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        IN MEMORIAM
      

            
        Mordicai Gerstein, 1935–2019, artist. Friend, mentor, inspiration, you and your stories helped teach many of us how to live.
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         Picasso said: “Art is a lie that makes us realize truth … The artist must know the manner whereby to convince others of the truthfulness of his lies.”

         Shakespeare wrote: “The truest poetry is the most feigning.”

         Wolfgang Amadé Mozart was in his person a fluent liar when he needed to be because, perhaps, at that moment in his life, as at any moment in his art, he believed in everything he said. Which is to say that I find Mozart to be the kind of revelatory liar Picasso and Shakespeare were talking about. What I have come to feel in my years of living with him is that while he is, as everybody knows, the distillation of what it means to be a prodigy, beyond that he is the distillation of what it means to be an artist, at its most splendid and fundamental. Mozart is among the supreme players in the childish and sublime game of what-if, a soul made for art and for a stage even when he was writing instrumental music. On the death of his friend George Gershwin, Arnold Schoenberg wrote a definition of what I mean: “He is a composer—that is, a man who lives in music and expresses everything, serious or not, … by means of music, because it is his native language.”

         From early childhood, Mozart had the kind of innate understanding of his art that allowed him to speed past obstacles often without realizing they were there. But in the long run, even he had to overcome barriers, including his own facility and his remarkable gift for mimicry. As he came to maturity, his glorious childhood proved as much burden as an advantage. Perhaps the greatest impediment between Mozart the prodigy and what he became in adulthood was the mighty edifice of musical convention in his time. This was a barrier that he lacked the desire or the nature to skirt. He could only forge his way through convention and come out the other side, master of convention but no longer beholden to it. In his art and in his life, Mozart took the status quo largely as a given and then went his own way.

         The nineteenth century ginned up his life into a grand Beethovenian tragedy: poverty, neglect, misunderstanding, writing the Requiem for himself, the pauper’s grave, and so on. That all those stories went against manifest fact was no impediment to the Romantic fancy that to be a genius, you must suffer. To that I say: the myth of the suffering genius collapses with Mozart. Compared with my previous biographical subjects’ lives, Beethoven and Brahms, Mozart, I found, was by far the sanest, most gregarious, least self-flagellating. (He did, unfortunately, lack Brahms’s hardheaded common sense and Beethoven’s gift for the business of music.) As we will see in the coming pages, while Mozart had his share of sorrow and loss and frustration like the rest of us, he was fundamentally a happy man. He wrote for public consumption, which is to say that he was a professional in a way few composers are anymore. Still, on the whole he did what he wanted to do the way he wanted to, and when he was done he didn’t worry overmuch about what the public thought of it.

         At the same time, as the nineteenth century rolled into the twentieth, another myth blossomed: to be a certified genius you must be a rebel and an innovator, if not an outright revolutionary. So Mozart sometimes got painted in those terms too. Personally or artistically, the notion of Mozart the revolutionary doesn’t stand, though the reasons for that are not simple. Yes, he was unusual and prophetic in being a freelancer, but he was temperamentally unsuited to being any kind of courtier, and if he claimed that he wanted a job as a court Kapellmeister or the like, it is a good question whether that sort of work, with its necessary subservience and bureaucratic demands, would have suited him. Politically it appears that Mozart was progressive in some degree, but we lack any details of his convictions. In any case, there is no indication that he felt rebellious toward the ruling class, among whom were a number of his friends and patrons. It was the actual job of working at a court that chafed him, and he left that kind of job early and permanently.

         I am saying, then, that the Mozart we all inherited, suffering penury and writing for posterity, was an invention of biographers. At the same time, I have to admit that as a biographer I have some sympathy with those mythmakers. Who wants to read about a happy man? We’ll see.

         
            *

         

         BECAUSE I WRITE MUSICAL BIOGRAPHIES THAT ARE SCHOLARLY IN approach but intended for the broad public, it’s part of my job to describe my subject’s music. There are two problems with this endeavor. The first is that I don’t believe it’s possible to capture music in prose other than in technical terms. As is reflected in the title of another book of mine, I consider music to be a language of the spirit beyond words. I think most musicians feel that way. All the same, I accept the need for trying to evoke the music in a book that aspires to convey the human qualities of my subject’s art.

         The second problem is Mozart’s art. Over the years I’ve written several books about music and a good many program and liner notes, and I’ve never found another composer who beggars language as Mozart does. Writing about Beethoven in that biography was easier because he was usually engaged in emotions and quasi-narratives that could be articulated, and I think he intended his expression to be relatively transparent. That was not Mozart’s game. In his expression he was often involved in shades and subtleties. He did not play with existing formal models to the degree that Beethoven and even Haydn did. Except perhaps in some of Mozart’s more or less Sturm und Drang works, there is usually not all that strong a sense of an overall story in a piece. The idea of a work of music as an implied narrative was not in the air until the next century. His works certainly hold together integrally, but it is often hard to examine why they do using the layperson’s terms to which I am mostly adhering in the book.

         Besides that, a good deal of his music is involved in, sometimes revelatory of, the matter of beauty. Mostly we are not taught about beauty in school because it is perceived as something vague and subjective. Among contemporary artists, beauty has often been regarded as a mushy and bourgeois quality. I believe beauty is real and significant, and central to a perception of Mozart, so I’ve tried to deal with it here and there in the book. But again, Mozart is perhaps the most challenging composer of all to capture in words because his work is so intimately bound up in what music can do that is unlike what words can do. Music, to repeat, was his native language. And beauty also largely beggars language.

         Once I had a conversation with the fortepianist Kristian Bezuidenhout in which he said, “We tend to listen to Mozart with ears trained by Beethoven, and that’s not the best way to listen to Mozart.” That was a musicianly observation, not a theoretical or philosophical one. But it’s an insight I’ve been aspiring to understand and wield ever since. Thinking about his point, I realized that in order to approach Mozart I had to get out of my head the years I had spent studying Beethoven’s music. I also had to get out of my head Beethoven’s assumptions about the role of the composer in his art and in posterity. If Mozart ever thought about the career of his music after he died, there is no record of it. Trying to snare Mozart’s work in prose, I searched for something more poetic to convey what is finally ineffable. But I’m not a philosopher or a poet, only a musician.

         In one respect, Mozart did my prose a favor. At a certain point I noticed that my words were coming out looser, more informal, than in my previous biographies. I was glad to see this, because I try in my tone to reflect something of the personality of my subjects, and Mozart was a jolly and informal man—well, informal given that he was in his lifestyle a dandy and in his art supremely fastidious. Soon I realized why my prose was turning out that way: I was being taken over to a degree by the style of Mozart’s letters, which at their most entertaining are effervescent, hilarious, sometimes so obscene that they could clear your sinuses. I laughed more while writing this book than any of my others, much of the time at things Mozart himself had written. I suppose I’ll be accused of reveling in his notorious scatology, but in fact I’ve reveled in his wit and joie de vivre in whatever mode, and he had many modes of wit. What he reveled in, I revel in.

         So as I will be noting throughout, Mozart’s works are not the kind of intensely individual dramatic narratives many of Beethoven’s are; they largely did not arise from his private sorrows, as the nineteenth century wanted to believe; and he did not have a sense of his work having some sort of immortality, as Beethoven did. Based again on Beethoven, the Romantics declared that art came from the inside out, from the heaven-struck genius who sweeps aside rules and conventions. But Mozart had no sense that an artist was in the job of “expressing myself.” That notion was an invention of the Romantic century. Mozart wanted to express his art and its relation to universal humanity. He did not aspire to wipe away tradition either in music or, as far as we know, in society. (At the end of this book is an appendix outlining common formal models in Mozart’s time. For those who don’t know them, the musical discussions in the book will make more sense if you read the appendix first.)

         Mozart had some hard times toward the end of his life, but a lot of successful people have hard times, and composers do not get much more successful than Mozart in his own time. Some of his contemporaries accumulated a bigger bank account, but no composer was more respected and few better paid. What he didn’t get was rich, but he did all right, better than all right in the end, and if he was never the most popular composer around, he was greatly admired by a great many people. It’s worth mentioning that Haydn, his only living peer, considered Mozart his superior as an artist and said so repeatedly. I have no doubt that if Mozart had lived ten years longer, he would have been the dominating figure he became shortly after he died.

         A point about my treatment of his operas: There is a tendency in writing about Mozart to treat the operas as if he wrote the libretto as well, as if the text represented his own convictions and artistic statements. This, again, is an idea reflecting the nineteenth-century cult of the towering genius in control of every aspect of his art and bending the world to his will. The reality is that the books for Mozart’s stage works were written by others, who had their own concerns and agendas. In his maturity Mozart was extremely picky about what librettos he took up, but when he settled on something he took what he got and made requests and changes having to do mainly with shaping musical and dramatic matters, not the gist of the content.

         I think that Mozart’s attitude toward a libretto was similar to that of actors toward a script: they did not write it; their job is to bring to life whatever is there. No actor playing Iago in Shakespeare’s Othello approves of Iago; rather he puts across a thoroughly evil character who has his reasons. In Mozart’s late operas, I think this explains some of the perplexing contradictions in the approach to women and love between Così fan tutte and Die Zauberflöte: two different librettists. At the same time, I think Die Zauberflöte is, to a degree, an exception to the pattern, because in that opera Mozart had a hand in the libretto from the beginning. For this reason, I consider Zauberflöte the most truly and thoroughly Mozartian opera, because he was involved in the shaping of the story and its implications, and in it he was working outside the pressures and protocols of court opera.

         
            *

         

         I AM PRIMARILY A COMPOSER, AND I WRITE BIOGRAPHIES OF COMPOSERS from that point of view. Because, as far as I know, no composer of my experience has written such books, I see this as what I bring to the table in the literature of music. Most people, and most scholars and performers, look at a piece of music as a finished, almost Talmudic object. That’s a valid way to see a piece, especially for performers and theorists. But as a maker of music I see a work as something created, pen in hand, one note and phrase at a time, each requiring a decision by a particular person in a particular part of his life in a particular time and place, all of which contributes profoundly to the making (though not in simple or always discernible ways). I am a practical musician, less a thinker about music than a maker of it. Most of my teaching was in a conservatory, where I taught music theory and history to students who were using that training not to meditate about music but to make it. That is the foundation that inflects my treatment of composers and their works.

         As a composer I also know that while there are models and formal outlines and rules and limitations and a great many things one needs to master and wield, there are at the same time no ultimate templates for creation. It does not matter if a work is revolutionary or reactionary, conventional or not, if it makes a compelling case for itself. Most of the labor of making art is done by the unconscious and by a well-trained intuition, within the trance of creation. A work, then, is a tangible realization of the voice of the inner self, but the wild horses of imagination are reined in by knowledge, experience, skill, taste, judgment, second thoughts, inevitable human frailties and imperfections, the realities of instruments and players and acoustics and money and of the great and terrible world in general. Which is to say again that a work is inflected start to finish by its time and place. 

         In dealing with each of my biographical subjects, I’ve tried to understand their particular way of working, of dealing with the world, of dealing with the traditions of their art. Charles Ives was a singular man and one of the great revolutionaries of music; Brahms an eclectic handler of traditional craft who nonetheless inspired the future; Beethoven a consummate musician in every dimension of the art who was perhaps the first composer to understand that his work was going to live in history for a long time. As I have written elsewhere, it’s significant that the three arguably supreme composers in Western music—Bach, Beethoven, and Mozart—are three different kinds of artists: Bach called old-fashioned in his time for his devotion to the hoary craft of counterpoint; Beethoven called revolutionary in his time (though he never called himself that); and Mozart firmly grounded in his time and its musical and social norms. Their different stances toward tradition and innovation had a great deal to do with how their work took shape, but nothing to do with the ultimate value of their work.

         It took scholars until the later twentieth century to wipe away the historical cobwebs and look at the plain facts that showed how little of the old Mozart legend was true. Recently he was the subject of a hit play and movie, but the puerile Mozart of those works was not accurate either. The myths made for a better story, but most of them aren’t true.

         As will be clear in the writing, I believe the only profound tragedy in Mozart’s life was his early death, when he was on the verge of a new plateau in his art and, incidentally, on the verge of real prosperity. If Mozart had lived to seventy-one, he would have died the same year as Beethoven, and he would have written a great deal more music. Imagine those two titans competing, collaborating, inspiring each other. When Mozart died, having just written the magical and incomparable Zauberflöte, he was imagining an opera based on Shakespeare’s The Tempest. It makes you weep to think of it.

         
            *

         

         WRITING IS A SOLITARY ACTIVITY IN THE DOING BUT COMMUNAL IN its objects, so I’ve always wanted people to be involved in my work during the process. I’d like to thank my three readers, each of whom helped to make this a better book: musicologist and old friend Raphael Atlas of Smith College, leading Mozartian Simon Keefe, and splendid editor Jonathan Jao at HarperCollins. Thanks also to the aura of the café at the castle of Hohensalzburg, which gave me the beginning of the book.

         Finally I’ll mention that at the beginning and at later junctures in the text there are imagined soliloquies in italics that prefigure matters to come.
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         One can believe in miracles as a matter of faith, but one does not expect them to turn up in the living room.

         It was evening in Salzburg, January 24, 1761. The Mozart home was as usual filled with music. Leopold Mozart’s nine-year-old daughter Maria Anna, called Nannerl, was at the keyboard working on a little scherzo that he had given her to practice. Around her eighth birthday, Leopold had decided that it was time to see what his eldest child could do on the harpsichord. It soon became clear that she was greatly talented.

         This was not a matter of teaching his daughter the family business. Music was generally not a trade for females. Their performance on instruments was restricted to private playing in the home. In the usual way of the time, Leopold had assembled a notebook of graded keyboard pieces for Nannerl to learn, starting with simple tunes in quarter notes and gradually introducing faster and harder pieces. Its cover declared, “Ce livre appartient à Marie Anna Mozart, 1759.”1 It amounted to some forty-eight pages, the pieces mostly little dances and folksongs, plus pages of exercises. Some pieces were Leopold’s own, others by well-known composers such as G. C. Wagenseil, whose scherzo Nannerl was practicing

         As she worked her way through the book, making quick progress, her little brother had watched, fascinated. The harpsichord in the living room had been a part of the home for as long as Wolfgangerl could remember. When you pressed the keys it emitted noises, like magic. At some point the child had probably banged on it as toddlers do, in imitation of the adults and his sister. Maybe Leopold stopped the racket, maybe he encouraged it. At some point the child discovered that if you played together two notes two keys apart (the interval of a third), it made a pretty sound. He began to sit at the instrument and play the pretty thirds with evident delight.2 Experimenting with thirds had apparently been the extent of his keyboard ambition.

         That January night, the four-year-old suddenly insisted he wanted to try the piece his sister was playing. It was impossible, a childish notion. And the scherzo by Wagenseil was by no means the simplest piece in Nannerl’s notebook; it had some fast notes in the right hand, the left hand babbling a busy accompaniment. But Leopold gave Wolfgang the seat at the clavier. Childish notion, but why not?

         Like many reported miracles, this one happened in a flash. With no idea how to read music, the child not only made his way through the scherzo but also memorized it. His astonished Papa wrote on the page, “This piece was learned by Wolfgangerl on 24 January 1761, 3 days before his 5th birthday, between 9 and 9:30 in the evening.” Two days later the child learned a minuet and trio, likewise in a half hour.3 The boy began to soak up piece after piece from his sister’s notebook, to fill up with music like a sponge. And somehow he played everything note perfectly, with impeccable rhythm.4 When the tiny child sat at the keyboard, he commanded it.

         A miracle is something impossible that nonetheless happens. For a pious man, it is by definition the work of God. Leopold Mozart was, in his fashion, a pious man. Maybe, he came to feel, God had chosen him to bear witness to this revelation. He also understood that beyond its intimations of a higher world, there remained the question of what to do with the revelation in this world.

         
            
NOTES


            1. Glover, Mozart’s Women, Location 170.

            2. Gutman, Mozart, 54.

            3. Deutsch, Documentary Biography, 12–13.

            4. Einstein, Mozart, 24.
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            It was fun to bounce on the Empress’s knee. I kissed her, of course. The six-year-old could hardly remember when it had been any other way. Papa could be stern—Papa told them what to do and when to do it, but it was always things that were fun: make up a tune, play a tune at sight, name a note somebody played from across the room. It was all easy. Then you would be praised and petted and exclaimed over. Everything you did exclaimed over, even if it was not hard, just what one did.

            
               *

            

            Papa says we will make a lot of money, but I don’t know anything about that. Papa says I’m known to everybody and will grow up to be a famous Kapellmeister. That would be nice, I suppose. People playing my notes just the way I want them, and then the applause. All I know is applause, which is very nice. Applause from the lords and ladies that Papa says are going to make us famous and rich. I don’t know about that, but if I’m rich, I will have nice clothes. Also Sister will have nice clothes. She likes them as much as I do. And she plays as well as I do, so she deserves the applause and the clothes as much as I do. But she doesn’t write her own notes like I do. Not yet anyway. Papa wants her to try and I do too. Maybe she might write notes as well as I do, but I don’t think so. I write music as easy as a sow piddles. But Sister should try, maybe she’ll be good. Then I’ll be king of the Kingdom of Back, and Sister will be queen, and nobody will tell us what to do up there in our own world. We will wear beautiful clothes and hear nothing but our own music and lots of bravos from the lords and ladies. And in front of them all will be Papa and Mama, shouting bravo and clapping the loudest. 
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         To wit, another boy. We christened him Joannes Chrysostomus Wolfgangus Theophilus. My poor wife had a wretched lying-in, the pain and the blood terrible, the afterbirth had to be extracted. I thought she might die. She is recovering now, he made it through the christening at least. Now we must wait and see. Five babies dead to date. The boys don’t live any longer than the girls do. It will again be in the hands of God. Likewise, my violin method will be in the hands of God in making its way into the world.

         His sister has gotten to age four. I think in two or three years it will be time to find out what she can do at the clavier. First, I’ll teach her letters, a little of arithmetic and history and geography, enough for a girl. If she has my talent for music, she’ll do well enough, grow up to play in the town’s parlors and take care of her father and eventually find a husband, I suppose.

         As for the boy, nothing to be gained from speculating about him at this point. Even if this one makes it past his first weeks, there are no guarantees. No guarantees anytime, no matter your labor and the heart’s blood you put into rearing them. If only a name honoring God—Theophilus, Gottlieb, Amadeus, Amadé, however you put it—could ensure His favor. But it doesn’t. It never does. We do what we may, but our lot is to submit.

         
            *

         

         Johann Georg Leopold Mozart was born on November 14, 1719, to a modestly prosperous family in Augsburg. His family provided him with the best education available in town, alongside children of the wealthy. He turned out an erudite and intelligent man and a gifted musician—up to a point. As fate decreed, Leopold and his eventual wife had within them the makings of one of the most sweeping talents ever born into the art of music.

         Leopold would nurture that talent brilliantly and at the same time allow it to shape itself—up to a point. At that point, the limitations of his own gifts and understanding stepped in, making Leopold, in the view of his dazzling progeny, something quite otherwise than a loving mentor: an obstruction to be dealt with. In the end, one symptom of this intelligent and erudite man’s limitations would be his incapacity to understand what his son became and his incapacity to comprehend what he had become to his son. This reciprocal web of struggle and incomprehension would cause great pain to both father and son, but more to the father.

         
            *

         

         IN ITS VARIOUS DIALECT FORMS, THE NAME “MOZART” HAS A HISTORY tracing back to the fourteenth century among villages southwest of Augsburg: Motzart, Motzhart, Motzhardt, Mutzhart, Muzert, Motzet. Among the livelihoods of these families is found the usual spectrum of farmers, merchants, builders, craftsmen, and in the sixteenth century, a couple of painters. Leopold’s great-grandfather David Mozart and two of his sons were designers, architects, master masons; a younger brother became a sculptor in Vienna.1 That suggests a family inclination to precise varieties of creativity as the generations approached Leopold. In the story of this family, the matter of inborn gifts looms large.

         Leopold’s father, Johann Georg Mozart, took up the comfortable occupation of bookbinder in Augsburg, the town being an important publishing center. The family business was carried on in the house. Leopold grew up with the smell of leather and cloth and glue, the dressing of the books for which Augsburg was celebrated. He may have worked in the binding shop himself. Such a meticulous craft would have suited his fastidiousness. It may have been this intimacy with books that nurtured some of the far-ranging intellectual curiosity that marked him.

         Augsburg enjoyed the status of a free imperial city within the Swabian region of Bavaria. The city has its roots in a Roman garrison founded in 15 BCE on the river Lech. By the sixteenth century it was one of the most powerful trading cities in central Europe. Its history includes a share of illustrious names: Augsburg was the home of the legendary Fugger family of bankers and merchants, of the Renaissance painters Hans Holbein the Elder and Younger. At the Imperial Diet of 1518 in the city, Martin Luther refused to recant his dissenting Ninety-five Theses before the papal legate, and the Protestant Reformation followed in due course.

         The Peace of Augsburg in 1555 guaranteed the rights of religious minorities, creating an unusual phenomenon in Germany: a city in which Protestant and Catholic peaceably lived and ruled together. In Leopold’s youth, the city was still suffering from the aftereffects of the Thirty Years’ War of the mid-seventeenth century, a Catholic-Protestant conflagration that left Germany a ruin. During a siege of the city by Catholic troops, the population had collapsed from some seventy thousand to sixteen thousand. It was not much larger or notably prosperous when Leopold was born.

         The city’s Mariä Heimsuchung Cathedral had murals from the twelfth century and a lower crypt from around the year 1000. The religious idiosyncrasies of Augsburg resulted in twin churches, one Protestant and one Catholic. Leopold Mozart was reared to be and remained Catholic, but he had a good deal of Protestant in his sensibilities. As in all German towns, churches and priests were woven inextricably into everyday life. Jesuits dominated education, and Leopold received a thorough Jesuit schooling, but the religious part of it impressed itself on him only up to a point: he reached adulthood thoroughly anticlerical.

