek word for the mistress of the house, Despina. In Greek the word is ‘despoina’, the feminine of the word that the English language abbreviates to ‘despot’. Perhaps da Ponte was respectfully satirising the dead Metastasio.


Many of Metastasio’s texts were repeatedly set, by different composers, and virtually from his childhood Mozart was one of the many composers who set extracts snipped from them to create an aria or a scena-and-aria for concert performance. In the edition published in Venice in 1800, each libretto is prefaced by a record or the name of the first composer and the occasion of the first performance. La Clemenza di Tito was first set by Caldara and first performed in Vienna on 4 November 1734 to celebrate the name-day of the Emperor Charles VI at the order of the Empress Elizabeth. Such records have misled posterity into dismissing Metastasio as a flagrant flatterer. Flatter he indeed did, often through the fictitious continuity with the ancient world and on themes that were surely approved and no doubt often chosen by the court; yet he did it with unparalleled dexterity. Perhaps the high point of the flattery, for which posterity too should be grateful, was that he expected his patrons to appreciate his skilled manipulation of literary technique. One of the figurative meanings of ‘metastasis’ is ‘revolution’. His Tito libretto was composed again, to a commission for Prague, by Mozart in 1791, which turned out to be the last year of his life.


The story of Idomeneus served Mozart as an opportunity to reconcile his father to the son’s independence and maturity of judgement. Almost immediately, Leopold Mozart was alarmed again: Mozart quit his employment with the Salzburg court and moved to Vienna. In terms that suggest he was still imaginatively identified with the son of Idomeneus he wrote to his father on 13 June 1781 that he would have gladly sacrificed his best years to his father by remaining in Salzburg, ill paid though he was there, had he not been scoffed at as well. On 15 December 1781 he wrote that he wanted to secure in Vienna what many freelance artists have yearned for, ‘a small but certain income’ on which to live and marry. He did marry, but none of the career slots that would produce a regular salary opened to him and he had to piece together a living. He had been famous since infancy. As composer and performer he had travelled much of Europe and filled the whole of it with his renown. As he demonstrated in his letter of 13 February 1782 to his sister, giving details of a day’s work in Vienna, he worked with regularity and intense application. Yet he scratched a living by scratching for commissions and pupils.


Leopold Mozart himself made a conciliatory gesture when, in 1785, the year after that in which his son did the same thing, he disobeyed though he did not quarrel with the Catholic church by becoming a Freemason; and it was in terms of Masonic doctrine, which sought to vanquish the fear of death, that Mozart wrote to his father when he knew him to be dying. Masonic ceremony explains, through its ritual spokesman, that because not all Masons are ‘operative’, in the sense of being practical building workers, Masonry interprets the tools of practical building in symbolic senses. From Michael Levey’s book The Life and Death of Mozart I learned that the paternal grandfather of Leopold Mozart had been a practical builder, and I think it likely that that fact, which was probably known to him, emotionally and psychologically eased the passage of Leopold Mozart into Masonry.


Thanks to its ceremonies and its secrecy, Masonry, I conceive, provided Mozart with both an ideology and a game, an enlarged and more varied version of the code which the Mozart family letters used, for fear of interception, in discussions of powerful employers. In both his operas of 1791 Mozart is, I believe, making posthumous amends to his father, who was by then four years dead. Tito was the vehicle of his reconciliation with authority in his own life. The text was by the dead Metastasio, whose death evidently made Mozart fear, with reason, that another master he admired would tumble. After composing Tito he noted that Metastasio’s text had been made into a ‘real opera’ by Caterino Mazzolà, the court poet at Dresden, to whom he no doubt ascribed sympathetic editorial updating of the kind Mozart lovingly worked on the music of Handel. In Titus Mozart had for hero the most clement and forgiving of ancient emperors. Stabbed in the back emotionally and politically, Titus abnegates the revenge he has both the right and the power to deal. In an almost Masonic renunciation of vengeance he does what Selim does and Sarastro preaches.


Mozart’s letters of 1790 to a ‘brother’ Mason are heartbreaking requests for small loans. The recipient has sometimes noted on the manuscript the despatch of sums smaller than Mozart requested. Mozart gives an account of his finances, hopes and hopes disappointed.


To write begging letters, it is clear from reading them, abraded Mozart’s pride—which his father had held suspect. His very need to beg provoked, I think, the thought that Leopold Mozart had been correct in fearing that, in his quarrel with the Salzburg court, Mozart had sabotaged his chances of securing a similar post, with its regular salary, elsewhere. Even the obligation Mozart felt to set out to the man he sought to borrow from his precise financial situation was bound to resurrect his father in his thoughts, because he had not written letters of such detailed frankness since Leopold Mozart died.


Masonic society thus restored to Mozart the frankness of a child in relation to his father. Probably with greater success than the fantasies about excretion with which he filled his letters to members of his family who had been children when he was a child, Masonry gave him the childhood he had been too precocious to have. It mimicked the uninhibited and unpretentious society of childhood equals.


In Die Zauberflöte Mozart affirms Masonic principles in music of miraculous solemnity to his fellow-Mason Leopold Mozart. Yet the totality of the opera he created is a scherzo, a magical work of imagination that uses Masonic symbols, theatrical machinery and the devices of stagecraft in order to win reconciliation with his dead father, as he had sought to do during his father’s lifetime by means of letters full of puns, drawings and doggerel.


The quasi-friendly-society effects of Freemasonry were intended to seem to an outsider like the effects of magic. By a transposition long enshrined in the history of music, the power of Masonry becomes in the opera the power of music and is incarnated in the magic bells which the Three Ladies give Papageno, the flute they give Tamino and the pipe that Papageno already possesses, a stunted version of the flute and one whose magic is effective on birds.


It is a curiosity that Mozart at least consented to and probably took an active part in the decision to make the prime instrument of magic a flute. There was scarcely reason enough in Schikaneder’s success of two years earlier with an opera contrived from a story whose sub-title (alternative title) was ‘The Magic Flute’. Piecing together his living, Mozart accepted commissions for (among other things) flute music. He gave lessons at the keyboard to a young pupil who later recorded his memory, collected by O. E. Deutsch under the year 1852, that Mozart had told him that he ‘loathed’ the flute. I think the paradox is resolved by the symbolism of Masonry. The practical building tools that Masonry interpreted moralistically included the square (in the sense of T-square) and the level. A candidate for initiation to a Lodge is asked by the spokesman ‘How did you and I first meet?’ and has been instructed in advance to give the ritual reply ‘On the Square’. To ‘How do we hope to part?’ the answer is ‘On the Level’. The ritual has deposited in English idiom ‘on the square’ and ‘on the level’ as slang synonyms for ‘honestly’. The Masonic candidate is told that ‘All Squares, Levels and Perpendiculars are true and proper signs to know a Mason by’. The instruction continues: ‘You are therefore expected to stand perfectly erect, your feet formed in a square’.


