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by Judith A. Eckelmeyer

In recent years the public has been introduced anew to Wolfgang
Amadeus Mozart. The music and particularly the character of the composer are
most popularly known as they have been reflected through the devices of Peter
Shaffer's Amadeus. The figure of Mozart in this work, memorable and shocking
with its mixture of musical brilliance and juvenile scatology, has raised burning
questions for many viewers: was Mozart indeed as Shaffer portrayed him? Is
more of Mozart's music as delicious as that employed in Shaffer's drama? On
the other hand, many of those who knew Mozart’s music well before Shaffer's
portrayal of the composer have expressed disbelief that the character of
Shaffer’'s creation could have any factual connection with the historical Mozart;
in effect, no one who composed such refined, even delicate music could have
been so dissolute, so uncouth a person, as Shaffer portrays.

Which is the true Mozart? Is it the obscene, puerile little man, or the
incorruptibly pure, Victorian ideal? Both, it turns out, are exaggerations of
kernels of reality.

To get acquainted with the man in Mozart’s skin, we are best advised
to examine the source itself as well as we can some two centuries after the fact.
Mozart and his family, often separated by long journeys, were inveterate letter
writers. Mozart’s own letters to his parents, his most cherished friends, his
colleagues, and his fellow Freemasons, contain precious evidence of who he
was. The bulk of his extant correspondence, translated by Emily Anderson and
published in 1966 by St. Martin’s Press, reveals a lively, high-strung, loving,
proud, sensitive, sarcastic, generous, playful, insightful, witty, and uncommon
individual. Highmindedness and ribaldry are both aspects of his personality,
and both affected his musical composition in differing ways.

The external events of Mozart's all-too-brief life are remarkable, even
for today’s highly diversified sense of the "norm." As the family’s
correspondence shows, the child Wolfgang had experiences during his first
twelve years that many adults of his day would never have encountered in their
entire lifetimes. His later years have the profile of a roller-coaster, with
vicissitudes that would demoralize and undo many a modern person, yet in his
letters Mozart only very rarely departs from a tone of merely describing his
circumstances objectively, recounting, as it were, for the benefit of those who
could not be present for the event.

Wolfgang was born in Salzburg on January 27, 1756, to a middle-class
musician, Leopold, and his wife, born Anna Maria Pertl. Wolfgang soon
demonstrated exceptional response to his father’s violin and keyboard playing.
By the age of four Leopold was teaching him keyboard technique and the
rudiments of music theory; by six, Leopold took Wolfgang and his ten-year-old
sister, Maria Anna (Nannerl) on not one but two tours, first to Munich and then
to Vienna, to perform as prodigies.

The following year saw the beginning of a long journey, through
Germany to Paris and ultimately to London and the Hague. A source of
entrepreneurial pride, if not profit, to Leopold, this tour was to be both a
blessing and a curse of Wolfgang. On the positive side, he encountered a




portion of society that was to be his future bread and butter; he learned very
directly at that tender age how to behave at court and what treatment was
commonly accorded to entertainers of aristocracy. To be forewarned was to be
forearmed. He also met Johann Christian Bach, the twenty-nine-year-old son of
old Johann Sebastian; from this new friend he learned new ways of thinking
about music, new styles and sounds that he absorbed like a sponge and
merged into his own early compositions.

On the negative side, the journey was immensely perilous to the
youngsters. Undoubtedly debilitated by overland coach travel, miserable
weather, inconsistent lodging, and the fatigue of public demonstrations of their
skills, both Wolfgang and Nannerl became seriously ill, Wolfgang particularly so
for about four weeks. This bout of sickness, coming only two years after he had
contracted smallpox, weakened his constitution and by modern reckoning
greatly contributed, in the long run, to his early death.

Later tours to Vienna and ltaly brought honor to the teenage musical
genius, whose compositions were beginning to be recognized as equal in skill
to his performance. Leopold’s teaching was supplemented by the master of
counterpoint, Padre Martini; Europe’s composers and performers were Mozart's
meat and drink in this period. Wolfgang learned fluent ltalian and corresponded
with Nannerl in that language. In spite of greetings he sent through Nannerl to
"all my good friends," his life and artistic growth were dominated by Leopold,
and his principal society was the circle of his family.

