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Introduction




As we all know, Mozart pushed things a little too far.


Carl Friedrich Zelter, 1798








Can you put everything you need to know about Mozart in your pocket? Perhaps no composer in the history of Western music has been more written about, dissected, mythologised and fantasised over. A Google search just a year before the 250th anniversary of his birth offers some 7,930,000 current items about Mozart. Of the making of theories about Mozart’s life, death, relationships, personal habits, not to mention his music, there is no end. The number of books published about Mozart ranks with those about Shakespeare, Jesus Christ and (his nearest rival among composers) Wagner. He was the subject of an acclaimed play, Amadeus, which has gone round the world since it was first seen in London in 1979, and became an even more popular (though completely transformed) film in the 1980s, which re-embedded myths about the man at the heart of our understanding of his music. It was doubtless partly because of Amadeus that Mozart, rather than any other classical composer, was in Time magazine’s top ten cultural figures of the millennium. Today, my mobile phone’s predictive text spells Mozart for me, but not Beethoven or Haydn. His music chimes in every Muzak-infested lift or restaurant or shopping centre, and in these days of eternal waiting for the call centre to answer, Mozart’s must be the music you hear most often when you are on hold. Even if you claim to know nothing about classical music, you have heard of Mozart, and heard Mozart.


But just when you are about to write Mozart off as overexploited and over-exposed, there is the sudden impact of the music, utterly direct, communicative yet emotionally elusive, simple yet infinitely complex, which has been moving listeners for over two centuries in myriads of different ways, offering different qualities to new generations. Sometimes it seems possible to read an infinite variety of meaning into Mozart’s music, so open is it to interpretation and opinion, so varied in the performance styles and techniques that can be used to realise it for a contemporary audience. Equally, Mozart has now become a commercial brand: to market the supposed benefits of music on spatial-temporal reasoning in children and adults, ‘The Mozart Effect’ became a trademark. In this and in so many other ways, ‘Mozart’ has become something completely different from Mozart: it is a creation of our times, made in our own image.


We will never fully disentangle the man and the music from the myth, nor should we; for it is in the mythic power of Mozart’s story that much that is so important about him survives, and it is in those stories told about him that we have articulated what we want to believe of composers, of geniuses, of those who die young, of those who create something that lasts. That is why the stories are so significant, whether or not they are entirely true.


In Mozart’s case, the myths began to be created the moment he died. Mozart’s wife Constanze reflected that: on the day of his death in 1791, she is reported to have been distraught, to have curled up beside his dead body in his bed, but is also supposed to have penned in her husband’s album the words: ‘Mozart – never to be forgotten by me or by the whole of Europe – now thou too art at peace – eternal peace!! … O! could I soon be joined with thee for ever.’ She dated this 5 December 1791, the day of his death – but it is more likely that, rather than being her immediate reaction, those sentiments were actually those that, much later, in her new role of protector of his reputation, she felt she ought to have articulated at that crucial moment. Yet that makes almost more poignant the desperate vacuum that Mozart’s early death left behind, and the inability of those around him to cope with his astonishing legacy – of which the endless sagas surrounding the incomplete Requiem are only the most famous example.


Of Mozart’s life, there is almost too much evidence – hundreds of letters, diaries, catalogues, newspaper reports and so much else, although many of these are not about the things that really matter. How much can we believe of the welter of communication in Mozart’s astoundingly vivid and turbulent letters, one of the most remarkable personal testimonies to have survived from any great artistic figure? In the biographical literature they have so often been taken as the unvarnished truth, and yet increasingly we come to realise that they are hedged around with special pleading, deliberate carelessness and dissimulation – qualities which do, of course, tell us much about the composer, but are more elusive than taking him at face value. The intoxicating aspect of the surviving Mozart evidence, including the posthumous stories and legends, is that it is all so vivid. The testimonies pulsate with life, and we feel, even at more than two centuries’ distance and cultural worlds away, that we can make an immediate connection with them. That is one reason for Mozart’s continuing relevance to us, yet the imagined closeness is a dangerous thing, for too often we want to believe that he had our own way of thinking, feeling and behaving.


(It is amazing how resilient both the positive and negative images of Mozart prove to be. Early in 2005, the Berlin State Library unveiled what it claimed, to some disbelief, was a lost portrait of Mozart by Johann Georg Edlinger, bought in 1934 and forgotten since. As it doesn’t look much like what we know of him, it was said to show ‘a graying and podgy Mozart, with heavy bags under his eyes’, caused by ‘his flamboyant living in his home town of Salzburg [sic – he actually lived at this time in Vienna] which revolved around rich foods, heavy drinking and womanising, all of which may have contributed to his premature death …’ This report provoked an immediate reply in the Sunday Telegraph from a furious correspondent: ‘Mozart was a good husband … He lived with his family all of whom were good practising Catholics. He had girlfriends and was a flirt but there is no evidence he was unfaithful to his wife.’)


If you want to read what is absolutely, certainly true about Mozart, this book may be a disappointment, because the story of what has happened to him since his death has irretrievably coloured that simple tale. But at the moment that marks a quarter of a millennium since Mozart was born, the most we can do, given the infinite variety of possibilities in his music, is to provide some context – to help us hear Mozart’s music freshly, and make of it what we will. Each listener will have a different reaction, just as every performer reinterprets him: here are some guides around that amazing output; from them, create your own Mozart.


The enormous amount of scholarly work on Mozart’s life and music that has taken place in recent years has not yet led to a fully formed picture that can replace the pioneering work of nineteenth-and twentieth-century biographers. So many pieces of the jigsaw seem to have been thrown up in the air that it would be impossible to write a coherent, organic, musical and personal story of Mozart right now. There have been stimulating and questioning biographies, by Wolfgang Hildesheimer, Volkmar Braunbehrens and Maynard Solomon; there is a wealth of new information about his music in the work of the New Mozart Edition and its critical commentaries (‘written with the utmost care, read with the minimum of attention’, as one scholar wryly noted); there is a rich new sense of context from analysts and historians who are studying Mozart alongside his contemporaries and in his cultural sphere.


The insights of those who have studied Mozart’s handwriting (Wolfgang Plath), copyists (Cliff Eisen for Salzburg, Dexter Edge for Vienna), editions (Gertrude Haberkamp), paper usage (Alan Tyson), sketches (Ulrich Konrad) and attitude to composition (Neal Zaslaw, Christoph Wolff and others) have turned some traditional understanding upside down. The way that Mozart wrote for particular singers and ensembles, for particular circumstances in different courts and theatres, is becoming increasingly acknowledged as a crucial influence on his style. The standard Köchel catalogue of Mozart’s music (see below) is currently being rewritten.


Within all this continuing activity, the aim of this new Pocket Guide has to be very modest. It draws on a wide range of up-to-date published sources to provide as broad a guide as possible: there are countless books of Mozart biography, and there are many books which discuss his music; I hope this one manages to do some of both. We are all aware of music by Mozart that we know and love but want to find out more about, or that we do not know and would find worth exploring. Mozart’s music is now available to us more easily than ever before, so this book surveys as much of his output as possible. It does not pretend to be a complete guide, or an academic treatise, though I hope it makes some newer scholarly thinking accessible.


By no means every fragment or small piece that Mozart ever wrote is included here. This book concentrates on those works which are likely to be performed, and encountered in the concert hall, on CD or on the radio. For a complete overview of his output, the magisterial work-list by Cliff Eisen and Stanley Sadie (whose death in 2005 was such a loss to Mozart scholarship) in the second edition of The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians is the most accessible source, in print and on-line; the work-list in the forthcoming Cambridge Encyclopaedia of Mozart, edited by Cliff Eisen and Simon Keefe, updates that list, and I am grateful to the editors for allowing me to use it.