The flute is a transverse instrument. In August 1791, as Deutsch’s Documentary Biography of Mozart records, the Wiener Zeitung called it, in I am not sure which language, the ‘Flaut travers’. Tamino has only to stand upright and play his flute and he becomes a living and amusing rebus, a visible pun, exerting the magic and power of the Masonic Square.
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I


The Importance of Mozart’s Operas





Our century, which will surely be the most execrated in history (always provided it allows history to continue so that there is someone to execrate it) has this to its credit: it is recognising Mozart.


Mozart’s orchestral music had never dropped out of the repertory. But it is his operas that lifted his genius to its highest and most sustained pitch, and operas which, as his letters make plain, he himself pre-eminently wanted to compose: and here, though some of the music from them was never wholly lost to the public’s ears, it is the twentieth century which has resurrected the works as wholes and made it comparatively easy to hear good performances of the five major operas and not too difficult to hunt down most of the minor ones.


Even so, all that can be accurately said for the twentieth century is that it is in process of recognising Mozart. We have accomplished the resurrection but do not always perceive its value or even its content. Indeed, the very conjurers who have revived the operas and put them on the stage often go out of their way to prevent us from taking in their content, no doubt because they themselves do not fully believe that the operas are alive. Producers dare not take with Mozart today quite the liberties Victorian impresari took with Shakespeare when they mounted his plays as spectacular pantomimes: yet plenty of well sung and well played Mozart performances bury their virtues—sometimes under cheap and farcical business, but more often under picturesque and extremely expensive business. Whole ‘crowds’, corps de ballet or, worst of all, other singers coached ad hoc in the craft of acting are deployed to distract the eye while one singer gets on with the aria that has been reduced to a mere accompaniment. Most recent productions of Mozart have been designed on the theory that audiences would perish of boredom if the producer left them for a moment unattended with Mozart’s music.


This is gross slander not only on Mozart the supreme artist and dramatist (he is more than capable of keeping audiences entertained by his own methods) but on Mozart the melodist. Mozart was probably borne back into the repertory simply on the wings of his own melodic fertility. He shares with Donizetti, Irving Berlin, Handel and Sir Arthur Sullivan the sheer gift of inventing tunes to be sung: a fertility so rare that we cannot afford to neglect for very long any composer who possesses it, but which does not in itself guarantee, though it is indispensable to, great opera. Yet if his tunes brought him back, it is fashion which makes much of him and lets producers expensively loose on him: and if we have no better reason for staging his operas, fashion may equally well carry him away again from our great grandchildren.


Nowadays almost everything eighteenth-century is allowed to be charming—as readily as, a hundred years ago, it was written off as frivolous, monotonous and worthless. The reversal of fashion began, in the last decade of the nineteenth and the first decade of this century, as a serious artistic revolution, nurtured half inside the mauve cloak of the ‘decadent’ movement and half in reaction against it. It was as a weapon against (among other things) ‘art for art’s sake’ that Bernard Shaw revived eighteenth-century rationalism in the form of what he called1 ‘my own Irish eighteenth-centuryism’, taking up the Mozart-da Ponte story of Don Giovanni and turning it into Man And Superman, restoring to modern prose the Canalettesque clarity of Voltaire, and transmuting Voltaire’s Candide into Candida. In opera, a taste for the eighteenth century was revived by a pioneer whose artistic personality was almost the opposite of Shaw’s (it was the ornamental, monumental eighteenth-centuryism of Dresden, as opposed to the foursquare simplicity of Dublin classicism): far from seeking to contradict the received idea of the eighteenth century as frivolous and immoral, Richard Strauss was exploiting it for his own ‘decadent’, post-fin-de-siècle purposes when he set Der Rosenkavalier in ‘Vienna, early in the reign of Maria Theresa’ and created the dramatic personality of the Rosenkavalier himself  out of material already supplied by Mozart in Cherubino. In the same year that Der Rosenkavalier was first performed—1911—Gustav Mahler died. As his widow wrote long afterwards,2 ‘It was he who gave the signal to the whole world for the Mozart renaissance’—by the directorship during which he restored to the Vienna repertory Die Zauberflöte, Il Seraglio, Figaro (with recitatives re-written by himself) and even, for a few, financially unsuccessful performances in 1902, Zaide. As Mahler lay dying, ‘There was a smile on his lips and twice he said “Mozart!”’


While the nineteenth century was still in its long-drawn ‘fin’, the route back to the eighteenth was prospected, in another art, by another ‘decadent’—Aubrey Beardsley, whose genius, like many that are going to die young, hurried on in advance of contemporary taste. ‘In 1896’ (so Oscar Wilde’s friend Robert Ross wrote in 1909*) ‘Beardsley, many people think to the detriment of his style, turned his attention to the eighteenth century, in the literature of which he was always deeply interested. Eisen, Moreau, Watteau, Cochin, Pietro Longhi, now became his masters.’ The course of Beardsley’s taste was, in fact, anticipating the course of Strauss’s. From his illustrations to Wilde’s Salome in 1894, Beardsley progressed to the eighteenth century in 1896, with his illustrations to The Rape Of The Lock: Strauss was presently to arrive at the neo-rococo of Der Rosenkavalier (whose original sets seem tinged with the influence of Beardsley†) from his version of Wilde’s Salome in 1905.


The eighteenth-century revival as a whole was a three-part fugue, in three separate arts, woven by the highly independent geniuses of Strauss, Beardsley and Shaw. It seems the merest accident when Beardsley and Shaw coincide (as they did on 21 April, 1894, when an adaptation of a Beardsley poster3  appeared as the programme for Arms And The Man—not to mention that Beardsley was Mrs Patrick Campbell’s portraitist and Shaw her photographer‡). Yet as a matter of fact, the three masters were united by the influence of music (at which Beardsley, as well as Shaw, was proficient§). In particular, all three were Wagnerites. If Strauss made himself Wagner’s direct operatic heir, Beardsley made himself Wagner’s and the Wagnerites’ illustrator4 and Shaw made himself (with The Perfect Wagnerite of 1898) Wagner’s propagandist.


Under their feet, it was Wagner who became the stepping-stone back to the eighteenth century—an anomalous stepping-stone so far as style is concerned: and yet Wagner’s conception of music-drama is essentially close to Mozart’s. For both Strauss and Beardsley, some of Wagner’s attractiveness must have lain in the perverse element in both his music and his dramas; from the brother-and-sister love of Siegmund and Sieglinde, both Wagnerites quested perversity through the necrophilism of Salome until they came to the eighteenth century, Beardsley drawn to Pope’s epic about the perverse compulsion to assault women’s hair and Strauss to the transvestite frisson of opening an opera with one prima donna newly arisen from the bed of another. Shaw, vestry-man and advocate of public and private healthiness, who would certainly have refuted the suggestion (though it may be true) that his own heroines are not a whit less transvestite than Octavian, was attracted to Wagner’s dramatic scope. His own dramatic practice borrowed from both the Mozartian and the Wagnerian music-drama. The Ring, which Shaw (like, indeed, Wagner himself) was capable of reading as a socialist tract, became the model for Shaw’s own ‘metabiological pentateuch’, where in the twilight of the old gods he switched on his neo-eighteenth-century enlightenment and revived the biological outlook of Goethe.


