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The Careful Construction of a Child Prodigy

By NICHOLAS KENYON

SALZBURG, Austria

EVERY year, more than half a million people fight their way through small streets to visit Mozart's birthplace on the third floor of a medieval town house in the Getreidegasse. It is the place to go, even if you are really here only for the "Sound of Music" tour.

If you go up the narrow stairs, past the factitious "Mozart kitchen," into the room displaying photographs of autograph scores and early printed editions, you can see a few sentimental relics, like Mozart's child-sized violin and a supposed lock of his hair. You can hear Mozart facts and Mozart fiction, inextricably intertwined, retailed by guides in a cacophony of languages.

There are embroidered stories of little Wolfgang's youthful prowess in composition, absurd guesses about which corner of the room he was born in, and trinkets: his tobacco case, a wallet, buttons from one of his jackets. There are a couple of artworks that speak across the centuries, like the unfinished portrait of him at the piano by Joseph Lange, which, more than any other depiction, allows us to approach the darker side of this intense personality. Unfortunately, they are placed alongside fairly gruesome reproductions of other family portraits.

Increasingly, what remain are copies, photocopies, prints and facsimiles, as if it didn't matter, because no one could tell the difference. 

His birthplace is one metaphor for the tumult and contradictions that surround Mozart as the 250th anniversary of his birth approaches in January: the noise of jarring claims and counterclaims, the grinding of biographical axes, the combination of genuine admiration and exploitation and, above all, the confusion of demonstrable fact, tentative hypothesis, meaningful myth and ludicrous fiction. For Mozart is now big business, as the city of Salzburg - which consistently expects to make more than half of its multimillion-dollar tourist income from the Mozart industry - is the first to acknowledge. 

The paradox is that for a long time, Salzburg erased Mozart from its history. Although a statue was erected in 1842, it was not until 1880, nearly a century after his death, that a birthplace museum was created. The Mozarteum, a foundation dedicated to the composer's legacy, bought the property in 1917, and the exhibitions there have expanded, especially since the 200th anniversary of his birth, in 1956.

Recently the Mozart industry took a bigger leap of faith in his staying power. When you buy your Mozart mug, postcards or candles from the birthplace shop, you are helping to pay for the rebuilding of a remarkable "new" Mozart house.

The Mozart Wohnhaus, or home, where the family lived after 1773, was across the river from the birthplace, in the Makartplatz. The Mozarteum had begun to turn it into a museum in the 1930's, but it was bombed in 1944, and an office building was eventually constructed on the site. The Mozarteum went into debt to raise the millions of dollars needed to buy the block, level the office building and reconstruct the house. 

So now there is a bright new Mozart relic here, with an audio-visual museum and an ultra-secure storage space for manuscripts and much else, aiming to attract visitors across the river from the old town. It is a risk, for Mozart has by no means always been the world's most popular composer. Right now it just seems that way.

The Mostly Mozart Festival, which opens its 39th season at Lincoln Center on Thursday, continues to fill halls, as does its more recent relation at the Barbican Center in London. At a time when CD sales are declining, Mozart is still successful on disc, and on the Web. A huge quasi-scientific industry has been built on the dubious association of Mozart, and classical music generally, with children's mental development.

But is the Mozart we venerate the real Mozart? Indeed, is there any longer a real Mozart left? There is a deeply sentimental view that took root in the first decades after his death. In what now seems a bid to establish his legacy as a genius, Mozart's eminently romanticizable biography was transformed. The workmanlike composer became the inspired artist; the servant-artisan became the free-spirited creator. And then there is Mozart as a perpetual child: where on earth did this come from?

In an apocryphal statement from his deathbed, proffered by his early biographer Franz Xaver Niemetschek, Mozart was made to declare: "Now I must leave my art just as I had freed myself from the slavery of fashion, had broken the bonds of speculators and won the privilege of following my own feelings and composing freely and independently whatever my heart prompted."

This summed up everything that the Romantics wanted a composer to be and that Mozart was not. He had spent much of his last year composing two operas that were commissioned and tailored to very different performing circumstances, as well as sets of dances written as part of his job in Vienna. We cannot be sure if "composing freely" is a concept Mozart would have understood or desired. All the evidence is that he yearned to be needed and to be appreciated: to be asked to write music because people wanted it, to show off his performers' skills. 

Yes, he wanted his audiences to enjoy his music and to show by their attention that they were enjoying it. Yes, he wanted his music to surpass everyone else's. But there is no evidence that he wrote for some distant future. 

AS part of the demythologizing trend that marked the latter part of the 20th century, modern research has produced deflating facts about Mozart as a prodigy. Not until Wolfgang Plath studied the handwriting in the autograph scores did we realize quite how much of the early works was written down (or edited? or half-composed?) by Mozart's father, Leopold. Much is made of Mozart's admission to the famous Accademia Filarmonica in Bologna when he was 14, but the documents that survive show that his entrance composition was heavily corrected. 