The material here takes advantage of programme notes and essays I have previously written; I am grateful to those who originally commissioned them and gave me the opportunity to study Mozart’s music. Because of the dual structure of the book, with sections arranged around the life and the works, there is some deliberate repetition of material. The accounts of the music itself are inevitably personal; even more personal are the recommendations of recordings, as Mozart is one of the most recorded of all composers. Those listed here, including the huge achievement of the Philips Complete Mozart Edition, now available in bargain format, are a few favourites from among the many performances that might have been suggested. I am very grateful to Wiebke Thormahlen for her stimulating thoughts and suggestions, and to her, Cliff Eisen, Jane Glover and Neal Zaslaw for reading parts of the book and saving me from signal errors. Amy Carruthers and my wife Ghislaine read the proofs, but the mistakes that remain are entirely mine, and I would be very pleased to have them pointed out for any future editions.


A note on numbering


One of the most affecting documents to have survived from Mozart’s life is his own thematic catalogue, where he lists all the works he finished from early in 1784; this intensely moving volume is in the British Library in London; the touching story of how it was bought by an antiquarian bookseller as the Nazis closed in on Austria, and then sold on to the collector Stefan Zweig at a loss, has been told by Albi Rosenthal. The notebook is headed ‘Catalogue of my work from the month February 1784 to – 1–-’: the finishing date is left open, but the blank figures clearly indicate that he intended to live and compose into the nineteenth century. Mozart completed it up to November 1791, and then it contains page after page of eloquently empty staves. That brings us face to face with the reality of Mozart’s early death, and with the fact that as a composer he expected to go on working. There was no sense at all in which his death can be said to be inevitable, or in which his work was done.


This catalogue covers only a small part of Mozart’s composing career and is not altogether complete or reliable. There are other sources: Leopold Mozart’s early catalogue of his son’s music, which starts with the earliest publications, showing that it was these printed volumes rather than the now-prized earliest manuscripts that his father counted as the real achievement. Then there is the Breitkopf manuscript catalogue of around 1800, destroyed in the Second World War though copies made for Jahn and Köchel survive, which included the opening bars of some pieces that have now disappeared, and the various publishers’ catalogues issued during his lifetime and after his death. The composer himself dated many of his autographs, and where these survive this is by far the most reliable evidence we have of when he was bringing a work to completion for performance (though not, as modern scholarship has emphasised, of when work on it was begun).


The detailed chronology of Mozart’s music is a tortuous subject which has occupied scholars for many years and is far from resolved. The foundation of the work of cataloguing Mozart’s works in the nineteenth century was admirably carried out by Ludwig von Köchel and first published in 1862; the Mozartian Alfred Einstein made a third edition of the Köchel catalogue in 1947 which relied on his stylistic instincts and is now unreliable, while a sixth edition of 1964 has also been widely used though it has many problems of its own. So Köchel’s work has been subject to frequent revision in the course of the years as scholarship has advanced, and one of the problems this has created is the different alternative and appendix numberings of Mozart’s works as they were fitted into Köchel’s original chronological sequence. Hopefully a benchmark for our present understanding of Mozart’s work will be set in The New Köchel, to be published under the editorship of the leading American Mozart scholar Neal Zaslaw. This will revert to the original numbering wherever possible. Before that, there will be a new ‘Little Edition’ of Köchel in 2006, edited by Cliff Eisen and Ulrich Konrad.


In this practical guide I have adopted the numbers and titles most frequently and currently used for performances and recordings, retaining the first edition of Köchel; for works not in the first edition, the sixth edition’s number is used. (Thus there is a caveat that no Köchel number can be taken as implying our present understanding of exactly when a work of Mozart’s was written. Early Köchel numbers are still mainly early works, and late Köchel numbers are mainly late works, but more than that it would be unwise to assume.) There is a particular issue with works that may be by Mozart but for which no authentic sources survive; I have either omitted these, where they are rarely performed, or signalled them with a question mark where they are likely to be heard under Mozart’s name. In referring to works I have used the convention that works are in the major key unless they are otherwise described: ‘Symphony No. 41 in C’ is in C major, whereas Symphony No. 40 is described as being ‘in G minor’.


The trouble with Mozart’s music is that it can fill not just a pocket, but a life. Because there are so many pieces and because you may want some recommendations for beginning to listen, I have rashly given the works discussed a very personal star rating:




****the essential Mozart: you cannot be without these unquestioned masterpieces


***wonderful pieces, among the finest of their kind


**a really good work of its genre


*well worth exploring





NK


27 January 2005


249th anniversary of Mozart’s birth



















The Mozart ‘Top 10’





The popular image of Mozart is created by a very small number of oft-repeated pieces: 




Ave verum corpus K618


Clarinet Concerto in A K622


Eine kleine Nachtmusik K525


Exsultate jubilate K165


Overture: The Marriage of Figaro K492


Piano Sonata in C K330


Piano Concerto No. 21 in C K467


Requiem K626


‘Rondo alla turca’ from Piano Sonata in A K331


Symphony No. 40 in G minor K550





… as well as some popular operatic excerpts and arias from Die Zauberflöte, Don Giovanni and the other great operas. But it is an oddly limited list in terms of the expressive range and technical variety of Mozart’s music.



















My 4-star Mozart





New listeners start here: these are the pieces of Mozart I have come to value most highly over the years.




Adagio for piano in B minor K540


Clarinet Concerto in A K622


Così fan tutte K588


Die Zauberflöte K620


Divertimento in E flat for string trio K563


Don Giovanni K527


Fantasia in F minor for mechanical organ K608


Idomeneo, re di Creta K366


Le nozze di Figaro K492


Mass in C minor K427


‘Nehmt meinen Dank’, aria K383


Piano and Wind Quintet in E flat K452


Piano Concerto No. 19 in F K459


Piano Concerto No. 20 in D minor K466


Piano Concerto No. 21 in C K467


Piano Concerto No. 24 in C minor K491


Piano Concerto No. 25 in C K503


Piano Concerto No. 27 in B flat K595


Piano Quartet in G minor K478


Piano Sonata No. 8 in A minor K310


Requiem in D minor K626


Rondo for piano in A minor K511


Serenade in B flat K361


Serenade in C minor K388


Sinfonia concertante in E flat for violin and viola K364


Sonata for piano duet in F K497


String Quartet in C, ‘Dissonance’ K465


String Quintet No. 2 in C K515


String Quintet No. 3 in G minor K516


Symphony No. 38 in D, ‘Prague’ K504


Symphony No. 39 in E flat K543


Symphony No. 40 in G minor K550


Symphony No. 41 in C, ‘Jupiter’ K551


‘Vorrei spiegarvi’, aria K418






















Things people said about Mozart






JOHANN ADOLF HASSE 1771


This boy will confine us all to oblivion!



EMPEROR JOSEPH II (ATTRIB.) 1782


Too many notes, my dear Mozart.



ERNST LUDWIG GERBER 1790


This great master, through his early acquaintance with harmony, had become so profoundly intimate with it that the unpractised ear has difficulty in following his works. Even practised ones must hear his pieces several times …



Journal des Luxus und der Moden 1793


Mozart’s talent appears to be an original one, which nevertheless tends towards affectation, towards bizarre, surprising and paradoxical passages, both melodic and harmonic, and avoids natural flow so as not to become ordinary … His melody is overburdened with too many harmonic changes, accompaniments, and difficult striking intervals which are often hard for the singer to intone and remember … a genius who worked according to a plan in which one cannot sanction the harsh modulations, improper imitations, and intricate accompaniments.



