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Preface

The Clarinet Concerto is the last major work Mozart lived to complete. His next project was
the D minor Requiem, left unfinished at his death on 5% December 1791. In a letter to his wife
Constanze, written between 7% and 8% October of that last year, Mozart mentions that he has
just ‘orchestrated almost the whole Rondd’ of the Concerto, which would suggest that by this
stage the work was substantially complete. Many commentators have marvelled at the speed
with which Mozart appears to have composed the Concerto: evidence suggests that most of
the work was done during the first week of October. However he was not working from
scratch. At some stage, possibly a year or two earlier, Mozart had begun a Concerto in G
major for basset horn (despite its name, this is actually the tenor instrument of the clarinet
family). The detailed draft score extends to 199 bars and is very close in substance to the first
movement orchestral and solo expositions plus the beginning of the development of K 622,

It was not unusual for Mozart to sketch out the beginning of a work and then put it to one
side, taking it up some time later when an opportunity for performance arose. The Piano
Concerto in A major, K 488, for example, was begun 1784, with oboes instead of the now
familiar clarinets. Mozart completed it in 1786, adjusting the orchestration to suit the forces
available — any opportunity to use clarinets was welcomed by Mozart. In the case of the
Clarinet Concerto the stimulus was a request from the great Viennese virtuoso Anton Stadler,
who gave the first performance in Prague on 16™ October, just over a week after the above-
quoted letter to Constanze. Stadler was one of the musicians Mozart admired most warmly.
The two men had met shortly after Mozart had arrived in Vienna in 1781. Stadler’s reputation
was already impressive: in that same year the Emperor had publicly described him as ‘in-
dispensable’. Stadler’s phenomenal technical agility was matched by an expressive musicality
which marked him out amongst his peers. A contemporary critic observed that ‘one would
never have thought that a clarinet could imitate the human voice to such perfection’.

Such playing would have appealed strongly to Mozart. As the fortepianist and Mozart author-
ity Robert Levin aptly remarks, there are marked ‘anthropomorphic’ qualities to the solo
writing in Mozart’s concertos, inviting direct comparison with his operatic and concert arias.
‘Both domains demonstrate Mozart’s genius in character portrayal while reconciling vittuosi-
ty with the needs of dramatic expression; both deploy prodigious melodic invention, a fluid
rthythmic language and a voluptuous orchestra fabric.”! In these respects Stadler’s playing
probably came closer to Mozart’s ideals than anyone else’s — except perhaps his own. Stadler
took part in the premieres of a number of important Mozart works, in all of which he appears
to have given special satisfaction to the composer. In 1784, the two men played together in
the first performance of the Quintet for piano and winds, K 452, which the delighted Mozart

U ‘Concertos’ in The Mozart Compendium, ed. H.C. Robbins Landon, London, 1990, p263.
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then pronounced ‘the best thing’ he had written. Stadler’s performance of the clarinet part
may well have influenced that slightly surprising judgement - surprising because by this stage
Mozart had already composed his magnificent Mass in C minor, K 427, and the first three of
his six great ‘Haydn’ quartets, K 387 in G major, K 421 in D minor, and K 428 in E flat major,
widely counted amongst his finest achievements, and all of them more ambitious technically
and in ‘character portrayal’ than the Quintet.

So it is easy to understand how the chronically overworked Mozart might still have leapt at
the opportunity to rework and complete his earlier basset-horn concerto draft for Stadler in
October 1791. The result was more or less the Clarinet Concerto as we know it today, though
with one significant difference. The instrument Stadler played — and indeed had personally
devised — had a slightly deeper range than the modern clarinet in A, taking it down to a
written low C (concert A). Though Stadler had great success with the instrument, it soon
fell out of favour (no examples of Stadler’s deeper A clarinet have survived), to be replaced
by the familiar clarinets in A and B flat. The version of the score that has been familiar for
the best part of two centuries is a reworking for the modern clarinet in A with some of the
deeper bass notes transposed. Almost certainly this arrangement was not made by Mozart
himself. In March 1802, a review of the first edition of the parts of the Clarinet Concerto, as
published by Breitkopf und Hirtel, appeared in the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung. Here
the unnamed critic — while praising the music generally — complains about the new version of
the solo part, comparing it unfavourably with what he claims to have heard Stadler play.
‘Whereas currently such clarinets descending to low C can still be counted among the rare
instruments, one is indebted to the editors, who spared no pains in making these transpos-
itions and alterations for the normal clarinet, although the concerto has not exactly gained
thereby. It might have been better to have published it entirely according to the original, and
to have rendered the transpositions and alterations at most by small notes’.

