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INTRODUCTION





Welcome to our ebook series The Great Composers, covering fourteen of the giants of Western classical music. 


Extracted from his book The Lives and Times of the Great Composers, Michael Steen explores the lives of composers as diverse as Mozart and Puccini, reaching from Bach to Brahms, set against the social, historical and political forces which affected them, to give a rounded portrait of what it was like to be alive and working as a musician at that time. 


In this ebook Steen describes the packed life of one of the greatest composers who ever lived, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. In his short life of almost 36 years, music poured from his pen. Symphonies, concertos, masses, chamber music tumbled out of him. By the age of fourteen he had already completed a staggering four operas, although it is for the later ones that he is revered as one of the greatest operatic composers ever. Yet the beauty of his instrumental music alone would have guaranteed his place in the pantheon of great composers. 


Born in 1756, in Salzburg, Austria, he was, famously, the infant prodigy whose cash flow potential had to be maximised before he grew up and ceased to be a novelty. The relentless touring he undertook as a small child – Munich and Vienna, a three-and-a-half-year trip to Paris and London, and trips to Italy – gave way to an adulthood where he was endlessly seeking a job and patronage in a perpetual struggle to make ends meet. Steen traces Mozart's poignant progression through an age of back-biting courtiers when a composer could not hope to make his own way without bowing and scraping to the political elite, and his genius, incomprehensible as it may seem to us now, too often went unremarked.




[image: 20101119T103022005_0141_001]


THE PICTURE HAS BEEN CALLED THE MOST LIFELIKE OF ALL THE MOZART PORTRAITS


MOZART






IN 1899, ALMA MAHLER, shortly before she married Gustav, went to a concert at which Mozart’s Jupiter Symphony was performed and ‘got frightfully bored’. She added: ‘I felt it wasn’t exciting but merely long-drawn-out. Times have changed. Nowadays nobody wants such hyper-naïve themes.’1 The young lady, a very talented musician, had fallen into a familiar trap. Because Mozart’s music is so easy to listen to, and often so light, we can easily think of him largely as a composer of background music fitted to complement champagne and strawberries at a fête cham-pêtre, or to relax one when waiting for an aeroplane to take off.


Mozart’s lightheartedness and his ‘inexhaustible capacity for love’2 enabled his music to transcend the seriousness of his personal struggle. Yet, we should not think of him as a mere adjunct to powdered wigs, silk stockings, flunkeys and marzipan. Mozart could ‘look straight into the human heart’.3 In that sense, he was like Rembrandt, although the painter preceded the composer by more than a century.


It can be instructive to join Mozart and Rembrandt in the same sentence, however much it may seem odd to do so: for it can remind us that, until Mozart, probably no composer conveyed such deep perception. In his operas, for the first time we meet and hear people as they are, not as they ought to be. They express themselves from the bottom of their hearts. The conductor Bruno Walter, who recognised ‘behind a seemingly graceful playfulness, the dramatist’s inexorable seriousness and wealth of characterization’, called Mozart ‘the Shakespeare of the opera’.4 It was through his music that Mozart achieved this: ‘the drama is there only to give music opportunities; it is absorbed and completely recast in the music which remains supreme’.5


Mozart’s achievement was astonishing; we have entered a new world. If one compares his operas with Gluck’s Orfeo, performed only 24 years before, much of it suited to the plangent tones of the castrato, the contrast is almost incredible.* Possibly Mozart’s struggle to be the first freelance musician gave him a deeper insight into human behaviour than others possessed. Others too have had ‘a hard time’, but who has produced compositions of the same quality or which give such pleasure? Try to compile a list of ‘highlights’ from Figaro or Don Giovanni. What will you leave out?


Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s short life of almost 36 years began in Salzburg, on 27 January 1756. He was, famously, the infant prodigy whose cash flow potential had to be maximised before he grew up and ceased to be a novelty. This meant relentless touring as a small child, first to Munich and Vienna, and then away on a three-and-a-half-year trip to Paris and London. After this, he went three times to Italy. The circus act was soon played out; he was soon regarded as just another professional in the market for a job.