GIUSEPPE SARTI c.1800 (PUB. 1832)


The composer, whom I do not know and do not want to know, is a clavier player with a depraved ear; he follows that false system which divides the octave into semitones … ‘de la musique pour faire boucher les oreilles’ [music to make you block your ears].


KARL DITTERS VON DITTERSDORF 1801


I have never known any other composer to possess such a wealth of ideas. I wish he were not so profligate with them. He does not give the listener time to catch his breath, for no sooner is one inclined to reflect upon a beautiful idea than another appears, more prominently, which drives away the first and this continues on and on, so that in the end one is unable to retain any of these beauties in the memory.



FRANZ SCHUBERT 1816


[On hearing the Figaro overture] That is the most beautiful overture in the whole world … but I had almost forgotten Die Zauberflöte.




 





A light, bright fine day this will remain throughout my whole life. As from afar the magic notes of Mozart’s music still gently haunt me … O Mozart, immortal Mozart, how many, oh how endlessly many such comforting perceptions of a brighter and better life hast thou brought to our souls!



JOHN KEATS 1818


She kept me awake one night, as a tune of Mozart’s might do.



HANS GEORG NÄGELI 1826


Great was his genius, but just as great was the failing of his genius, in that he created effects through contrast … it was destructive, primarily for Mozart himself, because as perpetual contrast is elevated to the primary means of effect, one disregards the beautiful proportion of the parts of a work of art.


HECTOR BERLIOZ


One of the most flagrant crimes recorded in the history of art against passion, feeling, good taste and good sense … I found it hard to forgive Mozart for this enormity [‘Non mi dir’ from Don Giovanni] … The marvellous beauty of his quartets and quintets, and of some of his sonatas, first converted me to this celestial genius, whom thenceforth I worshipped.



JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE 1829


A phenomenon like Mozart remains an inexplicable thing … a latent, procreative force which is continuously effective from generation to generation, and is not likely soon to be exhausted.





MUZIO CLEMENTI


Mozart has reached the boundary gate of music, and has leapt over it, leaving behind the old masters, the moderns, and posterity itself.


LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN


I could not compose operas like Don Giovanni and Figaro, they are repugnant to me. I could not have chosen such subjects; they are too frivolous for me …




 





I have always counted myself among the greatest admirers of Mozart and shall remain so until my last breath.


FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE


Mozart, a delicate and lovable soul, but quite eighteenth-century, even when he is serious.


STENDHAL


Mozart is like a mistress who is always serious and often sad, but whose very sadness is a fascination, discovering ever deeper springs of love.


ROBERT SCHUMANN


Ah Mozart, Prince of Spirits in that other world founded by the most beautiful of human faiths … Does it not seem as if Mozart’s works become fresher and fresher the more often we hear them?


ANDRÉ GIDE


Of all musicians Mozart is the one from whom our epoch has taken us farthest away; he speaks only in a whisper, and the public has ceased to hear anything but shouts.


ROSSINI 1860


I take Beethoven twice a week, Haydn four times, Mozart every day … Mozart is always adorable. He was lucky enough to go to Italy when he was very young at a time, too, when they still knew how to sing.



TCHAIKOVSKY 1878


It is thanks to Mozart that I have devoted my life to music … Mozart is the highest, the culminating point that beauty has attained in the sphere of music. No one has made me weep, has made me tremble with rapture, from the consciousness of my nearness to that something which we call the ideal, as he has done.


WILLIAM MAKEPEACE THACKERAY 1879


A new world of love and beauty broke upon her when she was introduced to those divine compositions … how could she be indifferent when she heard Mozart? The tender parts of Don Juan awakened in her raptures so exquisite that she would ask herself when she went to say her prayers at night whether it was not wicked to feel so much delight as that with which ‘Vedrai carino’ and ‘Batti batti’ filled her gentle little bosom? 




 





When she comes into the world, it is like a beautiful air of Mozart breaking upon you.


CHARLES GOUNOD 1882


Oh Divine Mozart! … For prodigal heaven has given thee everything, grace and strength, abundance and moderation, luminous spontaneity and ardent tenderness in the perfect equilibrium which constitutes the irresistible power to charm, and has made thee the unexcelled musician – more than the first – the only Mozart!


SIR HUBERT PARRY 1890


Mozart was not naturally a man of deep feeling or intellectuality, and the result is that his variation building is neither impressive nor genuinely interesting.


RICHARD WAGNER PUB. 1892–8


The perpetually recurring and garrulous half-closes make the impression as if I were hearing the clatter of a prince’s plates and dishes set to music …




 





The most prodigious genius raised him high above all masters of arts and every country.






JOHANNES BRAHMS (WRITING TO DVOřÁK) 1896


If we cannot write with the beauty of Mozart, let us at least try to write with his purity.



CAMILLE SAINT-SAËNS 1899


Give Mozart a fairy tale and he creates without effort an immortal masterpiece.


HANS VON BÜLOW


Mozart is a young man with a great future before him



SIR EDWARD ELGAR 1905


Turning from a modern score to this small attenuated orchestra [for the G minor Symphony], we may wonder how it is possible that a great art-work could be evolved from such sorry materials … We have to marvel that with such a selection of instruments, a variety and contrast can be found sufficient to hold the attention for thirty minutes.



FERRUCCIO BUSONI 1906 (PUB. 1921)


This is how I think of Mozart: he is up to the present the most perfect manifestation of musical talent.


His short life and fecundity enhance his perfection to the point of the phenomenal.


The untroubled beauty of his work irritates.


His sense of form is almost superhuman. Like a masterpiece of sculpture, his art, viewed from any side, is a perfect picture …


With the riddle he provides the solution.



GEORGE BERNARD SHAW 1921


Mozart was the greatest of all musicians. He taught me how to say profound things and at the same time remain flippant and lively.



HERMANN HESSE 1927


… And I heard from the empty spaces within the theatre the sounds of music, a beautiful and awful music, that music from Don Giovanni that heralds the approach of the guest of stone. With an awful and an iron clang it rang through the ghostly house, coming from the other world, from the immortals. ‘Mozart,’ I thought, and with the word conjured up the most beloved and the most exalted picture that my inner life contained … [Steppenwolf]



CECIL GRAY 1928


[The piano concertos are] wayward and nonchalant in form, full of charming ideas which he hardly takes the trouble to work out.


ARNOLD SCHOENBERG


From Mozart I learned




	Inequality of phrase-length


	 Co-ordination of heterogeneous characters to form a thematic unity


	 Deviation from even-number construction in the theme and its component parts


	 The art of forming subsidiary ideas


	 The art of introduction and transition.





WANDA LANDOWSKA


The works of Mozart may be easy to read, but they are very difficult to interpret. The least speck of dust spoils them. They are clear, transparent, and joyful as a spring, and not like those muddy pools which seem deep only because the bottom cannot be reached.


RICHARD STRAUSS (ATTRIB. BY NORMAN DEL MAR)


I cannot write about Mozart, I can only worship him.


FREDERICK DELIUS


If a man tells me he likes Mozart, I know in advance that he is a bad musician.



VIRGINIA WOOLF 1917


Then onto Figaro at the Old Vic. It’s perfectly lovely, breaking from one beauty into another, and so Romantic as well as witty – the perfection of music, and the vindication of opera.