Pioneered from no matter what different directions, the eighteenth-century revival quickly became the twentieth-century mode (except according to the Oxford Dictionary, whose Pocket edition was still, in 1939, defining rococo as … with much conventional decoration, tastelessly florid … antiquated, out of date’). From Der Rosenkavalier on, nothing could stop the twentieth century accelerating, with cries of ‘charming’, towards anything it could label rococo, Georgian or Regency, until nowadays the least pretending suburban drawing-room does not consider itself furnished unless it is satin-striped all over.


Unfortunately, all this is fashion, not passion. As anyone can see by reading the Guardian¶ (the only newspaper in Britain with a conscience towards good buildings), or by walking about London and noting how many excellent Georgian and Regency houses have lately been or are soon to be demolished, our taste for the eighteenth-century manner is much too flimsy to stand up either to the impersonal|| activity of governments and local governments or to the conscienceless spoliation which financialists—do they mean to be sardonic?—call ‘development’. Fashion, which is merely a race to get into midstream before the stream changes direction, has no time for the pioneers of the eighteenth-century revival and precious little for the eighteenth-century originals themselves, which are liable to get knocked down in the rush. It hardly distinguishes between the eighteenth century’s masterpieces, its mediocrities and its few but very deep abysms. They are all ‘charming’.


This label is really only a kindlier translation of the Victorian judgment ‘frivolous’. We still depend very largely on Victorian artistic judgments, especially in our official, academic taste, which has to stick to Victorian standards because it still has not replaced Victorian standard reference books. We are still disposed to accept that the general character of eighteenth-century art is frivolous: we differ from the Victorians only in that we like frivolity. Naturally, the eighteenth century’s works of bad or indifferent art are, like any other century’s, frivolous. But anyone who supposes Watteau’s paintings, Les Liaisons Dangereuses or the death duet—the rococo Liebestod—between Constanze and Belmonte in Il Seraglio to be frivolous is a person who would titter during King Lear.


In the shadow of all those Victorian beards we still make the terrible mistake of assuming that because the rococo spirit did not take to high tragedy as practised by the old masters (a genre many eighteenth-century artists tried, but unsuccessfully) eighteenth-century art had no tragic sense. It had. Its tragedies are its ironical satires, like The Rape Of The Lock and Così Fan Tutte. Very often—this is the common matter between, for example, the poignant dots of light which glance off the clothes of Watteau’s characters and the lucid child’s-eye vision of Candide—eighteenth-century tragedy is the tragedy of intelligence in a block-headed world (one of the great discoveries of the eighteenth century was that intelligence is beautiful) and of the frail instinct of pleasure in a world block-headedly going on committing old atrocities and working up to worse ones: a poignancy to which our own world situation makes us more than ever vulnerable.


Official taste has always been perceptive enough to admit Mozart to the canon of perpetual remembrance: and popular taste is perfectly correct when it calls him charming, even though it giggles at the inane producer’s business which so often coarsens the charm on our stages. Mozart is charming—indeed, ravishing—up to the very limit of our tolerance of pleasure. Our only just quarrel with either popular or official taste is that neither goes deep enough. Appreciation of Mozart is a matter of being moved.


Official taste, at least, has a number of excuses on its side—as well as the fact that it always is rather ponderous about coming round to doing justice to great artists. Mozart, because he was not, in the narrow sense, a technical innovator, does not attach himself to pure musicological scholarship. Again, there is no question of rehabilitating him by restoring a reputation colossal in his own period and unfairly left to lapse since. Neither is there any question of rescuing a genius no one noticed at the time. The result is that he does not exercise any of those holds on the romantic imagination of scholars which usually are the unacknowledged legislators of the major changes in academic taste. From the point of view of the academies, Mozart is there, and has always been there. It is merely that the academies do not know quite what to make of him. The only claim he exerts on posterity is his excellence.


This claim, which in the long run is the strongest an artist can put forward, is probably in any case the one which official taste takes longest to recognise. In Mozart’s case the difficulty is doubled, because his excellence is couched in the idiom of the eighteenth century. Although we have tried to redress the grosser Victorian misjudgments, we are still not wholly at ease with any eighteenth-century work of art.


For this there is a very sufficient reason. The eighteenth century itself, and in particular its dominant intellectual temper, which was rationalistic, was not wholly at ease with any work of art. Eighteenth-century rationalism, being enlightened in every direction except psychologically, was at a loss when it was confronted with artistic fictions. It had made allowance in the most liberal way for everything except fantasy; it thought nothing human alien to itself except the unconscious. Art, as a fantasy worked on and recognised as untrue by the conscious but originating in the unconscious, it found the utmost difficulty in fitting in to the ideal, ‘natural’, sincere, truthtelling societies it was busy planning.


Mozart, who was technically no more an eccentric than an innovator, was not in the least a man born out of his time. The great difficulty he presents to academic taste is that his idiom and many of his ideas swim quite happily with the current of his time; and that current, at least if we judge its nature by its prolific theoretical manifestoes instead of its actual masterpieces in the arts, had an anti-artistic direction. Mozart’s own practice, of course, (like Watteau’s, Tiepolo’s, Gainsborough’s, Balthasar Neumann’s, Laclos’s, Pope’s) is the opposite of anti-artistic. To illuminate in what sense Mozart was of his century and in what sense he countered and transcended it, it will be necessary to look deep into both his and his century’s psychology and to search the relationship between eighteenth-century rationalism and psychology itself. This would constitute, if he had no other, his historical importance: if we take a sounding in his artistic practice, the top level will shew us at its most readable the grain of eighteenth-century thinking, and the depths, by shewing what Mozart alone achieved, will shew up the deficiencies in the temper of his time. But even before taking soundings, we can see that, while it is fair to recognise a tendency in the eighteenth century to blight the arts, it is sheer defiance of what our sensibilities tell us to imagine that the tendency was fulfilled—most particularly in music, where the unparalleled quartet of J. S. Bach, Handel, Haydn and Mozart makes the Age of Reason the Golden Age.


Fortunately, both official and popular taste have been outstripped by a group of people (which by now probably includes the majority of serious musicians and serious audiences) who have recognised Mozart as a transcendent case. Some of them will not listen to any operas except Mozart’s. More, and commanding more respect, love both music and opera, and have recognised Mozart not only as the operatic composer but as the composer—perhaps as the artist.