         Leopold’s education began at age eight in the Jesuit Gymnasium St. Salvador. At fifteen he entered the Lyceum, intending to study for the priesthood. But at some point in those years, to the apparent dismay of his mother Anna Maria, he took up music, singing as a church and monastery choirboy and making himself into an accomplished organist and violinist. He also sang and acted in productions in the big theater of the Lyceum. Illustrations of the time show elaborate stage sets, implying considerable dramatic sophistication at the school. Leopold also had a hand for drawing and picked up extra cash by painting watercolors on the backs of playing cards.2

         He was a good student; in 1736 he graduated from the Lyceum magna cum laude. In later years an old Augsburger would tell Leopold’s son, “Ah, he was a great fellow! My father thought the world of him. And how he hoodwinked the clerics about becoming a priest!”3 Leopold was getting support from the Jesuits toward theological studies, and his mother expected him to take up the cloth. However, he seems to have had talents not only for acting but also for putting on an act. Among other reasons, he likely did not want to become a priest because he was not an admirer of them. For one example, as everybody in town knew, there were perennially dozens of young girls and boys who served as playthings of the clergy. They were called Pfaffenschnitzls, “priests’ morsels.”

         When Leopold decided on a musical career (or fell into one) is not clear. After graduation he headed for Salzburg and enrolled in the Benedictine University to study law and philosophy. He was seventeen and, from that point, largely had to make his own way. His father died that year, and his disapproving mother favored his two brothers, who took up the family bookbinding trade. Eventually she gave his brothers a marriage dowry but not Leopold, at which he was outraged. Later he wrote, “I had no one to advise me and from my youth on, there was no one I fully trusted if I hadn’t made sure of them first.” Though Leopold was sociable enough, this is the doctrine of a loner at heart, determined to find his own way.4

         
            *

         

         THE CITY IN WHICH LEOPOLD MOZART LANDED AFTER HIS SCHOOLING, which over the next decades would supply his livelihood and eventually become his hated burden, was considered by many eighteenth-century visitors to be something of a paradise.5 Salzburg lies in a valley surrounded picturesquely by hills and mountains. Wrote a traveler of the era:

         
            Conceive to yourself a vast amphitheater; the background of the picture is occupied by high rocks lifting up their heads to heaven…. These vast masses terminate by degrees in wooded mountains to the back … Precisely in the midst of the scene stands the town, which is commanded by the castle standing on a high rock … The town itself is very handsome—the houses are high, and built all of stone … The Cathedral is the handsomest building I’ve seen since I left Paris … This town contains many more excellent buildings and statues, which remind you that the borders of Italy are not far distant.6

         

         From the imposing stone pile of the cathedral and attached Residenz of the prince-archbishop, the Old Town of Salzburg spread outward in the valley along the river Salzach. On a craggy peak above town presided the hoary castle of Hohensalzburg. The occupant of the throne was one of hundreds of absolute sovereigns in the little kingdoms that constituted German lands. The rulers of most of those states were secular, but a few cities including Salzburg had ecclesiastic rulers, which meant that their positions were not hereditary. The Salzburg prince-archbishop was appointed in Vienna, seat of the Holy Roman emperor, who oversaw the hodgepodge of German states. That system, which had existed for a thousand years, was there for no other reason than it had apparently always been there. Serious questioning of such ancient status quos first occurred to people more or less in Leopold Mozart’s lifetime.

         Salzburg means “Salt Castle,” a testament to the main resource on which the city’s existence and prosperity were built. The underground Hallein Salt Mine on the nearby Dürrnberg plateau had been worked for more than seven thousand years.7 The river Salzach made the town a natural trading center on a route stretching to Italy and France and southern Germany. Leopold and his children would be familiar with the roped-together chains of salt barges drifting down the river pulled by horses on the shore, holding fifty or more men like little villages, complete with kitchens.

         In 800 CE, Charlemagne included Salzburg among the states in the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation.8 Eventually Salzburg became one of the most important archdioceses in German lands, from the thirteenth century onward ruled by a prince-archbishop. The town that Leopold knew was sometimes called the “German Rome” because of its wealth of churches, squares, and fountains.9 Buildings were of stone, their eras ranging from medieval to Renaissance to Baroque. When Leopold arrived, there were some twenty thousand inhabitants in an intimate warren of streets, most of those streets about two carriage widths wide. A distinctive feature was the Durchhäuser, passageways cutting through buildings. The town’s tightly woven arrangement gave a certain coziness to Old Salzburg. Everybody was close to everyone else’s business; as in a comic opera, gossip traveled fast.

         As with most cities possessing a throne in the welter of small German states, the affairs of the town turned largely around the court and the Residenz of the archbishop: the hundreds of rooms that had to be lighted and heated; the hundreds of equerries, cooks, hunters, valets, chamberlains, ministers, string players, organists, trumpeters, drummers, composers, and other specialists who served the throne. All of them had to be fed and clothed, along with the priests and nuns and students of the churches and abbey and university. Salt was the town’s prosperity; the court was the town’s main employer.

         In Leopold’s day the atmosphere of the town was timeless unto archaic, its education old-fashioned, its society rigidly stratified.10 Salzburgers had a reputation of being pleasure-loving, frivolous, not excessively prone to spiritual concerns. Hanswurst, the traditional German stage buffoon of the era, whose antics tended to the rabidly obscene, spoke with a Salzburg accent.11 There were other traditional obscenities. In Leopold’s maturity, there remained an official Church and state condemnation of witchcraft—confessions to it generally extracted by torture. Five years before his son was born, a sixteen-year-old girl was executed for having relations with Satan. The last witch to be burned in Salzburg was in 1762, when Leopold was in his forties and his son was six.12

         An archbishop had ruled Salzburg since the thirteenth century. Though the throne had absolute power over its subjects, from the mid-eighteenth century the burgeoning Enlightenment in German lands questioned the authority of the ancien régime. Some rulers began to reconsider their role, departing from the idea of the state as ultimately the servant of the sovereign. Frederick the Great of Prussia declared himself “first servant of the state.” The old notion of universal submission to the sovereign was being replaced by an ideal of service to an abstraction called a “state,” a “nation.” In Vienna, Holy Roman Emperor Joseph II would echo that philosophy with a vengeance. Even in old-fashioned Salzburg there were progressive pockets. The poor were seen to, there were schools and museums and hospitals, and a burgeoning merchant class was getting rich in international trade.13

         
            *

         

         IN ONE WAY AND ANOTHER, ALL BUILDINGS ARE AN IMAGE OF A SOCIAL order. The Residenz of the Salzburg archbishop was such an image in the most intricate and categorical way. The palace consisted of 180 rooms around three courtyards. Each major room had a purpose: the Knights’ Hall, which was the political center of Salzburg; the Green Room, where the archbishop met petitioners; the Red Room, where foreign envoys awaited his pleasure; his bedroom, study, picture gallery, chamber of curiosities, and so on. The Red Room had no chairs; visiting ministers had to await their meetings with the archbishop and his ministers on their feet. The outer rooms of the Residenz were in some degree public, the inner ones absolutely circumscribed. How far you advanced into the palace had to do with your rank, your power, your purpose. You made your way through it via a maze of protocol. The absolute connection of Church and state, sacred and secular, was manifest in the physical connection of the palace to the church. The archbishop had a private passage between the Residenz and the cathedral.14

         All this amounted to a social system that had long appeared to be written in stone. But by the later eighteenth century the old order, the ancien régime and its artifacts, would begin to crumble, bit by bit, haltingly and often violently. Yet in the lifetime of Mozart father and son, it remained above all the Church and the nobility who allowed an artist to live. Leopold Mozart understood minutely how your success in life depended on attaching yourself to the powerful, and he would make mighty attempts to teach that doctrine to his son.

         Records of music in Salzburg go back to the twelfth century, when musicians and instrument makers were noted as working in town. As in all proper German courts, there developed a musical Kapelle whose duties turned first of all around supplying music for church services, and the trumpets and kettledrums that provided flourishes for the ceremonial doings of Crown and court. At the same time, there were plenty of secular occasions that required music. It was heard at banquets and at concerts private and public. From early on, the schooling of the German aristocracy generally included music or other of the arts. In the eighteenth century, Holy Roman Empress Maria Theresa was a well-trained singer who could passably handle an aria, and two of her daughters were skilled painters; her son Joseph was competent on harpsichord and cello and a fervent patron of music.

         So as courts and aristocrats competed with one another in the splendor of their architecture, they also vied in the quality of their musical forces. An archetype of the ambitious ruler was Frederick the Great of Prussia, who when not directing his armies on the battlefield played flute daily, kept an orchestra and a house composer, and for three years kept Voltaire as resident philosopher. The ruling class never took up music or art as a profession, of course; being the ruling class was their job. Many of the male nobility went into the military. Whether or not a given prince had any gift for command, the upper aristocracy provided all the generals for wars.

         The multipronged musical establishment founded by the Salzburg court in 1591 had not changed significantly when Leopold Mozart arrived in town in 1736. There were four loosely related components: one group of musicians played in the cathedral, the university, and at court; some ten trumpeters and a pair of timpanists marked every court moment of any significance, also many meals and most civic functions; another group of musicians largely played and sang in the cathedral; boy sopranos and altos provided the upper parts for the choirs (women were traditionally forbidden to sing in them) and received their training from court musicians.15 For composers, the main responsibility was to provide music for services. For big performances there might be forty players distributed among the choirs and the five balconies of the cathedral.16 The same family names appear through the generations in court records of every department, including music. Similar musical establishments were seen in courts across Germany.

         
            *

         

         AFTER LEOPOLD MOZART MOVED TO SALZBURG, HIS STORY BECOMES puzzling for a while. In Augsburg he had been a good, even outstanding student. He was manifestly a bright, ambitious, promising teenager, and handsome as well. Now in Salzburg he became a thoroughly negligent student. In his first year at the university he somehow received a bachelor of philosophy degree, but in September 1739 he got expelled for skipping classes. He had proved himself, the university huffed, “unworthy of the name of student.”17

         Leopold did not dispute the judgment. But now, still in his teens, estranged from his mother, his father dead, he had to find something to do. He was saved by one Johann Baptist, Count of Thurn-Valsassina and Taxis and a Salzburg canon, who found the youth impressive as man and musician and made him his valet. By then Leopold was composing; in 1740 he published a set of chamber sonatas dedicated to the count, as a gesture of gratitude. He engraved the sonatas on copper himself, a highly skilled craft in which the notes had to be incised precisely and backward as a negative for printing.

         These self-published sonatas would be the only pieces of Leopold’s published in his lifetime. This was nothing unusual for the modestly successful composer he became in the 1740s. Music publishing to that point was laborious and small-scale; no composer, however famous, expected all his works to be engraved. Because there were no copyright laws, any successful publication would immediately be pirated. Publishers would put out an edition and try to sell as many copies as possible before the pirates took over. A great deal of music circulated in loans and rentals in hand-copied form, which was recopied by anyone who needed it. Composers made this necessity a virtue, learning much of their craft from studying manuscripts as they copied them.

         At some point in his early Salzburg years, Leopold began a long courtship of a local woman. On the face of it, Anna Maria Pertl was a surprising choice for the fiancée of an ambitious young man; she came from a family that had gone wretchedly bust. Born on Christmas Day 1720, Anna Maria grew up in St. Gilgen, some twenty miles east of Salzburg. Her father, Wolfgang Nikolaus Pertl, came from a craftsman’s family and for a while taught music at the monastery school in Salzburg.18 After schooling in law, he became a civil servant for the Salzburg court. He married late, at age forty-four, to Eva Rosina Barbara Puxbaum, then thirty-one.19 With her music turns up again: both Eva Rosina’s father and first husband had been church musicians in Salzburg.20 As soon as Leopold’s future father-in-law established his family, things began to unravel. He suffered for months from an illness involving miserable cramps, and his mind seems to have been affected. Afterward he gained a poorly paying administrative position in St. Gilgen, where he mismanaged both his family finances and those at his job. When his daughter Anna Maria was three, Wolfgang Nikolaus was in his grave and his belongings had been seized to pay off his debts.21

         This left his wife and two little girls homeless and destitute. The widow Pertl moved to Salzburg and scraped by on a widow’s pension of eight florins a month when a salary of twice that was considered meager. She and her daughters may have taken in sewing and lace-making work.22 Her oldest girl died at nine. In a petition for a renewal of her pension when her daughter Anna Maria was fourteen, Eva Rosina noted that this child had long been sick and bedridden.23 The girl apparently had no formal schooling and grew up semiliterate. What Anna Maria did know was how to cook, sew, keep house, and prepare homemade medicines. These were the skills valued in a woman of the time.

         So when Leopold Mozart chose Maria Anna Pertl—in adulthood she reversed her two given names—it was surely an unexpected turning point in her life. She was in her early twenties and had grown into good health. She was pretty, he good-looking. In their early years together the Mozarts would be called the handsomest couple in town.

         In 1743, during their courtship, Leopold was appointed fourth violinist in the court orchestra of Archbishop Leopold Anton Eleutherius Freiherr von Firmian. Helping his candidacy may have been some Passion cantatas he wrote early in the decade. Among his colleagues in court music were composer and organist Johann Ernst Eberlin, who eventually became chief organist and Kapellmeister, and Anton Cajetan Adlgasser, Eberlin’s successor.24 A Kapellmeister was the head of a musical establishment in court or church, involved in conducting, playing (usually on keyboard), composing music for concerts and services, maintaining discipline, hiring and firing. Kapellmeisters were near the summit of the musical profession in those days, commanding the most respect and the best salary. The only musicians who were better paid—and they were far, far better paid—were famous singers and virtuosos, and those were generally attached to a theatrical company or were also Kapellmeisters. Professional freelance musicians existed, but these consisted largely of people who, for one reason or another, could not find a job. Perennially, for most artists, the freelance life tends to be precarious and often unpleasant.

         An article of the next decade, possibly written by Leopold, listed the Salzburg court orchestra as ten violins; two each of violas, cellos, and basses; three oboists doubling flute; four bassoons; two horns; a trombone. Trumpets and timpani could be added as needed from the court trumpeters and kettledrummers. The total number of players and singers in the Kapelle was ninety-nine, large for a court. The main reputation of the musical forces rested on its church music, which was a steady occupation.25

         As usual for an entry position in court music, Leopold went for some years unpaid. Only in 1747 was his job declared secured, with a salary of 240 florins plus allowances for bread and wine. It was a slim but workable income. The job also brought him work teaching music to choirboys, and he gave lessons on keyboard as well. Eventually he took to calling himself Dr. Mozart, though he was no such thing.26 Soon after his salary started, on November 21, 1747, he married Maria Anna in Salzburg Cathedral.

         Leopold was now gainfully if meagerly employed. He sardonically referred to married life as “the order of patched pants.” The couple settled into a four-room, third-floor flat on Getreidegasse, the building dating to the twelfth century. With them came Maria Anna’s sad mother, of whom they took care until she died eight years later. Leopold rented the place from wealthy merchant Johann Lorenz Hagenauer, who lived in a grander house across the street; he became a lifelong friend and patron of the Mozarts. Leopold and Maria Anna got busy making babies, about one a year for a while. The first was born in August 1748. The first to survive, Maria Anna Walburga, called Nannerl, arrived on July 30, 1751. The couple would live in the Getreidegasse flat for twenty-six years, and all their children would be born there. Except for Nannerl and her brother, none of the Mozarts’ five other children lived past half a year, a rate of survival only a little worse than average for families in those days.

         Their flat was probably typical of what a modestly paid Salzburg musician could afford. There was a good-size living room with a harpsichord in residence where they had their meals, entertained, and made music. Three large windows looked out onto the street and square. On the other side of the square, a Durchhaus passage led out to a covered bridge across the Salzach. In winter, a big stove built into the corner was fed by servants from the corridor. (No matter how modest the standard of living, nearly everyone had servants, who were given room and board and otherwise barely paid at all.) Behind the living room was a bedroom where the whole family slept, then a study and a cabinet. The back door looked out onto a small colonnaded courtyard. In the smoky and sooty kitchen, hung with pots and with meat and fowl, cooking was done at a waist-high hearth. For necessities there was a pit latrine that emptied into a cesspool in the courtyard, but mostly one relied on tiny chamber pots, around six inches high, that were emptied into the nearby Salzach. The Mozarts washed every day, which was unusually fastidious for the time.27

         In Salzburg, Leopold kept his citizenship in the city-state of Augsburg, perhaps in the hope that it would help him with the legalities of inheritance. A month after he married, in a letter full of the most remarkable lies, he petitioned to renew his citizenship, declaring that his father was still alive and had paid for his education, that his wife came from a prosperous family, that he was a distinguished scholar and a valet in the Salzburg court.28 Here and later, Leopold did not mind remolding reality when needed—a crafty practicality perhaps among the lessons he absorbed from the Jesuits.

         The application for renewal was managed by his mother Anna Maria, and the petition was accepted. But the break with his mother was still final. Anna Maria did not give Leopold the dowry of three hundred florins that she bestowed on her other children when they married. He made a stab at extracting it, telling a friend that he needed it for the publication of his violin method. Finally he gave up and wrote, “It is all too true, even though she remains my mother 1000 times over, that she is wretched and has very little sense. The latter is indeed not her fault and, similarly, the former is God’s will. However, it is her fault if she gradually comes to a bad end; for she doesn’t trust me … Meanwhile, however, she let the other children do her out of what is hers.” In later years, when her famous grandchildren played concerts in Augsburg, Anna Maria did not attend.

         As to Leopold’s marriage, it seems to have been easy and companionable. Maria Anna had no apparent ambitions beyond being a hausfrau. Her husband was not an easy man; he could be waspish and domineering. One acquaintance described Leopold as “equally discontented everywhere.”29 But Maria Anna was not intimidated by him. She seems to have had a lusty, scatological sense of humor, which her son inherited. The upper classes in those days married largely as a matter of power, prestige, and money. A middle-class bride might come with a dowry or not, but the lower classes in the eighteenth century were free to marry not only out of economic necessity but also for intimacy, children, companionship—in short, for love.

         
            *

         

         LEOPOLD HAD ARRIVED AT HIS FIRST MATURITY AS MAN AND MUSICIAN. His schooling had made him a polymath, one well versed in literature, theology, arithmetic, and the sciences as well as music. In adulthood he had a considerable library that included several volumes of a history of the Papacy and works on music theory and history.30 As someone who had to find his way early, he was cautious with money. In school he had picked up some of the Jesuit style: ambitious, intellectual, precise, shrewd, equipped with a sardonic temper. Not one man in a thousand can really be trusted, he would tell his son.31 You’ve got to see relentlessly to your own affairs.

         If Leopold maintained absolute control over his wife and family, he remained warm and loving to them, up to a point. He was sociable enough, but his closest friends in Salzburg tended to be businessmen or nonmusical creative sorts. He looked down on the run of town musicians and generally avoided them. Also, unimpressed with authority, he did not happily submit to superiors. He saw the powers that be in both state and Church as something to be maneuvered and manipulated, not groveled to.

         Leopold’s letters in maturity reveal his wide interests and knowledge and a dry wit here and there; he wrote incisive and vivid prose. Touchy about honor and position, he surely expected someday to become a Kapellmeister in Salzburg or elsewhere, which would have made him the leading musician in town. Certainly he had the skills, the experience, and eventually even the fame to qualify for the job. But too much worked against him—some factor of his acerbic personality, his disdain of everyday musicians, his resistance to authority. He would rise to second-chair violin and then assistant Kapellmeister, and be fixed there for the rest of his life.

         In important respects, Leopold was a divided man. He hated the Jesuits’ wealthy leaders and otherwise remained fiercely anticlerical.32 In 1753 he wrote a pamphlet satirizing a Salzburg priest and a nobleman that was egregious enough to get him called humiliatingly on the carpet for libel.33 Yet at the same time, Leopold was a fervent and on the whole orthodox Catholic. He believed absolutely in the pope’s authority over sacred matters, but not over secular ones. He went dutifully to confession. He was given to prayer, to an attitude of submission to God’s will, though in his dealings he seemed to have acted on the assumption that God helps those who help themselves. In the house he kept a small shrine to the Christ Child of Loreto, the subject of a statue displayed in Salzburg and credited with miraculous cures. In 1764, on the road with his children who were ailing, Leopold wrote a patron back home: “I beg you to have four Masses said as soon as possible at Maria-Plane and one at the Holy Child at Loreto. These we promised for the sake of our children, who were both ill.”34

         And yet, and yet: Leopold was no less a man of the Enlightenment, the German version of which was called the Aufklärung. His literary heroes were progressive and Protestant. Epochal new ideas were making their way across Europe, their main source being thinkers in France called “philosophes.” Their names are engraved on history: Voltaire, Rousseau, Montesquieu, Diderot, and their fellow revolutionaries of ideas.

         
            *

         

         IN THE SEVENTEENTH AND EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES, LIFE AND SOCIETY were being inflected by philosophy and science in ways unseen since ancient times. From the sixteenth century, there had been a series of shocks from thinkers such as Bacon, Locke, and Descartes to ancient Church-ruled dogmas. After Galileo removed Earth from the center of the universe, the prime revelations in science had come from Isaac Newton, who, beginning in the late seventeenth century, revealed that the universe was governed by physical laws that were the same everywhere and open to human reason through mathematics and the experimental method. Philosophers declared that it remained for us as individuals and societies to exercise that reason, which required a new and absolute freedom of thought. The scientific method galvanized unprecedented progress in industry, and the middle class who commanded that industry began a long rise toward power.

