New Work, New Instrument

By STUART ISACOFF

'At its premiere, the concerto showed that the piano was critical to the future of music.'

The celebrated playwright George Bernard Shaw was notorious for the barbed wit with which he skewered political and religious figures of his day, but he took aim at musical ones as well. Brahms's "German Requiem" was, in his view, the work of a "first-class undertaker." No cultural icon was safe. But when it came to England's cultlike frenzy for the piano—a trend Shaw called a "religion"—all of his skepticism seemed to melt away. "Its invention was to music," he wrote in 1894, "what the invention of printing was to poetry."

At the time, hundreds of thousands of pianos were being sold each year. And yet, just a century earlier, the instrument was a rare sight. 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-91), the piano's first superstar, never even encountered one in his European travels until a visit to Munich in the winter of 1774-75. By then, half his life had passed. But once he discovered the piano's nuanced expressiveness—something a harpsichord, with its twangy, plucked-string sound and unchanging volume could not attain—he was hooked. His concertos of the 1780s helped convince Vienna, and the world, that the remarkable new keyboard was something indispensable.

It had actually been around since 1700, when Bartolomeo Cristofori, a technician in the employ of Ferdinando de Medici, produced his first working model. But no one before Mozart had brought it to the pinnacle of high art. The composer and instrument turned out to be a perfect match.

For one thing, Mozart's lyrical sensibilities found a true home in the warm, shapely tones of the piano. This was an instrument that could sing, and as composer Ferruccio Busoni declared of Mozart's music, an "uninterrupted melodiousness…shimmers through his compositions like the lovely forms of a woman through the folds of a thin dress." For another, the dynamic capabilities of the instrument suited Mozart's dramatic proclivities. Later ages have viewed this composer as a master of classical elegance. But those closer to his era, like writer and composer E.T.A. Hoffmann, regarded him as a Romantic. And no wonder: He still touches audiences with a musical spirit that, as pianist Murray Perahia put it, "floats, that searches, that agonizes, that exults." Indeed, his piano concertos are like little operas without words.

They also served Mozart well on a very practical level. His subscription concerts, at which many of these works were revealed, granted him independence from a patronage system that had long left him frustrated and demoralized. Vienna in the 1780s had become a place where musicians could organize concerts, sell tickets and rent venues. Mozart grabbed the opportunity, and piano concertos became his calling card. As a result, this spectacular music was performed not in large halls, as is often the case today, but in intimate restaurants and guesthouses where eating and gambling were the norm.

The magnificent Piano Concerto No. 20 in D minor, K.466—Beethoven's favorite—debuted on Feb. 11, 1785, in a place called "The Flour Pit," described by a contemporary as having ceilings too low for a good musical effect and rooms too small for a decent-size crowd. There were only about 150 listeners on hand to hear it.

They must have been astonished. Mozart, who took pride in his imaginative daring, bragged to his father that his piano concertos achieved a delicate balance. There were things in them that only connoisseurs could truly appreciate, and yet they still managed to please the "less learned," who would enjoy the music "without knowing why." And indeed, the D-minor Concerto contained something for everyone. 
At its stirring opening we find ourselves in the center of an ominous storm. The low strings groan and howl. Above them, the violins and violas hurl their musical figures against the regular pulse, generating agitated crosscurrents. As more instruments enter the texture, the music's dramatic arc rises and falls in broad strokes, like shifting ocean tides, until a moment of stillness arrives. At that point the solo piano enters.

The overall effect of that opening is reminiscent of Mozart's opera, "Don Giovanni," written in the same dark key with similarly musty harmonies. In the opera, the restless rhythms mark the title character's descent into hell.

Once the piano announces its presence, however, the concerto's story takes a new turn. The piano lines suggest more human traits, embodying something vulnerable, noble and tinged with longing. Thus the narrative that emerges resembles a struggle between two foes—like the eternal human battle against the natural forces that will ultimately defeat each one of us.

The second movement, "Romance," offers another chapter in the journey. Graceful and sentimental at first, it ushers in a temporary respite before taking off in a frantic race, with tense reminders that the storm is still in pursuit.

In the last movement a passionate debate erupts between the two antagonists, marked by ardent, repeated assertions from both sides. Yet the piece ends in a bright, triumphal collaboration. An accommodation has been reached. We can sigh with relief.

Noteworthy recordings of the work include those by Vladimir Ashkenazy (London), Clifford Curzon (Decca), Rudolf Serkin (Sony) and Mitsuko Uchida (Philips).

This was Mozart at the top of his game. The older, revered composer Joseph Haydn, his friend, was inducted into the Freemasons the night of the concerto's premiere (Mozart was already a member) and couldn't attend. But he made his way to Mozart's quarters the following day to experience the younger composer's newest string quartets (a collection that became known as the "Haydn" Quartets). Mozart's father was visiting at the time, and Haydn took him aside. "Before God and as an honest man," he said, "I tell you that your son is the greatest composer known to me either in person or by name." History has concurred. 
This concerto's first performance was exceptional in yet another respect. Mozart had recently commissioned a new piano from the Viennese builder Gabriel Anton Walter with a keyboard for the feet as well as one for the hands. And he had it carried to the Flour Pit that day. Thus, the composer played his D-minor Concerto not with two limbs, but with four. 
And so, with consummate athletic as well as musical skill, Mozart generated sights and sounds that evening to thrill his small audience. And music lovers have been entranced ever since.

—Mr. Isacoff's latest book, "A Natural History of the Piano: The Instrument, The Music, the Musicians—From Mozart to Modern Jazz and Everything in Between," will be published this month by Knopf.