For the moment, these people have also outstripped their own articulateness. But there is no doubt of their existence, which has been objectively observed. A writer in one of the Sunday papers can rely on his readers taking the force of the comparison when he throws off a remark that someone ‘loved the Arabic language as other people love Mozart’.5 Indeed, his readers have only to attend a Mozart opera and they will see some of these people coming away after the performance wrapped in a look which means that their Egos have been identified with the artistic Ego of Mozart (not by the conversion of the artist into flesh: but by taking of the manhood into the artist). It is a look which asserts ‘my Mozart’. Significantly, it is to be seen elsewhere only after the performance of a Shakespeare play. It is my intention in this book to speak for, and to, these Mozartians.


One of the most misleading of the Victorian judgments we have still with us is that it is Beethoven who is the Shakespeare among composers. ‘More than any other composer he deserves to be called the Shakespeare of music’ is the categorical assertion of the article on Beethoven in even the 1950 edition of The Oxford Companion To Music; and the whole volume is presided over, by way of frontispiece, by a (long posthumous) portrait of Beethoven. One way or another, we have all grown up under this presidency—indeed, under the presidency of a bogus, long-posthumous, idolatrous image of Beethoven. Anyone who acquainted himself with the musical repertory during an adolescence passed in London will have had dinned into him the liturgical tag of the Promenade Concerts, ‘Friday night is Beethoven night’.


I steadfastly refuse to be bounced by all this into petulance against Beethoven. Indeed, anyone who claims to love Mozart and refuses a hearing to Beethoven is demonstrating that, whatever it is he loves in Mozart, it is not music, to which he is obviously deaf in just the way that Beethoven was never deaf. But it is time to point out that Beethovenolatry, a Victorian movement which did not reach its culmination until 1927 with the publication of J. W. N. Sullivan’s famous book, leads to absurdities: such as Sullivan’s ‘People already saw in him a second Mozart, and Beethoven, we may be sure, felt that he was destined to something even greater’;6 and ‘That’ (it does not matter what) ‘is, in fact, the weakness of Bach as compared with Beethoven’.7


It is absurd to talk about things greater than Mozart or about weaknesses in Bach as compared with anything. And it is not only absurd but in the most pointed way inept to call Beethoven a Shakespeare. An artist whose work, though often hearty, shews not the first stirrings of either wit or comedy cannot be a Shakespeare.


What Beethoven does have in common with Shakespeare is untidiness; and here both are in contrast with Mozart, who always achieves perfection of design in his immediate musical material and usually (the great exception is Don Giovanni) in the operatic scheme as a whole. Shakespeare, however, is untidy with the divine carelessness of a creator who, when the moment of shewing up comes, will simply invent something to patch up the gap he carelessly left to start with; whereas Beethoven’s untidiness is inclusive, almost obsessional. He flings himself on the stone in a frenzy to liberate the statue inside; yet he wants the finished work to contain the chippings as well. He is one of the artists who present us not only with the final sum but with the sheaves of scrap paper on which they did their rough working.


Beethoven impresses us, in fact, by his tremendous labours to be a genius, like Herakles’s to be a hero. He has every right to be a genius by this method. But we should not subscribe to the artist-as-Titan myth (a myth which probably began in Giorgio Vasari’s attachment to the personality of Michelangelo) so exclusively that we let ourselves suppose that genius working by this method is ipso facto better genius than that which works otherwise. That is like supposing that the baby born of the more tremendous labour is a better and more valid baby or, as opponents of painless childbirth used to maintain, that it will be better loved by its mother.


In reality we know that what method an artist adopts, though infinitely interesting as gossip, is not directly correlated to the results. And in art it is only results that count. This last is a bitter truth, which we forget whenever a romantic myth offers us the opportunity. We should always prefer that the man who tries hardest should be the greatest artist—or at least (for in the deepest sense it really may be the one who tries hardest who is), the man who tries most visibly or in the way most appealing to us. We should like artistic merit to be a clutch of M.B.E.’s which we could distribute to the people who have slogged away. But the full bitterness of the truth is that art is a realm where the aristocratic principle rules, and must rule—if the whole business is not to be reduced to nonsense. Perhaps when we abolish the aristocratic principle in our social and political life, where it is the aristocratic principle which makes nonsense, we will stop trying to quiet our consciences by denying it in art: when wealth and birth can no longer purchase social merit, we may be brave enough to admit that artistic merit is not to be purchased by any of the things we consider virtues, whether being a decent chap or being a romantic and appealing indecent chap or slogging Titanically away. The Titan method produces a Benjamin Haydon quite as often as a Michelangelo or a Beethoven; and though Herakles was a hero, so was the wily Odysseus, who never laboured when he could think instead.


We are, as a matter of fact, inclined to deny that thought may be as forceful and effective as labour. Very few intellectual thinkers, especially if they are of left-wing persuasions (which often means believing in some special merit in labour beyond the work it gets done) would describe themselves—would think themselves worthy to be described—as workers. The note which J. W. N. Sullivan reiterates like a road-drill in his panegyric on Beethoven is power. Quite possibly power, if we mean power to move the emotions, really is the criterion of greatness in art. But it is only on the very naïvest interpretation of power that we can consider Beethoven more powerful than Mozart—as naïve as supposing that the weight-lifter is necessarily more virile than the fencer or that the navvy disposes of more force than the skilled workman who waits till he sees the chink where he may apply the lever. Beethoven assaults our emotions head on, heroically hurling his forces over the top, at no matter what cost to himself. Mozart is the strategist who takes our breath away by the audacity of his plans. He is upon us and has captured the citadel before we had time to conceive that he might come by that route.


In art, the only criterion is the effectiveness of the capture. If the citadel succumbs to him, Mozart is no less effective than Beethoven. Whether a person does succumb, only that person can know; and there is no arbitrating between two people’s different experiences. One may object only when a person does succumb to Mozart and admits he does, and yet afterwards inclines to think there is, after all, more merit in Beethoven’s head-on assault. There may be; but it is in some moralistic world, not the world of art. The head-on assault at least looks as if it cost its practitioner more pain (in reality, we cannot assess what it has cost the strategist to keep his mind and muscles controlled, to be intelligent); and so, in the world of moralistic magic where we unthinkingly pass so much of our time, we ascribe more merit to it—just as, in that world, we believe it is only medicine which tastes nasty that does the patient good. But if, in fact, both medicines work, then it is pure bias against intelligence which makes us think the painful one better.


