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Preface

Composed: 26 June 1788 in Vienna

First performance: unknown, but probably during Mozart’s lifetime
Original publisher: André, Offenbach, 1797

Instrumentation: Flute, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons — 2 Horns, 2 Trumpets —
Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 26 minutes

A fortnight after the premiere of Don Giovanni in Prague on 29 October 1787, Mozart (and
Constanze, pregnant with their fourth child) returned to Vienna. On 15 November Gluck
died and on 7 December the Emperor (Joseph II), mindful of Mozart’s recent success in
Prague, appointed him Chamber Musician at an annual salary of 800 gulden - a nominal post
for which Mozart had little more to do than supply light music and dances for court func-
tions. “Too much for what I do, too little for what I could do’ he was to declare, yet in a letter
to his sister of 2 August 1788 he wrote that the appointment was ‘for the time being at a salary
of only 800 gulden. However, no one else in the household is drawing so large a sum’.' Gluck
had received a salary of 2,000 gulden, and when Giuseppe Bonno died in March 1788, Salieri
succeeded him as Kapellmeister at a salary of 1,200 gulden.?

Apart from the Piano Concerto in D, K537 ‘Coronation’, no large-scale orchestral works
were produced in the first half of 1788. In May, Don Giovanni received its first performance
in Vienna but was not a success. On 26 June Mozart entered a number of works in his
catalogue including the Symphony in E flat presented here (No. 39, K543) and on 25 July and
10 August respectively, the G minor Symphony (No. 40, K550) and the Symphony in C
(No. 41, K551, later to become known as the ‘Jupiter’) were listed. Much has been written
about the miracle of composition of these three great works in less than three months —
assuming that the Symphony No. 39 was started about the beginning of June — particularly at
a time when Mozart, in serious financial straits, was under the additional stress of borrowing
money from his friend, Michael Puchberg, to say nothing of the death of his six-month-old
daughter Theresia just three days after the completion of the E flat Symphony, a clue perhaps,
to the dramatic intensity of the symphony that was to follow.

' Emily Anderson, The Letters of Mozart and his Family (London, 1938; 3rd edn., London, 1985), Letter 557 (post-
script), 918-19
? H. C. Robbins Landon, Mozart ~ The Golden Years (London, 1989), 244, fn 27
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One of Mozart’s letters to Puchberg asks for ‘a hundred gulden until next week, when my
concerts at the Casino are to begin. By that time I shall certainly have received my subscrip-
tion money [...]".?

Because no documentary evidence has survived of specific performances of Mozart’s last
three symphonies it has long been assumed that they were never played during his lifetime,
but as it was not his habit to compose without definite performances in view, his mention to
Puchberg of the imminent Casino concerts can leave little doubt that the new symphonies
were destined for them. If, however, the planned series in Vienna did not take place, he had
other opportunities to perform in Dresden on 13 and 15 April (programmes not recorded
except for a piano concerto and possibly one of the late symphonies on the 15th), in Leipzig
on 12 May where he played two piano concertos and where the word ‘Symphony’ is listed
three times in the programme — at the beginning, in the middle and at the end of the concert
— and possibly in Berlin, when he was invited to accompany Prince Lichnowsky to Germany
in April/May 1789.* The following October he himself travelled to Frankfurt in the hope that
his presence at the coronation of Leopold II might prompt the Emperor to offer him a better
post, a hope that came to nothing more than a confirmation of his current status. The Frank-
furt concert took place on 15 October 1790 and a detailed report was entered in the diary of
Count Ludwig von Bentheim-Steinfurt who reported that Mozart played two of his piano
concertos but that, because of the late hour, the final symphony [unidentified] was not
played;’ it could well have been one of the last three. Based on other comments in the Count’s
diary, Neal Zaslaw speculates that the make-up of the orchestra on that occasion may well
have suited the orchestration of the ‘Jupiter’ Symphony.® On the day of the concert, Mozart
wrote to Constanze: ‘It was a splendid success from the point of view of honour and glory,
but a failure as far as money was concerned [...] I was in such good form and people were so
delighted with me that they implored me to give another concert next Sunday’.” No record
survives, however, of a second such concert in Frankfurt, unless, as Zaslaw states, it was ‘a
private affair’.