EDWARD MACDOWELL


Mozart’s sonatas are compositions entirely unworthy of the author of The Magic Flute, or of any composer with pretensions to anything beside mediocrity. They are written in a style of flashy harpsichord virtuosity such as Liszt never descended to …


AARON COPLAND


Mozart tapped the source from which all music flows, expressing himself with a spontaneity and refinement and breathtaking rightness.


BENJAMIN BRITTEN


All his life, Mozart had the wit to be influenced by great composers, but then he assimilated these influences and made them part of his character.


GEORGE ANTHEIL


The ‘fun’ in a Mozart symphony is not entirely unlike that of a baseball game. In baseball, all plays are strictly within the rules … Mozart’s mastery was so superb, so utterly top-notch, that Mozart fans experienced exactly the same sensation which a modern baseball audience might feel today should its home town team be blindfolded and still win hands down against a super-excellent non-blindfolded visiting team.


GLENN GOULD


Mozart was a bad composer who died too late rather than too early.


MARIA CALLAS


Most of Mozart’s music is dull


ARTHUR MILLER


Mozart is happiness before it has gotten defined.


LEONARD BERNSTEIN


Mozart is all music; there is nothing you can ask from music that he cannot supply … bathed in a glitter that could have come only from the eighteenth century, from that age of light, lightness and enlightenment. It is a perfect product of the age of reason – witty, objective, graceful, delicious. And yet over it all hovers the greater spirit that is Mozart’s – the spirit of compassion, of universal love, even of suffering – a spirit that knows no age, that belongs to all ages. [Infinite Variety of Music]


VICTOR BORGE


In my dreams of heaven, I always see the great Masters gathered in a huge hall in which they all reside. Only Mozart has his own suite.




 





See also Mozart in Retrospect by Alec Hyatt King, Mozartiana by Joseph Solman, Viva Mozart by George D. Snell.



















Mozart 2006





For many years now, over half a million people a year have fought their way through the narrow streets of Salzburg to visit Mozart’s birthplace on the third floor of a medieval town house in the Getreidegasse. It is the place to go, even if you are really here only for the shopping or the Sound of Music tour. If you go up the narrow stairs, past the factitious ‘Mozart kitchen’, into the room which houses facsimiles of autograph scores and early printed editions, you can see a few impressive relics such as Mozart’s child-sized violin and his adult viola, as well as a supposed lock of his hair (which is generously granted the status of a ‘?’ in the guide). Here in the hushed voices of tour guides the stories of ‘little Wolfgang’s’ youthful prowess in playing and composition are embroidered; here are absurd guesses about which corner of the room he was supposedly born in; here is the clavichord on which a little faded label signed by his wife in the nineteenth century explains that he is supposed to have composed Die Zauberflöte and the other works of his last year on it – ‘such a quiet instrument, so as not to disturb his dear Constanze who was so ill’. (He is also said to have composed the piece in the much-restored and rebuilt wooden summer house which was moved from Vienna to Salzburg and stands in the garden of the nearby Mozarteum, but no matter.) Here are the trinkets: his tobacco case, his snuff-box, a wallet, buttons from one of his jackets, and a mother-of-pearl case. But there are far fewer genuine musical items than there used to be, doubtless because of security and preservation concerns: in particular, not a single real Mozart manuscript – they’re now stowed away in a safe across the river.


There are a couple of powerful artworks which speak across the years: the Lorenzoni portrait of Mozart aged seven in his gleaming formal dress, hung next to those of his sister, mother and father, and the wonderful unfinished portrait of the composer at the piano by Joseph Lange, which more than any other depiction allows us to approach the darker side of Mozart’s intense personality. (Unfortunately this is placed near fairly gruesome reproductions and laser prints of other Mozart portraits.) The piano that Mozart played, made by Anton Walter, albeit much restored, which allows us a glimpse of how his music might have sounded, has been transferred across the river to the safer display arrangements of a new Mozart museum, though there is a copy here and fine recordings have been made on the original by András Schiff and others. Increasingly what remains in the birthplace – in shiny new, brightly lit wooden cases – are copies, photocopies, prints and facsimiles, as if it doesn’t matter that no one can tell the difference from the real thing.


The Mozart industry is one metaphor for the tumult and contradictions that surround the composer on the 250th anniversary of his birth: the noise of jarring claims and counterclaims, the vigorous grinding of biographical axes, the combination of genuine admiration and simplistic exploitation, and above all the confusion of demonstrable fact, tentative hypothesis, meaningful myth and ludicrous fiction that goes to make up the history of a genius. For Mozart is now big business, as the city of Salzburg – which reckons to receive over half its multi-million-pound tourist income directly from the Mozart industry – is the first to acknowledge.


This is ironic, since for a long time Salzburg erased Mozart from its history, and it was not until 1880, nearly a century after his death, that a Birthplace Museum was first created: a statue had been erected in 1842. The Mozarteum bought the property in 1917, and the exhibitions have developed and expanded there (to include scenic designs of Mozart’s operas, more recently accompanied by brief video extracts, and a re-creation of a typical middle-class apartment) in the years since 1956. Then the Mozart industry took a bigger leap of faith in his staying power. When you buy your Mozart mug and Mozart postcards, the Mozart liqueurs or Mozart candles from the birthplace shop, you are helping pay for investment in the rebuilding of a remarkable ‘new’ Mozart house. The Mozart Wohnhaus, where the family lived from 1773, was across the river from the birthplace, in the Makartplatz. It was the Salzburg dancing master’s house before Leopold Mozart bought it, and balls were held there. The Mozarteum had begun to turn it into a museum at the end of the 1930s, but then it was badly bombed during the war in October 1944; only a couple of rooms survived, and a nasty office block was built over the site, selling Mercedes cars. The Mozart Foundation went into debt to raise the 26.5 million schillings (a snip at £1.3 million) needed to buy the block. It raised another few million pounds and dollars (or more likely yen) to knock it down in 1994 and – thanks to the precision of the Nazis in recording every detail of the Mozart dwelling – reconstructed a version of the whole building. So now there is a bright new Mozart relic in Salzburg, housing an audio-visual museum and an ultra-secure storage space for the manuscripts and letters and much else, aiming to attract visitors across the river from the old town. All the features of present-day tourism – the audio guide, trendily designed display cases (by the same artist who created the covers of the Philips Mozart CD edition) and the souvenir shop equipped with everything except Mozart’s own scores – are present. Some original features are missing, including the musicians’ balcony in the great room where dances would have been held in Mozart’s day. It may be over the top, but in much more culturally aware Vienna, the site of the apartment where Mozart died in 1791 is still marked by little more than a potted plant in the corner of a department store. And it is also a peculiar sort of reparation from the city that, once he left under clouded circumstances, more or less erased Mozart from its history for generations.


Now Salzburg is investing heavily in Mozart. The second theatre of the Festspielhaus – unbeloved by performers and audiences alike – has been demolished, and a new theatre significantly called ‘Haus für Mozart’ is due to open in 2006, if several million more euros can be raised. Just opposite, private donations have built a swish new entrance to the restored University Hall, where Mozart first appeared when he was seven. There is even an avant-garde sculpture by the river devoted to Mozart: a hugely tall, thin metal chair, with the instruction ‘Sit on the Chair / Close your eyes / Contemplate’. Salzburg is taking Mozart back to its heart, as if he had never been rejected.