In all probability it is a disesteem of intelligence which lies at the root of Beethovenolatry (as distinct from appreciating Beethoven). Even this disesteem is not wholly wrong-headed. It is a muddled apprehension of the aristocratic principle in art. It knows that art depends not on patiently and intellectually thinking up ideas but on the ideas coming up of their own accord. (The aristocratic principle goes on to insist that the distribution of such ideas is capricious, non-egalitarian and extremely unjust to the many who wait for them but are passed by.) But we ought not to confuse the irrational, unconscious origin and impulse of art with its conscious working out. The greatest (the most emotionally effective) art is that which achieves the most rigorously—indeed, ruthlessly—logical and intelligent working out of a germ which the conscious intellect and will can neither create nor justify. The purpose of art, like the purpose of life, is nonexistent (or at least it does not declare itself): artist and biologist must respectively accept art and life as activities which are—and have no further justification. Art, in this respect, is aping life. It is setting up to be another instinctual, self-justifying, self-existent activity, an extra life, an organic growth on life.


Mozart’s beautifully lucid and forceful artistic intelligence is exercised on the perfect working out of his images. He is the classical artist par excellence. But the images themselves are such that the most masterly intellect could not in a thousand years have hit on them if it had gone in search of them by working through the possible permutations of notes. (If it could, Gluck’s strong and classical intellect would have hit on them.) The melody of ‘Voi che sapete’ or ‘Là ci darem la mano’ takes us by surprise and captures us precisely because not only could we not have thought it up but nobody could have thought it up. To suppose Beethoven a more inspired artist than Mozart is a contradiction in terms (inspiration being a perfectly precise—psychological—term: for an image which visits the artist from a source of which he is unconscious). We can see Beethoven tearing his hair and calling down inspiration. But Mozart does not set a note on paper until the Muse has dictated the entire sequence.


What is more, the Muse dictates so remorselessly that Mozart has no time for tearing his hair. He has no time to be a genius: only to write works of genius. In one sense, Mozart has no more ‘personality’ than a stenographer working at high pressure: it is only we, with our unified conception of psychology, who insist that stenographer and dictator are in this case one and the same and that the source of the notes Mozart takes down is in fact the personality he seems not to possess.


The marvellous rationality and balance of Mozart’s mind argue the very opposite of a cold, ratiocinative art. As with all great art, especially classical great art (Bach’s is the most obviously similar case), the whole vigour of his splendid intelligence is devoted to holding his vessel steady to receive these overwhelming visitations from another source.


Once we let ourselves disesteem artistic intelligence, we are moving towards a disesteem of art. Beethoven has come to occupy his presidential niche because he appeals to us, in his squalor, his bad temper, his physical affliction, his celibacy, his inarticulateness like a vow of silence, as a monkish saint. We praise him as spiritual—the word Sullivan hit on when he entitled his book Beethoven: His Spiritual Development. The over-adulation of Beethoven is comparable to the over-adulation—though this has not been going on nearly so long—of another spiritual artist, El Greco.


This word spiritual represents another attempt to dodge the truth that nothing counts in art except the results. It is judging by a non-artistic criterion. The adulators of Beethoven are on the point of claiming that his art is the greatest because it goes beyond art. In art, however, nothing goes beyond art.


Religious people will always maintain that there is something in the universe which does go beyond art. But this must not be allowed to masquerade as an artistic judgment. It is not an artistic judgment if they tell us that St Luke was the greatest portrait painter. Similarly, religionists will always maintain that the spiritual goes beyond the psychological. Psychology, however, is meaningless unless it claims to be inclusive. Either it must take as its material every manifestation of the human psyche, including both art and spirituality, or it is nothing. Much lies outside it: much that comes within its sphere it cannot yet give an account of, and any or all the accounts it has so far given may be wrong: but nothing can lie beyond it.


If we recognise (as Alfred Einstein did**) that it is not Beethoven but Mozart who is to be properly and with exactitude compared to Shakespeare, the claim rests on his being, like Shakespeare, a supremely intelligent and a supremely psychological artist; and it is a claim which will make sense only to those who agree that, in art at least, nothing goes beyond psychology and nothing goes beyond art. It is not a claim which asserts (this would be to be as obtuse in Mozart’s behalf as J. W. N. Sullivan was in Beethoven’s) that Mozart is a better or even a greater composer than Beethoven, Handel or Bach, any more than Shakespeare is a better poet than Donne or Keats. Not for a moment does Mozart make Beethoven superfluous—just as Shakespeare does not make Donne superfluous: there is material in Beethoven’s final quartets which would have been as inaccessible to Mozart as Donne’s passionate sensuality and passionate spirituality to Shakespeare. We can only super-adduce a quality of universality in Mozart and say of him what Keats said of Shakespeare, ‘His genius was an innate universality’.


If we are talking about universal, presumably we do not mean some least common denominator of universal appeal, but the capacity to create universes seemingly as wide and as deep as the real universe. Beethoven creates no universes. His magnificent and moving opera is a failure, though an immortal failure, for the very reason that it does not realise a single character, let alone circumscribe a universe in which they all live and are inter-related. Each of Mozart’s major operas is its own cosmos, as vivid and self-sufficient as the cosmoi created by Shakespeare’s major plays. This is art setting up as an extra life, as the biological activity of the human imagination. A human is the only animal who is not limited to one self, one life history and the progeny he can beget of his body. It is not merely that a man may, as artistic creator, leave behind him the only sort of progeny in which the originator’s stake is not watered down with each new generation. Whether as creator or appreciator, man may inhabit a thousand selves—and not only through the arts which create characters in the literary sense. The shape, proportions and progression of a symphony, and likewise the form of a picture, even though a picture does not proceed through time, constitute the shape of a certain experience, a shape which is in a sense a narrative, a life history which, in the objective world, has never taken place, which the creator animates and the appreciator re-animates.


In Mozart’s cosmos, art has aped not the appearance reality has to the artist’s eyes but the self-sufficiency of reality. If the spiritual really is transcendent, then it is transcendent in Mozart, too; if it is not, then it is not, there, too. Mozart’s supreme excellence lies in the fact that, though he does not fall short of reality, in which case we could not ask the question about his cosmos, he does not tell us the answer, any more than reality does. With Beethoven, we have to agree that the spiritual is transcendent in the world of reality outside art before we can—on those grounds—agree to his claim to supremacy. Beethoven may be right; but his is not artistic rightness. It is Mozart’s cosmos which has re-created the ambiguity, the purposelessness, the pointlessness, of life.


The most obvious overlapping, in the comparison between Mozart and Shakespeare, is that both are dramatists: respectively music-dramatist and poetry-dramatist. Only Shakespearean comedy makes the exact mixture of romantic with comedic, and artificial convention with piercingly real psychology, which are the constituents of the atmosphere of Die Zauberflöte and Figaro. Shakespearean tragedy at the pitch of King Lear Mozart never attempted: his tragic sense shewed itself in tragedy’s eighteenth-century manifestation, irony: but in his one heavy drama, Don Giovanni, he produced a remarkable (and as I mean to shew not accidental) doublet of Hamlet. Don Giovanni is what Freud perceived Hamlet to be, an unconscious autobiography. Like Hamlet, it is one of the world’s imperfect masterpieces; and again like Hamlet, it is, thanks to the nature of its unconsciously autobiographical material, an eternal enigma, an unstaunchable wound in the cultural consciousness of civilisation.