         The Enlightenment believed that the physics of nature and of all reality would quickly reveal itself to our understanding. While many feared that the new science would subtract God from the equation, the core of the Enlightenment was not essentially atheistic. It rather retired God to a distance from His perfect creation, which functioned like an infinite clockwork. When Voltaire, nominally a philosopher but mainly the chief publicist of the Enlightenment, historically cried, “Écrasez l’infâme!” he meant to crush not religion but rather infamous Catholic abuses of religion. Later in the eighteenth century, Immanuel Kant declared that we can choose to believe in God, but we cannot possibly understand the ultimate nature of reality. As finite creatures we cannot know an infinite divinity; we can only know our limited selves. For that reason, all scripture, as a human creation, has no claim to absolute authority. Humanity, Kant declared, must lift itself from an ancient and self-imposed immaturity. Any religion that proposes to enforce doctrines that cannot be questioned should be forbidden. And, he wrote, the central tenet of the Enlightenment is that as reasoned beings we must think for ourselves. In Vienna, Emperor Joseph II would declare that a citizen’s duty to God and his duty to the state were identical: the divine was an adjunct of the state.35 Alexander Pope poeticized, “Presume not God to scan. / The proper study of mankind is Man.”

         Many things flowed from this historic rejection of spiritual dogma and upwelling of humanism. In the past, human life had been a matter of service: the serf served the lord of the manor, the lord served the local prince, the prince served the king, the king served God. Now citizens were assured that they had the right to serve their own interests and find their own happiness as individuals, and that they had a right to rational social systems and governments. John Locke, in the Second Treatise of Government of 1690, declared that a monarchy was a contract between ruler and ruled, and if the contract was not valid it could be revoked. Such ideas struck horror and fear into the ancien régime, and they were intended to.

         None of this, of course, was simple. The Church and the ancien régime did not lie down and succumb. They fought for their privileges and, in one way and another, maintained them for many years to come. The Encyclopédie, an epic compendium of knowledge that was a central project of the French Enlightenment, was banned by Church and state—though it had tacit support in some quarters of Church and state. Freemasons, the international secret society that was a nexus of Enlightenment thought, were banned by the Papacy but still prospered, its membership including any number of progressive nobles and churchmen.

         In contrast to the democratic and deistic tendencies of some of the philosophes in France, the German Aufklärung was not anti-Church, though it was often anticlerical. It exalted enlightened strongmen who would impose reform from the top down. The most celebrated examples of enlightened princes were Frederick the Great in Berlin and Joseph II in Vienna, whom history would remember as “benevolent despots.” Yet Joseph died convinced he had failed, and he ultimately backtracked on many of his own reforms. In the Enlightenment there were as many varieties of delusion as there were of hope.

         
            *

         

         ONE CRITICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT WAS THAT ART escaped from religion and into the larger world. Much of the art of the Renaissance and Baroque eras was created for the Church. In the eighteenth century, sacred art and music survived, but now it would in effect be superseded in importance by secular works addressed to a wider public. In the Baroque period, the Church had largely paid artists’ rent. Now it was largely the aristocracy who bankrolled the arts, and opera and public concerts survived to a degree on the box office. The new aesthetic was accordingly popularistic, aimed at ordinary viewers and listeners no less than cognoscenti. Clarity, order, a certain modesty, and purity were the new ideals: the mean, the art that hides art.

         In the later eighteenth century composers aimed for a natural style, meaning pieces that were new yet sounded familiar, that almost seemed to have written themselves. Nature, however vague that word, was the model and judge. The theorist Johann Joseph Fux, who historically rationalized the study of counterpoint (the Renaissance and Baroque art of interweaving melodies) in his treatise Gradus ad Parnassum, advised an imaginary student that originality is of course a fine thing, but only to a point: “You will strive in time with all your might for novelty and invention; but by no means overturn the rules of art, which imitates and perfects nature, but never destroys it.”36 These rules of art were perceived to be, like Newton’s physics, universal and eternal.

         By late in the century, musical form had become at once more complex  and more rationalized, laid out in outlines that connoisseurs knew how to follow: the first movement of a sonata goes in this pattern, the finale usually in another, a minuet goes like so. These forms rose partly from dance music, and much of the Classical style that was not outright dance music reflected dance in its melody and rhythm and lightness of touch. The century was, on the whole, not a great one for sacred music. It was an optimistic age, and music largely echoed that: most of the time’s greatest operas would be comedies, not tragedies. In the arts novelty was blended with convention, the unexpected with the expected. There was a partial retirement of counterpoint in favor of a single melody supported by accompaniment, which was felt to be more lucid and expressive.

         The same populist aesthetic enfolded all the arts: you aimed your work at everybody, from the naïve to the sophisticated. One day, Mozart would summarize this aesthetic in a letter to his father: “These concertos are a happy medium between what’s too difficult and too easy—they are brilliant—pleasing to the ear and—natural without being vacuous;—there are passages here and there that only connoisseurs can fully appreciate—yet the common listener will find them satisfying as well, although without knowing why.” Because it drew directly from life and nature, music that supported words, in opera and sacred music, was declared superior to instrumental music, which was more of an entertainment intended to be pleasing and easily comprehensible. Haydn, after raising the symphony from a parlor entertainment to the king of public musical genres, spent his last creative years writing vocal music, Masses and oratorios, which he considered the crown of his work.

         As the scientific revolution declared that the rules governing the universe were the same everywhere, so the creative aesthetic of the time was universal—at least in theory. Christoph Willibald Gluck, the greatest of midcentury opera composers, considered opera to be properly an international style. In practice, national schools remained; for one example, there was a generally understood Italian propensity for melody, while German composers were concerned with the more intellectual matters of form, harmony, and counterpoint. Still, the old discipline of counterpoint and its allied procedures such as fugue and canon, called “the learned style,” survived integrally in the music of the later eighteenth century and after. 

         
            *

         

         SO IF LEOPOLD MOZART WAS A DIVIDED MAN—FERVENTLY RELIGIOUS but anticlerical, a believer in science and reason who prayed to a statue of the Christ child for healing—so was his age divided. His prime literary hero was the Lutheran poet Christian Fürchtegott Gellert, one of the defining figures of the literary Aufklärung and one of the most popular German writers of the century. Leopold disseminated Gellert’s works in Salzburg and wrote to him, getting a letter of thanks in return. Later, when his son received a volume of Gellert from a patron, Leopold told his landlord and patron Hagenauer that the man who gave it had entreated the youth to “read it often—and feel its God-like songs and lend them … your irresistible harmonies: so that the callous despiser of religion may read them—and take notice … and fall down and worship God.”37 Gellert was a professor of moral philosophy; Leopold had studied that subject in the university.

         As a poet Gellert set out to raise the moral character of his countrymen. His style was celebrated for its clarity and directness—in practice, an almost childlike simplicity, wanly sentimental and didactic. A poem about a boastful dancing bear ends with a homily about modesty: “Your neighbor’s hatred would you shun? / His talents to surpass beware! / And still the higher your attainments run, / Conceal them still with greater care.” Gellert wrote extensively on the art of letter writing. In educated circles, letters were held to be a kind of literature, often addressed to the public. Many of Leopold’s letters in his tours with his children would be intended as public reports, to be read aloud to friends, perhaps someday to be published. In that ambition, Gellert was his model.

         Another Protestant hero of Leopold’s was the poet and man of letters Christoph Martin Wieland, who in his life had evolved from exhibiting a fierce piety to embracing the sensual along with the spiritual. Wieland published the first translations of Shakespeare, an epochal event in German letters, and wrote the first bildungsroman, a story of a youth’s education in worldly life and love and morality. His poetry was celebrated for its grace and charm—high-Aufklärung virtues.

         As a composer, Leopold considered himself up to date, and in its own grace and charm, his work resembled that of many note writers around him. Composing in those days was considered not a matter of self-expression but rather a rule-bound craft geared for speed, the main goal of secular music being entertainment. Most of the music heard was new; people wanted to hear the latest pieces, written by their favorites. There was as yet little sense of a continuing repertoire; many pieces were expected to be played just once or a few times before listeners moved on to the next thing. Like most composers of his day, Leopold was enormously productive. In 1756, writing in the third person, he summarized his output: “He has made himself known in all forms of composition … [and has written] many contrapuntal and other sacred pieces, also a large number of symphonies … more than thirty grand serenades … many concertos … also twelve oratorios and a great number of theatrical pieces.” None of these was published; most eventually were lost.

         The best of Leopold’s surviving works, largely symphonies, show him as a deft handler of the genres and styles of the day, the pieces vigorous, perky, tuneful, with no particular pretentions to expressive depth, originality, or strongly marked personality. One of his tunes was well known to all Salzburg from being played daily in the bell tower. Now and then he wrote novelties—his Toy Symphony, involving toy instruments; a Sleigh Ride; a drolly rustic divertimento called Peasant Wedding, with drums and bagpipe, shouts and whistles. His interest in symphonies was not typical of Salzburg. Although in those days composers around Europe turned out symphonies by the thousands, Leopold’s town was not all that interested in them. Yet eventually he was numbered among the leading Austro-German symphonists of his generation. He also wrote many of the expansive, multi-movement pieces called serenades that were a Salzburg tradition, a feature of the Finalmusik heard in the ceremonies marking the end of the school year at university. Given those occasions, a serenade was an invariably cheery sort of piece; often it contained what amounted to a concerto in the middle that could be pulled out as a separate work.

         Leopold was a violinist by trade, yet among his many concertos, one solo instrument he seems totally to have neglected was the violin. Musicians generally wrote concertos for themselves, but that omission shows that Leopold did not consider himself a soloist. There is no record of him playing any concertos at all.

         
            *

         

         IN THEIR BROAD APPEAL, LEOPOLD’S WORKS WERE AIMED AT THE main venue of the time: the private music room. For those who had the interest, the time, the discipline, and the money to invest in it, music was one of the prime pastimes of the middle classes and up. There were professional players and singers, but many thousands more amateurs. Some of those playing for love were highly accomplished, but the run of amateurs was, of course, more enthusiastic than accomplished. Much of the time, music was played with no audience at all, for the pleasure of the players—pianists and string quartets going through pieces alone.

         Musical salons involved not only chamber music; there might be a little orchestra too. An engraving of the time shows a house orchestra, the members sprawled around one wall of a room. There are seven string players, presumably one or two of them violas, two cellos, and a bass; and for winds, two oboes, two bassoons, and two horns—the common orchestra of the mid-eighteenth century. The artist knew his music: all the instruments and performers are rendered accurately; on the music stand in front of a horn player sits waiting one of his crooks, the curled tubes that were used to change the key of the valveless instrument. In the middle of the band is another feature of the Classical orchestra, the ever-present harpsichord. This one is played by a young boy, who is leaning over his music with great concentration. Behind him, one of the bassoonists and the bassist are reading off his part, leaning to the side to get a better look. Behind the orchestra is a small collection of listeners, some of them looking over the shoulders of the players to follow the music.38 Some of these musicians might be professionals, playing for pleasure outside their usual jobs in theater or church, but some are likely amateurs. There are no women in the picture, but in fact women were the more prominent connoisseurs of chamber music and, mainly on voice and keyboard and sometimes strings, perhaps the most frequent performers.

         The programs in house concerts were a grab bag of media and genres. Most of the time the music was quite unrehearsed. One of the skills most valued in a player was sight-reading, the ability not only to get all the notes, or fake them convincingly, but also to understand the import of the music as you went. That the run of performances was catch-as-catch-can, lacking any sort of polish, goes without saying. Someone who could play a piece powerfully and elegantly at first sight was admired extravagantly. But that was rare, and no one expected better.

         If there was an orchestra at hand, a concert might begin with the first movement of a symphony. The rest of the symphony might be heard later, or not. One critic of the time opined that symphonies were rather a nuisance, not as interesting as the concertos and string quartets and sonatas and arias that might follow in the program, but given that a symphony’s first movement tended to make a lot of noise, that was best to start with, to get everybody’s attention. Concertos were more popular than symphonies, but connoisseurs were often more interested in how a soloist played, his polish and virtuosity, than in the music itself.

         Which is to say that in the middle eighteenth century, the genre of symphony was not generally serious or ambitious; for a composer like Leopold Mozart, a symphony was the work of a few days or a week or so. The most popular instruments for amateurs were strings; the most popular genre of chamber music, the string quartet—though in Leopold’s prime as a composer, the quartet was still a relatively minor genre, not yet the king of chamber music that Haydn eventually made it into. Then and for many years after, string quartets, piano sonatas, violin sonatas, and other chamber pieces were played only in private. In a few big European cities, mainly Paris and London, a public concert life that presented large works (symphonies, oratorios, concertos) developed in the eighteenth century. It was with his symphonies in the concert halls of London that Haydn found the summit of his fame in the 1790s. But public performances lagged in German lands; house music maintained its traditional dominance well into the nineteenth century.

         What pictures and accounts show of musical life in the eighteenth century is that Hausmusik was a social occasion, carried on in music rooms and parlors mainly by and for small groups of friends and acquaintances, the music competing with food, games, conversation. People involved in music were divided into amateurs and connoisseurs. The former listened naïvely for pleasure, while connoisseurs could appreciate the craftsmanship, read the music, follow the forms and sometimes even the harmonies and modulations. By contrast, in religious music heard in church, where the audience was captive and supposedly attentive, it was expected that expression in sacred music should be solemn and weighty, the emotions sometimes tragic. Likewise in opera, with its dramatic stories and raging emotions. Instrumental music in the home, however, traditionally aspired to not much beyond being pleasing, one of the main terms of critical approval.

         This was the milieu for which Leopold Mozart wrote most of his pretty little pieces, and it accounts for much about his style and the style of his contemporaries. If you could provide a lively movement and a catchy tune, sometimes you could even get people to give you their full attention.

         After his appointment to the court orchestra in 1743, Leopold could look forward to the prospect of a lifetime employment in the service of the Prince-Archbishop of Salzburg, or perhaps a step up to a musically more illustrious court. He perhaps understood that his relatively modest gifts and reputation as a composer would not qualify him for the most prestigious German musical centers, mainly Berlin, Vienna, and Mannheim. But Leopold had a solid reputation all the same and could hope to be a well-placed Kapellmeister someday. There was composing and steady work teaching. The violin method he wrote in the 1750s he hoped would bring him some money, maybe a bit of renown, surely a promotion. To be a celebrated Kapellmeister and pedagogue was the summit of the career Leopold imagined for himself. That would be his fame and fortune, God willing.

         Then on January 27, 1756, Johannes Chrysostomus Wolfgangus Theophilus Mozart was born, and everything changed in ways that Leopold, amid all his schemes for the future, could not possibly have imagined.
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         What Leopold Mozart came to call the miracle God created in Salzburg took some years to reveal itself. For a while after the birth of their first son to live more than a few weeks, his thoughts were not much concerned with the new baby. He cared about his children, but after all babies came and, mostly, went. His concern was for his violin method, with which he hoped to gain some renown, better job prospects, better security for his family. After Wolfgang had lived long enough to be christened, Leopold wrote a friend, “I can assure you I have so much to do that I sometimes do not know where my head is … And you know as well as I do, when the wife is in childbed, there is always someone turning up to rob you of time. Things like that cost you time and money.”1

         On its appearance in 1756, Leopold’s Treatise on the Fundamental Principles of Violin Playing was received glowingly. The book was self-published and amounted to both a compendium of what Leopold had learned as a teacher of violin and, as it turned out, a prophecy of how he would teach his children. In a review of the book, renowned theorist and composer Friedrich Wilhelm Marpurg wrote, “A work of this kind has long been wished for, but one has hardly dared to expect it. Those who are most adept at wielding the bow are not always in control of the pen … How much greater, then, is our obligation towards the author of the present work. The thorough and accomplished virtuoso, the reasonable and methodical teacher, the learned musician … are all here revealed in one.”2

         A few years after the review, Marpurg brought Leopold into the Berlin Society of Musical Science, which gave him an opening to correspond with celebrated writers and visit them, which he did over the next years. This is when he wrote his literary hero, poet and moral philosopher Christian Gellert, who responded: “How lucky I am … that I can contribute something to the preservation of taste as well as good customs in my homeland.”3 Leopold’s method was showing off its worth and his worth; it would ensure his place as a figure in the arts and letters, and his compositions would presumably continue to spread. All in all, Leopold could allow himself a measure of optimism.

         
            *

         

         MEANWHILE WOLFGANG SURVIVED WHEN MANY BABIES DID NOT. THE longer they lived, the more you could hope. A year, two years, three. The child was a toddler like all toddlers. He nursed, burbled, learned to recognize his parents and sister, fouled his diapers, crawled about, lisped his first words. He was healthy and well shaped except for an oddly deformed left ear.4 Arms waving, he stumbled into walking. He played the immemorial script—until he didn’t.

         For years there was little to be remarked by Papa about his children’s musical activities, other than how splendidly apt Nannerl was at the keyboard. Little Wolfgang banged the clavier sometimes; he sat playing thirds. (Clavier was the time’s term for any keyboard instrument.) So it went until the miracle of January 24, 1761: out of the blue, the child not yet five years old began playing the clavier as if he had always played it. With no apparent effort, he began to memorize pieces, one after another, from Nannerl’s notebook. In weeks he made the kind of progress that had taken his sister two years—and she was revealing herself as a prodigy. Like every miracle it was impossible, yet it happened. Leopold’s head must have been boiling with amazement, with pride, with holy awe.

         The next revelation came on December 11. Wolfgangerl was found playing something not in his sister’s notebook. He was making it up. The five-year-old was composing. Leopold wrote the piece down in Nannerl’s notebook, adding, “Sgr: Wolfgango Mozart 11ten Decembris 1761.”

         “Wolfgango’s” perky Andante in C Major was not childish gabble; it was an actual little piece: attractive, the harmony in the direction of correct, with a sure sense of beginning, middle, and end. It resembled, of course, the pieces in Nannerl’s notebook, which was most of the clavier music Wolfgang had heard to that point. It was not just in three-beat time; it was unmistakably a minuet, with the elegant grace of that dance and the music written for it, complete with flowery trills. After four bars of minuet, the second line changes, un-minuet-like, to two-beat, but it preserves the same mood, as if the minuet has been compressed and intensified. The first four bars are static, the material AABB and each bar ending on the notes G–F, but the second line is a surprise, the melody scampering downward and, even more surprising, making a passing nod to F major in the harmony, that quasi-modulation brought off deftly en route to the final cadence. So as a composer, Wolfgang started with a minuet. He would always love the minuet, the dance and the music, because it was so like him: not so much about the ritualized outer form as how elegantly you executed it.

         In writing it down, Leopold surely made some tweaks, but the unusual change from three-beat to two-beat he left untouched. This foreshadowed his teaching, his refining of his son’s work from then on: responding to what the boy had done, making corrections into lessons, but leaving intact the quirks and touches of individuality.

         There followed a twelve-bar C-major Allegro in two-beat, K. 1a, in which Wolfgang divided rising lines in eighths between the hands, skirting any emphasis on the home chord of C until a massive final cadence. Leopold would have explained some more matters of craft to his new student; if this second effort does not have the harmonic variety of the first piece, it has a more varied and effective melody. Next came the folksongy Allegro in F Major, K. 1b, of twelve bars, its opening tune bouncy and wry, the piece having a familiar formal outline: A / BA, each section repeated, the B section livelier. Leopold was teaching his son about form and contrast.

         As Wolfgang produced piece after piece, his father wrote them down in the blank pages of Nannerl’s notebook. (There may have been other early pieces that did not survive or were never written down.) On December 16 came a Minuet in F, longer and richer in material, through-composed, a bit inchoate. Minuets in G and C Major that followed in the next weeks were more elaborate in every way—there are more harmonic excursions, and the C Major explores sonorous low-register textures on the harpsichord. Each of these miniatures goes about its business confidently, with a sure handling of melody and harmony. They also have a solid sense of style and genre and a dawning understanding of how to shape form.

         Leopold was an experienced teacher, and he knew about talent. He had seen his own inner drive to music override his mother and the priests. He had watched a good many little boys struggling to find their notes on the violin, little girls fumbling at the keyboard. He had observed how talent works: this one grasps something in a fraction of the time as that one. Some, a very few, seize on what you show them as if they know it already, and take off like a skyrocket. Yet most of them, even the most seemingly talented ones, sooner or later reach a plateau and never get off it.

         Now and then a student surprised him. Nannerl had been unusually quick; there was no telling how far she might go. But Leopold had never seen anything like Wolfgang. Even allowing for a father’s fond imaginings, he had never seen anything like it. Maybe, he speculated, no one had. For Leopold the profession of music was less an idealistic endeavor than a trade, something that earned one’s living, one’s reputation, one’s name and place in the world. So once again: in regard to his astonishing son, the question was what to do now.

         
            *

         

         FOR THE CHILD IT WAS A MATTER OF MIMICRY. FIRST CREATIVE EFFORTS begin that way: from the inspiration of what you have encountered and loved, you want to make something of your own, but all you know is what you have seen or heard, so those become your models. There is an element of mimicry throughout the process of becoming an artist; the grown-up name for this process is influence. An artist devours influences, always on the prowl for new ones.5 Eventually, with luck, one transforms it all into an individual voice.

         From the beginning, Wolfgang was a phenomenal mimic. In playing pieces from his sister’s notebook, he grasped how harmony and melody worked and quickly moved to making up his own pieces that rode on familiar harmonic and rhythmic and formal patterns. His father showed him the formal outlines of each kind of piece: a minuet and trio had an A section, repeated, a B idea, and a return to the A section, repeated. In the middle came the trio section, which wanted to be lighter, and the minuet returned after the trio. A march, a scherzo—each went like so. You learned the basics of musical grammar and syntax by writing in small, mostly dance forms. Eventually in your study the formal models got larger: the first movement of a sonata goes like so.

         Leopold gave Wolfgang exercises: Create a melody over a bass line, a bass line under a melody. Create middle parts between a given bass line and melody. Make sure the melodies have an elegant shape and a direction. Don’t get stuck in one place. Don’t let the harmony get stuck on a chord or two, either. Wolfgang seized each of these ideas with ready understanding. Meanwhile he picked up how to read and write music (more or less at the same time as he learned his letters) when he was already creating his own music. Still, for many years to come, his manuscripts would show Papa’s hand in some degree or another.

