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			I: Childhood—1756-1771

			A book upon Mozart, if it is to meet with any degree of success, must appeal to several sorts of readers. Even those unlucky few who cordially dislike music cannot help being interested in him, merely as a phenomenon. That makes one class of person, and then there is another who dismisses him as being altogether too eighteenth century, an affair of airs and graces, of tinkling melody and facile ornament. These are the people who say they prefer Bach, but when they turn away from the greatest artist of the Rococo age do they realize they are venturing into the most formal and diffuse architecture of the Baroque period? They will deny this, but it is true; and yet how easily Mozart will win them back again with his clear and simple beauties!

			And, finally, there are those to whom everything that Mozart wrote is sacred and wonderful. They were won over, long ago, by some ravishment of the ears in a church, or they heard that incredible grace and delicacy in some concert-hall, or even on a gramophone. It could be nothing but Mozart, unless it were Haydn, and Haydn leads quickly and of his own will, obviously, into Mozart. After this, they will go anywhere to hear his music, but there is such a lot of it that they cannot be expected to find their way about. Perhaps it is true that no one can hope to hear more than half of Mozart. Now this eager, if a little helpless, sort of audience is the general public, and this book is primarily meant for these. That it is written by a complete and uninitiated amateur must be his apology to one half of the audience and his qualification to the other part of it.

			With Mozart, more than with any other artist, one must begin at the beginning, and so, having stated that this first chapter must, of necessity, consist almost entirely of anecdotes of his childhood and its prodigies, we can start, straight away, with the date of his birth. He was born at Salzburg, on 27th January 1756, and was given the names of Johannes Chrysostomus Wolfgang Theophilus, but in later life he liked to be known as Wolfgang Amade. His father, Leopold Mozart, was violin-master to the Prince-Archbishop of Salzburg. Leopold was dutiful, conscientious, respectable, and dull; nevertheless he had published in the year of Wolfgang’s birth a treatise on the violin which formed the basis of violin-playing in Germany during the whole of the latter part of the eighteenth century. His numerous musical compositions were of no merit whatever. His importance was his son, and he quickly realized it.

			The mother was Anna Maria Pertl, or Bertlin, daughter of another official of the Archbishop’s Court. Wolfgang’s birth nearly cost his mother her life. It is clear that he inherited his gaiety from her, for there was little of it in his father. They had seven children, but only two of them survived, Wolfgang and his sister Maria Anna, ‘Nannerl.’ He was devoted to his parents and adored his sister, who was his elder by five years. She, also, had astonishing musical facility, and when he was three years old Wolfgang began to take an interest in his sister’s music-lessons. That started him, and from the age of three he never stopped.

			Nannerl was learning the clavier, and Wolfgang used to perch himself at her side and amuse himself by finding out thirds which he would strike with every sign of delight. He would remember the more prominent passages in the pieces that he heard, and he learned to compose at the same time that he learned to play. Soon he could perform little pieces with perfect correctness and in exact time. A music-book in the Mozarteum at Salzburg has minuets and an air with twelve variations with a note in Leopold’s handwriting to the effect that Wolfgangerl learned these pieces in his fourth year. Later on, in this same music-book, come the words, ‘This minuet and trio were learned by Wolfgangerl in half an hour, at half-past nine at night, on 26th January 1761, one day before his fifth year.’

			His father had begun teaching him in fun, but was now serious about it. Wolfgang thought of nothing else and was only happy at the clavier. The only other thing he liked was mathematics, a science that we are told is closely akin—though how different!—to music. This, also, would absorb him, for we read that when he was learning arithmetic, tables, stools, walls, and even the floor were chalked over with figures.

			The time had now come to show his two prodigies to advantage, and the father started to take Nannerl and Wolfgang on a little tour with him. In the summer of 1762 they went to Munich, and later on in the same year to Vienna. Their travels had begun, and this was the beginning of Wolfgang’s fame.