Mozart in Bologna to his sister, March 24, 1770: ...Please write and tell
me who is singing in the oratorios and let me know their titles as well.... | shall
soon send you a minuet which Mr. Pick danced in the theatre and which
everyone danced to afterwards at the feste di ballo in Milan, solely in order that
you may see how slowly people dance here. The minuet itself is very beautiful.
It comes, of course, from Vienna and was most certainly composed by Deller
or Starzer. It has plenty of notes. Why? Because it is a stage minuet which is
danced slowly. The minuets in Milan, in fact the ltalian minuets generally, have
plenty of notes, are played slowly, and have several bars, e.q., the first part has
sixteen, the second twenty or tweniy-four.

In Parma we got to know a singer and heard her perform very
beautifully in her own house-the famous Bastardella who has 1) a beautiful
voice, 2) a marvelous throat, 3) an incredible range. While | was present she
sang the following notes and passages.... [Anderson, p. 121.]

Suffice it to say that with the exception of his own sister and the family
servants, Wolfgang's association with other children of his age appears to be
infrequent at best; no letters remain to anyone other than his own family
members during his teens, and references in his letters to others of his age are
minimal. In the realm of professional advancement, he was doing very well,
having at the age of sixteen been appointed Konzertmeister to the newly
installed Archbishop of Salzburg, Hieronymus, Count of Colloredo.

The consistent focus of Wolfgang’s life was his music. Little wonder
that during a two-week-long concert-associated visit to his uncle’'s home in
Augsburg in 1777, his acquaintance with his fifteen-year-old cousin, Anna Maria
Thekla, provided a basis for later outlets for his adolescent imagination.
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Wolfgang'’s correspondence to her after his return to Salzburg abounds in
vulgarities; many of these passages have been appropriated by Shaffer as
Mozart's banter not with his cousin but with Constanze, whom he had not yet
met! This kind of bantering was not, evidently, exceptional within the Mozart
family, nor, it appears, in the Salzburg region. In her preface to the Mozart
family letters, Emily Anderson includes a short letter from Frau Mozart,
employing just such language in what was evidently meant as a whimsical,
funny little rhyme. [Anderson, p. xvi, n. 3.] The humor was clearly intended to
amuse family members, and undoubtedly Frau Mozart would not have expected
generations of strangers to have read this intimate message. In Mozart’s adult
life only his wife and a few of his closest associates were ever privy to such
letters.

It may not come as a surprise that, in the year following the
correspondence with his cousin, Wolfgang became deeply infatuated with a
fifteen-year-old singer, Aloysia Weber. He was so strongly attracted to her, so
intent upon helping her advance her performing career, that his letters to his
father betrayed an intensity that shook Leopold deeply.

Wolfgang in Mannheim to Leopold, February 4, 1778: ...In the evening,
Saturday evening, we went to Court, where Mile. Weber sang three arias. | say
nothing about her singing—only one word, excellent! | wrote to you the other
day about her merits; but I shall not be able to close this letter without telling
you something more about her, for only now have | got to know her properly
and as a result to discover her great powers.... | propose to remain here and
finish entirely at my leisure that music for De Jean...I can stay here as long as /
like and neither board nor lodging costs me anything. in the meantime Herr
Weber will endeavor to get engagements here and there for concerts with me,
and we shall then travel together.... | have become so fond of this unfortunate
family that my dearest wish is to make them happy; and perhaps | may be able
to do so. My advice is that they should go to ltaly. So now [ should like you to
write to our good friend Lugiati, and the sooner the better, and enquire what
are the highest terms given to a prima donna in Verona.... As far as [Aloysia’s]
singing is concerned, | would wager my life that she will bring me renown.
Even in a short time she has greatly profited by my instruction, and how much
greater will the improvement be by then! | am not anxious either about her
acting. If our plan succeeds, we, M. Weber, his two daughters [Aloysia and
Josefa] and [ will have the honor of visiting my dear Papa and my dear sister....
My mother [who was in Mannheim with Wolfgang] is quite satisfied with my
ideas.... [Anderson, pp. 460-463.]

