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Preface

When Mozart completed his Piano Concerto in A major, K488, at the beginning of March
1786, he was at the height of his Viennese popularity. His decision to defy his father, Leopold,
leave the service of the Archbishop of Salzburg, then set himself up in Vienna as freelance
composer-performer appeared to have paid off. That he was in huge demand at this time can
' be gauged from the amount of music he produced, almost all of it with immediate perform-
ance in mind. The list of works composed in 1786 includes the ‘Prague’ Symphony (K504),
 three piano concertos (K488, K491 and K503), a horn concerto (K495), a string quartet
(K499), a piano quartet (K493), two piano trios (K496 and K502) and the Clarinet Trio
(K498). There was also an opera, Le nozze di Figaro, K492, Mozart’s first collaboration with
the brilliant court poet at the city’s Italian Theatre, Lorenzo da Ponte — who recalled in his
memoirs that Mozart had set the entire libretto (around three hours of music) within six
- weeks.

There may have been another, more personal factor influencing this breathtaking explosion
of creativity — extraordinary even by Mozart’s standards. Mozart’s relations with his father
had been severely strained since his precipitous departure from the Archbishop’s services in
1781, and things were made worse when Mozart married the singer Constanze Weber in
August 1782, a union of which Leopold sternly disapproved. Mozart’s letters show how
deeply he yearned for his father’s blessing, and how painful it was for him when this was with-
held. In 1875 however Mozart managed to persuade Leopold to visit him in Vienna. Leopold
was impressed and deeply stirred by the evidence of Mozart’s success, and by the quality of
the music he was producing. The day after the triumphant premiére of the D minor Piano
Concerto, K466, Leopold took part with his son in performances of three of Mozart’s new
string quartets, K458 (the ‘Hunt’), K464 and K465 (the ‘Dissonance’). The guest of honour
was Joseph Haydn, who told Leopold: ‘Before God and as an honest man, I tell you that your
- son is the greatest composer known to me either in person or by name. He has taste, and,
what is more, the most profound knowledge of composition’.

| Itis very tempting to see the serene and effervescent melodic writing in the outer movements
of K488 — and perhaps also the superbly contained emotional intensity of the central slow
movement — as direct manifestations of Mozart’s freshly invigorated confidence. In which
~ case a word of caution is necessary. The Concerto was actually begun in 1784, before the re-
~ conciliation with Leopold, and at a time when Mozart’s undeniable professional success must
 still have seemed relatively precarious. Mozart often began works only to put them to one
 side, ready to be taken up again when there was a possibility of performance. Interestingly the
~ incomplete first version of K488 has a pair of oboes instead of the familiar clarinets, which
lend such a distinctive colouring to the orchestral writing in this concerto. Clarinets were still
far from common in orchestras of that time, but Mozart seized any opportunity to write
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for them. Interestingly, when he included K488 in a selection of works he sent to Sebastian
Winter, then working at the court of Prince Joseph Maria Benedikt von Fiirstenberg at
Donaueschingen, he recommended that if clarinets were not available the parts should be
transposed for solo violin and viola — the much more common oboes were no longer a viable
substitute.

While the writing for winds in K488 does not have that rich independence shown in the two
neighbouring piano concertos (K482 and K491), both of which also include clarinets, the
contribution of the woodwind and horns is still strikingly distinctive in comparison with that
of Mozart’s first four Viennese piano concertos (K413-5 and K499); in keeping with common
practice at the time those earlier concertos were designed to be performable by piano and
strings alone. In K488 the immediate repetition and expansion of the first movement’s open-
ing theme (bars 1-8) on woodwind and horns, with only two forte chords on strings (bars
9-17), establishes the wind band as a presence in its own right almost at the start. The gurg-
ling second clarinet arpeggios in bars 35-6 of the Adagio (unplayable on the oboe, and far less
effective on the viola, despite Mozart’s recommendation to Winter) are another example of
woodwind colour being treated as a distinctive and irreplaceable element in the composition.

A comment in a letter from Mozart to Leopold, dated 28 December 1782, is often quoted in
connection with the piano concertos. Mozart is talking about the two concertos he is writing
for his first series of Vienna subscription concerts (probably K413 and K415): ‘these concer-
tos are a happy medium between what’s too difficult and too easy — they are Brilliant — pleas-
ing to the ear — Natural without becoming vacuous; — there are passages here and there that
only connoisseurs can fully appreciate — yet the common listener will find them satisfying as
well, although without knowing why.” Of course one has to bear in mind why Mozart might
have wanted to say such things to his father so soon after their painful parting of the ways.
Mozart was almost certainly eager to prove to his sceptical father that he could be practical
in artistic matters: that he could balance his constant desire to enrich his technique and ex-
pression with his obvious delight in public applause, and in the process produce work that
was saleable as well as musically respectable. It is also clear from articles and reviews of
Mozart’s time that such an ideal in concerto writing was widely shared — Mozart’s is hardly an
original or novel point of view.