This is a risk, for Mozart has by no means always been the world’s most popular composer. Right now it just seems that way; and everything Mozart touches turns to gold, or at least into a Mozart chocolate. Even at a time of seismic change in the classical music world, we seemingly cannot get enough of Mozart. The ‘Mostly Mozart’ Festival has filled halls for years at Lincoln Center in New York and, more recently, so has its spin-off at the Barbican Centre in London. At a time of declining CD sales, Mozart is still successful on disc, and there are websites from which you can download his out-of-copyright music in all sorts of performances, including inhuman synthesised versions supplied as MIDI files. A massive quasi-scientific industry has been built in America on the (somewhat dubious) association of Mozart and classical music generally with special mental skills, marketed under the trademarked brand name ‘The Mozart Effect’.


Yet at the beginning of the twentieth century in Britain, to pick just one moment in the fluctuating history of Mozart’s reputation, there were only isolated figures like George Bernard Shaw, E. J. Dent and Donald Tovey who argued for Mozart’s supreme greatness. Alec Hyatt King well described Tovey as ‘a beacon in the fog which then shrouded English Mozart scholarship’.


The academic consensus was sniffy; Parry famously dismissed one great set of variations as ‘mere notespinning’. Sir William Hadow said the great operas contained ‘no coherent story nor even any serious attempt at dramatic illusion’; when the Royal Musical Association eventually devoted a whole lecture to Mozart in 1906 (though, as the speaker noted, he had ‘once shared attention with Beethoven in a lecture discussing the treatment of the Rondo form’) it was called, with nicely judged severity, ‘Mozart’s Early Efforts at Opera’.


In the 1930s even Ernest Newman, no mean Mozartian, was still describing Mozart’s symphonic form as ‘really rather rudimentary’ compared with that of Sibelius, and a relatively small number of the symphonies were performed. Thomas Beecham was an early advocate of the operas, but it is easy to forget, at a time when the popular six operas are now the staple of the repertory in opera houses, how recently they have become reestablished. The earlier operas are now revived with increasing frequency, and the Salzburg Festival is boldly performing every Mozart opera in the anniversary year of 2006.


The insights of German scholars, especially those of Alfred Heuss and Hermann Abert, who in the early twentieth century were exploring the darker side of Mozart’s character and music with considerable analytical insight, were rarely acknowledged. (Heuss wrote an important article on ‘The Demonic Element in Mozart’s Work’ in 1905.) True, the standard British reference work, Cobbett’s Encyclopedia of Chamber Music, published in 1929, did commission an entry on Mozart from Abert; but the editor found it so disturbing that although he published it, he added a note disowning it! ‘Dr Abert reads into his music qualities of tragic intensity, sullenness, even demonaic fury, and this will, I think, excite the astonishment of some of our readers … a Mozart record is a veritable nest of singing birds …’ (a sentiment which would appeal to the mass-marketers of Mozart CDs today).


In one sense this reductionist approach to Mozart’s music should not cause surprise; in an age which saw music as ever improving, as it became larger and more complex, Mozart was bound to appear a mere precursor to Romanticism. He would be the composer who prepared the way for Beethoven, who prepared the way for Brahms, who prepared the way for Wagner. To Wagner, Mozart was the master of endless melody who composed ‘thoughtlessly’, without reflection. Just as Schubert and Gounod and Tchaikovsky adored Mozart, Wagner worshipped him for his preternatural innocence. The legend of the eternal child, which, as we shall see, originated in a bizarre way, became extended to the music in the nineteenth-century vision: though connoisseurs and composers like Brahms appreciated Mozart’s depths, too often he was seen as the creator of naive but inspired miniatures that prepared the way for ‘real’ music.


But the German writers saw beyond this limited vision. They harked back to the ‘demonic power’ that had been discerned in Mozart’s music very soon after his death by Goethe (‘a procreative force’, he said of Mozart) and E. T. A. Hoffmann. Hoffmann had analysed Mozart’s music deeply, and had rewritten Don Giovanni as a visionary Romantic moral tale. This was the tradition that Heuss and Abert sought to revive for the generation of Mahler and Schoenberg. But Abert’s powerful biography of Mozart (a revision of Otto Jahn’s pioneering work) was never translated into English – except for William Glock’s publication of the fascinating chapter on Don Giovanni. So Abert’s view did not make an impact in this country, and the notion of a grave, demonically inspired and even neurotic Mozart never caught on here.


That view was radically diluted, too, by the distinctively bourgeois and popular (and readily available in English) version of Mozart the Romantic offered in Alfred Einstein’s warm-hearted biography of 1944. This portrayed an essentially warm and smiling figure, one with human failings but able to rise above them – a reassuring portrait, even a touch cosy amid the tribulations of war. Much of Einstein’s response to the music is admirable and detailed, but his scholarly hypotheses about the chronology of Mozart’s music, which he formulated in his third edition of the Köchel catalogue, have since been largely discredited.


The deeply sentimental view of Mozart so prevalent in the popular literature across two centuries had its roots much further back, however, in the very first decades after his death.


In what now seems a remarkably effortless struggle to establish his respectable credentials as a timeless genius, Mozart’s biography, eminently suitable for Romanticisation, was transformed. To meet the needs of the age that followed him, the workmanlike composer became the inspired artist; the servant-artisan became the free-spirited creator, and a tiny part of the music was preserved in the repertory to serve the biographical fiction that Mozart was always a child. Where did this come from?


In a seminal but apocryphal statement from his deathbed recorded by his early biographer Niemetschek, Mozart was made to declare: ‘Now I must leave my Art just as I had freed myself from the slavery of fashion, had broken the bonds of speculators, and won the privilege of following my own feelings and composing freely and independently whatever my heart prompted!’ This summed up everything the Romantics wanted a composer to be, and which Mozart was not. He had just spent much of his last year composing two operas that were commissioned and specifically tailored to very different performing circumstances, as well as sets of dances for immediate use, written as part of his job in Vienna. We cannot be sure if ‘composing freely’ is a concept Mozart would have understood or desired: all the evidence is that he yearned to be needed and appreciated – to be asked to write music because people wanted it, to show off the skills of his singers and players as well as possible, to make the most of whatever practical performing circumstances he was faced with. Yes, he wanted his audiences to enjoy his music, and to show by their attention that they were enjoying it. Yes, he wanted his music to be better, cleverer, more passionate, and more memorable than everyone else’s, and probably believed it to be so, but there is not a shred of support for the idea that he ever consciously wrote for some far-distant future.


The image of the bourgeois, respectable Mozart was an astoundingly rapid creation of the late 1790s. And this icon had its roots, ironically for those who believe that Mozart became an exploitable proposition only in our age, in commercial  necessity. Constanze Mozart, the widow he left without financial resources, had only one source of income, and that was her husband’s music and reputation: she could sing his arias, she could sell his scores. Encouraged by her future second husband, the Danish diplomat Georg Nissen, who wrote most of her letters for her, she negotiated with publishers to make the most of these precious assets. Breitkopf und Härtel, one of the leading music publishers of the day, planned to publish an ‘Oeuvres Complettes’ of Mozart’s music and a biography of the great composer. But myths about Mozart were already becoming well established, thanks to the collection of biographical information about him from those with axes to grind. It may now seem irrelevant where these ideas originated, but given that some of them appear in every popular Mozart biography, knowing where they come from is critical to our understanding of his story.


There were two fundamentally different biographical traditions in the years immediately after Mozart’s death. One originated with his wife Constanze in Vienna, the other with his sister Nannerl in Salzburg; Constanze and Nannerl had drifted far apart in the years since Wolfgang’s marriage and Leopold’s death. Nannerl had not visited Vienna since her childhood, and never after Mozart moved to the city; she knew little of Mozart’s existence there. On the other hand Constanze knew little of Mozart’s gilded childhood in Salzburg. ‘Biography is a contest for possession,’ Maynard Solomon has written, and how well that is demonstrated here.