Wolfgang's obvious vulnerability to a beautiful, well-disciplined voice
and a charming young woman engaged his open and generous nature.
Leopold’s response to the letter was a resounding negative. To him, Aloysia
was no more than a would-be parasite waiting only to soar to fame on
Wolfgang'’s coattails. He insisted that his son continue his planned travels in
search of a lucrative position and leave the siren to some other prey. Wolfgang
obeyed. But his day of rebellion was not far off.

Wolfgang, now in his early twenties, was chafing under the burden of
his obligation to the Archbishop of Salzburg, whose artistic needs were simple



and clearly defined for his composer. Mozart's musical mind was light-years in
advance, and his international experience far exceeded the standard for his
official status as the archbishop’s servant. A collision course was unavoidable.
Wolfgang held his peace for several years, touring Paris, where his mother died,
and later Munich, and broadening his acquaintance with the active musical
world. In 1781, having just achieved a momentous success in Munich with his
opera [domeneo, he received the archbishop’s summons to attend him in
Vienna. Incensed that his musical work was so little regarded, Mozart raced to
Vienna and confronted Colloredo’s chamberlain, Count Arco. Bitter accusations
on both sides led to a simultaneous resignation and dismissal from the
archbishop’s service; Wolfgang's description in lefters to his father reconstruct
the event vividly. Leopold, having originally sponsored his son and having seen
to his reinstatement after Wolfgang'’s long absences, tried frantically to get
Wolfgang to reconsider his action, to submit himself for the archbishop’s
reconsideration. Wolfgang adamantly remained independent of Colloredo. This
was the first of only two instances in which he refused to acquiesce to his
father’s instruction in a life-shaping event.

The second had to do with his marriage.

It was to come as a shock, certainly, to Leopold when, on the heels of
the Colloredo debacle, Wolfgang informed him from Vienna of his attraction to
another of the Weber daughters, Aloysia’s younger sister Constanze. Heaping
insult on irony, this Weber daughter had only a fragment of her sister's musical
talent to recommend her, and must therefore have posed an even greater threat
to Wolfgang's career. Moreover, after Leopold initially warned his son to leave
off his nonsense and move from the Weber's house where he had lodging,
Wolfgang relocated but clearly showed no inclination to drop his association
with Constanze, even in light of her guardian’s attempt to keep him from the
now fatherless young woman. After nearly two years of friendship and
courtship, Mozart wrote to Leopold of his intention to marry Constanze, and
asked for Leopold’s blessing. Leopold’s response was not forthcoming.
Wolfgang renewed and intensified his plea for his father's consent to the
marriage, which by then had been planned for a specific date. There appears to
have been a mad scramble to rescue Constanze from arrest because she had
moved out of her mother’s house without permission, and Frau Weber became
distraught over the seeming impropriety of her behavior. Wolfgang reported to
Leopold that the wedding had occurred on the date when he had expected to
receive his father’s letter of approval, knowing that he would, in the end, agree.

Wolfgang in Vienna to Leopold, July 25, 1781: [ repeat that | have long
been thinking of moving to another lodging, and that too solely because people
are gossiping. | am very sorry that | am obliged to do this on account of silly
talk, in which there is not a word of truth. | should very much like to know what
pleasure certain people can find in spreading entirely groundless reports.
Because | am living with them [Frau Weber and her three unmarried daughters],
therefore | am going to marry the daughter [Constanze]. There has been no talk
of our being in love. They have skipped that stage. No, | just take rooms in the
house and marry. If ever there was a time when | thought less of getting
married, it is most certainly now.... | will not say that, living in the same house
with the Mademoiselle to whom people have already married me, | am ill-bred
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