			On their way to Vienna, at the monastery of Ips, while their travelling companions, two Minorite friars and a Benedictine, were saying mass, Wolfgang stole up to the organ-loft and played so admirably that the Franciscan friars of the monastery and some guests they were entertaining in the refectory rose from table and ran in, open-mouthed, to listen to him. Outside Vienna there was some trouble with the douane, but Wolfgang played them a minuet on his little violin, showed them his harpsichord, and got the family safely through the Customs without more ado.

			No wonder his father loved him; but so did everyone else who met him. He had the simplest, prettiest ways imaginable, craved for affection, and would ask his father and mother, or Nannerl, a dozen times a day if they loved him.

			He was taken to Court. The Hapsburgs had a traditional and inherited love of music to which the Empress Maria Theresa, the last of her line, was no exception. When they were received, Nannerl wore a white silk Court-dress and Wolfgang a violet-coloured suit trimmed with broad gold braid. After he had played he would spring on the Empress’s lap, throw his arms round her neck and kiss her, and play with the little Archduchesses on a footing of perfect equality. He especially liked Marie Antoinette. She picked him up once, when he tumbled on the polished floor, and he called out to her, ‘You are good. I will marry you.’ He was asked ‘Why?’ by the Empress, and he replied, ‘She was kind to me. Her sister stood by and did nothing.’

			Of course if the Empress received little Wolfgang all other doors were open to him. The Countess Leopold Kinsky even put off on his account a party she was to have given for Field-Marshal Daun, a great soldier of the day who had been Viceroy of Naples and who had a different coat for every day of the year.

			Soon after this the Mozart family went back to Salzburg, but they started off again, before long, on a much more extended scheme of travels. They were going to the German Courts, to Paris, and even to London. On their way through Germany they heard the Mannheim orchestra, the best of its day, which must have been a revelation to Wolfgang, and they gave concerts at Frankfurt. At one of these the young Goethe was among the audience. ‘I saw him as a boy seven years old,’ he told Eckermann. ‘I, myself, was fourteen, and I remember the little fellow distinctly with his powdered wig and his sword.’

			At Brussels, on the 14th of October 1763, Wolfgang wrote his first sonata. He was seven and a half years old, and a few weeks later, when they got to Paris, it was engraved and published with three more sonatas arranged with accompaniment for violin. Meanwhile, the Mozart family had become the fashion and the print-shops were flooded with their portraits. On New Year’s Eve they were received at Versailles during the Royal banquet. They, alone, had the way cleared before them, and they marched through the crowd, behind the Swiss Guard, to the side of Louis XV and his Queen. But little Wolfgang did not take to the Pompadour. He was standing on a table and she turned her head away, and refused to kiss him. ‘Who is this who won’t kiss me?’ he cried. ‘My Empress kissed me.’ Perhaps he had overheard his father’s opinion of the French. This is how Leopold wrote of them. ‘The ladies wear their clothes trimmed with fur in summer as well as winter; they wear fur round their necks, fur round their arms, and fur in their hair instead of flowers. Pomp and splendour are extravagantly pursued and admired by the men. Their money is chiefly spent on Lucretias, who, however, do not stab themselves.’

			Next after Paris came London, and they reached it in April 1764, and took rooms in Frith Street, Soho. They had never seen the sea before. Nannerl noted in her diary, ‘How the sea-water runs away and comes back again.’ A fortnight later they were playing before the King and Queen and were rewarded with a present of twenty-four guineas.

			The next week Their Majesties bowed to them in St. James’s Park from their carriage. The Mozart family were on foot, but King George threw down the window, put out his head, and greeted them, laughingly, with head and hands. The Mozart family stayed, altogether, over a year in England. They appeared on numerous occasions at Vauxhall and Ranelagh, at public concerts, and at parties in private houses. A musical amateur, the Hon. Daines Barrington, gives a delightful account of Wolfgang at one of these. ‘Whilst playing to me,’ he writes, ‘a favourite cat came in, on which he left his harpsichord, nor could we bring him back for a considerable time. He would, also, run about the room with a stick between his legs by way of horse.’

