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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (b. Salzburg, 1756; d. Salzburg, 1791)

Mozart’s fascination with the keyboard became evident at age nine when he pro-

duced arrangements of J.C. Bach’s sonatas written for harpsichord and orchestra.

His first piano concerto was composed when he was eleven. Mozart composed 27

concerti for piano, more than any other eminent composer; additionally, they span

his entire career. His fascination with the form remained, obviously, and paralleled

Europe’s interest in the piano, as well. A demand for virtuosic music led to the rise

of the solo concerto. The evolution of the concerto’s structure, in three movements,

evolved from the Baroque sonata. The classical style’s development matured with

Mozart in a gradual transformation as the piano took precedence over the harpsi-

chord, and the three movement compositional style became the norm. This newly

established formula was sanctioned not only by Mozart, but Haydn and Beethoven,

as well. The concerto is different from other instrumental forms in that its most

important element is the dialogue between soloist and orchestra. What is more

extraordinary about Mozart’s concerti is that he was able to achieve an intensity of

expression even with a small orchestra.

There was a practical reason, too, for Mozart’s continuing interest in the concerto.

He was a virtuoso pianist and could supplement his income by playing the concerti himself - even more, he

could actually earn a living doing so and still continue to compose at the same time, especially in Vienna. He

left Salzburg and settled in Austria’s capital in the summer of 1781, where he composed, performed and taught.

Mozart, typically, produced a number of piano concerti in the last two to three months of winter, practicality

being the most salient factor. During the Lenten months of February and March, dramatic theaters were closed,

leaving concerts to capitalize on this dearth of entertainment. Most of the concerti were written for himself

without complete notation, enabling his improvisational talent to shine thereby garnering an even greater audi-

ence.

Mozart’s greatest concerti were composed after 1784, one favorite being the “Piano Concerto No. 17 in G

major”, K. 453 completed in April 1784. It was intended for a student, Barbara von Ployer, to be played in her

father’s house, in June 1784. The talented “Babette” was equal to the

concerto’s demands for grace and fluidity; it is no less easy than any

other of Mozart’ s concerti. It is scored for solo piano, flute, two oboes,

two bassoons, two horns, and strings. The orchestral exposition of the

first movement, with its melodiously graceful opening, points up

Mozart’s thematic extravagance; this exposition contains no less than

six themes, each growing out of the preceding one. The second move-

ment possesses a multiplicity of five beautiful and separate themes and

the final movement provides a theme and variations - supposedly

predicated by Mozart’s “pet starling”. The building complexity of each

variation is heightened by a Presto, in an extended coda closing the

work. It may be apocryphal, but it is believed that Mozart taught his pet

the last movement’s principal theme. Unfortunately, the bird was not as musically adept as Mozart. He consis-

tently chirped one note incorrectly.

Mozart was the greatest composer of his day. His genius, as a musician, is indisputable, but music held him in

bondage throughout his brief life. He was brilliant at its dawn, clouded and penniless at its close. But in a short

36 years, he left the world a magnificent musical legacy. For all his prodigy, in actuality he developed late. His
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early elegantly sounding works lacked substance. Not until 1781, when he broke ties with Salzburg, did his

music mature in depth. Vienna, his new home, liberated him. His early development was fostered by his father,

then, later, by Schubert, C.P.E. Bach and J.C. Bach. But the composer who truly influenced him was Haydn.

Within a year of leaving Salzburg, Mozart met and married the talented soprano,

Constanze Weber, in August 1782. His father’s reluctant ”blessings” did not arrive

until the day after the marriage and it was not until the next summer (after many

cancelled trips) did Constanze finally meet Leopold and the rest of the family in

Salzburg. They had had left behind their newborn son with a wet nurse and stayed

three very unpleasant months in Salzburg before returning home. Hostility had cast its

pall but their spirits were restored in a stopover in Linz, in southern Austria, for a

two-week stay with a family friend, Johann Joseph Anton, the Count Thun. The

Count had always been musically supportive of Mozart, and in his enthusiasm,

immediately arranged for a concert to be given only four days after Mozart’s arrival!

Mozart was unprepared, having left all of his music behind.

The solution to this dilemma? He composed a new symphony in four days! Despite

the paucity of time, he not only completed the symphony - the longest and most

expansive he had yet written - but he also managed to copy out individual instru-

ments’ parts. We have no idea if there was time for a rehearsal. This astonishing and lovely symphony, “Sym-

phony No. 36 in C major”, K. 425 is appropriately nicknamed the “Linz” and is

considered one of Mozart’s finest compositions. The work bears no evidence of

haste. Just how did he do it? Mozart’s genius not only allowed him to hear all the

notes in his mind, but to see and hear the score, in toto, as well! We could say that

inspiration fueled Mozart but that seems nebulous. What fueled Mozart was Mozart.

The symphony is laid out in classical form. The first and last movements are in

sonata form. It is scored for pairs of oboes, bassoons, and trumpets with timpani and

strings. Apparently the Count ‘s orchestra lacked flutes. Mozart opens the work with

a slow introduction that was a novel, untried format for him and which is more

characteristic of Haydn. This format was reutilized in his “Prague Symphony”. In

fact, the entire “Linz” bears a close resemblance to Haydn’s symphonies, and it is

thought to be an “homage” to Haydn, Mozart’s close mentor. Following the slow

introduction are Haydn-like shaped themes - melodious, predictable and not unpopu-

lar - with the onset of the Allegro spiritoso.

The 2nd Movement is misrepresented by its tempo marking due to the character of

the music; what had normally been accepted as “Adagio” was actually termed “An-

dante” by Mozart. The music is in 6/8 meter, in the nature of a “siciliana” (a Sicilian peasant dance, much like a

pastorale, in a moderately slow tempo and frequently in minor key).” There is also evidence of resemblance to

Handel’s “Music for the Royal Fireworks” when trumpets and drums, often silent in the slow movements, are

used to effect, in both outer parts, and also in the sturdy contrasting middle section.

The heavily Germanic minuet in the 3rd movement found its way later into “Don Giovanni” as well as “The

Marriage of Figaro”. The Finale, like the 1st Movement, outlines the themes, again thought to be a recognizably

conscious homage to Haydn. What is unlike Haydn and very much like Mozart is the evident chromaticism and

textural quality. What is forever established in the “Linz” is its charm, wit, even passion. It is an indisputable

testament of well-being that Mozart discovered in Linz.
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