He was desperate to break away from the confines of the typical ‘musician in service’, but his timing was wrong, and the circumstances were particularly inhospitable. He had a disastrous attempt at finding a job in southern Germany, and also in Paris, which was more interested in arguments about different types of opera than in him. After kicking his heels for a couple of years, he went to Vienna. Although supported by Emperor Joseph, the Viennese aristocracy found his music puzzling and disliked, one guesses, his character, his bumptious, boasting manner. His position cannot have been helped by a ‘bad’ marriage. For some reason, he seems always to have been broke, despite working himself to exhaustion. There have been many rumours as to why he died so young, one of which is portrayed in the drama by Peter Shaffer, Amadeus. Here, we can only touch on this conundrum.


EARLY DAYS IN SALZBURG







Salzburg, one of the most beautiful cities of Europe, mixes German earnestness and Italian brilliance. Until Napoleonic times, its population of 16,000 was ruled by the Roman Catholic prince-archbishop. He was a prelate of considerable importance because his principality and the Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor were mutually dependent on each other for support. The Archbishop’s revenues, principally from the salt industry, enabled him to sustain a court with a chief minister, master of the horse, lord steward, lord chamberlain, lord marshal, cupbearer, lords of the bedchamber plus 22 canons, all counts or lords.6


Salzburg was then a city of contrasts. The archbishop’s palace was ‘magnificent, abounding with fine pictures, tables of inlaid marble, and superb stoves of all colours and ornamented with statues … In the menagery are to be seen some cranes, a pelican, which is in effect nothing but a kind of bittern, with a large bag at his throat, in which he can lay up a store of provision. There are also rock eagles, lynxes and two bevers.’7 The Getreidegasse, where Wolfgang was born, was in the narrow streets. Here a nightwatchman kept law and order and called out the hours. The house would have been pervaded with smells from the earth closet, which led into a cesspit in the courtyard; the street reeked from the sewer running down the middle, the Salzach River stank from the filth thrown in. These smells had the merit of concealing the odour of the people who never washed, but rubbed themselves clean and occasionally doused themselves with perfume. On Saturdays, garbage was removed: the canal sluices were opened and the Getreidegasse was flooded.8


The people of Salzburg were notable beer-drinkers, but were not particularly prosperous. The city’s resources had been depleted by the expulsion of its Protestant population in the 1730s.9 Crop failures and the Seven Years War had also led to inflation, which had weakened the economy.


Leopold Mozart, the son of a bookbinder, had moved to Salzburg from Augsburg, some twenty years before his son was born. He was employed first as a valet and musician to one of the canons and then in the Archbishop’s court, where he progressed to become deputy Kapellmeister. Unlike his son, he was a thrifty administrator; he might even have made a good accountant. But he was also a skilled musician.10 His most famous piece, the Toy Symphony, was long attributed to Haydn.11 He was also the author of a textbook on violin playing, which remained a respected primer for almost a century.12 He handled all the marketing of this himself: he kept a stock at home; periodically he sent copies to German booksellers.


The court music department naturally swarmed with intrigue and gossip.13 It was dominated by Italians, who came and went. Sometimes they left the local girls pregnant – surprisingly perhaps, since the Salzburg government determined the clothing one had to wear in bed, the bedclothes one could have, the times of getting up, and at what age one might share a bedroom with one’s children. The day-to-day work in the music department was done by Germans such as Leopold and Haydn’s brother Michael, who was despised as a tippler. Leopold wanted the top job, but there was as much chance of that as of a German being appointed head chef.


Leopold’s wife Maria Anna was a local girl, the daughter of an impecunious widow who supplemented her income by lace making, the traditional means whereby impoverished, but respectable, widows eked out an existence.14 The Mozarts had seven children. Only Maria Anna ‘junior’, known as Nannerl, and Wolfgang, who was four and a half years younger, survived.
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