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Preface

Composed: 25 July 1788 in Vienna

First performance: unknown — see text below

Original publisher: André, Offenbach, 1794

Instrumentation: 1 flute, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons — 2 horns — strings
Duration: ca. 25 minutes

The Symphony in G minor, K550, was completed on 25 July 1788. The entry of this work in
the chronological list Verzeichniff aller meiner Werke that Mozart kept from February 1784
until November 1791 is immediately followed by another entry for August recording the
completion of the Symphony in C, K551, later known as the ‘Jupiter’ Symphony; only a
few weeks earlier on 26 June the E-flat Symphony, K543, had been listed. In a little over six
weeks Mozart had written what were destined to be his last three symphonies, works which
together with the ‘Prague’ Symphony represent his outstanding contributions to the form.

It is not known for what occasions these three masterpieces were composed: it is almost
inconceivable that they would have been written without any prospect of their being per-
formed. In the case of the G-minor Symphony such a possibility is made all the more un-
likely by reason of Mozart’s later rescoring of the work. He would hardly have gone to the
trouble of introducing clarinets and rewriting the oboe parts unless this revised version was
due for performance. It may be that the three symphonies were to have been played at the
series of concerts which Mozart was planning to hold in the new casino in Vienna in June
1788, but in the event the series did not take place. The Symphony in G minor could have
been one of the two symphonies played at Mozart’s Leipzig concert on 12 May 1789: or per-
haps it may have been the ‘Grand Symphony composed by Herr Mozart’ included in the
‘Grand Musical Concert’ given on 16 April 1791 and repeated on the 17th by the Society of
Musicians in aid of its widows and orphans. If this were the case, as Anton Stadler, Mozart’s
clarinettist friend, and his brother Johann took part in the concert, it is likely that the second
version with clarinets would have been played. It is, of course, just possible that the prospects
and hopes for the performance in Mozart’s lifetime for one reason or another remained un-
realised and he may never have heard his last three symphonies.

Mozart wrote over fifty symphonies, possibly as many as sixty, if the works he put together
from movements from his divertimenti and dramatic overtures are included. Most of the sym-
phonies were composed before 1781 when he left the service of the Archbishop in Salzburg.
The symphony at this time tended to be regarded less as a work of intrinsic importance than
as the prelude to music of greater significance, whether opera or oratorio, or indeed the prin-



\Y

cipal items in a concert programme. It is perhaps not surprising that in his early Vienna years
Mozart was more interested in producing piano concertos, of which he wrote no less than
fifteen between 1782 and the end of 1786, for public performance by himself or his pupil,
Babette Ployer. During the same period he wrote only three symphonies; of these the last,
K504 in D, was composed in December 1786 for a performance in Prague on 19 January of
the following year.

Of all the symphonies there are only two in minor keys, K550 and K183 also in G minor
written in 1773. It is easy to exaggerate the significance for Mozart of the key of G minor, yet
it does seem to have had a special meaning for him. Hermann Abert in his discussion of the
opening scene of Don Giovanni refers to G minor as ‘die Tonart [...] des leidenschaftlichen
Schmerzes’ (the key of passionate grief) and certainly in the operas Mozart turns to G minor
for those heart-rending outpourings of sorrow and despair that we find in Constanze’s aria
“Traurigkeit’ in Dée Entfiibrung or Pamina’s ‘Ach ich fiihI’s’ in Die Zauberflote. In the instru-
mental music, apart from the two symphonies, the Piano Quartet K478 of 1785 and the
String Quintet K516 of 1787 are the only works written in this key but they too, especially the
Quintet, reflect some of this same emotional character.

It is not difficult to find an affinity of mood and character between the two G minor sym-
phonies and certainly the excited syncopated quavers at the beginning of the earlier work in a
way foreshadow the urgency of the opening of K550. There is moreover the same marked
contrast between minuet and trio in both works: the strong unison opening of the earlier
minuet standing out against the charm and grace of the trio for wind alone, while in the later
work the strenuous contrapuntal clashes of the minuet are relieved by the gentle simplicity of
the trio. Such parallels as these and the intensity of expression common to both works are
clearly of interest, but it is the differences rather than the similarities that are more significant:
above all it is Mozart’s development as a composer and his new approach to the symphony
that a comparison of the two works reveals. The fifteen years which lay between their compo-
sition had seen an enormous enrichment of the emotional range and depth of the dramatic
vocabulary which Mozart could draw upon to communicate his thoughts and feelings. There
had been the production of the operas Idomeneo (1781), Die Entfiibrung (1782), Le Nozze di
Figaro (1786) and Don Giovanni (1787) with their innumerable opportunities for the directly
expressive use of harmonic and instrumental colour in the service of character drawing and
stage action and atmosphere; there had been the transformation of the piano concerto from
what had been primarily entertainment music into a work of high seriousness and dramatic
potential; and in the chamber music, which included the six string quartets dedicated to
Haydn and the string quintets in D, C and G minor, there had been the development of
Mozart’s ability to deploy his contrapuntal skill effectively within the framework of contem-
porary instrumental forms. The present work splendidly illustrates the harmonic boldness,
contrapuntal mastery, adventurous exploration of tonality, as well as the telling use of instru-
mental colour of Mozart’s mature style.

Ronald Woodham (adapted)
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