         Teaching in the eighteenth century was generally strict; you were taught with the stick liberally applied. In the next generation, in Bonn, Johann van Beethoven would beat music into his son Ludwig, which was probably the way Johann had been taught by his father. Punishment and tears were part of a teaching style somewhere between messianic and dictatorial. But Leopold was cannier than that. To a considerable degree he seems to have given Wolfgang free rein. Write what you want, son. Papa will correct it, and each correction will teach you something. But Leopold corrected with a light hand, taught his children more by example than by rule. It was only in the next century that Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and other reformers proclaimed that the starting point of education should be the child, that the student’s inner resources should be drawn out by means of activities and exercises. This appears to be the way Leopold worked with his children, by following the leads they handed him.

         As for the steadiness of beat and sureness of rhythm that Wolfgang possessed from the beginning, that probably came from the clavier player he heard most in the house: his sister. Nannerl was the first significant influence on her brother as a player, and she was likely an abiding influence.

         In those days composers were generally performers as well, whether virtuosic or workaday, most often playing clavier. Soon Leopold would have taught the boy thoroughbass, the art of improvising harmony and melody over a bass line that has numbers under it indicating the chords. This was the usual way of teaching good harmonic practice. In the process, you learned the value of having a well-shaped bass to undergird your melody and harmony. Thoroughbass was practical because you often used it in accompanying soloists, and it was intuitive: the ear was trained before the analytical part was added. There were rules, of course. For one perennial example, it was not allowed for octaves or the interval of a fifth to proceed in parallel among the parts. Over time, one learned that there were assorted other faults, which the ear and fingers learned to skirt.

         When one became proficient at playing chords in a key, each part moving smoothly in the texture, one could learn to change keys correctly, a more sophisticated matter necessary for harmonic variety and a fundamental element of longer pieces. Having mastered voice leading and become familiar by ear with standard harmonic practice, students were ready to invent their own music—though in practice, as with Wolfgang, composition and the technical study of thoroughbass proceeded together. Again, composition in those days was rule-bound because you needed to work fast and the rules solved many of your problems ahead of time. In an era before royalties, when you relied on commissions or sold your work outright, a professional composer had to be prolific to survive.

         In all this one was ingrained in musical conventions: the right and wrong way to write harmony and melody and lay out rhythms and forms according to the taste of the time. It was all conceived and taught as matters of universal practice, on the order of scientific laws. If you wrote opera, there would be the formal and literary conventions of this and that genre, opera seria here and opera buffa there, and the kinds of music appropriate to each.

         These were matters of practical craftsmanship. Making art is a dialectic among tradition, technique, and your own gifts and personality. Eventually, if an aspiring creator has any ambition, she or he will want to go beyond the proper and correct, to find a voice. This is where teaching reaches its limit, because craft and convention can be taught, but an artistic voice cannot. It comes from inside, if at all. If you are an artist, your voice is profoundly who you are, in the same way as your features, how you speak, whether or not you can raise an eyebrow, whether you walk clumsily or gracefully. In every creative endeavor, some people acquire a voice, some of them sooner and some later. Most aspirants never find it.

         Leopold Mozart was a skilled and highly experienced composer, but his music, even in the outings where he escaped banality, was conventional and a bit impersonal. As a teacher he was consummate, his children evidence of that, but he was not the man to prod his son to find a distinctive voice. In effect, he had never done that with himself. The aesthetics of the time presented further barriers. As noted, the celebrated Viennese composer and theorist Fux told his students that originality was a fine thing, but the eternal rules of art came first. In its quest for the universal, the later eighteenth century—what came to be called the Classical period—did not place a supreme emphasis on originality and personality. Skill came first, then taste and discretion—and audience appeal. The need to be pleasing was central too, in the musical milieus of the home and the theater with its box office.

         Artists in the eighteenth century were not viewed as transcendent beings; they were working craftsmen. The word genius did not have the cultish aura it would acquire in the next century. The word meant something on the order of talent, aptitude, or simply one’s temperament in general; that is the way the adult Wolfgang Mozart used the word.6 A career was a matter of making your way. You were a professional; you needed people to like what you did enough to pay you for it. Often the more they liked what you did, the better they paid. And while musical connoisseurs were expected to have well-developed taste and understanding, they were outnumbered by amateur listeners who wanted to have a good time and be pleasantly or poignantly moved. When writing sacred music for church services, you had a captive audience. But if as a composer of secular music you knew what was good for you, you tried to please everybody. Only when you had found an audience and gained its goodwill could you find favor with pushing and stretching the envelopes.

         At the same time, while painters and sculptors and writers had names that went down in history, their works living on in books and on walls and pedestals, music is an evanescent art, vanishing as it sounds. In the eighteenth century music was perceived to be transitory, and to a degree its creators along with it. The notated scores on which music depended were laborious to reproduce whether by hand or in print, so the circulation of a given piece was constrained. Something like a concerto or an opera was generally too expensive to publish, especially given that pirates were always lying in wait. Most larger pieces circulated in manuscript. A music fancier wanting to develop a private music library had to work at it, often by contacting composers directly. Public music libraries did not exist. It was not until the end of the eighteenth century, with a growing audience and innovations that expedited engraving, that music publishing took off.

         By and large in the eighteenth century, listeners wanted to hear the latest thing. True, here and there some music lived longer. Churches might perform repertoire going back centuries. In Leipzig, students of J. S. Bach kept his choral music alive in his old church, but elsewhere, Bach’s reputation for many years was more a matter of cult and legend than widespread performance. In Wolfgang’s childhood the idea that one could create work that would become part of a historical repertoire scarcely existed. George Frideric Handel, who was still alive when Mozart was born, turned out to be the first composer whose work maintained its popularity after he died. Later in Mozart’s life, critics would begin to call his work immortal. If he himself ever considered such a thing, there is no record of it.

         This was the musical milieu in which Mozart grew up as a creator. It was his nature not to shake his foundation in convention, but to sit firmly on it. The great artists, of course, transcended these pressures. In the later eighteenth century, composers such as Haydn and Gluck absorbed their milieu as it was but had the creative fire in the belly and the imagination to innovate and bend their audiences’ expectations toward them. This was not, though, what Leopold Mozart preached to his son. Instead, he said: keep it simple, please your listeners, write things that will sound familiar to them. And in the tours of his childhood and into his teens, Wolfgang could arrive in a town, soak up the styles of local composers, and mimic those styles astonishingly.

         Wolfgang Mozart was, in short, reared by his father to be a refined craftsman who would get ahead by writing what people wanted to hear. And he was remarkably good at that. His distinctive voice emerged only bit by bit, over years. Eventually he got beyond convention, but he reached his maturity not by turning against convention but rather by going through it and coming out the other side. But here is one more surprising thing about Leopold Mozart: as far as the record shows, from beginning to end, whatever the vagaries of their relationship, he loved nearly everything his son wrote.

         In September of his fifth year, Wolfgang had his first performance that history records: at the university theater he danced in the Latin play Sigismund King of Hungary, with Prince-Archbishop Schrattenbach in attendance—the play part of the festivities for the archbishop’s name day (which was distinct from the less important birthday).7 There is a certain prophecy in Mozart’s debut before the public: in adulthood he would maintain that he was more gifted at dancing than music. That notion of his is hard to believe, but in any case dance was vitally going to shape and inform his work.

         Both as player and composer, the little boy was making astonishing progress. A Benedictine monk who was a friend of the family wrote of Wolfgang at six, “He would play the most difficult pieces for the pianoforte, of his own invention. He skimmed the octave which his short little fingers could not span, at fascinating speed and with wonderful accuracy. One only had to give him the first subject which came to mind for a fugue or invention; he would develop it with variations and constantly changing passages as long as one wished.”8 So Wolfgang was already improvising; he knew what the contrapuntal procedure called fugue amounted to, and he could mimic that as well. With his flights of improvisation, he was at age six tossing off feats that many adult professionals could not manage.

         At eleven, Nannerl appears to have been about as precocious at the clavier as her brother. In the next years some connoisseurs would prefer her playing to his. The difference was that Wolfgang improvised and composed, and Nannerl did not. Was she discouraged from it? There were women composers here and there in the eighteenth century, just as there were female painters, but it was widely alleged that artistic creativity was not natural for women. The time was obsessed with the ideal of the “natural.” This required declaring what was natural and what was not, an inevitably dubious matter. Performing on keyboard, because it involved the same sort of skilled finger work as sewing and the like, was accepted as part of a woman’s nature; a creative imagination was not. In every part of life, gender roles were perceived as written in stone. It took a strong personality and rare support for a woman to buck them.

         Nannerl did not buck them. There is no record that she ever seriously tried to compose. Given Leopold’s openness in educating his children, the way he followed their cues, most likely if his daughter had expressed interest he would have nurtured her creativity in the same way he did Wolfgang’s. Years later, after she sent him a song she had written, her brother would prod her to compose more, with no success. She was able to play thoroughbass accompaniments, a sort of improvisation, but as far as history knows there was only that one song from Nannerl. Beyond that, not even ingenuous little miniatures like her brother’s first efforts.

         The next years would only amplify the differences between brother and sister. In his letters, Wolfgang would reveal a wild imagination that Nannerl never showed. Eventually he inserted hilarious fantasies into the dry accounts of her diary, partly perhaps as a way of sending up how pedestrian her entries were. When he came of age, Wolfgang stood up to his father and went his own way. Nannerl never did. She conformed, she accepted, she stayed by Papa. All the same, for the first years of the children’s life in the spotlight, Leopold usually wrote of their accomplishments together: not “my son,” but “my children.”

         
            *

         

         THE AUFKLÄRUNG PLACED GREAT IMPORTANCE ON UNDERSTANDING oneself, rationally perceiving one’s strengths, one’s weaknesses, one’s temperament, one’s distinctive genius. Leopold Mozart regarded himself as a violinist and composer and, God willing, eventually a Kapellmeister. He bent all his efforts and his ambitions toward those things.

         Then came his two prodigies. Leopold perhaps began to understand that he was a good violinist but no soloist, an appreciated composer but not to be classed with a Haydn or a Gluck or even a Wagenseil. Leopold was superb at only two things: teaching and scheming. When his children revealed their gifts, he understood better than anyone else how far beyond him they both were, and he marveled at them. At the same time, as a practical and ambitious man, he would calculate how those gifts were to be exploited to bring his family fame and fortune. Miracle and fame and money being for him one thing, one process.

         That process, like all things, lay in the hands of God of course, but the divine omnipotence existed in a manner of speaking. Leopold believed that God had already shown his hand with his children, and while His almighty power was an unquestioned article of faith, it was Leopold’s duty to do whatever he could to shape their progress to the last detail.

         I will manage this marvel myself and myself alone. That is my duty to my children, to my God, to myself. Now it is wholly about the boy and the girl, but eventually there will come the payoff. I will give the children my heart’s blood, and when they have found their triumph and the time comes, they will give me theirs in return.

         
            *

         

         THE RECORD IS AMBIGUOUS, BUT IN JANUARY 1762, LEOPOLD MAY HAVE taken the children to Munich to play for Bavarian prince-elector Maximilian III Joseph and his court. The title “elector” meant that he was one of the nine sovereigns of German states who voted for the man to be installed as Holy Roman Emperor. (The electors’ power was largely ceremonial given that, with one exception, the emperors had been Habsburgs since the fifteenth century.) Occupants of German thrones tended to be enthusiasts for music, or to affect enthusiasm. Max Joseph was a passionate aficionado, skilled on the viola da gamba.9 If the children did perform for him, it was their public debut.

         Travel in Germany in these times was legendarily wretched: lurching coaches, rutted and muddy roads that outside of town were often unmaintained. Inns might offer lumpy pallets and bedbugs, if there were beds at all rather than a pile of straw. The aristocracy traveled with an entourage and stayed in palaces. Everybody else made do with what they could afford.10

         A trip to Munich, a meandering route of more than a hundred miles to the northwest, took some twenty-nine hours at an average of hardly better than five miles an hour, with six station stops to change horses.11 If the family visit there actually happened—the story comes from a hazy memory of Nannerl’s late in life—it lasted about three weeks and involved both children playing for a musically sophisticated elector, his court, and the local nobility. For Leopold the visit would have functioned as a dry run. He knew his children’s capacities as they had surely been playing in soirées at home for family and friends. But he had to see how they performed in front of important strangers in a palace, whether they would do what they were told, whether they were afflicted with nerves or failures of concentration when they were put on the spot. If Munich happened as reported, Leopold saw with satisfaction that his prodigies were as remarkable in front of an audience as they were at home. From this point there is no record that either child ever dug in their heels or got obstinate about performing.

         In the next months Leopold conceived a dazzlingly audacious plan. He would take his children to one of Europe’s capitals of music, he would see if they could make the sensation they ought to, and then the whole musical world would be advised. On September 18, 1762, the Mozart family set out on a trip that would take them to Vienna and into the pages of history.

         That journey of some 185 miles required more than two weeks, with overnights at inns and some musical interludes en route. The tour had required the approval of Prince-Archbishop Schrattenbach; here and later, he was to prove reliably generous to the Mozarts. He may have financed the trip, at least in part. Loans and a credit network were supplied by their wealthy family friend and landlord Johann Lorenz Hagenauer, who was a merchant with international contacts.

         The Mozarts reached the Danube at Linz on October 1. There the children made their first well-documented public appearance together, the program sponsored by regional administrator Count Leopold Schlick. Gears began to turn among the aristocratic network that blanketed Europe. Schlick’s wife the countess brought a Viennese count to the concert; on his return home, he advised Archduke Joseph, son of Empress Maria Theresa, about the phenomenal children who were approaching. Joseph, the future emperor and passionately musical, would have been fascinated at the prospect. He passed the news on to his mother the empress. Before the Mozarts arrived in Vienna, there was already a buzz of anticipation.12

         At the same time, the Linz sojourn foreshadowed the kinds of delays and annoyances that were going to bedevil the Mozart tours. They were held up for five days, hosted by a couple of kind spinsters, waiting for the nobility to receive them. When the children were finally able to play for the elector, their gift was exactly one ducat, about four and a half florins, which would pay for maybe a couple of days on the road. Still, Leopold reported, “The children are merry and behave everywhere as if they were at home. The boy is intimate with everyone, especially with the officers.”13

         From Linz they followed the river east in lovely autumn weather, the next stop Ybbs an der Donau. In a church there Wolfgang sat down at the organ and accompanied a Mass. Some Franciscan monks, enchanted by the music, rushed to see who was playing and were dumbfounded to find a tiny boy at the bench improvising away. If Wolfgang had ever played an organ before, there is no record of it. He was years from being able to reach the foot pedals from the bench. He would eventually learn to play the pedals by standing on them.

         Leopold began his long collection of letters reporting every detail of their adventures—the details tidied up—back home to Johann Hagenauer, his banker and benefactor. It was expected that the news would be shared around town and the archbishop kept informed. As for Maria Anna Mozart, history would know little about her part in the early tours because Leopold’s letters rarely mention his wife.

         
            *

         

         WHEN THEY ARRIVED IN VIENNA ON OCTOBER 6, 1762, THE FIRST HURDLE was to get through customs, which could be sticky: the officers were badly paid and expected generous tips, also known as bribes. But as Leopold reported to Hagenauer, “Master Wolferl” smoothed the way—he chatted up the customs officer, showed him his portable clavier, and played him a minuet on a child-size fiddle Leopold had given him.

         Four days later Leopold took in the premiere of Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice at the opera. This was one of the “reform operas” with which Gluck had seized the initiative in the operatic world: music solemn and restrained, resolutely at the service of the drama. The children had seen little to no opera; there was no company in Salzburg, and performances were scarce. At the performance Leopold heard the Archduke Leopold, son of the empress, raving to a nobleman in another box about this new prodigy. “All the ladies,” Leopold reported home, “are in love with my boy.”14

         Leopold quickly made contacts among the musical aristocracy, aided by letters of introduction carried from home and by his children’s reputation, which preceded them. They began playing in one grand parlor after another. This was not only a matter of glory; always, a gift was expected. A traveling musician, as distinct from a court musical servant, did not get a specified fee for playing for the nobility. There was a traditional myth that such tawdry transactions were beneath the notice of the great, that one performed for them as a matter of duty. But something would change hands: cash, a jeweled watch, a snuffbox full of coins, some sort of finery. What the gift was, how expensive it was, when it was given, whether it was given at all—it was entirely up to the patron. Musicians were expected to wait and take what they got with humble gratitude.

         Soon for the Mozarts came the hoped-for coup, a summons from Schönbrunn, the suburban residence of Empress Maria Theresa. She and her family were eager to behold this freak of nature, act of God, whatever he was, and his remarkable sister.

         
            *

         

         VIENNA AS THE MOZARTS FIRST ENCOUNTERED IT WAS A DYNAMIC, fraught, patchwork culture heading toward an unknown destination, in contrast to the drowsy Salzburg they were used to. As capital of the patchwork Holy Roman Empire, Vienna had long been a place of mad juxtapositions.

         The city was splendorous and it was ragged, pleasure-loving and in some ways nearly unbearable, extravagant and restrained, progressive and reactionary. It was enclosed in walls rebuilt in the sixteenth century to keep out the Turks. The walls were broad enough to walk on and a popular place for promenading. Surrounding the walls was an expansive open area called the Glacis, its avenues pleasant for strolling but its reason for being military: it provided a clear field of fire from the city walls. Beyond that lay a maze of suburbs and the Vienna Woods with its mingling of forest and vineyard.

         Visitors were dazzled by the palaces of the nobility within the confines of the walled city, some three hundred residences where the nobility spent the winter months, decamping in the summer for even more imposing palaces in Hungary and elsewhere. In their seasonal moves from city to country, the nobility hauled their apparatus of servants back and forth; among them, musical servants might make up a small orchestra. Otherwise, at the time of the Mozarts’ first visit, a sixth of the city was occupied by monasteries and nunneries.15

         The splendor of Vienna, however, was steeped in stink and grime. All cities stank in those days, the leavings of thousands of horses and tens of thousands of dogs in the walled confines making for a penetrating fetor. A visitor wrote that every street had its distinctive smell, and they were all bad.16 Added to this was the misery of dust that billowed everywhere all the time, a compound of dirt and the desiccated filth of horses and dogs that got into your clothes, your house, your eyes, your mouth, sometimes your very soul. The dust regularly killed soldiers and serving people, but no one from highest to lowest was free of it—unless you had a country estate, one of the reasons for which was as a place to escape the damned dust in summer, when it was worst.

         The city water supply was purgative enough that new visitors could expect a month or so of gastric distress until they got used to it. A visitor noted, “The streets of Vienna are not pretty at all, God knows; so narrow, so ill built, so crowded.” Those streets were paved with rough cobbles that tormented the inexperienced. A British traveler said that a visitor accustomed to smooth English pavements who set out unsuspecting at night in Vienna “would speedily break his neck or his bones, put out an eye, or tear off a cheek.”17

         The gallimaufry called the Holy Roman Empire that was ruled from Vienna had nothing to do with cultural, linguistic, religious, geographic, or any other natural connections. It was a makeshift artifact of history with roots going back to the ninth century, which for the people of some of its far-flung possessions was a matter of centuries-old outrage. Revolt simmered perennially. Because of the welter of nationalities in the empire, and Vienna’s position as capital, in the streets one heard German, French, Flemish, Czech, Polish, Hungarian, Serbo-Croatian, Italian, and the local dialect of German called Wienerisch, inflected by the other languages around it.18 The streets were a fantastic caravanserai. You could behold Hungarians striding along in fur-lined dolmans and sporting pigtails; the exotic costumes of Armenians, Wallachians, and Moldavians; Serbians with their twisted mustachios; bearded Muslims in yellow slippers with murderous knives at their belts; Polish Jews swathed in black and bearded, their hair twisted in knots; Transylvanian waggoneers with sheepskin greatcoats; Croats with black tubs riding on their heads.19

         In 1762 the throne of the Holy Roman Empire was occupied, in practice if not in theory, by Empress Maria Theresa. Because she was a woman, her husband Franz I and eldest son Joseph were designated her co-rulers, but in fact she ran the show, with the help of advisers. The empress was in temperament conservative and resolutely Catholic, having no truck with Protestants or Jews, but she was progressive in reforming the military and bureaucracy and education. Her husband the emperor had little to do with advising or rule at all. A lot of her efforts regarding foreign policy had to do with producing children, sixteen of them in the end. Thirteen survived, and she saw to it that a number of them married royalty around Europe, thereby spreading Austrian influence. The two most famous of her children were Joseph, who became emperor upon her death, and Maria Antonia, who ended up Marie Antoinette, Queen of France, until France decided to put an end to queens and kings.

         Overflowing with ideas about his coming rule that ran far beyond his mother’s modest reforms, Joseph itched to inherit the throne. He was thin and quietly handsome, lacking the jutting lower jaw that had been a Hapsburg signature since the fifteenth century—a symptom of the family’s long inbreeding. In Joseph’s eye one found a keen intelligence and an equally keen ambition. He intended to wield the power of the throne to improve the lives of his people, to get the Church off their backs yet make them more earnest Catholics. No less, he intended to enhance the power of the throne in its perennial struggle with the nobility.

         For Joseph music was a daily pleasure and recreation, and he loved opera. He would take over the running of the main venues in the city, the Burgtheater that was attached to the Hofburg (once the royal tennis court) and the larger Kärntnertortheater. Opera and theater were to be more than popular entertainment: they were to be part of the moral education of his people. Joseph was determined to raise the moral and material state of his subjects, whether they liked it or not. (Or maybe it never occurred to him that they might not like it.)

         The Hofburg, the court’s palace in town, was not as ornate or as grand as the seat of government in France or other countries. It was a mélange of buildings that had accumulated over the centuries, which is to say that it was a jumble like the Holy Roman Empire itself. In the suburbs sat the Baroque summer palace of Schönbrunn, with its splendid French gardens, not on the scale of Versailles in France, but resplendent enough.