Further evidence of a probable performance of one of the last three symphonies, possibly
soon after its composition, can be deduced from Mozart’s revision of the G minor Symphony,
adding clarinets and rewriting the oboe parts, a clear indication that a performance was
planned at which clarinets would be available, probably his friends, the brothers Anton and
Johann Stadler. Certainly the Stadlers were listed in the orchestra when on 16/17 April 1791

> Anderson, Letters, op. cit., Letter 553, 914-15, undated but presumed to be from ‘early in June, 1788’, although
Landon fs of the opinion that it was written considerably later, see his Mozart’s Last Year (New York, 1988), 32

+ Neal Zaslaw, Mozart’s Symphonies: Context, Performance Practice, Reception (Oxford, 1989), 422-3, 427. Note

Zaslaw’s comment on the possibility that, as was often the practice at Mozart's concerts, a symphony (or more than

one) may here have been split between the first and second half of the concert.

H. C. Robbins Landon, Mozart’s Last Year, op. cit., 14; ibid., 15 where Landon reports that on his way back from

Frankfurt Mozart also stopped in Munich where he was invited by the Elector to take part in a concert for the vis-

iting King Ferdinand IV of Naples. Here, if an orchestra was involved, might have been another opportunity to

present on of his most recent symphonies.

Zaslaw, Mozart's Symphonies, op. cit., 429

7 Anderson, Letters, op. cit., Letter 588, 946
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the Society of Musicians, under the direction of Antonio Salieri, gave its annual Lenten
concert in Vienna for the benefit of musicians’ widows and orphans, the programme to
begin with ‘a new grand symphony’ by Mozari.® ‘New’ can hardly have meant the ‘Haffner’
Symphony of 1782 or the ‘Paris’ Symphony of 1778, Mozart’s only two other ‘clarinet’ sym-
phonies, so it is probable that the work played on this occasion was either No. 39 with its
mellifluous clarinet writing, or the revised version of No. 40.

The use of clarinets instead of, rather than in addition to, aboes results in an orchestral
texture unique to this work and in striking contrast to the orchestration of the symphony
which preceded it (No. 38) and the two which Mozart produced in the weeks that followed
which were to be his last works in the form. As in the ‘Prague’ and the ‘Linz’ symphonies the
Symphony No. 39 opens with a slow introduction, a procedure that Mozart adopted from
Haydn who used the same format in those of his late symphonies whose allegros begin piano.’
From this majestic introduction the descending scales take on a quite different character in
the Allegro and those in the second and last movements may also be related. Mozart’s inex-
haustible harmonic resources are evident throughout the first, second and fourth movements,
notably in the bold clashes in the introduction, in the (F minor) second theme (bar 30ff.) of
the Andante con moto, especially its return at bar 96£f. in B minor (the enharmonic dominant
of F Minor), and throughout the Finale with its playful Haydn-inspired theme treated with an
unpredictability that would have delighted (and perhaps did) that master of the unexpected.

In 1788 Mozart badly needed a spectacular success to revive his sagging fortunes in Vienna
and one can safely assume that the concentrated effort to produce three symphonies of the
highest quality, one immediately after the other, for the coming season was designed to
achieve this. That we have for so long believed that he may never have heard them played is a
measure of the limited success which greeted the venture. Today, however, we can rejoice in
the acquisition of three (or rather four, since we must include No. 38) of the greatest works in
the symphonic repertoire.

The autograph score of the Symphony No. 39 is one of the many rare treasures that was
moved, during World War II, from the Preullische Staatsbibliothek in Betlin to Silesia for

safety. It is now housed in the Jagellonian University Library in Cracow.

Harry Newstone

¢ Landon, Mozart’s Last Year, op. cit., 32-33
* H. C. Robbins Landon, Haydn: Chronicle and Works. Vol 2, Haydn at Esterbaza, 1766-1790, (Londen, 1978), 630
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Symphony No. 39

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
(1756-1791)

K543
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