			All through these months he was busily composing little pieces for the clavier, sonatas, and even small symphonies. He had made friends with John Christian Bach, son of the great John Sebastian, and music-master to the Queen, and it was his first contact with the ornate Italian style of music. He must have been influenced by this friendship, but his progress was now interrupted for a time by the illness of all his family. Leopold caught a quinsy and nearly died of it, while, a short time after his recovery, when the family had removed to Holland, Nannerl had such an alarming illness that her life was despaired of, and Wolfgang fell ill with a serious inflammatory fever.

			This was the worst of their continual travels, but the first big tour was nearly over, and by the end of 1766 they were back home in Salzburg. Not for long, though; they were off again, much too soon, to Vienna, and, as a result of that, both Nannerl and Wolfgang caught the smallpox. On his last visit to Vienna he had been ill with scarlet fever. The wonder is that his eyesight was not fatally impaired. For all his father’s affection, Wolfgang was bundled about from town to town, like an exhibit at a fair. Speaking of one of these journeys, Leopold writes that he does not wish to postpone it until Wolfgangerl has reached the age and stature which will deprive his accomplishments of all that is marvellous. In fact, his father expected little enough of him when his precocity was no longer an object of wonder.

			This gives a double pathos to the thought of all the fatigues undergone by the poor child. Indeed, his health in later life was seriously affected by these early hardships, for it may be said that Mozart had hardly a moment’s rest from the time he was four years old until the day he died. His stamina was never given a chance of strengthening itself. Before he had fully recovered from the smallpox he was back in Vienna writing his first opera, La Finta Semplice. A little comic opera, Bastien et Bastienne, followed closely on this. He was scarcely twelve years old. Soon afterwards he had begun writing his first masses, and all the time he was pouring out a continual stream of serenades, cassations, divertimenti, sonatas for piano and violin, and pieces for the clavier.

			The next thing was Italy, for Leopold thought that his son was old enough, and sufficiently sure of himself, to risk an encounter with the greatest musicians of the world. Besides, he would learn from them. With these ends in view they set out for Italy, in December 1769, and made for Bologna. The attraction was Padre Martini, the greatest contrapuntist and musical-theorist of the day. The old gentleman took the deepest and kindest interest in Wolfgang, and later on, when he came back to Bologna, after a most severe and trying examination Wolfgang was elected member of the Philharmonic Society, a very great honour. He met Farinelli, the foremost castrato singer of all time, who was living in retirement outside Bologna; and, meanwhile, at Florence, he had made friends with an English boy, Thomas Lindley, a sort of Chatterton of music, and an undoubted genius, who was most unfortunately drowned in England when only twenty years old.

			The Mozarts went to Rome also, and to Naples. At Rome, Wolfgang accomplished his celebrated feat of copying down from memory Allegri’s Miserere, a complicated polyphonic piece only performed by the Papal choir during Holy Week, and the secrecy of which was kept inviolate by the threat of excommunication.

			They travelled to Naples in company with four Augustinian monks, and, on arrival, visited the English Ambassador, and heard the famous Lady Hamilton perform on the clavier with ‘unusual expression.’ Leopold wore a coat of maroon-coloured watered silk with sky-blue velvet facings, and Wolfgang an apple-green coat with rose-coloured facings and silver buttons. His letters home are full of sharp observation and study of character. He writes: ‘The opera here is by Jomelli, it is beautiful, but the dances are miserably pompous. The King (Ferdinando IV.) has the coarse Neapolitan manner, and when he is at the opera always stands on a stool in order to look a little taller than the Queen. Vesuvius is smoking furiously to-day.’

			Honours crowded in upon Wolfgang. He was made member of the Philharmonic Academy of Verona, and was knighted by the Pope with the cross of the Order of the Golden Spur. But, in spite of all this, his Italian journeys were not quite all the success they might have been, for Wolfgang’s operas, or, at least, operatic works, though highly praised, did not lead to any really important engagements. There had been three of them, Mitridate, Ascanio in Alba, and Lucio Scilla, but the failure of the last-named, which was produced in Milan, in December 1772, a whole year after he had returned to Salzburg, marks the close of the first period of his life, of his childhood, in fact, for, a month after this, he was seventeen years old.