         Most Austrian aristocrats were given an extensive education with a strong component in the arts. Two of Maria Theresa’s daughters were accomplished painters, the empress herself a good enough singer to perform arias in soirées. Of the family, Joseph was the most skilled at the keyboard, but at one point his brother Archduke Leopold directed a performance of a Gluck opera from the harpsichord, his older sisters singing vocal parts and the younger ones, including Marie Antoinette, dancing in the ballet. Gluck himself had coached the performance; Marie Antoinette studied harpsichord with him.20

         All this is to say that the Viennese court was one of the most musical in Europe. The city, which revolved around the court, was likewise. The court orchestra and opera in Mannheim were more acclaimed, but Vienna was a bigger and richer city and a magnet for musicians from around the Continent. It was, in short, one of the prime cities in the world for making a name in music. That is why Leopold Mozart chose it as the place to introduce his miracle.

         
            *

         

         BEFORE THE FAMILY WAS SUMMONED TO SCHÖNBRUNN PALACE, THE children had played in the houses of some nobles; word of the results would have gone directly to the highest level. The first audience before Empress Maria Theresa and Emperor Franz I came on October 13, at Schönbrunn Palace. Nannerl presumably played beautifully as usual. But the sight to behold was the tiny six-year-old boy, dwarfed by the harpsichord, who ripped through his own little pieces, his improvisations showing off his stunning dexterity at the keyboard, and likewise his unruffled confidence. Afterward he jumped into the lap of the empress, put his arms around her neck, and kissed her. She was charmed. Knowing Leopold’s reputation as a pedagogue, they had Joseph’s young wife play the violin for him.21 At one point, Emperor Franz teased Wolfgang, saying that it was not such a great trick playing when you could see the keys, but what if there were a cloth over them? Wolfgang sat down at the keyboard and archly played for a bit with one finger. Then a cloth was laid across the keys and he played impeccably. It would become a regular trick in his arsenal.

         At first the child dispensed light pieces, but he knew that court composer Georg Christoph Wagenseil, whose scherzo he had learned in his first effort at the keyboard, was around somewhere. “Isn’t Herr Wagenseil here? He should come, because he understands.” When Wagenseil sat beside him, Wolfgang announced, “I’m going to play a concerto of yours, so you should turn the pages for me.” The music he played got weightier from that point in the program.

         Leading the children by the hand, Archduchess Joanna showed the family around Schönbrunn.22 “Their Majesties,” Leopold reported to patron Hagenauer, “received us with such extraordinary graciousness that, when I shall tell of it, people will declare that I’ve made it up.”23 Perhaps it was at this audience that Wolferl stumbled, Princess Marie Antoinette helped him up from the floor, and he declared his intention to marry her when he grew up. It was all like some inconceivable dream. Before long it passed into legend.

         For that first appearance at Schönbrunn, Leopold received 450 florins, well over his yearly salary in Salzburg. The next day, presents for the children arrived from the empress: full-dress court clothes, hand-me-downs from an archduke and archduchess. For Wolfgang there was a lilac jacket and brocaded lilac waistcoat with lots of gold braiding and buttons, for Nannerl plum-colored taffeta with white lace appliqué. The young Mozarts’ penchants for aristocratic finery began here. Leopold had their portraits painted in their new costumes. Wolfgang holds a hat and sports a little sword, his face plump with baby fat but his hand tucked into his jacket in the manner of a nobleman or a general. Nannerl was painted as a pretty child standing in front of a keyboard.24

         So it went for another week, a whirl of private performances for princes and princesses and the rest of the aristocratic menagerie, in sociable settings where the guests might be attentive or might not. In these performances it would seem natural that Leopold would have played his violin with the children, but there is no record that he ever did. Nor is there any sign that his own music was ever heard during the family travels. 

         One Vienna occasion was attended by Johann Karl Count Zinzendorf, whose fifty-year diary is, among other things, a singular record of the musical life of the city. “The poor little thing played marvelously,” he wrote. “He is a vivacious child, lively, charming, his sister’s playing masterly and he applauded her. Mademoiselle de Gudenus, who plays the harpsichord well, gave him a kiss, he wiped his face.”25

         Leopold was no doubt staggered at what his children had wrought. But he was not going to let them rest on their laurels. He was a practical man and would have grasped a fundamental reality: if his children had dazzled the imperial court in Vienna, whom could they not dazzle?

         In three years of clavier study, Nannerl had mastered the instrument as much as many adults who had been playing since childhood. Wolfgang had reached that level in a year. Beyond this, he was improvising, a widespread art at the time, but he was doing it beyond the capacities of many grown-up musicians. And Master Wolferl was indefatigable in his absorption. If you sat him down at the clavier at nine in the evening, he would play all night if you did not order him to bed.

         The little clavier numbers he was writing were light as air, but they still had ideas, real ideas, and they spoke. Of his first surviving pieces, the Andante and the Allegro in C are nimble and gay; the next piece, an Allegro in F, is courtly in tone; the Minuet in F that followed has a mellow solemnity; an Allegro in B-flat is puckish and ironic. From pieces by others that he had learned, including ones by his father, the child had begun to sense the qualities of keys: spacious and imposing C major, dark and apprehensive G minor, jolly D major, martial and dignified E-flat major, tragic C minor. These associations with keys were widely shared, even if the reasons for them were murky, more a matter of tradition than acoustic reality. Still, they had partly to do with a keyboard tuning system that gave each key a distinctive coloration, even if at the same time it rendered some keys so out of tune that they were avoided in clavier music.

         So in Leopold’s well-considered judgment his girl was a marvel, his boy a miracle. Leopold by nature was a calculating man. He was sociable with any number of friends, but ultimately his understanding of people was geared largely to how you could get something out of them. To that end, there had to be plans. He was a man of methods: a method for teaching the violin and a method for getting ahead in the only practical way available: attaching yourself to the great and powerful. How to stage-manage this endeavor consumed him.

         Not that he took any satisfaction in it. Leopold Mozart was never satisfied with anything, with the perhaps single exception of his son’s music. All else was a matter of planning the next steps. As the future would show, no matter how far it went, it was never far enough for him.

         
            *

         

         ON OCTOBER 21, THE MOZARTS WERE BACK BEFORE THE COURT AT Schönbrunn. Soon after that second audience, Wolfgang came down with a rash on his shins, elbows, and backside and was put to bed. Here begins the story of the children’s illnesses on the road. Wolfgang stayed in bed for a week with what was called mild scarlet fever; at the same time, he was miserable from cutting teeth. His illness was more likely a rheumatic nodular eruption, later named erythema nodosum.26 It can recur, and with Mozart it did. Reporting home in a letter, Leopold put the best face on it: “I was beginning to think that for 14 days in succession we were far too happy. God has sent us a small cross and we must thank His infinite goodness that things have turned out as they have.”

         He did not neglect to mention that “the affair cost at least 50 ducats.” 27 More and more in letters to Salzburg, Leopold tended to bemoan expenses rather than boast about profits; the profits he got into the habit of hiding from his correspondents. He would hold to that for the rest of his life. In any case, in October he sent 540 florins to Salzburg, nearly double his court salary for the year.28 In the future he would command a higher salary, but never as high as that.

         To treat Wolfgang’s illness, Leopold relied on “black powder,” a sort of all-purpose remedy. It would not have helped matters. It was a powerful laxative that included charcoal (which made it black), deer antlers, myrrh, coral, frog’s head, placenta, and powdered earthworm.29 It seemed as good as anything because there was not then the least understanding of the actual causes of disease. Most medicines of the time were emetics, the principle being to rid the body of bad “humors” that caused illness. Another way to rid the body of bad humors was bloodletting, sometimes pints at a time. Meanwhile as with most pious people, for Leopold a vital component of medicine was prayer and priests. He asked Hagenauer to arrange three Masses to be said in Salzburg for  Wolfgang. Given the children’s medical history as it transpired, part of the marvel of what they achieved was that they survived to achieve it at all—not because of medicine, but despite it.

         
            *

         

         ON NOVEMBER 4, WOLFGANG WAS WELL ENOUGH TO JOIN THE FAMILY for a walk around town. Next day he played at the house of Dr. Johann Anton von Bernhard by way of thanks for his advice on treatment while Wolfgang was ailing.30 In a letter to Hagenauer, Leopold provided a list of the Viennese aristocrats who had inquired after his son’s health. Plans to leave Vienna on December 26 had to be delayed because of a combination of fiercely cold weather and a days-long toothache that swelled Leopold’s face. They finally set out on New Year’s Day and arrived in Salzburg on the fifth. By the time they got home Wolfgang was sick again, or more likely he had not completely recovered from his Vienna troubles. The family was frightened that it was smallpox; it was probably rheumatic fever. He spent another week in bed. They were still living in the four-room flat, all sleeping in the same room.

         Finding their lord Archbishop Schrattenbach incensed that they had overstayed their leave in Vienna, Leopold pacified him with a few fibs for excuses: he had had to travel slowly so as not to risk the children’s health; the weather was too cold for travel; he had heard a report of smallpox in Salzburg.31 There was good news, too: Leopold was appointed vice Kapellmeister of court music. His predecessor in the post, the Italian Giuseppe Lolli, moved to the top position.

         The family’s stay at home would be long enough for them to bask in their success and their takings and for Leopold to plan a grander endeavor. Word of his children was getting around. In May he read in an Augsburg paper:

         
            I speak of the two children of the famous Mozart, Vice Kapellmeister at Salzburg. Just imagine a girl 11 years of age who can perform on the harpsichord or the fortepiano the most difficult sonatas and concertos by the greatest masters, most accurately, readily, and with an almost incredible ease, and the very best of taste. This alone cannot fail to fill many with astonishment. But we fall into utter amazement on seeing a boy aged 6 at the clavier and hear him, not by any means toy with sonatas, trios, and concertos, but play in a manly way, and improvise moreover for hours on end out of his own head, now cantabile, now in chords, producing the best of ideas according to the taste of today.32

         

         Memories of the period around this Salzburg interlude come from family friend Johann Andreas Schachtner, a trumpet player at court who was also skilled on violin and cello. On the side he produced poetry and opera librettos and translations.33 Wolfgang had the child-size violin his father had given him. He liked the sound of Schachtner’s fiddle, which he dubbed the “butter-violin.” At one point the boy observed that the butter-violin was tuned a quarter tone lower than his little one. Schachtner chuckled at the notion, but he fetched his instrument and discovered that the boy was right. Leopold, noting that his son seemed actually scared of trumpets, had Schachtner aim his horn at him and play a blast. Wolfgang went pale and nearly fainted.

         Another Schachtner memory was of a musicale soon after the family got back from Vienna. They were playing over some string trios by their friend Wenzel Hebelt, an inexperienced composer who wanted Leopold to critique the pieces. Wolferl interrupted, demanding to play second violin. No, said Leopold, you haven’t had any instruction on the instrument; you’ve just fooled around with it. His son replied that you don’t have to be all that good to play second violin. Leopold ordered him out of the room. An unpleasant childish scene developed: there were tears; Wolferl stamped off with his violin in hand. Schachtner, who was handling second violin, stepped in and suggested the boy play along with him. All right, said Leopold, but he must play softly so we can’t hear him.

         They began again. Before long, Schachtner realized that the six-year-old was covering every note of the part, and he put down his fiddle. He looked over to see Leopold playing with tears of joy pouring down his face. After going through all the pieces, Wolfgang then insisted he wanted to try the first violin part. Go ahead, they said, and the tears were replaced with laughter: the child went manfully at the part, faking like mad but somehow representing the music even though, essentially, he had no idea how to play the fiddle. Leopold added violin study to his son’s daily routines.

         Schachtner recalled that when Wolferl was studying arithmetic he went at it with the same obsessive intensity as he did music, chalking sums all over the walls, floors, and furniture of the house.34 Nannerl remembered that her brother demanded musical accompaniment for every activity; carrying a toy from one room to another required march music.

         Most striking of Schachtner’s recollections was the time Master Wolferl was seen scratching on paper with his pen. He was making more blotches than anything else because when he dipped the quill into the ink, he plunged it to the bottom and then lifted it dripping. The page was a maze of blots with smeared notes between. Asked what he was doing, Wolfgang said he was writing a clavier concerto. Leopold picked up the page, and once again tears started from his eyes. “Look, Herr Schachtner,” he said, “look how correctly and properly it is all written. Only it’s of no use because it’s so extraordinarily hard that nobody could play it.”

         “That’s why it’s a concerto!” Wolfgang cried. “The player has to practice until he gets it right! Look, this is how it goes.” And once again he showed off his precocious skill at faking his way through a piece.35

         Around this time began a little ceremony between father and son. On a familiar tune, Wolferl made up some nonsense quasi-Italian lyrics: “oragna figata marina gamina fa.” Every night as he went to bed he sang the tune, and when he was done kissed Papa on the nose. He performed that bit of loving nonsense nightly until he was ten years old.36

         On June 9, the Mozart family set out from Salzburg with a coach and servant on a new tour. The immediate goal was Paris, but the plan was to perform at every possible town on the way. Leopold seems to have had no firm agenda, only to visit—or rather, to enlighten—every musical center they could reach around Europe, and to return to Vienna. Other than that, he would keep the opportunities open. They would live on the road for three and a half years. Here is where the myth of the golden child began, except that many elements of this myth really happened.
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         When Leopold Mozart set out from Salzburg with his family and servant Sebastian Winter on June 9, 1763, it was his intention to surpass their triumph in Vienna, to conquer the European musical world. He couched that aim in exalted terms. As he wrote later, it was his duty to “proclaim to the world a miracle, which God allowed to be born in Salzburg. I owe this act to Almighty God, otherwise I would be the most ungrateful creature; and if ever I have an obligation to convince the world of this miracle, it is precisely now, when people ridicule anything that is called a miracle.”1 Here is the pious Catholic father aspiring to give a riposte to the Enlightenment scientific persuasion, in which God kept His hands off His clockwork universe. Besides his duty to God, that Leopold had also plenty of worldly ambition is clear enough in his letters, many of which are about money. In his campaign of conquest, he was to discover, however, that conquest is never simple, never complete.

         A Salzburg paper gave them a swaggering sendoff:

         
            The Vice-Kapellmeister to the Court of Salzburg, Herr Leopold Mozart, left here for Stuttgart with his two wonderful children, to continue his journey to France and England by way of the greatest German Courts. He afforded the inhabitants of his native city the pleasure of hearing the effect of the extraordinary gifts which the Great God has bestowed on these two dear little ones, … gifts Das Königreich Rücken  of which the Herr Kapellmeister has … taken care with such indefatigable zeal, as to present the musical world with a girl of 11 and, what is incredible, a boy of 7 years at the harpsichord, as a marvel of our own and past time.2

         

         Leopold’s main objectives were four: to see the children, and especially his son, provoke wonder everywhere they went; to expose them to the widest range of experiences musical and otherwise; to make money to fill the family coffers for years to come; and to create for Wolfgang a reputation that, when he came of age, would get him his pick of Kapellmeister positions and secure not only his own fame and fortune but also that of the whole family. Leopold’s confidence in the enterprise was shown in their carriage, which was their own, bought for the tour. If the trip was long, that would be the cheapest way to travel because you didn’t have continually to hire carriages.

         They were headed first for Paris and King Louis XV’s palace at Versailles, over six hundred miles due west, and after that, London. Otherwise, plans were open. Their travels would take a meandering course, zigging and zagging in search of patrons. Leopold had with him letters of introduction to present to prospective patrons all over the map. He would accumulate more letters en route.

         Part of the trip was financed by Archbishop Schrattenbach. From neighbor and friend Johann Lorenz Hagenauer, Leopold had loans and a network of trading connections from whom he could draw and deposit funds. All the same, they needed to make money on the way because it was going to be expensive, and Leopold intended to travel in style. “To keep our health and for the reputation of my court,” he wrote, “we must travel ‘noblement.’ Moreover we only associate with the nobility and distinguished personages and receive exceptional courtesies and respect.”3 That is to say, if you were going to beguile the nobility, it helped to resemble them in manner and dress.

         Their luggage for the trip went far beyond clothes for four people traveling in four seasons. Wife Maria Anna helped with the packing, but it was Leopold’s show. There were stacks of music, letters of credit and of introduction, toiletries, stationery, tea and sugar, a first aid kit, postcards, travel guides, language books, field glasses, prints of city views, and calipers to calculate distances on a map.4 Not noted but likely, as the journey was also going to involve the children’s general education, there were books that might have included history, mathematics, literature, science, and studies of art and architecture. Leopold was well versed in these subjects, and he wanted his children to be too—or at least Wolfgang; broad general knowledge was not expected from a girl. The long hours jolting along in the coach would have been filled by conversation, games, singing, lessons from Leopold in various directions. The children learned much of their Italian and French on the road; Wolfgang ended up fluent in the former and passable in the latter. To what extent Nannerl did is an open question.

         Already at age seven, Wolfgang’s singular imagination was churning in every direction. He hated to be bored and hated to be idle, and through his life he responded to these threats with a repertoire of antidotes mental and physical. Now to pass the time, he invented a world. Its name was “Das Königreich Rücken,” “the Kingdom of Back.” In this world he was king and Nannerl queen. Servant Sebastian Winter, a lively companion for the children, was required to draw up a comprehensive map of the kingdom. On it Wolfgang placed the towns and their streets and buildings, laid out the rivers and other features.5 As when he chalked arithmetic over every surface in the house, Leopold’s son seems to have had a need to place his stamp on things around him.

         If there was any explanation for the name “Das Königreich Rücken,” it would not survive. However remarkable, Wolferl was still seven years old; there would not be a great deal of poetic subtlety in the name. Still, it is suggestive. That it recalls Wolfgang’s abiding interest in the human backside may be relevant. It might imply a private world that you could carry around on your back. Beyond that it hints at something hidden, elsewhere, lying back of the quotidian world. In the Kingdom of Back at least, Wolferl and Nannerl were sovereign; they ran the show.

         
            *

         

         AS FOR THE JOURNEY, A SNAG TURNED UP RIGHT AWAY, ONE INDICATIVE of how the whole tour would go: two hours outside Wasserburg, a back wheel of the carriage shattered. Nearby mill workers came to the rescue, fashioning a temporary wheel that was small and delicate but secure enough for them to limp into town. To cut down weight, Leopold and servant Winter walked beside the carriage. When they arrived in Wasserburg, it was decided they should replace both rear wheels, which was going to take a couple of days. As always, while they waited, there was music. Leopold took the children to examine a church organ in Wasserburg and explained to Wolferl how the pedals worked. It was assumed that the tiny child would not be able to play them until he was older. But he shoved the organ bench out of the way, stood on the pedals, and began to play them as if he did it all the time. It was, Leopold wrote home, “a fresh act of God’s grace, which many a one only receives after much labor.”6

         The evening of June 12 they arrived in Munich. Next afternoon, as they walked in the garden of the elector’s Nymphenburg Palace, they heard shouting. It was Prince Friedrich von Zweibrücken, an acquaintance from the Vienna visit, hailing them from a window. He asked Leopold if the elector knew they were in town. Hearing that he did not, the prince sent word to Elector Maximilian III Joseph asking if he wanted to hear these marvels. (It’s possible the elector had heard them the previous year.) Right away the order arrived with a footman that they would be expected that night in Nymphenburg. Leopold gave no details but reported a great success. A couple of days later, the children played for Duke Clemens von Bayerns; three days after that, they joined the elector for a gala lunch at the palace.

         Because there had as yet been no presents or payment forthcoming from the glorious and benevolent prince-elector in Munich, Leopold tried to prod him by having Wolfgang say that they were leaving the next day. The prince replied that he was sorry he had not yet heard the girl play, and Leopold pretended to let himself be persuaded to stay longer. But for the prince-elector there was royal hunting and playgoing to be done in the next days, so Nannerl could not perform until the twenty-second. And still there was no money, no money, no money. Duke Clemens hadn’t produced anything, either, waiting to see if the elector would pay up and how much. Finally Leopold got one hundred florins from the elector, whereupon the duke added seventy-five. This was not bad, except for their having to hang around Munich for nine expensive days to get it. Leopold reported that another visiting musician had it worse: “The charming custom is to keep people waiting for presents for a long time … [Haydn colleague Luigi] Tomasini has been here for three weeks and has only just gotten paid.”7

         Their next stop in the direction of the setting sun was Augsburg, Leopold’s hometown, where his mother and brothers still lived. They stayed for two weeks at a fancy inn on the main square. The children gave three public concerts at an inn because there was no court in town. If Leopold hoped for a reconciliation with his mother, who years before had cut him off financially, it was not forthcoming: she did not attend her grandchildren’s performances.

         His two brothers had taken up their father’s trade of bookbinding, and Leopold was on good terms with brother Franz Alois Mozart. They got to know Franz’s vivacious young daughter Maria Anna Thekla, whom they dubbed die Bäsle, “the little cousin.” Eventually she would figure deliciously if briefly in the affections of her cousin Wolfgang. From the famous maker of keyboard instruments Johann Andreas Stein they bought a miniature clavichord to take with them as a practice instrument.8 Otherwise, about which Leopold always took note in his reports, there was not much gained in gold.

         After Augsburg they stopped in Ulm, where Wolfgang played the cathedral organ and where they pursued a duke to Ludwigsburg, to no effect: he had left for his hunting lodge. Anyway, “The Duke has the charming habit,” Leopold wrote to Hagenauer, “of making people wait interminably before hearing them and then making them wait as long again before giving them a present.” As he generally would when insufficient attention was paid, Leopold smelled a rat. In this case it was court Kapellmeister Niccolò Jommelli, who, by the way, was outrageously overcompensated:

         
            I regard the whole business as the work of Jommelli, who is doing his best to weed out the Germans at this court and put in Italians only. He … will succeed completely, for, apart from his yearly income of 4000 [florins], his allowances for four horses, wood and light, a house in Stuttgart and another one in Ludwigsburg, he enjoys the full favor of the Duke; and his wife is promised a pension of 2000 after his death. What do you think of that for a Kapellmeister’s post?9

         

         At that point, Leopold’s salary as vice Kapellmeister in Salzburg was 354 florins.10

         In a stop at Schwetzingen, the celebrated Mannheim court orchestra, in their summer quarters, gave a four-hour concert for them. This had widely been called the best orchestra in the world, “an army of generals,” and Leopold could only agree. “The orchestra is undeniably the best in Germany. It consists altogether of people who are young and of good character, not drunkards, gamblers, or dissolute fellows.”11 With that he was comparing the Mannheimers with the usual run of Salzburg musicians, who were given to carousing and whom Leopold scorned.