Constanze’s views are reflected in the supportive, proMozart biography written by their Prague friend Franz Xaver Niemetschek, published anonymously in 1797 and republished under his name in 1798, which relates many stories about Mozart’s good nature and loving marriage based on the Vienna and Prague years. Here are the origins of Joseph II’s remark, ‘Too many notes, my dear Mozart!’ and Mozart’s reply: ‘Exactly as many as are necessary, your Majesty!’ (The exchange is glossed with the generous thought that the monarch was ‘at heart delighted with this new and deeply expressive music’.) Here are many of the Requiem legends, including Mozart’s immortal line ‘Did I not say that I was writing this Requiem for myself?’ and his fear that he was being poisoned; here too Mozart’s special successes in Prague and Bohemia are highlighted. The emphasis of Niemetschek’s book is that Mozart’s glorious genius was not fully recompensed with the appointments and financial success that should have been his. This helped Constanze to account for her poverty on his death: it is not hard to see here a purely self-justificatory element in Constanze’s story, supporting the (perfectly true) notion that she was left with a financial burden after Mozart’s death, which her performances and the sale of his manuscripts then went to alleviate. Niemetschek’s eulogy pushed Mozart inexorably into the world of the isolated nineteenth-century Romantic artist who struggled for his existence; but much recent work has stressed how comparatively successful Mozart actually was for much of his Vienna period.


The Nannerl line is rather darker and more complex. Mozart’s first obituarist was the scholar and lawyer Friedrich Schlichtegroll, who compiled books of obituaries from 1790 and wrote Mozart’s in the second part of his Nekrolog auf das Jahr 1791, published in Gotha in 1793. To prepare it he wrote to the Salzburg court official Albert von Mölk for information. The von Mölks had been family friends of the Mozarts, and indeed Nannerl had been romantically involved with one of his sons, so von Mölk was able to pass the enquiry on to Nannerl, who was still in Salzburg. She responded with lengthy memories of his early years and tours, doubtless using her meticulous diaries and Leopold’s letters as a source. Nannerl’s memories of her brother are fresh and positive: ‘He was never forced to compose nor to play, on the contrary he always needed to be restrained, he would otherwise have remained sitting over his clavier or his compositions day and night.’ Nannerl also wrote to the family friend Johann Schachtner asking for some stories of Mozart’s earliest days, which he cheerfully supplied and are uncritically repeated in many biographies. But Nannerl then said: ‘for the events of his later life, you must make enquiries in Vienna, as I can find nothing from which I could write anything thorough’; this extended as far as claiming not to know ‘as also who his wife was, how many children they had of their union, how many of them are still alive, etc.’. She was firmly drawing a line and saying that she did not wish to be taken as an authority on this period of Mozart’s life. However, without her knowledge (according to the latest exhaustive research into this episode by Bruce Cooper Clarke), Nannerl’s comments were supplemented by von Mölk in forwarding the letter on.


Von Mölk added a devastating little postscript undoubtedly reflecting the Salzburg feeling of the time. The first part describes and praises Nannerl herself (which makes it clear that the extra material was not written by her) and then says: ‘Apart from his music he was almost always a child, and thus he remained, and this is the main feature of his character on the dark side; he always needed a father’s or a mother’s or some other guardian’s care; he could not manage his financial affairs … [he] married a girl quite unsuited to him, and against the will of his father, and thus the great domestic chaos at his death.’ In spite of the fact that the last part of this (after the dots) was scribbled out, this view of Mozart began to take root, doubtless fuelled by existing gossip and rumour.


Schlichtegroll, who pulled together the materials for his obituary from a variety of sources, did not actually print von Mölk’s last comment, and was positive about Mozart’s marriage to Constanze; but he did let stand the comment that Mozart was incapable of looking after his own affairs, because that had actually been supported by Nannerl. He wrote, ‘In Vienna he married Constanze Weber and found in her a good mother of two children conceived with her, and a worthy wife, who sought to restrain him from his many excesses.’ But that was enough to rouse Constanze to fury; she later claimed that she bought and destroyed all six hundred copies of the 1794 Graz reprint of this obituary, now independently published as a single volume under the title Mozarts Leben. (Though her claim has never been contested, it is inherently bizarre, especially as some copies survive.) Her objections can be glimpsed in a surviving copy of Schlichtegroll in which a few lines have been scribbled out by an interested party (italics here show the erased sections): ‘He never learned to discipline himself, he had no inclination for domestic orderliness, for appropriate use of money, for moderation and judicious choice in gratification’ (in this case it is surely surprising that the beginning of the sentence was left to stand). ‘As considerable as his income was, on account of his preponderant sensuality and disorder, he bequeathed to his survivors nothing more than the fame of his name.’


The point that Mozart was not good with money was acceptable because it helped Constanze’s claim of impoverishment, but it seems to be the only criticism of him that she was prepared to accept. There is a narrow line here between one excess and another: even Nannerl admitted in her comment, when pressed for his faults, that she could ‘only charge him with a single one … he had too soft a heart and did not know how to handle money’. This, she said, was why Leopold constantly supervised him, why his mother went to Paris with him, and why he got into financial difficulties later. However, there was a big difference between admitting this and suggesting that he was excessive in his gratifications, sensuality, lacking in moderation, and unable to control himself! Nannerl never endorsed those views, which led in a quite different direction: to rumours of dissolute living and womanising, which it is easy to see that both she and Constanze wanted to eradicate from any view of the great composer.


The most respectable musical journalist of the day, Johann Friedrich Rochlitz, knew better than these vile rumours, for at the age of eighteen he had briefly met Mozart in Leipzig in 1789 and set out to become the self-appointed guardian of his spirit. In 1798, in Breitkopf und Härtel’s house journal, the Allgemeine muskalische Zeitung, he set out to publish a series of stories about Mozart with the specific aim that ‘the despicable, malevolent and repugnant anecdotes that are still being told about Mozart’ would be contradicted. He was not aiming to write a biography as such, but to collect incidents which supported his righteous view of Mozart. Whether or not Rochlitz acted with the support of Constanze (who did not supply the detail of the anecdotes, for many of them appear to have been completely invented by Rochlitz), it is easy to see here a direct connection with the forthcoming sale of Mozart’s music from the same publisher. Rochlitz, without embarking on a full-scale biography, was attempting to build the cultural image of the great composer which would enable his works to be accepted by a new age. He succeeded.


Rochlitz’s anecdotes are remarkable documents of their time, cast in the form of mini-novelettes that became increasingly popular in Germany and which spawned a whole Mozart fiction industry in the century that followed. Often drawn from Niemetschek’s biography and grandly elaborated, they were as based on rumour as the vile stories they aimed to supplant. But because they are not actually verifiable or true, it does not mean they are not important. Here is Mozart, the carelessly generous man, who has no money only because he has overpaid the tradesmen. Here is Mozart, turning down a lucrative offer of a job in Berlin because of his devotion to Joseph II, once again suggesting why Mozart remained poor. Here is Mozart, ruthlessly exploited by publishers and performers, but always overlooking their malice towards him because of his forgiving heart. The picture of a dissolute Mozart who is out of control, or even a poorly-organised Mozart who cannot cope, is replaced by that of an unworldly, innocent Mozart, existing above all trivial and mundane matters of the world: it is an alluring image.