			Had it succeeded, he would have become acclimatized as an Italian composer, as did many German musicians of the time, Hasse, for instance. His whole career ran into other channels, but it is impossible to overestimate the effect upon him of all the Italian music that he had heard. It is a world of dead beauty to us in our century. What do we know of their church-music, or of the old opera seria, or the opera buffa, of Naples? The elder Scarlatti, Leonardo Leo, Jomelli, they are only names to us, but they formed an integral part of Mozart’s experience, and with Mozart, as with Bach, it is impossible to emphasize too much the amount to which he was influenced by men whose work has been neglected and forgotten by us. We must take it for granted, that is all, that Mozart came back to Salzburg fortified with all the wiles, the tricks of perspective, and the natural poetry of the Italian genius. Italian music, and music only, he had centred his mind upon during all those months away from home, for it is true that there is no mention in any of his letters of the pictures or buildings admired by all average travellers. He was no ‘virtuoso,’ in that old sense of the word; but he came back from Italy heavy-laden and ripe with experience. His childhood was over and his youth had begun.

		

	
		
			II: The Rococo Period—1771-1781

			The next period of his life we have called the Rococo age. It was from now that the earliest of his compositions entered into the repertory. We have to take for granted all that he had accomplished so far, for there is so seldom an opportunity of hearing it. In some ways it was the most difficult part of his life. He was no longer a child prodigy. He must astonish the public with other things than his youth. Would he emerge and become a great artist? An incredible fertility, an unheard-of delicacy of finish, these are the qualities that we see altering, gradually, into the inspired miracles written by him in his early twenties. For there were moments, even with Mozart, when everything was in doubt. We are reminded of what a friend had written to Dr. Burney years before from Salzburg, who said, ‘If I may judge of the music which I heard of his composition, in the orchestra, he is one further instance of early fruit being more extraordinary than excellent.’

			About this time, 1773 and 1774, he was for some fifteen months in Salzburg, and this is a good opportunity to say a little about the world, that German world of the eighteenth century, in which Mozart was living. It was split into two, Protestant and Catholic; and if Bach is the epitome of one half of it, Mozart gives the character of the other. But this is too simple a statement, for Bach was the only supreme artist produced by the Protestant world, in the strict keeping of its principles, while Mozart was not, really, so isolated a figure as we might suppose. Bach, the greatest in so many ways of all the artists of Europe, lived, unconscious of his tremendous eminence, in exactly the world we may imagine for him. Streets of wooden houses, gabled and brightly painted, flocks of geese, provincial importances in exaggerated bag-wigs; not a single painter, or poet, or architect within miles; in fact, the mediaeval Germany, untouched and unaltered. Frederick the Great was to change this, but he had hardly arrived by 1750, the year of Bach’s death.

			Mozart, on the other hand, lived midway between French and Italian influences. French architects and craftsmen worked in Bavaria; Italians worked everywhere, Bavaria and Austria as well. We have said that Mozart was not interested in these other arts, but he was the child of his age and these things were very much in the air. It was a minor age, but an age of excellence none the less, as anyone will agree who has seen the great monasteries of St. Florian and Melk on the Austrian Danube, or Ottobeuren and Weltenburg in Southern Germany. The good architects of the time, Prandauer, J. M. Fischer, the Dientzenhofers, the Asam brothers, grew along with Mozart, and they help to explain him. He was no more isolated among the visual than the oral arts.

			Also, it must be kept in mind that Mozart, before he was eight years old, had played to the Courts of Vienna, Paris, and London, and, however stupid Royal persons may have been, they were, at least, still surrounded by trappings of a fabulous elegance and grace. If we add to these impressions of his earliest childhood all the experience of his Italian tours, in the greatest age of Italian music, we must concede that Mozart may have felt a little confined, a little bored, in the charming atmosphere of Salzburg.