         On the road to Mainz, they took a look at Heidelberg with its famous castle on the heights, and Wolfgang played the organ at a church. An official there was so enthralled that he had a commemorative plate engraved and affixed to the organ. On July 19, traveling through summery fields and vineyards on the Rhine, they arrived in Mainz for what turned into a two-week stay, with a couple of concerts.

         The last three weeks of August was spent in Frankfurt am Main, where interest in the children proved heated enough to support a series of concerts. Among the audience in one was fourteen-year-old Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Late in his long career as his country’s foremost man of letters, he would recall “the little fellow with his powdered hair and his sword.”12 “Wolfgang is extraordinarily jolly,” Leopold reported, “but a bit of a scamp as well. And Nannerl no longer suffers by comparison with the boy, for she plays so beautifully that everyone is talking about her and admiring her execution.”13 Leopold detailed the children’s recent haul, including fine snuffboxes for both of them and embroidery for Nannerl. Snuff, inhaled in pinches through the nose with a sneeze, was a widespread affectation of the day. Naturally, the splendor of your snuffbox advertised your importance. Because the Mozart children were not sniffers, and Leopold probably not either, their gifts of snuffboxes were consigned to boasting and eventual sale. In September, Leopold reported that since leaving home he had spent 1,068 florins, three times his annual salary.14 Most if not all of it was subsidized by the Salzburg court.

         Two documents show Leopold’s style on this and later tours. For towns and cities of any consequence, he mailed publicity ahead, to kindle excitement before they arrived. Newspapers dutifully published the material. From a Frankfurt paper: 

         
            Lovers of music … are herewith apprized that on Thursday next, 18 August, at Scharf’s Hall on the Liebfrauenberg, a concert will be held at 6 o’clock in the evening, at which two children, namely a girl of 12 and a boy of 7, will be here to play with incredible dexterity concertos, trios and sonatas, and then the boy also the same on the violin … These two children’s skill not only astonished the Electoral Courts of Saxony, Bavaria, and the Palatinate, but also afforded exceptional entertainment to His Imperial and Royal Majesty during a four months visit to Vienna.

         

         Another Frankfurt notice:

         
            The girl, who is in her 12th year, and the boy, who is in his 7th, will not only play on the harpsichord or fortepiano, the former performing the most difficult pieces by the greatest masters; but the boy will also play a concerto on the violin, accompany symphonies on the clavier, completely cover the manual or keyboard of the clavier, and play on the cloth as well as though he had the keyboard under his eyes; he will further most accurately name from a distance any notes that may be sounded for him either singly or in chords, on the clavier or on every imaginable instrument including bells, glasses and clocks. Lastly he will improvise out of his head, not only in the pianoforte but also on an organ (as long as one wishes to listen and in all the keys, even the most difficult, that may be named for him).15

         

         These press notices would be echoed in town after town over the next years. Leopold had made his children into something of a traveling circus act, a cabinet of curiosities.

         In a document from years later, when Wolfgang was trying to make his own way, Leopold would advise him that when you reach a given city,

         
            this is the way to do it. Ask your host who is the Kapellmeister or musical director of the town; or, if there isn’t one, who was the best-known musician. Ask to be taken to him, or, according to his standing, ask him to come to you, and speak to him; that way you will quickly know whether the cost of putting on a concert is too great, whether you can obtain a decent keyboard instrument—whether an orchestra can be got together, whether there are music lovers—you might even find whether there is anyone who out of love of music would play some part in the undertaking etc…. and this should be done in traveling clothes, without even unpacking: just put on a couple of fine rings or something, in case when you call you find a keyboard instrument there and are asked to perform.16

         

         The second of these press notices mentions that the children will be playing piano as well as harpsichord. The harpsichord had long been the favored keyboard instrument for concerts because the small clavichord was too quiet to be heard by a crowd. The piano, invented early in the century, was still a small, tinkly instrument with a light touch, sometimes lighter than a harpsichord’s. Those three kinds of clavier each required a particular technique. A harpsichord plucks the string with a quill, so it has no range of volume at all unless there are stops to increase the number of strings plucked for each note. The little tabletop clavichord was an instrument that one played for oneself or for a few listeners close by. Its keys are in effect levers with small metal nubs at the far ends to strike the strings, so while there is only a small range of volume, from quiet to extremely quiet, it allows for expressive effects. This element of touch control made the clavichord a good way to prepare for the fortepiano, as it was usually called in those days (fortepiano means “loud-soft”). It had hammers covered with leather or felt that struck the strings, which allowed for a range of volume and color unique for a keyboard instrument.

         As an instrument, the piano was very much in flux, every country and region tending to a general sound and style, each maker equipped with his own tricks and techniques, some of which were guarded secrets. In other words, what constituted a “piano” was unpredictable. When you sat down to play one you never knew quite what it would feel and sound like. In Mozart’s youth, pianos were sparse in homes, but they would not be for long. The instrument’s unprecedented range of volume and color was going to be needed for the new kinds of contrasts the music of the later eighteenth century was pursuing. By the last decades of the century, the piano had rendered the harpsichord obsolescent.

         The tour continued through Bonn—they did not tarry, the elector was out of town—and Cologne, whose filthy streets and crumbling cathedral Leopold deplored. In services there, he declared, the choirboys screeched “like rascals from the alleys at the tops of their voices.”17 In Aachen at the end of September, they were hoping for good return from the sister of Frederick the Great, Princess Amalia, who was taking the cure. She heard the children play, expressed delight, and for payment gave them kisses. Reported a disgusted Leopold, “If the kisses which she gave to my children … had been all new louis d’or, we should be quite happy; but neither the innkeeper nor the postmaster are paid in kisses.”18 There was simply no way to predict outcomes. Viennese composer Karl Ditters von Dittersdorf recalled that after he played for some monks in Bologna, there appeared at his lodging a solemn procession bearing six pairs of white and six of black silk stockings, a half-dozen Milanese silk handkerchiefs, and twenty pounds of candied fruit.19

         The family headed for Brussels via Liège on gnarly roads that chewed up the iron hoops of their carriage wheels. They waited out repairs over lunch in a peasant kitchen, eating meat and turnips from a pot while curious pigs wandered in through the open door.20 Leopold had been ailing with sciatica, the gnawing pain of which did not improve his mood.21

         Arriving in Brussels at the beginning of October, they lingered for six weeks, not by choice. At court they found something of a comic opera atmosphere. Prince Karl Alexander von Lothringen, Leopold reported, was interested mainly in lacquering, painting, hunting, eating, drinking, and laughing so raucously you could hear him three rooms away. He liked music but appeared to have no money to spare for it, and he kept them waiting for an audience for three weeks as hotel bills mounted. Leopold was not so distraught that he failed to admire a Rubens painting in the church, the court’s exceptional collection of art Western and Chinese, and its natural history specimens. The children marveled at the central canal, on which oceangoing ships sailed right through the city on the way to Antwerp.22

         There was a concert, Wolfgang received splendid swords from a couple of counts, Nannerl some Dutch lace, and that was about it.23 Meanwhile, the boy finished a sprightly Allegro in C for violin and harpsichord that he had begun in Salzburg. It would serve as the first movement for a violin sonata. At four and a half minutes, it was his longest effort yet. He was on the way to multi-movement pieces, his skills and ambitions as a composer growing by leaps. From there to the end, they never stopped growing.

         
            *

         

         ON NOVEMBER 18, THEY ARRIVED AT THEIR FIRST MAIN GOAL, PARIS. They would tarry there for an eventful five months. Leopold went immediately to the palace of Bavarian minister Count van Eyck; he gave them a room gratis in his house, the Hôtel de Beauvais, which included the countess’s fine two-manual (meaning two-keyboard) harpsichord.24 The children would keep the room ringing with music.25 Immediately there was a setback. In Vienna, co-ruler Joseph’s second wife died, the French court joined the official mourning, and public entertainments were suspended for the duration.

         Leopold and the children spent the time practicing, studying, seeing the sights, trolling for patrons. There were the usual unpleasant discoveries of a new town and new culture. An Italian visitor observed that there was no decent cheese, fruit, or seafood to be found in Paris. The town water was drawn directly from the Seine; though mother Maria Anna boiled it, the family still came down with diarrhea. This was not the bravura Paris of the next century, with wide streets and imposing buildings. Much of it was still the medieval city, with grand carriages rushing down small squalid streets and scattering the destitute.26 Notre Dame and the other churches were Gothic, a style largely deplored in the period, including by the Mozarts.

         Nonetheless, Paris was the capital of the largest unified nation in Europe. In these years it was also a leading musical capital. The court opera was well funded and impressive; in it the vital new genre of opéra comique was being born. Though public concertizing was sparse in Paris, it was still more active than in most capitals; the celebrated Concert Spirituel, founded in 1725 and one of the first such organizations on the Continent, presented twenty-five public concerts a year. As part of the city’s roiling intellectual atmosphere there was a great deal of patronage of all the arts.27 One of the most active music publishing industries in the world supplied a growing market for sheet music.

         The Mozarts arrived in Paris in the midst of an epochal moment in human thought. This was the time of the philosophes, the thinkers who epitomized the Enlightenment. As noted before, the most famous of these was the sardonic and brilliant Voltaire. Other leading figures included Denis Diderot, chief editor of the Encyclopédie; and the incendiary philosopher, social critic, and composer Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The effective gods of the philosophes were technology and the new science. The deist Voltaire despised not so much the Catholic Church as its abuses of power, and dogmatism and fanaticism wherever he found it. (Diderot was decidedly atheistic.) Not that the philosophes preached revolution; they were pragmatic enough to be reconciled to the French throne, though they declared that it existed only by the will of the people. Still, they were hardly democrats; their ideas were not addressed to the masses but to the intellectual elite, including the occupants of thrones.

         Leopold Mozart had a gift for finding the most important and powerful patrons in a given city. With the help of a letter of introduction, he befriended Friedrich Melchior, Baron von Grimm. German by birth, Grimm had been educated in Leipzig, but by now he was entirely Frenchified. He was a journalist and diplomat, at that point secretary to the Duke of Orléans. His fame was mainly owed to his hand-copied, officially banned, twice-monthly cultural newsletter of radical inclination called the Correspondance littéraire, philosophique et critique. At first the journal concentrated on literature and art, but reflecting its editor, it came to concern itself with the entire zeitgeist—political, social, and religious. Its circulation, mostly outside France, was somewhere under twenty-five, but those subscribers included Catherine the Great of Russia, archduke and future emperor Joseph II in Vienna, the king of Sweden, and a number of rulers of German states sympathetic to progressive ideas.

         In the 1750s, Grimm had been close to Rousseau and Diderot. Rousseau introduced him to his patron and lover, the brilliant, glamorous, and pleasantly rich Madame Louise d’Épinay. A couple of years later Grimm and d’Épinay fell into a liaison, which led to a violent break between Grimm and Rousseau. Afterward Rousseau left a vindictive portrait of Grimm and d’Épinay in his Confessions.28 The connection of Grimm and d’Épinay lasted thirty years; she became his partner in the Correspondance but also maintained her closeness to Diderot and other philosophes. Grimm was sharply handsome, in personality stiff and imperious. He had the affectation of daubing his cheeks in white makeup, which earned him the nickname “Tyran le Blanc” (the White Tyrant). But he was a fierce enthusiast for new ideas and new experiences. In contrast, Madame d’Épinay was warmly sociable, a celebrated saloniste and free spirit.29

         Which is all to say that in securing Grimm and d’Épinay as friends and patrons, Leopold attached himself to two central figures of the French Enlightenment. Grimm was not a musician, but he wrote on the subject and was an important opera critic.30 He was quick to seize on the Mozart child for an article in his journal, becoming the first truly significant figure to proclaim this phenomenon to the world, in a publication whose influence extended far more broadly than its minuscule subscription list.

         
            True prodigies are sufficiently rare to be worth speaking of, when you have had occasion to see one. A Kapellmeister of Salzburg, Mozart by name, has just arrived here with two children who cut the prettiest figures in the world. His daughter, 11 years of age, plays the harpsichord in the most brilliant manner; she performs the longest and most difficult pieces with an astonishing precision. Her brother, who will be 7 [actually 8] years old next February, is such an extraordinary phenomenon that one is hard put to believe what one sees with one’s eyes and hears with one’s ears. It means little for this child to perform with the greatest precision the most difficult pieces, with hands that can hardly stretch a sixth; but what is really incredible is to see him improvise for an hour on end and in doing so give rein to the inspiration of his genius into a mass of enchanting ideas, which moreover he knows how to connect with taste and without confusion. The most consummate Kapellmeister could not be more profound than he is in the science of harmony and of modulations … M. Mozart’s children have excited the admiration of all who have seen them. The Emperor and Empress have overwhelmed them with kindness; and they have already met with the same reception at the Court of Munich and the Court of Mannheim.

         

         For Grimm, Wolfgang performed his tricks. He played with a cloth over the keys, which astonished everybody but for the boy presented no challenge. Grimm gave him a minuet theme and Wolfgang supplied a bass for it. A lady sang him a song he had never heard and he was again asked to make a bass. At first Wolfgang faltered, so she sang it for him once more. Now he played it back with full harmony and sang along with her. Then he improvised ten different accompaniments for the song.31 Grimm saw beyond the notes to how effortless it all was for the boy: “It means little for this child to perform with the greatest precision.” If Leopold saw his son as a divine miracle, Grimm and others involved more with science and reason than with religion were going to view the child as a freak of nature. Still, Leopold would later boast that he had gotten a concession from rationalistic Grimm: “Now for once in my life I have seen a miracle.”32

         What history would not record is how far the relationship of Grimm, d’Épinay, and Leopold Mozart went beyond music. The children were too young to concern themselves with cultural and social matters, or aesthetic ones either. But given Leopold’s wide interests and his openness to new ideas, up to a point, it is likely that there were serious conversations among the adults about issues of the day and that Leopold sat in on salons. He ended the tour closer to a freethinker than he began it.

         Leopold’s nebulous position between traditional Catholic and man of the Aufklärung would have affected his response to Grimm and d’Épinay and their alignments. In his letters he expressed regret when people he respected were not Catholic, but his literary hero Gellert was Protestant. In any case, at no point would his Catholic convictions stand in the way of his courting the best, the richest, the most generous patrons he could find, whatever their persuasions or peccadillos. As for Wolfgang, the Paris sojourn of 1763–64 would not be his last encounter with Baron Grimm and Madame d’Épinay. At their next meeting, nearly fifteen years later, he would be mature enough to listen, to talk and judge, also recalcitrant enough to get on their nerves.

         On New Year’s Day 1764, the children performed at a state dinner given by Louis XV and his family at splendorous Versailles. They had been guests in the palace for a week. These meals were ceremonial occasions when the royal family hosted assorted grandees. Upon their arrival in the banquet hall, the Mozarts were met by the Royal Guard, who led them to the royal table.33 Having no rank they were not seated, however, but stood among a watching crowd of valets and servants. Queen Marie Leczinska, Polish by birth, spoke fluent German. She called Wolfgang over, petted him and chatted, allowed him to kiss her hand, slipped him tidbits.34 The Mozarts stayed on for another week. Leopold naturally was thrilled at it all, but he could not help noticing that Versailles reeked of latrines and unwashed servants.35

         Beyond the royal family, Leopold’s main hope was for the children to charm the celebrated and notorious Madame de Pompadour, Louis XV’s longtime, more or less official mistress. (There were a number of other, less official ones.) Though her career as Louis’s lover was over and she was now designated “friend of the king,” she continued to act as an adviser. Born a commoner—Louis made her a duchess—famously beautiful, liberal in politics, friend to the philosophes, and defender of the Encyclopédie, she was also a patroness of the arts. Voltaire wrote of her, in gratitude, “She had righteousness in her soul and justice in her heart.” But though at her private mansion Wolfgang and Nannerl performed on her harpsichord covered in gold leaf, she failed to offer any patronage.36

         Leopold was undaunted; things were going fine without her. “Madame de Pompadour,” he wrote to Hagenauer, “is still a handsome woman … She is extremely haughty and still rules over everything … Yesterday my boy got a gold snuffbox from Mme. La Comtesse de Tessé and today my little girl was given a small, transparent snuffbox, inlaid with gold, by the Princess Carignan, and Wolfgang a pocket writing case in silver, with silver pens with which to write his compositions … My children have taken almost everyone by storm.”37 He noted that Wolfgang was finishing some violin sonatas.

         Throughout the tour, Leopold faithfully continued his reports home in extensive letters that mingled news of the children, sociopolitical observations and critiques, and touristic notes of the artistic and architectural sights they had taken in. He told Hagenauer that the faces of the women of Paris were so unnaturally painted that he could not tell if under it all they were actually pretty. He thought they looked as phony as a Berchtesgaden doll. “As for piety, I can assure you that it is not difficult to get to the bottom of the miracles of the French women saints; the greatest of them are performed by those who are neither virgins nor wives nor widows.” He lamented that at court it was not common to petition royal persons as they passed in the hall, as was done in Austria, but all the same, the royal daughters at Versailles would stop for his children and fuss over them extravagantly.

         Leopold gave the music at court a mixed review: the solo singing was miserable, “in a word, French,” but the choirs first rate. Father and son often went to the Royal Chapel to listen to the choral singing. In regard to repertoire he noted a war between Italian and French music. As for the composers, he opined, “The whole of French music is not worth a sou.” He hoped that a rising German musical influence would enlighten the scene. For Frau Hagenauer he details more gifts for the children and comments on ladies’ fashions in Paris. He was amused at women who sported swords that they wrapped in fur, “an excellent idea, for the sword will not catch cold.” More apropos, he reports that “four sonatas of M. Wolfgang Mozart are being engraved. Picture to yourself the furor which they will make in the world when people read on the title page that they have been composed by a seven-year-old child … Indeed I can tell you, my dear Frau Hagenauer, that every day God performs fresh miracles through this child.”38

         The first two of these sonatas were dedicated to King Louis’s daughter Princess Victoire, the second pair to their patron Countess Tessé. The first two were presented to the princess in person; she responded with a gold snuffbox worth some eight hundred florins, more than twice Leopold’s annual salary.39 In April he told Hagenauer to expect two hundred louis d’or, about two thousand florins, to be deposited with his bankers, who would send it on to Salzburg.40 Expenses for the trip had been high and would remain so, but this was all profit. Added to Leopold’s salary, two thousand florins could support the family comfortably for ten years or more. Practically overnight, the Mozart family’s standard of living had changed once and for all. And Leopold had not begun to sell off the treasure: the mounting pile of snuffboxes, swords, watches, etc.

         The publication of Wolfgang’s violin sonatas was prefaced by a flowery introduction by Baron Grimm, and for the princess a properly submissive dedication supposedly from Wolfgang but surely written by Grimm or Leopold: “The attempts I lay before your feet are no doubt mediocre; but since Your goodness permits me to adorn them with Your August Name, their success is in no further doubt, and the Public cannot fail to exercise indulgence for the seven-year-old Author since he appears under Your auspices.” He assures the princess that “so long as Nature, who has made me a Musician as she makes the nightingales, shall inspire me, the name of Victoire shall remain engraved on my memory with the same ineffaceable strokes which mark it upon the hearts of the French nation.”41 And so forth and so on, as one humbly addressed the august rulers of the world who were thus also the sovereigns of art and artists.

         As to be expected from this particular child at age seven, these violin sonatas—his first large-form, multi-movement pieces—are a mixture of immature and astonishing. Five of the movements evolved from pieces Wolfgang had written in Salzburg in Nannerl’s notebook, here and there embellished and touched up. It was no great trick to add a violin part to those movements; in this genre, the violin part was considered second fiddle to the clavier; in fact it could be omitted entirely and the pieces played as piano solos. Already the boy had a solid understanding of medium and setting. Like all chamber works, violin sonatas were Hausmusik, often played with no listeners simply for the pleasure of largely amateur musicians. The classic arrangement would be a female keyboard player and a male violinist. Because female pianists tended to have more skill than male string players, the piano part was dominant and more challenging.42

         Thus the character of Wolfgang’s sonatas. They are decorous and winning, like everything he wrote from the beginning. The first, K. 6, is in four movements; K. 7–9, in three movements like most violin sonatas, fast-slow-fast, the finales a Minuet with trio. There is a good measure of variety in their affect, and that affect is in keeping with their keys: the stately and good-humored first movement of K. 6 is in C major; the cheery and brilliant K. 7, in D major; and so on. Maybe most surprising in material is the first movement of K. 9, in G major, which has an air of expansive grandeur. Wolfgang understands that a first movement, regardless of its expressive quality, should be vigorous, arresting, the weightiest of the movements. A slow movement was generally expected to be pensive and/or touching, as his are, and his minuet finales are appropriately light and dancelike.

         The most remarkable thing about the sonatas is how strikingly more sophisticated and elaborate they are than his first efforts of a couple of years before. There are moments in the sonatas that show that Wolfgang has begun to learn about more exotic harmonies than the usual ones—here and there a diminished seventh or an augmented sixth chord. He has a dawning understanding of the full harmonic palette—unless these were touches added by Leopold, but if they were, the child would have quickly absorbed them. His modulations are effortless and move to the correct key at the correct place in the form. Most of the movements are essentially monothematic, but he has a sense of how to vary and develop a theme by shortening, extending, making a sequence out of it.

         Still, if he is a golden child, he is still a child, his taste and understanding no more at their maturity than his body is. Harmonic movement in the sonatas tends to be static, sometimes getting hung up on the home chord or a simple I–V–I alternation that wears out its welcome. Now and then melodies find themselves going in awkward directions (though more often effective if predictable directions). Wolfgang is too happy to let the left hand babble along on the conventional accompaniment figure called an Alberti bass, which was a thumbprint and often an affliction of the age’s keyboard music. Mozart never entirely discarded the Alberti bass, because he never lost a sense that convention was good enough if it got the job done, but he would grow to treat it with far more imagination.

