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Preface

Composed: 6 December 1786 in Vienna

First performance: 19 January 1787 in Prague

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hiirtel, Leipzig, 1807

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Bassoons — 2 Horns, 2 Trumpets —
Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 29 minutes

For three years after the composition of the ‘Linz’ Symphony (November 1783) Mozart wrote
no symphonies but produced a remarkable series of works, among them the last four of the
six string quartets he was to dedicate to Haydn in 1785, a dozen piano concertos from K449
to K503, various concert arias and sonatas, the Masonic Funeral Music, The Impresario, and
The Marriage of Figaro. The latter was first produced in Vienna on 1 May 1786 and was
enthusiastically received only to be replaced after only nine petformances by the popular
success of Martin y Soler’s Una cosa rara, not to be heard again in the Austrian capital for
another two years. It was the Italian opera company of Pasquale Bondini in Prague that took
up Figaro with such success in late 1786 that the opera saved the company from near bank-
ruptcy and Mozart was invited to Prague to hear their production.

Soon after Mozart and Constanze arrived in Prague on 15 January 1787, Wolfgang wrote to
his Vienna friend, Baron Gottfried von Jacquin:

‘I must frankly admit that, although I meet with all possible courtesies and honours here
and although Prague is indeed a very beautiful and pleasant place, I long most ardently to
be back in Vienna [...] My concert is to take place in the theatre on Friday, the 19th, and I
shall probably have to give a second one, which unfortunately will prolong my stay here.’

It must be admitted that these sentiments were less to do with Mozart’s love of Vienna, which
was now losing interest in him, but with the furtherance of his desire to move to England
where he felt that there would be a greater chance of achieving the degree of long-term finan-
cial stability that had eluded him in Vienna. The English plan never came to fruition.

On 17 January Mozart attended a performance of Figaro and a few days later conducted a
performance himself. His own concert on the 19th was enthusiastically received not only for
his piano playing but for the first performance of 2 new symphony in D major, completed in
Vienna on 6 December 1786, no doubt with the trip to Prague in mind. The symphony
{(No. 38, K504) is now known by the name of that city and the first performance was recalled
in the biography of Mozart written some 11 years later by Franz Niemetschek, a Prague
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schoolmaster and friend of the composer who after Mozart’s death took on the responsibility
of educating his seven-year-old son, Carl: [...] the grand symphony in D major’, wrote
Niemetschek, ‘which is still always a favourite in Prague, although it has no doubt been heard
a hundred times.” What with Figaro and the new Symphony, the trip to Prague had been
eminently worthwhile and when Mozart returned to Vienna in February he had with him a
contract for a new opera which was to become Don Giovanni.

The ‘Prague’ Symphony occupies a special place in Mozart’s output, displaying new dimen-
sions of mood, technique, orchestration (notably a heightened awareness of the soloistic
capabilities of the winds, already evident in the piano concertos K482 and K491) and general
character, in the latter respect looking forward to Don Giovanni. It must be ranked with the
last three great symphonies in terms of sheer quality of inspiration, just as Haydn’s ‘Oxford’
Symphony (No.92), for the same reason, belongs with the 12 ‘London’ Symphonies which
crowned that composer’s symphonic achievement. The gravity and expansiveness of the slow
introduction; the mysterious emergence from it of the Allegro; the contrapuntal wizardry of
the development; the richness of harmonic resource especially evident in the Andante (the
finest of the three siciliano-type movements that started with the ‘Paris’ Symphony (1778) —
developed further in the ‘Linz’ Symphony (1783), reaching a climax in this expressive and
stately dance); the powerful, yet fleet-footed final Presto (the opening figure of which reminds
one of the beginning of the Susanna/Cherubino duet, ‘Aprite, presto, aprite’ from Act IT of
Figaro), all signal the advent of a new Mozart at the threshold of a new phase of creative
development.

The ‘Prague’ Symphony, like the ‘Paris’ Symphony, has no minuet, but whereas the earlier
omission was in accordance with French custom, no such consideration applies here. Neither
did Mozart feel the need (or have the time) to add one later as he had done with the Sym-
phony No. 33, K319. It is more likely that there was simply no place for a minuet in his
scheme for the work. Interestingly, an essay, ‘Concerning Minuets in Symphonies’, was pub-
lished in 1791-2 by Court Counsellor Johann Gottlieb Carl Spazier in which he writes:

‘[...] I consider minuets effective [...] only as long as they in no way at all inopportunely
remind one of the dance floor and of the misuse of music. And if they are caricatured — as is
often the case with Haydn and Pleyel - they cause laughter, in which case there can no longer
be any question of whether minuets are admissible in noble symphonies, which are fiery and
therefore stormy, or which should put us in a festive mood. But even when that is not the
case, the substance of minuets is too insignificant, which only disrupts or halts entirely the
symphony’s continuity and momentum.’

The autograph score of the ‘Prague’ Symphony is one of the many rare treasures that was
moved, during World War II, from the Preufische Staatsbibliothek in Berlin to Silesia for

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

Harry Newstone
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Symphony No. 38
‘Prague’

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
(1756-1791)
K504
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