We need not hesitate to accept Don Giovanni as Mozart’s own unconscious autobiography, although the story was an old one and the actual libretto by da Ponte. No more was the story of Hamlet original to Shakespeare: it became his by adoption. A process of psychological adoption is what one can see taking place between Mozart and all his major dramatic themes. The fact that Mozart was during most of his life short of money can be made the pretext for believing that he set to music whatever literary hackwork came his way: but that belief is possible only to people who have not read his letters. The letters shew him at the utmost pains to secure the best available librettists and then at the utmost pains to work the raw material they supplied into a shape acceptable—adoptable—to himself. Mozart was not one of the composers who set words to music: he was a composer who believed and explicitly said that in a successful opera the words are ‘written solely for the music’8—a composer, in fact, of the Wagnerian pattern, for whom both drama and music are inextricably present from the moment of conception. ‘The best thing of all’, Mozart continued in the same letter, ‘is when a good composer, who understands the stage and is talented enough to make sound suggestions, meets an able poet, that true phoenix.’


Mozart stopped short of the Wagnerian practice of writing the whole libretto himself—but only just short. From early in his career he had quite enough faith in his own talent for the stage to make very considerable ‘suggestions’ about shaping the raw material. As early as Idomeneo he was correcting the implausibilities his librettist had let slip by—indeed, redrafting the whole scheme of entrances and exits.††


By the time (which was later in the same year) of Seraglio, he was reporting to his father ‘I have explained to Stephanie the words I require for this aria—indeed I had finished composing most of the music for it before Stephanie knew anything whatever about it’.9  This last must mean that Mozart had in fact more or less written the words of the aria before Stephanie knew anything whatever about them: he must at least have fixed their rhythm unalterably. And certainly Mozart was not (witness, if nothing else, the letters themselves) one of the musical people who feel afraid of or, through ignorance, superstitious about words. When he made a musical scena of Goethe’s Das Veilchen he did not scruple to improve Goethe with a final line of his own.10


The truth is (and the firmest witnesses to it are the operas themselves) that Mozart’s was a dramatic genius: his approach to opera was that of a dramatic composer (which he had always principally intended himself to be), for whom the drama and the music were inseparable. To the operatic face of Mozart’s genius, the meeting with that true phoenix an able dramatic poet was as indispensable as meeting with a fertile woman is to fatherhood. Mozart was for ever mentally riffling through the available librettists‡‡ to select the best; it is fair conjecture that he equally riffled through their ideas to select the ones he could adopt. Indeed, more than once we can detect him in the process of learning from experience which ones he could not adopt. Nothing is more telling about Mozart’s care in picking texts than the ones he discarded because his dramatic genius could not make them its own. When Varesco, who had previously supplied him with Idomeneo, gave him L’Oca del Cairo, Mozart specifically complained to his father that it was through not trusting his own theatrical judgment that he had come to take up the theme at all; and in fact L’Oca remains fragmentary precisely because it was not a drama Mozart could adopt to himself.11 He was capable, too, of leaving a commissioned song unfinished because the text offended him.12 With his major operatic themes, the ones he could and did adopt, it was in one case at least Mozart himself who made the selection—direct from the theatrical repertory: it was he who proposed Beaumarchais’s Figaro to da Ponte, the librettist whom he had selected. It was by a very scrutinising selection over a very wide field, followed up by his personal re-working of the material obtained by careful selection, that Mozart adopted into his own psychology characters and situations which had been in the first place Varesco’s, Stephanie’s, Beaumarchais’s, da Ponte’s. Don Giovanni and Count Almaviva are by the end of the process Mozart’s characters, just as Oedipus is Sophocles’s character by virtue of the selection Sophocles exercised through the field of Greek mythology and the re-working he then made of the substance of the myth he had selected.


Mozart’s letters make it plain that we should be doing violence not merely to his intentions but to the actual psychology of his genius if we did not accept his operas whole, as dramatic musical conceptions. Indeed, it is to the operas themselves as works of art that we should be doing most violence. They are not stories to which Mozart has added music—a point which many people have accidentally put to the test by making first acquaintance with some of the arias as concert or gramophone-record pieces and then discovering how much is lost by hearing them out of dramatic context or, rather, how much remains to discover by hearing them in it. Wilfully to separate music from drama in Mozart is to mutilate works of art by a world master of drama—a mutilation by elegant extract such as the eighteenth century itself performed on Shakespeare when it tried to have his verse, rhetoric and sententiousness without the play. And in fact Shakespeare is the clue to one of the problems which make academic taste uneasy, namely on what dramatic level we should take Mozart’s operas. The rationalism of the eighteenth century and the puritanism of the nineteenth are here in a conspiracy, suggesting—even nowadays—that we should not take them at all but should try to have the music without the opera by writing off the dramatic part. Even nowadays, when the operas are performed and performed whole, reputable writers can be found dismissing the plots as nonsense. So they are, if one takes them as naturalistic stories. Die Zauberflöte is very nearly as nonsensical as The Tempest, Così as artificial as The Two Gentlemen and Figaro as improbable as Twelfth Night. However, they should be taken, not naturalistically but perfectly seriously, as metaphors and conceits—witty in themselves like the very shape on the printed page of metaphysical poetry—whose structural purpose is to frame within a convention the universe and the characters Mozart is creating. The convention in which Mozart sets his operatic world is the utmost development of the operatic—indeed, of the artistic—convention itself, and in developing it he accomplished the deepest exploitation of opera’s potentialities; for opera of all arts offers the opportunity of the most direct expression of emotions by the least naturalistic method. Nature does not endow bereaved fathers with blank verse like King Lear’s or permit bereaved daughters, like Donna Anna, to burst into soprano flames at a touch to the blue paper. The sounds which issue from the lips of King Lear and Donna Anna would, if they were sounds alone, without context, provoke us to an ecstasy of pleasure. Yet both Shakespeare and Mozart are psychologists of such expertise that we cannot doubt that King Lear and Donna Anna are ‘real’ characters feeling genuine grief. At the same time their authors are artists so versed and masterly that they can introduce into their pleasing texture recognisable hieroglyphs of the sounds people really do make in grief, so that at the end we are almost gulled into thinking we have truly listened to a naturalistic transcription of their sorrow and yet remain aware that the texture of delight has never in fact been flawed. This is, of course, the height and the very definition of dramatic art. Mozart practises it through the ravishment of his music, Shakespeare through the ravishment of his poetry, for which no one has ever found any synonym except music.