         Another element might account for some of the direction of his work. As Wolfgang matured as a performer who improvised constantly, embellished whatever he played, and had to adapt himself to musicians he was playing with and writing for, his development as a composer also grew out of his life as a performer. Which is to say that in those days there was a fluid relationship between playing and composing, and that process contributed to the mounting sophistication of what he was putting down on paper.43

         
            *

         

         PART OF LEOPOLD’S INTENTION IN TAKING HIS CHILDREN A ROUND EUROPE was to expose them, especially Wolfgang as composer, to influences around the map: the celebrated composers and performers, the characters of various national schools, the variations in musical life from musical center to center, the different media and genres of music from solo clavier to opera. It appears that the new music that most struck Wolfgang in Paris was clavier and clavier/violin works by Johann Schobert. This composer was not the most ambitious of his time, but in his quirky, energetic, and unpredictable works, he was among the most distinctive. Baron Grimm was an admirer and patron. Schobert’s minor-key pieces, such as the Op. 14, no. 4 Violin Sonata in D Minor, have a fierce, brooding, even violent quality, prophetic of the Sturm und Drang movement in literature and music that would flare in the next decade. Those Schobert works embody what the critical climate of the time dubbed the bizarre, a quality viewed as indecorous, on an edge between provocative and reprehensible, exciting but suspect.

         Schobert’s music was probably the most forward-looking Mozart had heard to that point. Already as a child he was quick to seize anything useful to him. Echoes of Schobert can be heard in his work from the Paris sojourn onward; soon he would adapt Schobert sonata movements for his first experiments with piano concertos. Fifteen years later he was giving his clavier students Schobert sonatas to learn.44 Among other things, Mozart may have absorbed some of his enduring minor-key ferocity from this early influence.

         Schobert in person turned up early in the Paris visit to pay his respects to the Mozarts and to give them some of his self-published pieces. Leopold for his part had less use for the music and none for the man: “My little girl plays the most difficult works which we have of Schobert and Eckardt and others … with incredible precision, and so excellently that this man Schobert cannot conceal his envy and jealousy and is making himself a laughingstock to Eckardt, who is an honest man, and to many others … Schobert … flatters to one’s face and is utterly false. But his [Protestant] religion is the religion in fashion. May God convert him!”45 (A few years later, Schobert died in grotesque fashion: he, two of his family, a servant, and four friends were done in by poisonous mushrooms.)

         In that same enormous letter Leopold laments the death of their hostess, Countess van Eyck, originally from Salzburg; she had been a favorite of the children, and they were in tears at the loss. Grimm provided them with rooms in the rue de Luxembourg for the rest of their stay.46 Immediately another misery appeared: Wolfgang came down with a high fever and a swollen throat that could have choked him. In terms of his health, here and in the future, the child was going to have to dodge a series of bullets. Nannerl got a cold but no fever. Leopold wrote urgently to Hagenauer to have four Masses said for his son and another before the Holy Child of Loreto.

         In four days Master Wolferl was back on his feet. Leopold fought off an attempt by acquaintances to have his son inoculated for smallpox. At that point it meant implanting scabs from an infected person under the skin and the near certainty of a subsequent illness, usually mild but sometimes fatal. “I leave the matter to the grace of God,” Leopold declared. “It depends on His grace whether He wishes to keep this prodigy of nature in the world in which He has placed it, or to take it to Himself.” This paints Leopold as a pious fatalist, which he may have been however earnestly in lip service, but hardly in practice. Really, at this point he was optimistic about it all: “We have tilled the soil well and now hope for a good harvest.”47 He conceived himself to be the architect of his children’s triumph, as indeed he was. Around this time he received 1,200 livres from the Royal Exchequer for the performances at Versailles.48

         Baron Grimm had been helping the Mozarts from the beginning with his article and with advice on court etiquette.49 With Grimm pulling strings in high places, Leopold got permission for the children to give two public concerts, in the middle of March and April, at the theater of a Mr. Felix. It was a small hall, often used by the nobility to mount plays for their own amusement. Grimm handled the tickets and helped round up an audience, giving sheaves of tickets to aristocratic ladies of his acquaintance, who were expected to sell them to their friends. Around 450 people showed up for the performances, as good as could be hoped, as was the profit. Leopold wrote home of “this great friend of mine, to whom I owe everything here, this M. Grimm. He … arranged for the first concert and he paid me on his own account 80 louis d’or, that is to say, he got rid of 320 tickets. In addition he paid for the lighting, as more than 60 large wax candles were burnt. Well, this M. Grimm secured permission for the first concert and is now arranging for the second … So you see what a man can do who has good sense and a kind heart.”50

         Baron Grimm commissioned amateur artist Louis Carrogis de Carmontelle to paint a portrait of the Mozart family. This in turn was engraved in copperplate and a stack of copies printed, to be used more or less as business cards for the rest of the tour. The picture shows the musical Mozarts in profile, little Wolfgang at the clavier, his feet hanging in midair under the bench. Behind him is Papa, his legs casually crossed, playing violin while Nannerl leans on the clavier holding a sheet of music from which she appears to be singing. They are alone, making music for themselves.

         
            *

         

         ON APRIL 10, 1764, THE DAY AFTER THE SECOND PUBLIC CONCERT, THE Mozarts left Paris minus servant Winter, who had gotten a job with a prince in Donaueschingen. With Winter’s replacement, they headed for their next goals: Calais, the Channel, London. They carried the usual letters of introduction, one of them from a Claude-Adrien Helvétius to Francis, tenth Earl of Huntingdon: “Allow me to ask your protection for one of the most singular beings in existence.”51

         In a very short time, the life of the Mozart family had found its abiding pattern on the road. The children performed, the boy composed, after each triumph they moved on briskly to the next. The sovereigns of Das Königreich Rücken occupied their thrones commandingly. Leopold had imagined himself a Kapellmeister and famous pedagogue. He had more or less achieved the latter and still aspired to the former. But given that he had fathered a child who boded to be a remarkable composer, and in light of his own comparatively modest gifts, Leopold largely gave up writing music. His career and his hopes for fame and fortune were now embodied irrevocably in his son.
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         In her diary, Nannerl wrote that at Calais, on the way to London in April 1764, they observed “how the ocean ebbs and waxes.” For the Channel crossing, Leopold hired a private boat and picked up four more paying passengers. On the way the family all got wretchedly seasick; Leopold wrote home that he was champion at vomiting.1 They reached London on the twenty-third, staying for a few days at an inn in Piccadilly before settling into cheaper rooms above a barber’s in St Martin’s Lane. Discovering that their Parisian attire attracted cries of “Bugger the French!” from street urchins, Leopold hastened to equip the family with English clothes, including fashionable round hats.2 The children’s reputation had preceded them: five days after their arrival, Wolfgang and Nannerl played before King George III and Queen Charlotte at Buckingham House. They would stay in London for an initially glorious, then exasperating fourteen months.

         When the Mozarts arrived in London, Handel was five years in his grave; many in the city remembered his performances. At that point George III was nearly twenty-six, Charlotte nearly twenty-one. The queen was German-born, the king’s family German. Besides occupying the British throne he was also elector of his ancestral Hanover, so the court had a distinctly German tone.3 Leopold found them the warmest and most welcoming sovereigns they had yet encountered: “Their easy manner and friendly ways made us forget that they were the King and Queen of England.” During the first audience the king presented Wolfgang with sight-reading challenges, works by Wagenseil, J. C. Bach, Abel, and George’s favorite, German-born Handel. Wolfgang accompanied Queen Charlotte in an aria—she was a fair singer and clavier player—and improvised melodies over Handel bass lines.4 Afterward Leopold lamented that their gift for the performance was a mere 24 guineas (around 250 florins), but a second court appearance in May made them 24 more. Already Leopold was grousing about proceeds for an event or two that garnered more than his yearly Salzburg salary. As the Mozarts strolled in St James’s Park between their court appearances, the king and queen clopped by in a carriage and George leaned out the window to give them a wave.5 It was a sure sign of royal enthusiasm.

         London at that point was the largest and richest city in the world, one of the most cosmopolitan, and a mecca for musicians. As a center of music publishing it rivaled Paris. Compared to what the Mozarts were used to, it was a seething hive of activity in the arts, with citizens on the prowl for entertainment, including concerts public and private, opera, theater, dancing, card playing. The court was highly musical, but that had little influence on the rest of the city’s arts, which took shape in a maze of patrons and entrepreneurs. A fascinated Leopold wrote patron Hagenauer reports of everything from the number of streetlamps in London (55,435) to the amount of cheese consumed per annum (21,660,000 pounds) to observations on the high quality of meat and produce, the various types of beer and punch, women’s fashions, Oxford students’ habit of cutting their hair short so it would not interfere with their thoughts.6

         The children took up their familiar round of concertizing. Advertisements described them as “Prodigies of Nature.” Leopold scheduled their public debut for June 5, the king’s birthday, when he knew the nobility would be in town. For the occasion, held in the spacious Great Hall of Spring Gardens, Leopold hired a small orchestra of London players and two singers to present arias. About two hundred people showed up—fewer than Leopold had hoped, but still bringing in ninety guineas, which amounted to more than nine hundred German florins.7 There was a second concert at the end of the month in the rotunda of Ranelagh Gardens. Public concerts were a singular feature of music in London, more common than most places on the Continent. During the time of the Mozarts’ sojourn, two Germans, Johann Christian Bach and Carl Friedrich Abel, established London’s historic first subscription series, which would be a feature the city’s music life for sixteen years.

         Active as was public concert life, it tended to be mainly an entrée into private performances, which were more frequent and often paid better. Grimm in Paris had recommended to Leopold a new and semiprivate hub of concertizing at Carlisle House, in Soho Square. Run by Mrs. Teresa Cornelys, once an operatic singer and now society hostess, the concerts were somewhere between public and private, catering to a select aristocratic clientele.8 It was a bit of a startling situation: the rooms, hung in blue and yellow satin, were a former brothel. They could accommodate up to six hundred attendees for concerts, cards, dinners, and masked balls.9 Impresario Cornelys was a former (or not-so-former) procuress who notoriously had a daughter by Casanova. In 1765 the rooms became the home of the historic Bach-Abel concerts.10 Mrs. Cornelys herself, however, did not appear interested in the Mozarts, though they may have attended her programs.

         Musically, since leaving Salzburg the children had made dazzling strides. Wolfgang’s playing, Leopold wrote, “has become at all points different.”11 “My little girl, although she is only twelve years old, is one of the most skillful players in Europe, and … my boy knows in this his eighth year what one would expect only from a man of 40.”12

         As usual Leopold made wide contacts and had boundless ambitions for the visit, but the usual tricks of fate turned up too. The first had to do with timing: they arrived in town at the end of the concert season, when the upper classes were about to leave London for the countryside. The other unexpected factor, once again, was health. For a July concert at the home of the Earl of Thanet, in Grosvenor Square, Leopold could not find a free carriage, so he hired a sedan chair for the children. As there was no room for him and the chair carriers were swift, he had to jog alongside. The exertion overheated him, which, he believed, led to a cold, which a week later turned into a miserable sore throat and fever.13 “I have been clystered, purged, and bled,” he wrote Hagenauer. “I feel like a child. My stomach does not fancy anything and I am so frail that I can hardly think sensibly … It depends on the grace of God whether He will preserve my life. His most holy will be done.”14 With family in tow, he was spirited in a sedan chair out to a country house in Chelsea, three miles from London.

         From a friend, Leopold got a recommendation for a doctor who turned out to be a Dutch Jew. He developed a great respect for the man, mused about trying to convert him, finally decided to leave well enough alone. In London the Mozarts got to know a number of wealthy Jews, most of them Portuguese. Leopold marveled that they dressed like Parisians and hardly looked like their coreligionists in Austria. Now he fretted that these Jews seemed too secular, neglecting their faith. He appears to have come to something like Voltaire’s admiring and ironic description of England, “a place more venerable than many courts of justice, where the representatives of all nations meet for the benefit of mankind. There the Jew, the Mahometan, and the Christian transact together as though they all professed the same religion, and give the name of Infidel to none but bankrupts.”15

         While Mama took care of suffering Papa, the children had to find their own diversions. Though Leopold talked to his wife about who might take over their education if he died, the potential disaster turned out well for Wolfgang. So that Papa could have quiet and rest, the children were not allowed to touch a keyboard. To pass the time, Wolfgang decided to write a symphony for full orchestra. He was able to write the piece without a clavier because he had the inborn faculty called “perfect pitch,” meaning he could hear notes accurately in his head or name any note played to him. (All the same, most of the time he composed at the keyboard.) Perfect pitch is a rare gift. Some musicians have it, most do not. Because of his remarkably precise sense, Wolfgang was pained at hearing any deviation from exact pitch.

         Many years later, Nannerl described the scene as their father lay dangerously ill: “In order to occupy himself, Mozart composed his first symphony with all the instruments of the orchestra, especially trumpets and kettledrums. I had to transcribe it as I sat at his side. While he composed and I copied he said to me, ‘Remind me to give the horn something worthwhile to do!’” The work later known as Symphony no. 1 in E-flat, K. 16, might be this piece, but probably not—that symphony was indeed written in London, but it does not have trumpets and drums.16 In any case, after his first try, Wolfgang started turning out symphonies for small orchestra designed for his and Nannerl’s London concerts.

         By the last week of September 1764, Leopold was well enough to bring the family back to London. They appeared for the third and last time before the king and queen on October 25, the fourth anniversary of George III’s taking the throne. It may have been on this occasion that Queen Charlotte asked for the dedication of six sonatas for violin (or flute) and harpsichord that Wolfgang may have just written, or that he produced after her request.

         Those sonatas, K. 10–15, are another step up in ambition and sophistication, two-or three-movement pieces with a first in sonata form, most with a minuet or two for the finale. Leopold had shown Wolfgang the formal outlines appropriate to each movement of a sonata or symphony. The first movement should have three sections, starting with a first theme or group of themelets in the “tonic,” the home key, that establish the mood and main ideas of the movement. Then you modulate to the key of the fifth scale degree, the “dominant,” and write a second theme or themelets that complement and contrast the first theme. You repeat that section; then there is a section in which you may modulate to more distant keys. Then you return to the opening material, now putting it all, or most of it, in the home key. (Only decades later would this pattern, already common in works of the 1770s, be named “sonata form,” its three main sections called “exposition,” “development,” and “recapitulation,” to which may be added an introduction at the beginning and a coda at the end. In practice, the pattern is a general guide that can have endless variations.)

         Like all violin sonatas of the time, these of Wolfgang’s are, again, mainly piano pieces with the violin along for the ride. The fast movements are confident and exuberant, and among the pieces is a nice variety of keyboard textures. The third movement of K. 14 has at the head “en carillon,” and features high writing on the harpsichord and pizzicatos for the violin. The composer’s youth is shown in occasionally static harmony, in the piano part still relying on babbling Alberti bass in the left hand, and in a frequent sense of inattention to the violin part; for stretches he lets the fiddle dither around aimlessly on the low strings. The violin writing, with Leopold looking over his shoulder, works well enough, but the eight-year-old is far more involved with the clavier part.

         Leopold had the sonatas engraved at the end of the year, the dedication page to Queen Charlotte necessarily obsequious, this time in French, signed by Wolfgang but surely written either by Papa or a hired writer of such things: “When the Queen deigns to listen to me, I surrender myself to thee [meaning music] and I become sublime; far from Her, the charm grows weak, her August image gives me a few ideas which art then takes charge of and completes … But let me live, and one day I shall offer Her a gift worthy of Her … I shall become immortal like Handel … and my name will be as celebrated as that of Bach.”17 There is a good deal more of the like twaddle. Two points: the Bach he cites is Johann Christian; and this is perhaps the only time history records Mozart (though it is not really him speaking) talking in terms of the kind of immortality for composers that Handel’s enduring reputation had pioneered.

         In some ways musically more interesting from that period is a series of sketches and drafts Wolfgang wrote down in a new manuscript book Leopold gave him. It would survive as “the London Notebook.” Father or son signed it in the front, “di Wolfgango Mozart à Londra 1764.” Here are forty-three ideas in various directions and states of completion, all of it, for a change, in Wolfgang’s own hand, which by now is neat and clear and would remain so for the rest of his life.18

         There are surprisingly few strikeouts or corrections in the London Notebook; probably he worked out the pieces at the clavier and then copied them down, relying on a remarkable memory for music, whether his own or works by others. The pieces, some incomplete, range from tentative to fascinating. Three of them may be sketches toward orchestral movements.19 Most striking is No. 15 in G Minor, a through-composed piece that deftly develops its opening ideas throughout and en route works in a quote from Gluck’s ballet Don Juan. Wolfgang may have looked at it as a harmonic study; its altered chords and modulations from key to key range farther than anything he had yet explored. Beyond that, there is a driving intensity to the piece that foreshadows a distinctive G-minor mood that would be with him to the end, most famously in his two symphonies in that key, one early and one late.

         
            *

         

         DURING THE LONDON SOJOURN WOLFGANG ENCOUNTERED TWO MUSICIANS who made a lasting impression on him. The first and most important was Johann Christian Bach, youngest of the celebrated composer sons of Johann Sebastian. He had come to London in 1762 to write Italian operas for the King’s Theatre, and the following year he was named music master to Queen Charlotte. He would remain in London the rest of his life as the city’s preeminent musician. Another member of the court musical household was C. F. Abel; the two men were in the process of organizing their concert series.

         In effect, J. C. Bach and his brother Carl Philipp Emanuel, who was then based in Berlin, were between them forging much of what history would call the mature eighteenth-century Classical idiom. Christian’s work embodied the manner of the period called the galant, which rejected the heaviness of the Baroque in favor of light and lucid textures without counterpoint, a tuneful and singing melodic style, a general air of elegant, artless simplicity. This was music designed to be easy on the ear; it could be touching and sometimes poignant, but it skirted the gloomier emotions. Pieces were laid out in regular phrasing and clear forms, like the dance music that constituted much of the style’s foundation. At its best, the galant could be entirely charming; at less than its best, precious and banal. Christian had studied with noted theorist and composer Padre Martini in Italy, which left a stamp of Italianate lyricism on his work. His brother C. P. E. had a galant side as well, but he was better known for a more sober and introspective music called the empfindsamer, or “sensitive” style.

         In the end the music of both Bach brothers would resonate powerfully with Mozart, but first and most significant was Christian’s galant style, which Wolfgang absorbed in London. Among other things, it impressed on him the Italian conviction that melody is the soul of music—something he never lost. Already the influence is seen in the violin sonatas of late 1764 and in Wolfgang’s London symphonies. He clearly heard a good deal of Christian’s work during the visit, but the influence was personal as well: the famous man took the new marvel under his wing. Nannerl later described one of their appearances at court when Christian seated himself at the harpsichord, placed Wolfgang between his knees, and they improvised away together, Christian laying out ideas and her brother continuing them. It sounded like one person playing, Nannerl recalled. Another report, probably from this occasion, said the two led each other “into very abstruse harmonies, and extraneous modulations, in which the child beat the man.” Afterward as Wolfgang was rolling around on a table, somebody handed him a song of Christian’s. The boy glanced at the score upside down, pointed out a wrongly copied note, and continued his roll on the table.20

         The other abiding London influence came from the world of opera. Leopold’s letters rarely mention opera performances during the tour, but they must have seen many, especially in London, where opera in Italian was the rage. For all his experience as a composer, Leopold had never written an opera, and while he was an aficionado, he was less prepared to give his son advice about that genre than he was with instrumental music. All the same, he knew he had to expose Wolfgang to a spectrum of opera. Besides being a genre that he would be expected to write in one of these days, it was a means of studying the range of expression, from gaiety to sorrow, in how music amplified a text, and also how music evoked stage movement from dramatic to dancelike.

         The Mozarts came to know the renowned operatic castrato Giovanni Manzuoli, whose reputation as a male soprano was second only to that of the legendary Farinelli, who by then had retired. Leopold’s first mention of the singer turns up in a letter of February 1765: “This winter nobody is making much money except Manzuoli and a few others in the opera. Manzuoli is getting £1500 for the season … He is the only person whom they have had to pay decently in order to set the opera on its feet again.” That figure equaled a stunning 15,000 German florins.

         Castratos were a familiar feature of music in the eighteenth century, but their fame did not erase the melancholy of their existence. From the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, tens of thousands of male children, mostly in Italy, were castrated before puberty to preserve their high voices, then subjected to a relentless program of vocal training. If a boy showed a hint of musical talent, his parents might send him to the knife, hoping for riches in return. As in all areas of musical education, the result was a few idolized stars like Farinelli and Manzuoli, a supply of singers for church, court, and opera, and myriad nobodies. The great majority of the victims got nowhere, sang for pennies in the street, turned to prostitution for male customers, sooner or later disappeared into the oblivion of the outcast. As a castrato, you were a singer or you were nothing.

         The tradition rose from an unholy trinity of religion, money, and art. The Church forbade women to sing in services. There was a standing ban, enforced primarily in the Papal States, on teaching women to sing professionally at all. Church choirs were staffed by boys, castratos, and adult tenors and basses. Castration was officially forbidden by the Church but sanctioned all the same—with consummate hypocrisy, reports described singers as having had an unfortunate accident in childhood.