Leopold, intent on demonstrating his son's genius, quickly turned him into a presentable composer. But Christoph Wolff has questioned whether Mozart was as good a composer at 15 as Mendelssohn was.

Essentially Mozart taught himself from other people's music, with brilliant resourcefulness and amazing speed. Leopold's presentation of his early work was principally motivated by his desire to further Wolfgang's career, and any "help" he gave would have been a product of his generosity. But then Mozart radically overfulfilled his father's expectations and went his own way, musically and personally, producing huge tensions in their relationship.

Research has also revealed new facts about Mozart's working methods. Alan Tyson's important hypothesis, from studying the music paper Mozart used, is that he sometimes started works then stopped, completing them later, presumably for a commission. Many promising fragments remained unfinished.

One cannot rule out creative block, but given the fecundity of Mozart's ideas, that seems unlikely. A more likely scenario is rapid rejection of the second-rate: Mozart must have been his own fiercest critic, for there was literally no one else around him who really understood his music. So he would start pieces, toy with ideas, decide they would not work and move on.

These sketches Mozart made in the course of composition are fascinating, and some are of the highest quality. There are not nearly as many as from Beethoven, even supposing that many were thrown away, but enough to counter the notion that Mozart always wrote down fully finished pieces straight out of his head.

The fact that he carefully kept so many fragments, Neal Zaslaw says, suggests that they were ready to be worked on in the future. In the sketches, we can see him working through tricky contrapuntal combinations, sketching sequences and trying out melodic shapes.

We know that especially as a pianist he did perform works that he had thought out but never wrote down; but equally, the sketches show that crucial moments had to be prepared and worked at. That was surely the "long and laborious work" that Mozart referred to in the dedication of six quartets to Haydn, a composer with whom he could talk on equal terms. 

Demythologizing has also been brought to bear on Mozart's finances, to demonstrate that he probably earned far more than we thought in Vienna, and was not as impoverished as was claimed. But if he earned so much more, where did the money go?

Certainly the life of a freelance composer and teacher that he created for himself was an expensive one to sustain. He had to be present at social events, dress accordingly and maintain a certain standard of living.

Teaching was unreliable, though Wiebke Thormahlen has pointed out that his arrangements with pupils showed a strong business sense: he contracted for series of lessons so that he earned his income "irrespective of the lady's weekly whims." He definitely became short of money: his famous begging letters to Michael Puchberg have survived. Might there have been many more, to others?

And what of the extraordinary evidence that emerged only in the 1990's that at the time of his death Mozart was being sued by his patron Prince Lichnowsky for money owed him? The Lichnowsky lawsuit emerged mysteriously, but it suggests that there may well have been other financial dealings and problems of which we know nothing.

In the years since 1991, the hyperactive bicentenary of his death, Mozart scholarship has continued, out of the limelight, to revise our perceptions of significant parts of his output. Mozart's interaction with the culture of the cities where he worked has received close attention, extending not only to instrumental forces but to local culture, the influence of individual singers, the state of operatic development and so on.

This is a much more fruitful approach than the simple interaction of biography with composition that had been the usual way of describing Mozart's motivation. (The latter gives rise to so many problems: if he wrote intense minor-mode works as a reaction to his mother's death, why "A Musical Joke" after his father died?) 

In our age, when the idea of musical progress has collapsed and an ever-wider chronological and geographical range of music is relished by listeners, Mozart has come into his own. For how long?

One might have thought that the height of his fame would have been the bicentenary period of his life, 1956 to 1991. But as we approach the next anniversary period, 2006 to 2041, there is no sign that Mozart has lost his relevance among composers. He still matches with uncanny precision the temper of our troubled times: our emotional uncertainty, our ability to perceive serenity fleetingly but never to attain it.

One of the best summaries of Mozart's paradoxes remains Donald Mitchell's prophetic essay of 1956: "What amazes, and sometimes confuses, is Mozart's mercurial synthesizing... his essential ambiguity.... Mozart sounds those deep recesses of the human spirit where opposites are identical."

And by 1991, for the author who has done more than anyone to tell the story of Mozart for our generation, H. C. Robbins Landon, the composer had become something almost apocalyptic: "as good an excuse for mankind's survival as we shall ever encounter, and perhaps, after all, a still small hope for our ultimate survival."

The central focus of the ever-shifting image of Mozart continues to elude us. But the music continues to speak with unrivaled force across more than two centuries, and that, we might guess, would satisfy a man who knew the supreme worth of what he was creating. 

Nicholas Kenyon is the controller of the BBC Proms concerts in London. This article is adapted from his "Pocket Guide to Mozart," to be published in Britain by Faber & Faber in September.
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