The arts of the mid twentieth century are in danger precisely of forgetting that art is art. Artistic intelligence is so little prized, and so much substance is wasted on frontal attacks—often of the noblest kind, sheer liberal good feeling—that there is nothing our audiences, critics and artists need so badly as an astringent course in Mozart’s artistry. But this immediate remedial need is the lowliest reason for taking to Mozart. If we open our hearts to him, it must be for his own sake: which is only a different way of saying for our own sake. Our species is engaged in an evolutionary struggle to survive not the threats of the environment but the top-heaviness of our own destructive impulse. Nature as such does not attach any more purpose to our instinct to survive this struggle than it does to the ants’ to survive their struggles; but since it has allowed us to evolve into psychic beings, we are capable of giving ourselves a purpose. A humanity which does not number its masterpieces of art among the reasons why human beings capable of appreciating them must remain on the earth has reduced itself to the condition of an ant society—and has probably lessened both its will and its capacity to survive.


Mozart was a classical artist, which was not unusual in the eighteenth century: but by carrying the common artistic idiom of his century to unique extremes (that is, by being intelligent enough to push the logic of classicism further than anyone else) he became the world’s most classical artist. In his perfectly constructed vehicle he mounted what was, in the eighteenth century, the rarest and least wanted of gifts: psychological understanding. Eighteenth-century literature is short on nothing but characters: its lack can be supplied from Mozart’s operas. With the nineteenth-century development of the novel, which influenced all the other arts (most obviously and deleteriously, Victorian painting), psychology in art became less rare, but classical form became rarer—until, by the mid twentieth century, literature at least has almost lost the ability or the desire to design, and concision, logic and sensuous beauty are neither required nor admired. Mozart’s unique excellence lies in his double supremacy: as classical artist, and as psychological artist. Psychology can never transcend its immediate relevance to ourselves and become absolute, unless it is mounted in a classical vehicle; and unless classicism is psychological as well, it can never transcend its immediate irrelevance to ourselves and move us.


Mozart’s supreme importance is as an artist, tout court. The Mozart of the operas is a music-dramatist in exactly the sense that Shakespeare is a poetry-dramatist. His characters (and he has made them by adoption utterly his) ‘exist’ and deserve serious scrutiny (which I propose to give them) to the same extent as Shakespeare’s. They have the same importance to us as Shakespeare’s—for their own sakes: that is, for our own sakes. The touchy problem of how to ‘place’ Mozart admits of only one solution. He stands on the very pinnacle of Parnassus.




NOTES


1 Preface to Back to Methuselah


2 Alma Mahler: Gustav Mahler, pp. 17; 169 


3 The original poster was for The Comedy of Sighs by Dr John Todhunter, 1894. See the Beardsley ‘Iconography’ by Aymer Vallance in the Robert Ross book


4 The first of Beardsley’s many Wagner drawings were Götterdämmerung and Tannhäuser decorative compositions in 1890 or 1891. (See the Vallance ‘Iconography’)


5 Harold Nicolson (of Gertrude Bell) in The Observer of 30 July, 1961


6 Beethoven: His Spiritual Development, II, 2


7 Beethoven …, II, 1


8 Mozart to Leopold Mozart, from Vienna, 13 October, 1781


9 from Vienna, 26 September, 1781


10 —though in the text where Mozart found the poem it was not ascribed to Goethe. See Einstein: Mozart …, 19


11 See Einstein: Mozart …, 22


12 See Mozart to Leopold Mozart, from Vienna, 28 December, 1782







*In a little book Aubrey Beardsley (John Lane), which is almost a handbook to the decadent movement: it is dedicated to Ronald Firbank’s friend, Sir Coleridge Arthur Fitzroy Kennard.


† There is nothing unlikely in such an influence. As Robert Ross pointed out in 1909, ‘Italy, Austria, and Germany recognised in him a master some time before his death. At Berlin his picture of Mrs Patrick Campbell, the actress, is now in a place of honour in the Museum.’


‡ He photographed her in bed. The photograph (reproduced in, e.g. Margaret Shenfield’s pictorial biography of Shaw) shews the bed to have been purest fin-de-siècle rococo; it would serve very well for the first act of Der Rosenkavalier.


§ Like another Mozart, Beardsley at the age of ten ‘made his first public appearance as an infant musical phenomenon, playing at concerts in company with his sister’ (Robert Ross: Aubrey Beardsley, p. 11).


¶ ‘Georgian fronted house threatened with demolition’ (by Colchester Town Council’s road-widening scheme). ‘Plan to demolish house’, sc. ‘a Georgian house used as the post office at Dereham, Norfolk’; plan by the Ministry of Works. ‘₤10,000 appeal to save Georgian house’, sc. 5 Beauford Square, Bath—‘It is in good condition and structurally sound and the inside has been left largely untouched’; threatener: Bath Corporation. ‘Regency houses threatened by traffic ramp’, sc. Nos. 48 to 55 Clarence Square, Brighton. (Guardian of 29 August, 16 December, 1961, 5 January, 9 January, 17 March, 1962.)


|| Under the first of the Guardian headlines cited in the previous note, the Chairman of Colchester Corporation Highways Committee is quoted as saying ‘To me personally it is a very unpleasant prospect to have to demolish a house of that character, but personal feelings must not be taken into consideration’.


** ‘… his achievement in opera can in fact be compared only with that of Shakespeare, who gave his characters the reality of living human beings: eternal types, and yet completely living embodiments of those types.’ (Mozart …, 3)


†† ‘For example, in Scene 6, after Arbace’s aria, I see that Varesco has Idomeneo, Arbace, etc. How can the latter re-appear immediately? Fortunately he can stay away altogether … After the mourning chorus the king and all his people go away; and in the following scene the directions are, “Idomeneo in ginocchione nel tempio”. That is quite impossible. He must come in with his whole suite. A march must be introduced here …’ (Mozart to Leopold Mozart from Munich, 3 January, 1781.)


‡‡ ‘I believe and hope too that he himself may write an opera libretto for me.’ (‘He’ is Gottlieb Stephanie the younger, librettist of Seraglio.) ‘Whether he has written his plays alone or with the help of others, whether he has plagiarised or created, he still understands the stage … I have not the slightest doubt about the success of the opera, provided the text is a good one.’ (Mozart to Leopold Mozart, from Vienna, 16 June, 1781.) ‘Our poet here is now a certain Abbate Da Ponte. He has an enormous amount to do in revising pieces for the theatre and he has to write per obbligo an entirely new libretto for Salieri … He has promised after that to write a new libretto for me. But who knows whether he will be able to keep his word—or will want to? … If he is in league with Salieri, I shall never get anything out of him … So I have been thinking that unless Varesco is still very much annoyed with us about the Munich opera, he might write me a new libretto for seven characters.’ (Mozart to Leopold Mozart, from Vienna, 7 May, 1783.)






