         In secular musical life, the greatest castratos, their vocal virtuosity almost superhuman and their voices uniquely beautiful, were stars of the opera stage and concert hall. As both singers and sexual toys—they were not necessarily impotent—they were favorites of royalty and clergy. In his Mémoires, Casanova reported an intricate orgy that could have come from de Sade: “There were seven or eight girls, all of them pretty, three or four castratos … and five or six abbés … A castrato and a girl … proposed to strip … lie on their backs … with their faces covered. They challenged us all to guess which was which.”21

         So the institution of the castrato was a matter of supreme cruelty and hypocrisy at the service of beauty. On the stage castratos played virile heroes and fiery heroines in opera seria, competing for fame with the female divas of the day. Their voices, distinct from that of a female soprano, were described as brilliant, ringing, even uncanny. That was the bigger-than-life role that Manzuoli was playing when the Mozarts met him in London. He befriended the family, perhaps gave Wolfgang singing lessons. He lent his voice and fame to the children’s private concert at the Berkeley Square house of Lord and Lady Clive. Manzuoli was woven into Wolfgang’s early experience of opera, a genre for which he was by his gifts destined. Their paths would cross again not so many years later, when Wolfgang was becoming a composer of opera.

         
            *

         

         WOLFERL CONTINUED TO BE AGREEABLE ESSENTIALLY TO ANYTHING asked of him, including being poked and prodded by various experts. One of them was pioneering British music historian Charles Burney, who in later years recalled the child “playing on my knee, on subjects I gave him.” Wolfgang added tricks old and new, as Burney listed.

         
            Extempore & sight Playing, Composing a Treble to a given Base & a Base to a Treble … as well as finishing a Composition began by another. His fondness for Manz[u]oli—his imitations of the several Styles of Singing of each of the then Opera Singers, as well as of their Songs in an Extemporary opera to nonsense words—to which were added an overture of 3 Movemts Recitative—Graziosa, Bravura & Pathetic Airs, together with Several accompd Recitatives … after wch he played at Marbles.22

         

         Another to give the child a going-over was Daines Barrington, a lawyer, magistrate, amateur scientist, and fellow of the Royal Society, whose past fellows had included Christopher Wren, Isaac Newton, and other philosophes and polymaths. He gave the Society an extended report of his encounter with Wolfgang that was eventually printed in the Society’s Philosophical Transactions.

         
            Sir,

            If I was to send you a well attested account of a boy who measured seven feet in height, when he was not more than eight years of age, it might be considered as not undeserving the notice of the Royal Society.

            The instance which I now desire you will communicate to that learned body, of as early an exertion of most extraordinary musical talents, seems perhaps equally to claim their attention.

         

         Barrington provides some background on the prodigy’s manifestations and his travels, then proceeds to a lively account of his examination. The first was sight-reading a five-part score, which Wolfgang executed perfectly, not only in the notes but in his understanding of the style. He sang one of the top two parts, with Leopold handling the lower one. Not as good a sight-singer as his son, Papa fumbled some of the notes, “on which occasion the son looked back with some anger pointing out to him his mistakes.” Eventually, Wolfgang’s new experience with opera came up. As with every new experience, it had triggered his imagination.

         
            Happening to know that little Mozart was much taken notice of by Manz[u]oli, the famous singer … I said to the boy, that I should be glad to hear an extemporary Love Song, such as his friend Manz[u]oli might choose in an opera.

            The boy on this … looked back with much archness, and immediately began five or six lines of a jargon recitative [accompanying himself on harpsichord].

            He then played a symphony which might correspond with an air composed to the single word, Affetto [affection] … Finding that he was in humour, and as it were inspired, I then desired him to compose a Song of Rage, such as might be proper for the opera stage.

            The boy again looked back with much archness, and began five or six lines of a jargon recitative proper to precede a Song of Anger.

            This lasted also about the same time with the Song of Love; and in the middle of it, he had worked himself up to such a pitch, that he beat his harpsichord like a person possessed, rising sometimes in his chair … The word he pitched upon for this second extemporary composition was Perfido [perfidious].

         

         It must have been an unforgettable scene, the tiny child pounding the harpsichord as he furiously wailed, “Perfido! Perfido! Peeeeerfidooooooo!” Barrington added that amid these and other feats, Wolfgang jumped up from the keyboard to play with a cat who had wandered in, and now and then ran around the room with a stick horse between his legs.23

         
            *

         

         BY THE LAST MONTHS OF 1764, THE LONDON PROSPECTS WERE STARTING to look paltry. The nobility had been largely out of town for the summer,24 and while in October the queen bestowed fifty guineas in return for the dedication of Wolfgang’s violin sonatas, expenses were eating up the Mozarts’ resources. In January the children played daily concerts at the Swan and Harp inn to try to make up some of the money lost during Papa’s illness.25 Leopold tended to see illness largely in terms of lost income; sometimes he put the children back to work before they were fully recovered.

         Wolfgang was writing symphonies for a big program Leopold planned and that, after delays, took place on February 15 at the Little Theatre in Haymarket. An advertisement noted that “all the Overtures [meaning symphonies] will be from the Composition of this astonishing Composer, only eight Years old.” To save money, Leopold copied all the parts for the pieces himself.26 Which symphonies and how many of them Wolfgang wrote in London is a hazy matter, with misattributions and probably lost works involved. But there is an autograph on London-printed music paper for what history came to call his Symphony no. 1 in E-flat, K. 16. As noted, this is probably not the one Nannerl took down, thus not his first effort, but it was written in the city and surely played there.

         If the violin sonatas show both the boy’s precocity and his immaturity, what about his first symphonies? At age eight, Wolfgang already writes confidently for orchestra, though there would have been much advice and correction from Papa. These early symphonies were typical of the time, small in scale, intended more for a music room than a large hall. The E-flat is in three movements, strings plus pairs of oboes and horns. Like the sonatas, the piece has the galant influence of J. C. Bach all over it. Wolfgang’s gift for mimicry has deepened.

         The piece begins with a blustery fanfare, then calms to a quiet series of chords, striking because of their sighing suspensions and warm scoring in divided strings, but at the same time, the chords lose the energy generated by the opening. (This is the sort of thing Leopold might have noticed and known how to fix, but if so, he let it stand.) Wolfgang modulates correctly to the key of the dominant for a second theme; the development section simply runs through the opening music in new keys and ends not with a complete sonata-form recapitulation, but only the second theme in the home key.

         The second movement has a quietly pulsing main theme, more atmosphere than tune, whose suspensions recall the quiet chords of the first movement. Perhaps Leopold advised his son that there needed to be rhymes and reasons for movements to cohere in a piece. The finale is a vigorous Presto rondo in 3/8 whose beginning in octaves recalls the mood of the start of the symphony. Its second section has a deft contrapuntal interlude. As a whole, the piece shows a little composer who knows how to come up with attractive material but doesn’t yet know how to vary and develop it. Instead of developing he repeats, like a child who thinks that the third time he tells a joke will be as funny as the first time.

         There are perhaps two more symphonies from the London sojourn; they survive only in manuscript parts in Leopold’s hand.27 One in F major is no great advance on the earlier symphony, though there is a sweetly lyrical and galant second movement whose emotional atmosphere is beyond Wolfgang’s years, part of its charm a gently undulating accompaniment. The boy has a way to go to his maturity, though he still finds fresh ideas from piece to piece, but he does not always realize when the ideas wear out their welcome. Symphony no. 4 in D Major, K. 19, shows that Wolfgang knows that D major is considered a bright and cheery key. By now he knows how to sustain a driving energy through a movement. In any case, as he passed his ninth birthday in January 1765, he was a budding symphonist—incredible, for anybody but him.

         
            *

         

         MARCH 13, 1765, SAW A CONCERT AT THE HOME OF LADY MARGARET Clive in Berkeley Square, probably one of a number of appearances by the Mozart children in fashionable salons. In a letter to her husband Lady Clive described the upcoming show: “Tomorrow I shall have a great deal of Company indeed all the people of quality etc…. to hear Manz[u]oli sing here, accompanied by Mr Buron[?] on the harpsichord, on which the little Mozarts … will play most completely well and this together with two good Fidlers and a Bass.”28 It would have been the usual thrown-together program for a house concert.

         As spring blossomed, and with the novelty of the prodigious children wearing off for the public, Leopold resorted to something on the order of desperate measures. In April a notice appeared in the paper that the Mozart children would be home every weekday from twelve to two for customers to test their skills. At the end of the month, this became three hours a day. In July there appeared another newspaper notice prompted by Leopold, its hyperbolic tone showing a touch of anxiety:

         
            The greatest Prodigy that Europe, or that even Human Nature has to boast of, is, without Contradiction, the little German Boy WOLFGANG MOZART; a Boy, Eight [actually nine] Years old, who has, and indeed very justly, raised the Admiration not only of the greatest Men, but also of the greatest Musicians in Europe. It is hard to say, whether his Execution upon the Harpsichord and his playing and singing at Sight, or his own Caprice, Fancy, and compositions for all Instruments are most astonishing. The Father of this Miracle, being obliged by Desire of several Ladies and Gentlemen to postpone, for a very short Time, his Departure from England, will give an Opportunity to hear this little Composer and his Sister, whose musical Knowledge wants not Apology. Performs every Day in the Week, from 12 to 3 o’clock in the Great Room, at the Swan and Harp, Cornhill…. The Two Children will play also together with four Hands upon the same Harpsichord, and put upon it a Handkerchief without seeing the Keys.29

         

         Finally, the British welcome manifestly petering out after a year and two months, Leopold conceded it was time to go. The Mozarts left London on July 24 and lingered for a few days at Bourne Place in Canterbury, the mansion of Sir Horatio Mann, a wealthy nobleman at that point known mainly for being mad about cricket; he had a pitch on his estate. During the visit the family took in what may have been their first horse race, an echt-British amusement. In London, a Dutch envoy had pressed Leopold to take the family to The Hague, to play for Princess Caroline of Orange-Nassau. The answer had been no, they were headed back to Paris, but the envoy showed up in Canterbury and made his pitch again, and this time Leopold agreed. His decision gained the children further glory and nearly cost them their lives.

         At the beginning of August the Mozarts arrived in Calais, picked up their coach, hired six post horses, and headed for Lille on the way to Holland. Instead they found themselves mired in Lille with a flood of bad news. Wolfgang came down with an intestinal typhoid, from which he suffered for two months.30 In those days typhoid was fatal as often as not. Before he recovered, the typhoid hit Leopold as well, so he enjoyed his own siege of vomiting, dizziness, and vertigo. The treatment was purgatives and foot baths, one as useless as the other. (Some years later, Leopold pressed on a friend a Viennese treatment for illness: “Get some cart grease, wrap in a bit of paper and wear it on your chest. Take the bone of a leg of veal and wrap it up in paper with two kreuzers’ worth of leopard’s bane and carry it in your pocket. I am sure this will cure you.”31 As noted before, medicine in those days could be a patient’s worst enemy.) They escaped from Lille at the beginning of September. The next days found them in Ghent and in Antwerp, where Wolfgang played the organ at the cathedral. On the road, Nannerl came down with a cold that at first seemed like nothing serious. They arrived at The Hague via Rotterdam on December 10. In a letter from The Hague, Leopold praised the cleanliness of Dutch cities and reported family encounters with Prince William and Princess Caroline of Orange.

         He also reported that Nannerl’s cold was improving, but he was wrong. On the twenty-sixth she came down with shivers and fever and took to bed. It was probably typhoid again. Soon the doctor announced that he could do no more; a priest was summoned to give her extreme unction. In her delirium, Nannerl babbled gibberish about their travels in a jumble of English, French, and German. In spite of themselves, Papa and Mama could not help laughing. Wrote Leopold, “Whoever could have listened to the conversation which we three, my wife, myself and my daughter, had on several evenings, during which we convinced her of the vanity of this world and the happy death of children, would not have heard it without tears. Meanwhile, Wolfgang, in the next room, was amusing himself with his music.”32

         Nannerl somehow gathered herself and recovered. But as soon as she was out of the woods, Wolfgang came down with the same frightful illness, his second bout of typhoid since August. He was in bed for a month, for eight days nearly comatose. Some of the time he could not speak; his tongue was so swollen and dry it looked like wood; his lips turned black and the skin repeatedly peeled off.33 Leopold reported that the illness “has made him so wretched that he is not only absolutely unrecognizable, but has nothing left but his tender skin and his little bones.” Leopold asked for nine Masses to be said in Salzburg: the worse the illness, the more Masses required. By that point Wolfgang was relearning how to stand on his feet.34 Ten days later both children gave a public concert in The Hague. Two days after that they left for Amsterdam.

         There in the next weeks they gave two concerts in the hall of the Riding School, all the music on the programs by Wolfgang. They returned to The Hague to join the festivities around Prince William of Orange’s eighteenth birthday. For that occasion, Wolfgang produced nine pieces, including six new violin sonatas, K. 26–31, dedicated to Princess Caroline.

         As this second set of sonatas for violin and piano show, Wolfgang in his work did not often backtrack; his progress from year to year and even month to month is manifest on the page. The first sonata has three movements, the rest two, most of them cheery in tone. One striking thing is that the repetitiousness of the earlier sonatas and symphonies has receded: Wolfgang is learning to extend and develop his ideas rather than simply repeat them. The harmony is richer and more chromatic than anything he has done before. He has not entirely figured out what to do with the fiddle, which is often given simple filler under the clavier part. But there are touches of independence for the violin, occasional bits of imitation between the players.

         Maybe the glory of the set is the Andante poco adagio first movement of K. 27, which has a strikingly mature affect and a touching and atmospheric tone rare for a piece in G major. Musically, Wolfgang was always beyond his years in one way and another; here is an early case where the expression is more grown-up than he was. Meanwhile at age nine he was not just a deft composer but a prolific one. At the same time, outside his musical discipline Wolferl remained his age: he would still jump up from the keyboard to pet the cat or play marbles or horsey. He apparently never had time to play with other children his age. It all had to come from his own imagination. And his child self never entirely left him. He grew up a marvelous patchwork.

         The whirl continued. Back to Amsterdam in mid-April 1766, where Papa had his own moment of glory: a publisher presented him with a handsome printing of the Dutch edition of his violin method.35 In the next weeks, by way of Utrecht, Antwerp, and Brussels, they made their way to France. The end of April found them back in Versailles. 

         
            *

         

         THE FAMILY’S SECOND VERSAILLES AND PARIS SOJOURN LASTED TWO months and proved as profitable as the first. The royal family was again welcoming. Baron Grimm wrote a new appreciation: “Mlle. Mozart, now 13 years of age, and moreover grown much prettier, has the most beautiful and brilliant execution on the harpsichord … Her brother alone is capable of robbing her of supremacy.”36 Their row of illnesses had gone harder on Wolfgang than on his sister. He remained small and pale.

         In the middle of July the family were guests of the Prince de Condé, Governor of Burgundy. Wolfgang played several times in Condé’s grand salon. There is a painting of one of those occasions, depicting the child Mozart at the clavier in a drawing room typical of the settings of the time’s upper-class Hausmusik. The room is tall, the walls of elegant stucco; there are high windows and an enormous mirror. One sees that the program is just starting or is in between pieces. Tiny Wolfgang sits at a spindly-legged harpsichord, perhaps giving the pitch to a man tuning a guitar beside him. Present are fifteen people, aristocrats except for the child, eight of them ladies in grand finery. In the foreground of the painting two dogs lounge. To the right of the picture, some of the listeners sample a buffet; others sit at a table chatting and passing tea and delicacies. Perhaps later, during the music, they will sew or play cards. At the left sits a man thoughtfully perusing some pages—a performer looking over the score of a piece. At his feet waits a cello, its neck resting on a sheaf of music. He and the guitarist will be involved in the program and become listeners when they are not playing. Perhaps one of the ladies will provide an aria or a keyboard sonata.

         A newspaper report describes in unctuous tones one of the concerts before the Prince de Condé:

         
            Having been informed that His Serene Highness, Mylord the Prince of Condé wished to hear a harpsichord concert by the two young children of the Archduke of Salzburg’s Kapellmeister, the music of which was composed by one of the said children aged 8, Messrs the Viscount Mayer and the Alderman made ready for this gathering the Great Assembly Hall which was decorated with cut glass chandeliers and ornate candelabras lit with wax candles, a president’s chair of crimson velvet placed on a platform in the middle of the hall for His Said Highness, and risers on all sides for seating the distinguished persons of His retinue … [After the concert] refreshments were offered to His Highness, along with assurances [of fealty] inspired by this prince’s goodness, which he accepted, and refreshments were likewise offered to the ladies and Lords who accompanied his Highness.37

         

         Such was the milieu in which the Mozarts had to make their way. If in private the aristocracy could be warm and welcoming, the distance between their place and that of the Mozarts was an unbridgeable gulf. In European society it would take a great deal of history and much violence to change that.

         Wolfgang had been writing Italian arias, a step on the way toward an opera. Wrote Grimm:

         
            I have little doubt that before he has reached the age of twelve, he will already have had an opera performed at some Italian theater. Having heard Manzuoli in London all one winter, he profited so well from this, that although his voice is excessively weak, he sings with as much taste as soul. But what is most baffling of all is the profound knowledge of harmony and its most recondite progressions which he possesses to a supreme degree.38

         

         Grimm’s prophecy was early by one year: Wolfgang would be all of twelve when he got his first shot at opera.

         The family left Paris in July 1766. They were headed home to Salzburg, but it took them six months to get there. In Geneva the children played for friends of Voltaire and his publisher, but not for the legend himself. As Voltaire wrote to old friend (and Mozart family friend) Madame d’Épinay, “Your little Mazar, Madame, chose, I am afraid, a rather unfavorable time to bring harmony into the temple of Discord. You know that I live two leagues from Geneva: I never go out; and I was very ill when this phenomenon shone on the black horizon of Geneva. In short, he has left, to my great regret, without my having seen him.”39

         September found the Mozarts in Lausanne, Bern, then Zürich, where they were guests of poet Salomon Gessner. He gave them four volumes  of his writings with an effusive dedication: “Take, most valued friends, this present … and may it be worthy of keeping my memory ever alive with you! Continue long to enjoy, honorable parents … the happiness of your children: may they be as happy as their merits are extraordinary. At the tenderest age they are the pride of the nation and the admiration of the world. Fortunate parents! Fortunate children!”40 This sort of tribute had become more or less routine for the family, but it was still gratifying coming from Gessner, whose sentimental Idyllen was at that point the most popular book in Germany.41

         A more searching piece of writing came from a Professor Samuel Tissot, who was interested in the nervous systems of geniuses, especially prodigies. In a long essay he uses Wolfgang as a point of departure in examining the idea of inborn talent as a mental phenomenon: “What is it that lets anyone be born a Poet, a Musician, or a Painter?” Tissot finds part of the answer in some people’s heightened sensitivity to a particular stimulation: “The sight of a new machine whose secret has been concealed from him worries the great Engineer until he understands it; why then should not a sound … force a brain keenly affected by sound to occupy itself with music?” His main example is the miraculous boy:

         
            Aural sensibility and justness are so keen in young Mozard [sic] that wrong, harsh or too loud notes bring tears to his eyes. His imagination is as musical as his ear, for it is always conscious of a multitude of sounds all together; a given single note calls up the same instant all those that may form a melodious succession … He was sometimes involuntarily driven to his harpsichord, as by a hidden force, & he drew from it sounds that were the living expression of the idea that had just seized him. One might say that at such moments he is an instrument at the command of music.42

         

         Tissot includes an astute observation on the importance of the father, “who, far from pressing his son, has always been careful to moderate his fire and to prevent him from giving way to it.” He concludes on a metaphysical note: “When I see the young Mozard with light heart creating those tender and sublime symphonies, which might be taken for the language of the immortals, every fiber of my being resounds, so to speak, with immortality … I could almost imagine this child, precious to heaven … to be one of those pure spirits who inhabits the happy abode destined for me.” Here is a thoughtful High Enlightenment treatise that attempts to come to grips rationally with a phenomenon that Tissot knows is ultimately beyond explanation.43

         Winterthur, Schaffhausen, Donaueschingen—at the last, the Mozarts were hosted by Prince Joseph Wenzel von Fürstenberg and had an unexpected reunion with their esteemed former servant Sebastian Winter. He had begun the tour with them and now served as a retainer for the prince.44 The family stayed in town for twelve days; on nine of them the children played four-hour programs in the evening, including some new cello pieces Wolfgang had written for the prince (later lost), and probably his droll Galimathias musicum (translated, more or less, as “musical gibberish”), K. 32, for orchestra. Written in The Hague, it is a hodgepodge of seventeen little movements weaving in current popular songs. When the family left the prince’s, there were tears on both sides and, of course, generous gifts from their host.

         From there it was “head over heels,” Leopold reported, town after town in the first days of November. On the eighth they arrived in Munich for an unintended long stay. The day after they arrived, they were summoned by Elector Maximilian III Joseph, who sang a tune for Wolfgang to improvise on.45 The child impressed, as always. That night, Wolfgang was restless in bed. It quickly became clear that he was sick again, this siege as bad as any of them. He was feverish, his joints pained him, he was paralyzed from the knees down.46 It was likely acute rheumatic fever, which he seems to have had before.47 The disease can return in a victim, and so it did for Mozart. One day it would return, it appears, to finish him.

         
            *

         

         YET AGAIN, WOLFGANG RECOVERED FROM A MALADY THAT COULD have been fatal, and the family was finally able to make their way home, arriving in Salzburg on November 29, 1766. They had been on the road for three years, five months, and twenty days; traveled thousands of miles by coach; stopped in eighty-eight cities and towns; and performed for thousands of usually awed listeners.48 The children were among the famous people of the world—Wolfgang more celebrated and scrutinized than Nannerl, but still both of them were marveled at in endless reports. When they left home, Wolfgang was not quite seven and a half; now he was nearly eleven. He had done much of his growing up on the road, everywhere celebrated but in effect living in a bubble. And he was not done with traveling.

         Their tour was instantly a legend, a virtual myth, and so it would remain in history. So profound was the impact Wolfgang made that in some ways it would be impossible to top. During the tour more than one observer had noted the tendency of most prodigies at some point to hit a wall, artistically and personally. Yet the reality was that Wolfgang, already along with his sister among the finest keyboard players in Europe, had barely cleared his throat as a composer. More and better symphonies and chamber works were coming; opera loomed. Brother and sister would have a few more years of grace before the inevitable and wrenching end of a prodigy’s career: growing up. Part of that would be the matter of entering the mainstream of the profession, which is to say entering the fray.
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