The fact that the anecdotes were essentially fictional had little effect on their staying power, because they portrayed the Mozart that the nineteenth century wanted. And some of them undoubtedly have more than a grain of truth: they simply dramatise that truth in the form of a story. Rochlitz has a famous anecdote of Mozart poring over the parts of a motet by Johann Sebastian Bach which he had heard in Leipzig, exclaiming, ‘Here’s something from which one can learn!’ This may or may not have happened quite like that (though at least in that case Rochlitz was actually present, and Mozart’s autograph copy of the motet survives), but it points up an important moment in Mozart’s intense involvement and identification with the music of the baroque, which is highly significant for Mozart’s creative process. Other anecdotes refer to characteristics of Mozart’s generosity which may have their origins in truthful memory; it would be wise not to dismiss them out of hand.


Maynard Solomon has suggested that ‘eventually, Mozart’s widow and sister were reconciled to the biographies of Mozart which the other had shaped.’ I wonder: the relationship between the two during the years they both lived in Salzburg after Mozart’s death is shadowy. Though the English couple Vincent and Mary Novello painted a generous picture when they visited Salzburg, the two women were very distant, making contact mainly through Constanze’s son Wolfgang. When Constanze went so far as to bury her second husband Nissen in the Mozart family vault, and placed his name prominently on the headstone, Nannerl bitterly changed her will and moved her intended grave. In considering the biography that Breitkopf was planning, Constanze recommended only that ‘Niemetschek’s work and the good part of [Schlichtegroll] would permit one to make a whole.’ Nannerl’s testimony was that when she finally read Niemetschek’s account of Mozart’s struggles in Vienna it ‘again so totally animated my sisterly feelings towards my ardently beloved brother that I was often dissolved in tears’. That is a touching moment: a biographical picture of Mozart designed to form an image of him as a neglected genius affected even his own sister, because it told her about a part of his life from which she had been totally excluded.


So into one fluid and ever-shifting historical picture came together the memories of those who had a stake in Mozart’s life, the myths they wanted to preserve as his heritage, and their aspirations for who they wanted ‘Mozart’ to be in the future. The person who should have taken all this material and welded it into an authoritative Mozart biography was Constanze’s second husband, Georg Nissen. He accumulated vast amounts of material from many sources, including the letters, published biographies and obituaries, and the Rochlitz anecdotes, but he seemed defeated by the task: he was completely unable to sort them into any logical order. Constanze described to her son a picture any writer will recognise, of her husband ‘sitting day and night, buried in piles of his books and newspapers, within which he can barely be seen’. He worked tirelessly, but was unable to complete the work before he died. But Constanze desperately needed the book to be published and sold, so in a process which remarkably resembles her attitude to the Requiem after Mozart’s death, it was hurriedly edited, or perhaps just bundled and thrown together, by Johann Feuerstein, a medical man with few qualifications for biography. The result is generally agreed to be a total mess. (‘It is difficult to credit the apparently unlimited extent of Nissen’s incompetence,’ writes Solomon. But for the twenty-first century it might be an interesting exercise to unpack his book and establish where all the many bits of it came from.) One of the most creative uses of Nissen’s material and other early sources to assemble an early Mozart biography in English is a fine book, The Life of Mozart by Edward Holmes, published in 1845, as beautifully written and organised as Nissen’s was not, which has been reprinted in Everyman’s Library.


By the mid-nineteenth century Mozart’s life had irretrievably taken on the character of a novel. The irony is that although the ‘scientific’ Mozart writers, the early positivist scholars, laboured long and hard to ascertain ‘facts’ about Mozart, and thus rejected Rochlitz’s fabrications, they were ineluctably touched by his sentimentalising intent. The great Mozart biography of the 1860s by the classicist Otto Jahn, which is often biographically reliable and musically perceptive, outlawed Rochlitz as ‘completely untrue’, and dismissed Nissen as ‘enough to drive one to absolute despair … a confused  and ill-proportioned mass’. He endorsed Edward Holmes’s book as ‘without a doubt the most reliable and serviceable biography that could be achieved by the skilful use of the material generally accessible’. But Jahn’s wholly admirable and objective view of Mozart is still essentially devoted to the creation of an appropriate image, bathed in a penumbra of warmth which praised the achievements of its German hero: ‘While our gaze is lifted in reverence and admiration to the great musician, it may rest with equal sympathy and love upon the pure-hearted man.’


In the twentieth century, scholars who sought verifiable truth classed Rochlitz with fiction: the anecdotes in their full original form have only very recently appeared in English with an excellent commentary by Maynard Solomon (in Mozart Studies, edited by Cliff Eisen); they were excluded by Otto Erich Deutsch from his magisterially compendious Mozart: A Documentary Biography, which does, however, include some semi-fictional material, and accounts that, though fascinating, are not reliable. The most gripping story of Mozart’s last days is the emotional letter of 1825 – which reads just like a novelette – by Constanze’s sister Sophie Haibl. This (doubtless entirely sincere) letter was written thirty-four years after the events it describes, and draws on already published sources such as Niemetschek’s biography to elaborate her personal testimony. Even the immensely likeable account of Mozart’s childhood music-making which Nannerl requested from the court trumpeter Johann Andreas Schachtner (‘He would often ask me ten times a day if I loved him’) was written in 1792, over thirty years after the events it describes. Both these documents were specifically tailored to provide information for biographies of the dead genius. They are testimony to an idea about Mozart, a conviction in their writers – amply borne out by events, of course – that he was greater than ordinary mortals. But as biographical fact, we have to recognise that they may be no more reliable than the Gospels.


In line with the demythologising trend that marked the latter part of the twentieth century, modern research has produced some deflating facts about Mozart as a prodigy. Not until Wolfgang Plath got to work on the handwriting in the autograph scores did we realise quite how much of the very early works were actually written down (or just corrected? or edited? or half-composed?) by his father Leopold. Much is made of Mozart’s admission to the famous Accademia Filarmonica in Bologna when he was fourteen, but the documents that survive show that his entrance composition was heavily corrected before acceptance. Leopold Mozart, so intent on demonstrating his son’s genius, quickly turned him into a presentable composer, but the American scholar Christoph Wolff has questioned whether Mozart was as good a composer at sixteen as was Mendelssohn. Essentially, Mozart taught himself from other people’s music, with brilliant resourcefulness and amazing speed. Leopold’s presentation of his early work was principally motivated by his desire to further Wolfgang’s career, and any ‘help’ he gave would have been both logically and generously motivated. But what then happened was that Mozart radically overfulfilled his father’s expectations, and went his own way, musically and personally, leading to huge tensions in their relationship.


Research has also revealed new facts about Mozart’s working methods. Alan Tyson’s important hypothesis, from study of the music paper Mozart used, is that he sometimes started works and then broke off for anything up to a couple of years before completing them, presumably under the pressure of a deadline or a commission. Many fragments of great promise remained unfinished, probably simply because of lack of opportunity for performance. One cannot rule out creative block, but given the fecundity of Mozart’s ideas that seems inherently unlikely. A more likely scenario is rapid rejection of the second-rate: Mozart must have daily been his own fiercest critic, for there was literally no one else around him who really understood his music. So he would start pieces, toy with ideas, and then decide that they would not work and move on. These sketches, the try-outs that Mozart made in the course of composition, are fascinating, and some are of the highest quality; much work remains to be done with them. There are not nearly as many as from Beethoven, even supposing that many have been thrown away, but quite enough to counter the notion that Mozart always wrote down fully finished pieces straight out of his head. The fact that he carefully kept so many fragments, Neal Zaslaw suggests, means that they were ready to be worked on for some future performance. In the sketches, we can see him working through the tricky contrapuntal combinations of some moments, sketching ideas and sequences and trying out melodic shapes. We know that he did perform works which he had thought out but never written down, especially when performing as a pianist; but equally the sketches show that crucial moments had to be prepared and worked at. That was surely the ‘long and laborious labour’ that Mozart referred to in the dedication of six quartets to Haydn, a composer with whom he could talk on equal and genuinely admiring terms.