			Sigismund, the Archbishop of his childhood, was dead, and a new Archbishop, Count Hieronymus von Colloredo, Bishop of Gurk, had been appointed. This personage has been much blamed, and it is beyond question that he was most difficult where Mozart was concerned; but, even so, the circumstances were sufficiently extraordinary, for it transpires that, in a little tiny town like Salzburg, his predecessor, Sigismund, had nearly a hundred musicians attached to his Court—probably more musicians than there were soldiers. But Hieronymus, though he kept up his predecessor’s establishment and was fond of music in his way, never made the most of Mozart. In fact, he was just as unpleasant to him as it was possible to be. It took the form of cancelling his leave to go abroad and insisting upon his writing works of minor importance and trivial character. This kept down Mozart’s ceaseless output into certain channels, though nothing could ever interrupt his energy and fluency. Also, Mozart had, at least, the advantages of his own disadvantages. If his works had to be slight they possessed, at the same time, all the graces and elegancies of the Rococo age.

			For four years, 1774 to 1778, Mozart wrote no symphonies, and, in opera, only La Finta Giardiniera and Il Ré Pastore. Neither of these is of particular merit. All his energies were centred upon slighter and more ephemeral forms; but, before he had actually embarked upon this phase, he composed a series of four symphonies which in a curious way foreshadowed the developments of his mature style. They are in a grave, serious manner (K. 183, K. 200, K. 201, K. 202). There are, also, a set of six string-quartets (K. 168-173), and this form, again, he was not to touch any more from 1773 to 1784. Having made these various experiments in what he could do at his best, he seems to have settled down for the time being to a series of brilliant facilities. This is the so-called ‘gallant’ style, but perhaps the Rococo style is a better way of expressing its character.

			With an artist of such prodigious energy, and so open to every influence, it is next to impossible to follow Mozart through all his plethora of expression. He was growing hopeless over the conditions of his life, with the petty conditions put upon him, and the small opportunities open to him. But this affected him in the way that, just because he was discontented, although sure of his powers, he refused to go far below the surface. He was disillusioned and thought little of his audience. So we find, in his music of this time, a trace of the young man isolated in the country who wants to be in the capital. There is a little of the sense of a straining, on his part, after fashionable effect. Perhaps no one except Mozart would have ever wholly recovered from this.

			Nevertheless, during this difficult time, he wrote five violin concertos and the Haffner Serenade. This was in 1775; he was not yet twenty years old. All of these have the most enchanting Rococo spirit, and, probably just because he was so full of cares, they are of an entirely carefree character. The final movements, or rondeaux, are especially charming, and it is one more proof of his versatility that he used to perform the solo parts in these concertos himself.

			The next two years were years of church-music, serenades, and divertimenti. The Archbishop was becoming more and more tiresome, and it is probable that there were domestic troubles as well. It can be seen from Wolfgang’s letters to his sister that he was liable to fall in love at the slightest provocation. He had never been master of himself, for his father was incessantly with him, and the consequent lack of any self-reliance had a most weakening effect upon his character. Even if he could get leave to go abroad from the Archbishop, there was not a chance of his being allowed to go by himself. Leopold was planning another European tour for Wolfgang, but, when it came to the point, the absence of both father and son from their duties was impossible, and so Wolfgang had to set off with his mother.

			The whole of the year 1778 was spent in travelling, and this was the last time that Mozart set foot outside the German-speaking world.

			The mother and son spent some time at Mannheim. This was the capital of the Prince Palatine Karl Theodor, and under his influence it was one of the musical capitals of the world. They arrived there just in time, for a few months later Karl Theodor became Elector of Bavaria and went to live in Munich. The Mannheim orchestra had for years been the best in Germany. Some critics have taken a serious view about Karl Theodor, and he is accused of having kept an orchestra just because he wanted dancers for his harem and they had to have music before they could be, as it were, set in motion, but, however this may be, the Mannheim orchestra left a profound impression upon Mozart. Also, perhaps, because these things were in the air at Mannheim, he had several love-affairs. There were certainly three of them: Rosa Cannabich, Augusta Wendling (a favourite of the Elector’s), and Aloysia Weber. They were all singers or musicians.
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