II


Women and Opera





In any of the arts, creative or executant, women may be the equals of men. There is only one respect in which physiology insists they must be not merely equal but dominant: they have more interesting singing voices.


This is not to deny the beauty of men’s voices or their indispensability to opera—whose quintessential form is, indeed, developed out of the relationship between men and women. But it is the female voice, and par excellence the soprano, which exerts the most vivid pressure on our imagination. Our attention goes as naturally and immediately to the part sung by the soprano as it does to the first violins when we listen to an orchestra or look at an orchestral score; if the composer wants us to pay more heed to some other part, he must pick it out and force it on our notice. And then the soprano, having captured our ear in the first place, has the best qualifications for holding it, either because the soprano really is the most flexible voice or because our ear is more sensitive to subtlety and variety couched in its register.


Opera is a creation not exclusively for but round the soprano. Prima donna is a term without a masculine. However, it did have throughout the eighteenth century—that is, throughout the formative and well into the formed period of opera—a neuter. The castrati (who included, of course, alto as well as treble voices) enjoyed all the public fuss and put on all the airs of the prima donna. What they did not take were the prima donna’s arias. Whereas in church music boys and castrati had excluded women from the choir altogether, in opera, where the voices belong to characters, women quickly began to take possession of the women’s parts. It was the male voices, and particularly the tenor, which the castrati drove out. In a sense, the reign of the castrati was actually the period of utmost triumph for the female voice, though that voice had been partly usurped by men. (So had the female rôles: a young castrato might sing a female part;1 but that was only fair exchange, since women quite often sang male rôles, too.) The truly male voices were pushed into a department which supplied harsh* and unsensuous noise, the tenor being conceived heroically rather than lyrically. Though the bass might be given, especially in Handel’s scheme of things, a bravura aria or two in which to match his warrior-like temper against the trumpet, the male singers on the whole supplied weight and impressiveness, and characterised, in the persons of parents and rulers, the circumstances and authorities of the plot rather than its emotional moving principles. The male voices were a dark background for the more glamorously attractive characters—par excellence, of course, the young man and young woman in love, both of whom were likely to be vocally soprano. Dramatic attention was focused where the ear naturally leads it, namely on the register which among adults, if nature is left untampered-with, belongs exclusively to women. Mozart, who wrote the soprano jeune premier part in Idomeneo for Vincenzo del Prato (‘my molto amato castrato’, to whom ‘I shall have to teach the whole opera … as if he were a child’2), was brought up in this tradition,† and it left its traces in his operas even when he dispensed with castrato roles, in the form of his rather unloving treatment of the tenor voice. His Tamino and Belmonte, being heroic tenors, come off not so badly; it is in lyrical tenor arias such as ‘Dalla sua pace’ and ‘Un’aura amorosa’, and only there, that Mozart approaches—or at least gives his singers the opportunity to approach—vulgarity and banality.


It was really only in nineteenth-century opera, after the eclipse of the castrato, that the lyrical tenor could come forward with a bid to rival the soprano. Nineteenth-century music enabled him to make a splash, but it could not equip him to drown out the prima donna. He is obliged to make his appeal in a more limited mood and by less musical means. Emotionally, he is more or less confined to the two extremes of the jolly and the love-lorn; technically, he must rest his case on the weight-lifting ability whereby he hurls his sustained high notes into the auditorium. Moreover, he astounds us only when he is on his heights; and if he tries to bounce between high and low he achieves not coloratura but yodelling. Even the great tenors have none of the soprano’s power, which Mozart so tenderly exploits, to move us by the gravity and density of what are, for her, low notes. In Così Fan Tutte, Mozart musically distinguishes Fiordiligi’s character from her sister’s largely by virtue of the astonishing low notes which play so heroic a part in her big arias—particularly, of course, in ‘Come scoglio’; and this despite the fact that it is Dorabella who is technically the mezzo-soprano. Fiordiligi, in fact, has the greater compass: in music as in personality. Her depths suggest that her character has more—in the eighteenth-century word which Dr Johnson was so affronted to find made his auditors laugh—bottom. The profound notes with which she affirms her rock-solidity against temptation adumbrate the greater tragedy of her fall.


Opera being an exploitation of the female voice, it was bound to be the eighteenth century in which the operatic form emerged (after being conceived in the century before‡), since it is in the eighteenth century that women first emerge into the full light of social history. Both emergences are parts of a greater whole, namely the psychological emancipation of European humanity which was the eighteenth century’s major achievement. Once reason was set free to plead for justice in place of the inherited social order, liberal sympathy was drawn to women as a long oppressed class; and the cause of their emancipation was bound to be implicitly helped by the arrival of opera, which not merely drew attention to women but pointed up the injustice of assuming that nature had made them in every respect inferior to men.


However, opera did not have an easy growing-up in the age of reason. Reason was continually protesting against its absurdity and—at a period when every branch of aesthetics was insisting on ‘nature’ as the ideal—its blatant anti-naturalism. Even so, what Voltaire called ‘ce beau monstre de l’opéra’ inexorably became the voguish form of art, from which position it was able to render women a service quite reasonably and justly. But it reached that position not by direct help from the eighteenth-century passion for reason but because reason licensed mankind to go in search of pleasure, which reason recognised as the most natural of occupations. Opera was created in the first place out of the natural desire to be entertained by the artificial. Its patrons were in quest of pleasure; and opera directed their attention to women as a neglected class in a different sense—as a class long undervalued as a source of pleasure.


Not, of course, that the eighteenth century was the first to appreciate the pleasures of sex. But it probably was the first in the modern world to appreciate the pleasures of a public, socialised sexuality—of the kind which is now quite familiar though still exciting to us under the name, which we have borrowed from the technology of witchcraft, of glamour. The enlightened city-culture of ancient Greece seems to have taken this kind of stimulus from its athletes; the enlightened city-culture of eighteenth-century Europe took it from its vocal athletes. And it is not difficult to read both the prodigies of muscular exertion and the prodigies of breath control as metaphors of virtuoso performance in bed. For public exhibition, the virtuosity must be transposed into metaphor if it is not to provoke a riot in the opera house. That eighteenth-century opera houses sometimes were the scene of riots is perhaps a sign that sexual rivalry among the patrons was imperfectly under control: but it is also a sign that internal control of some sort existed. The patrons, instead of being divided as rivals one against the other, acted in groups: the audience as a whole against the management, or the partisans of one singer against those of another. The remarkable phenomenon is that the partisan of a singer considers other partisans of the same singer not as his rivals and enemies, but as his allies. Freud pointed out3 just this remarkable phenomenon among girl ‘fans’ of a public figure: the seemingly obvious and natural course would be for each girl to detest all the other rivals who share her infatuation; instead of which the rivals all seek solidarity with one another in a group.
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