Demythologising has also been brought to bear in great detail on Mozart’s finances, to demonstrate that he probably earned far more than we thought in Vienna, and was not as impoverished as was claimed. This research is a two-edged sword: if he earned so much more, where did the money go? Certainly the life of a freelance composer and teacher that he created for himself in Vienna was an expensive one to sustain, and there were few precedents. He had to be present at social events, dress accordingly, and maintain a certain standard of living. Teaching was unreliable, though it has been pointed out that his arrangements with pupils showed a strong business sense, in that he contracted for series of lessons so that he earned his income ‘irrespective of the lady’s weekly whims’. Have his famous begging letters to Michel Puchberg survived only because Puchberg decided to keep them? Might there have been many others? And what of the extraordinary new evidence which emerged only in the 1990s that at the time of his death Mozart was actually being sued by his patron Prince Lichnowsky for money owing him? That evidence comes from Vienna court papers, but is nowhere mentioned in Mozart’s own letters or the resources of his estate after his death. The Lichnowsky lawsuit emerged mysteriously, and may well have been abandoned when he died, but it suggests there may well have been other financial dealings and problems of which we know nothing.


In the years since the hyperactive Mozart bicentenary of 1991, Mozart scholarship has continued, out of the limelight, to revise our perceptions of significant parts of his output. Mozart’s interaction with the culture of the cities within which he worked and by which he was commissioned has received close attention; this extends not only to instrumental forces but to local ideas, individual singers, the state of operatic development and so on. This is a much more fruitful way forward than the simple interaction of biography with composition that had been the usual way of describing Mozart’s motivation (which gives rise to so many problems: if he wrote intense minor-mode works as a reaction to his mother’s death, why did he finish off A Musical Joke after his father died?). And while we have found it possible to move past some of the ideas about Mozart that the nineteenth century imposed on him, we are still too often bound by nineteenth-century concepts of genius, their ideas of the nobility of instrumental music – the vision of what the symphony became after Mozart’s death, for example – and the relation between ‘the composer’ and ‘the work’, which is something that Mozart would scarcely have recognised. What was ‘a work’ to Mozart? It was surely something very fluid and flexible, often changing from performing circumstance to performing circumstance, changing from autograph to copyist to printed edition.


There is a particular problem here, because for much of the twentieth century it was precisely the period of the late eighteenth century, when Mozart worked, that provided the ideal model of what an artist was. This was the moment when the artist was gradually becoming a free agent, a force for social criticism and political change; hence there has been an easy assumption that Mozart was part of this process, that he set Beaumarchais’s Figaro because he wanted to be a revolutionary, writing his three last symphonies not for performance but because he wanted to change the world. Mozart worked within the conventions of his time, stretching them to their limits, but our view of how far he broke those bounds altogether will depend on how far we want to identify him with the generations that followed, and how far with those from which he emerged.


What has happened in the musical world’s understanding of Mozart’s music during the last half century can be summed up in a phrase: Mozart suddenly became serious. W. H. Auden noticed in 1956:






We know the Mozart of our fathers’ time


Was gay, rococo, sweet, but not sublime


A Viennese Italian; that is changed


Since music-critics learned to feel estranged:


Now it’s the Germans he is classed amongst


A Geist whose music was composed from Angst


At International festivals enjoys


An equal status with the Twelve-Tone Boys …








(and since 1956, one might add, rather greater status than the dodecaphonists). Kenneth Clark in his TV series Civilization, which formulated the accepted enlightened views on so many cultural issues, described how he used to see Mozart depicted in ‘horrible plaster casts which made him look the perfect eighteenth-century dummy. I bought one of those busts when I was at school, but when I heard the G minor Quintet I realised that it could not have been written by the smooth white character on my mantelpiece and threw the bust in the wastepaper basket.’ Yet the plaster-cast view of Mozart survives in record-company marketing departments around the world, and other mythical stories bubble away beneath the surface and then burst forth. That was what happened in the 1980s with Peter Shaffer’s outstanding play Amadeus, and then the film, rewritten by Shaffer but shaped by director Milos Forman. Serious Mozartians may wish to dismiss both the play and the film as irrelevant, but they are central to the understanding of the composer by a new generation, and it is interesting to see an increasing acceptance of their relevance to Mozart reception in the new Cambridge Companion to Mozart.


Paradoxically, it was exactly the seriousness with which we now view Mozart’s music that made the violent contrasts of Amadeus possible: Shaffer’s much-criticised reduction of Mozart’s personality became the dramatic device through which he pointed up the chasm between the (over-emphasised) scatological nature of his chit-chat and his sublime music, whose importance and power Shaffer never for a minute diminishes. Shaffer’s Salieri declares: ‘Tonight at an inn somewhere in this city stands a giggling child who can put on paper, without actually setting down his billiard cue, casual notes which turn my most considered ones into lifeless scratches.’ Salieri’s acceptable mediocrity is set against Mozart’s unacceptable genius: it is a clever dramatic conceit, albeit one drawn directly from Pushkin’s 1830 drama on the same subject. It enables Shaffer to draw on all manner of Mozart stories and legends to prove his point. In the play, Mozart’s music was superbly used, half-heard and distorted (through the agency of another composer, Harrison Birtwistle), to recreate its impact on Salieri; in the film the music was fatally changed into an extravaganza (with such appalling solecisms as editing together two movements of the Serenade in B flat K361). And the touching fiction at the heart of Amadeus is that Salieri is the person who really did appreciate Mozart’s music and, as a second-rate composer, saw its first-rate qualities. In real life Mozart was probably much lonelier: with whom could he actually discuss the subtleties of what he was creating, after he had left his father behind? Surely only Joseph Haydn, a first-rate composer in his own right, really penetrated the full scope of Mozart’s genius.


In our age, when the idea of musical progress has collapsed, and an ever-wider chronological and geographical range of music is relished by listeners, Mozart has come into his own. For how long? One might have thought that the height of Mozart’s fame would turn out to have been the period between the two bicentenaries of 1956 and 1991, when so much attention was given to his work. But as we approach the 250th anniversary period, from 2006 to 2041, there is no sign that Mozart has lost his relevance among classical composers. He still matches with uncanny precision the temper of our troubled times: our emotional uncertainty, our ability to perceive serenity fleetingly, but never to attain it. One of the best summaries for us of Mozart’s paradoxes remains Donald Mitchell’s prophetic essay of 1956: ‘What amazes, and sometimes confuses, is Mozart’s mercurial synthesising … his essential ambiguity … Mozart sounds those deep recesses of the human spirit where opposites are identical.’ And by 1991, for the author who has done more than anyone to articulate the story of Mozart for our generation, H. C. Robbins Landon, the composer had become something almost apocalyptic: ‘as good an excuse for mankind’s survival as we shall ever encounter, and perhaps, after all, a still small hope for our ultimate survival’. The central focus of the ever-shifting image of Mozart continues to elude us. But the music continues to speak with unrivalled force across more than two centuries, and that, we might guess, would satisfy a man who knew the supreme worth of what he was creating.
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