Tradition has a way of sanctioning all manner of oddities and anomalies in works of art, so it
is perhaps unsurprising that critics in later generations were not inclined to find fault with the
reworked clarinet part in the familiar edition of K 622 — until, that is, the rise of the ‘period
instrument’ movement in the 1980s inevitably brought the issue to the fore again. Alas,
Mozart’s original manuscript had long disappeared, and with it any part material used by
Stadler for the 1791 first performance. Constanze Mozart had no doubt at all where the
blame lay, accusing Stadler of pawning it — along with several other Mozart manuscripts —
for an unimpressive 73 ducats. However, the sketch score for the G major basset-horn con-
certo has survived, and it gives several crucial clues as to how the original solo part might have
differed from the version hallowed by tradition. Take the figure in bars 94-5 of the first move-
ment for example: when one knows that the clarinet Mozart wrote for could reach down
to low written C, the awkwardness of the movement from the last three quavers of bar 94 to
the semiquaver figures of bar 95 virtually leaps off the page. Even without the evidence of
the original basset-horn draft, a simple analogy with bars 96-7 would be enough to indicate
what Mozart’s original intentions must surely have been. It is hard to believe that Mozart —
even under extreme pressure — would have settled for a crude part-transposition like the
one perpetuated since the first edition. Another striking example comes at the climax of the
Adagio (bars 55 et seq). Given an instrument like Stadler’s, with an extra major third in the
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bass register, there would have been no need to break up the demi-semiquaver arpeggios on
the second beats of bar 55 and 57. A continuous upward movement starting on low C is more
elegant, and it allows the soloist to demonstrate a far wider range of tone colour at this dra-
matic high point of the movement.

Since interest in the nature of the original Clarinet Concerto began to re-awaken in recent
times, attempts have been made to reconstruct the solo part as Mozart might have intended
it, and clarinets have been built with the same extended bass compass as Stadler’s instrument.
The result has been christened the ‘basset clarinet’, and has become increasingly popular in
both the concert hall and the recording studio: so much so that it now enjoys almost equal
popularity with the modern A clarinet. However, there is no sign that the latter instrument is
in serious decline in performances of K 622. Indeed the clarinettist Maximiliano Martin has
demonstrated in his recording (Linn CKD 273) that, with the benefit of scholarly hindsight,
the solo part can easily be adjusted on the modern clarinet to remove some of the crudities
present in the old edition.

Rightly or wrongly, the fact that the Clarinet Concerto is Mozart’s last completed major
work has inevitably affected the way it has been performed and discussed. The scholar H.C.
Robbins Landon was clearly not expecting any serious disagreement when he wrote, in the
mid 1950s, that ‘no other work by Mozart is more imbued with that final, quiet resignation. ..
The concerto is Mozart’s farewell to the realms of pure music?. Robbins Landon goes on to
state that ‘by October [Mozart] must have guessed the extent of his illness’, but there is no
solid evidence to support that hypothesis, or that he had any serious intuition that he was
nearing the end of his life. By the time Robbins Landon returned to the subject three decades
later in his important study 1791: Mozart’s Last Year, he had revised his opinion substantially,
arguing instead that Mozart was on the brink of a ‘new era”, buoyed up by the recent huge
success of his opera Die Zauberflote, K 620, and looking forward eagerly to his promised
appointment as Kapellmeister at St Stephen’s Cathedral, Vienna, on the death or retirement
of the then incumbent, Leopold Hofmann. Certainly there are parts in the Clarinet Concerto
~ particularly in the central Adagio — which show a distinctly melancholy cast of expression.
Interestingly, performance on the basset clarinet, with the solo range extended downwards
accordingly, does tend to bring a more sombre colouring to other passages. However it would
be just as easy to identify a ‘final, quiet resignation’ in the slow movement and finale intro-
duction of the String Quintet in G minor, K 516, written four years earlier. The emotional
colouring of both these works may have more to do with a possible depressive tendency in
Mozart’s character than with any alleged mystical intuition of approaching death in October
1791.

Nevertheless, the Clarinet Concerto’s mythological status as Mozart’s ‘farewell to the realms
of pure music’ has proved enduring and influential. Perhaps the quasi-sacred aura associated
with the work helps explain the puzzling fact that so few lastingly successful clarinet concer-

? ‘The Concertos (2)’ in The Mozart Companion, ed h.c. Robbins Landon & Donald Mitchell, London, 1956, p279.
> H.C. Robbins Landon: Mozart’s Last Year, London 1988, p147



A1

tos have been composed since Mozart’s death, despite the instrument’s eminent suitability as
a virtuoso soloist on the large concert stage. Undeniably the modern repertoire is significant-
ly richer in chamber music featuring solo clarinet than in major clarinet concertos. Moreover
the most successful works for clarinet and orchestra, from the concertos of Weber and Bern-
hard Henrik Crusell to Harrison Birtwistle’s Melencolia I, rarely betray any signs of engaging
with the Mozart Concerto as a model. A possible exception is the opening movement of
Aaron Copland’s Clarinet Concerto (1947-8), whose sweetly nostalgic tone and lyrical use of
wide intervallic leaps could be said to show Mozart’s influence. A more specific invocation
however can be found towards the end of the one-movement Clarinet Concerto by Carl
Nielsen (1928), written at a time when its composer was haunted by thoughts of his own
mortality. At Fig 41 (Poco adagio) in the Nielsen Concerto the clarinet (also in A) plays a
melodic idea centred on the same two notes (concert G and C) with which the solo exposition
of the Mozart Concerto begins — an idea which could with more justification be said to
express ‘final, quiet resignation’ than anything in K 622. If this is a direct tribute to Mozart’s
Clarinet Concerto, perhaps its very nature — an offering from one composer nearing death to
another — explains why such acts of homage have been relatively rare,

Stephen Johnson
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