Nevertheless, there are features in all Mozart’s mature piano concertos — K488 very much
included — which can be taken to embody the attitude expressed in that letter to Leopold.
Almost every general commentary on K488 mentions the fact that the central Adagio is in
the key of F sharp minor, and that this is the only time in Mozart’s entire output where this
tonality is chosen for a work or movement of a work. What is far less often noted is that
the finale too has an episode in F sharp minor (bars 230-259), introduced by a long and
emphatic preparation on the dominant, C sharp (bars 222-229), and beginning with a
dramatic spread chord of F sharp minor in both hands, widely spaced (bar 230, repeated bar
246). It is unusual for a Mozart instrumental work to ‘refer back’ to the key of a previous
movement (unless it is the work’s home key) in this manner. There are instances in Haydn,
and Beethoven invested this practice with new dramatic significance in many of his works:
the finale of his C minor Piano Concerto, Op. 37, for instance, magically recalls the distant
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E E major of its slow movement at bar 261 ef seq. On the whole though Mozart prefers to pur-
- sue a balanced tonal variety in his multi-movement instrumental works. The finale of the pre-
. vious concerto, K482 in E flat major, barely even touches on the C minor of the previous
. Andante, and contains at its heart a slower section in A flat major, a move not seriously anti-
b cipated at any earlier stage in the concerto. This F sharp minor passage in the finale of K488,
- however, is clearly intended as a kind of tonal and expressive ‘flashback’ to the Adagio. Lis-
 teners with good natural or cultivated senses of pitch ~ the ‘connoisseurs’ — will no doubt
make the connection; yet it is equally possible that those without a musical education or a
_ conscious awareness of pitch will, as Mozart put it, find this ‘satisfying... without knowing
b why'.

i K488 embodies another typical feature of Mozart’s concerto style that marks him off from
I most of his contemporaries. The opening orchestral ritornello (bars 1-66) contains no less
| than seven distinct melodic or motivic ideas. On closer examination these turn out to have
subtle interconnections (another feature for the ‘connoisseurs’), but the first impression is of
- lavish motivic generosity as well as strong expressive or gestural contrast. As the fortepianist
t and Mozart specialist Robert Levin says, this enables Mozart ‘to construct movements of
- elaborate content without sacrificing cogency, thereby avoiding two pitfalls encountered in
works by his contemporaries: mechanical formalism and lack of structural tautness.” Again it
is a solution very different from that achieved by Beethoven, who used his formidable devel-
opmental powers, applied to a very few basic motifs, to achieve strong dramatic contrast
while simultaneously reinforcing musical unity. Often Mozart enriches or elaborates his basic
themes more by decoration than by Beethovenian development: a simple example would be
the falling, laughter-like semiquaver octaves the piano adds to the woodwind line in the first
movement’s solo exposition at bar 108 et seq. Unfortunately, neither the MSS nor the first
published editions are able to indicate how much Mozart would have embellished his ideas
when performing his own concertos. However, Mozart went to some lengths to make sure
| that his pupils understood his attitude to decoration. A richly-decorated copy of the piano

“part of the Adagio of K488 survives, made by one of his finest pupils, Barbara (‘Babette’)
Ployer, for whom Mozart wrote his concertos K449 and K453. To modern eyes parts of it look
almost shockingly extravagant; but while there is no evidence that this is a literal reflection of
how Mozart would have played the movement, it is equally unlikely that Ployer would have
ventured far against the spirit of her great mentor in performing his music.

Mozart’s career as composer-performer was at its zenith in 1786, the year in which K488 had
its premiere, and general evidence suggests that it was well received, despite its more delicate,
intimate tone compared with the two neighbouring works, K482 and K491. Things were soon
to change however. In 1787 interest in Mozart’s subscription concerts dwindled markedly.
The sudden change is reflected in Mozart’s output of concertos. In 17826, the years of hope
and eventual success, he wrote 15 piano concertos; in 1787 there were none at all, and only
two more were to follow (K537 and K595) in 1788 and 1791 respectively. Other blows and
frustrations may have played a part too. In 1787 Leopold Mozart died, to his son’s intense
grief. In the meantime Constanze’s health suffered and Mozart’s finances dwindled, his debts
mounting steadily. His failure to find a permanent post was a growing problem; then in 1790
the new Emperor of Austria, Leopold II, made it perfectly clear that he had no enthusiasm
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for Mozart or his music. It wasn’t until 1791, Mozart’s last year, that a new concrete hope
appeared on the horizon: on 9% May he was given an official assurance that on the death or
retirement of the Kapellmeister of St Stephen’s Cathedral, Leopold Hoffman, the post would
fall to him. Alas, by the time the post fell vacant, Mozart was dead. The Piano Concerto K488
was therefore one of the last products of what turned out to be the great false dawn in
Mozart’s Viennese career. Viewed with such hindsight, the juxtaposition of the joyous melod-
ic fertility of the first movement and finale with the nervous poignancy of the Adagio, and
especially the skeletal fragmentation of its coda (bars 84-91) with its dislocating melodic
leaps for the piano, seems hauntingly appropriate.

Stephen Johnson
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