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SYMPHONY NO. 29 IN A MAJOR

Mozart was perhaps the most musically gifted individual western civilization has ever produced.  Some 
say he was an angel sent from heaven to dazzle and entertain us, and to bestow upon us a divine gift 
of incomparable celestial beauty.  Indeed his middle name, Amadeus, means one loved by God.  In an 
attempt to transcend the limits of words, one enthusiastic scholar said, “When the angels sing for God, 
they sing Bach, but when the angels sing for themselves, they sing Mozart -- and God eavesdrops.”
 
This supernatural metaphor, although appropriate in its hyperbole, may be factually doubtful, but 
there is no argument against the proposition that if one wanted to demonstrate to a newly arrived 
friend from another planet why we use the words simplicity, clarity, balance, grace, and symmetry in 
connection with the classical music of the late 18th Century, one might just introduce that person to the 
symphony we’ll hear tonight.
  
Mozart was born in Salzburg, Austria to ride the rising cultural, social, political, economic, and artistic 
tsunami created by the Enlightenment.  The age into which he was born was highly musical, an age 
in which his wide-ranging genius could find the stimuli and the support it needed to develop and to 
flourish.  It was also an age with sufficient wealth and disposable income to remunerate those involved 
in live art music.  Thus, Mozart was the right person in the right place at the right time.  To him, music 
was a fourth dimension, a seamless extension of the natural world, as inevitable and necessary to him 
as the sea is to the dolphin, or the air to the eagle.

Mozart was the son of Leopold Mozart, himself an accomplished musician who spent most of his life 
promoting and living off the earnings of his talented children.  When Wolfgang was just three years old, 
he taught himself to play the keyboard by watching his father teach his seven year-old sister, Nannerl.  
At four, Mozart began to write his own pieces.  At six, he taught himself to play the violin.  By eight, he 
was turning out symphonies, and at twelve, he wrote his first full-length opera, twelve!

To give you an idea of the acute quality of his musical ear, how’s this?  In Rome, during Holy Week, the 
Papal Choir performed in the Sistine Chapel a sacred piece called the Misereri by Gregorio Allegri, a 
complex contrapuntal composition.  A papal decree forbade its performance anywhere else, and the 
only existing copy of the work was kept secret and jealously guarded by the Church.  Any attempt to 
reproduce the work in any form was punishable by excommunication, a severe consequence in the 
18th Century.  A fourteen-year-old Mozart attended the performance of Misereri and then went home 
and accurately copied down the entire score, note for note.  When the Pope found out what Mozart 
had done, instead of excommunicating him, the Pope rewarded him with the Cross of the Order of the 
Golden Spur, a high honor in the Catholic Church.

By the time he wrote his twenty-ninth symphony, at the age of 18, Mozart had attained his full 
maturity as a composer.  This symphony is an example of the perfection of style, structure, and musical 
expression for which he is revered.  It is a diamond without a flaw, so much so that I won’t venture to 
defile it with words.  It just seems to happen the way an orchid flowers from a bud.  Every note and 
every phrase seems inevitable, yet musicians will tell you it is very difficult to play precisely because it 
demands from a musician the same degree of artistic excellence with which it was composed.  I will say 
that the fourth movement is an example of “la chasse”, or “the hunt”, movements of which the 18th 
Century hunting nobility was enamored.  Hence, the characteristic horn calls.



Gioachino Rossini, the great Italian composer, captured Mozart’s status among his contemporaries, 
saying, “The Germans have always been at all times the greatest harmonists, and the Italians, the 
greatest melodists.  But, from the moment that the North produced Mozart, we of the South were 
beaten at our own game, because this man rises above all nations, uniting in himself the charm of 
Italian melody and the profundity of German harmony.  He is the only musician who has as much 
knowledge as genius, and as much genius as knowledge.” 


