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During the years when Mozart remained a more-or-less permanent resident
in his parents’ home in Salzburg - and he did not leave for good until 1781,
when he was twenty-five years old - the only keyboard instrument he
owned was a clavichord. And it was his performances on the harpsichord
that established his early reputation as a keyboard virtuoso. Nevertheless,
the very first of his mature keyboard sonatas (K 279 in C major, composed
in 1774) requires the dynamic contrasts and singing line afforded even by
the relatively primitive fortepiano of the time.

An event in 1777 had a profound and lasting effect on Mozart’s style of
piano writing. On September 23rd, he and his mother left Salzburg, en
route for Paris. One of the stops on this long journey (they did not reach
their destination until March 23rd of the following year) was at Augsburg,
where Mozart made the acquaintance of the celebrated piano maker
Andreas Stein. In a letter to his father, Mozart extolled the virtues of Stein’s
instruments: responsiveness, beauty and uniformity of tone, smooth action
of the keys and pedals. The encounter made the young composer aware of
greater possibilities inherent in the piano, and his writing for the instru-
ment changed markedly, becoming fuller, more demanding, more “pianis-
tic” The first fruits of this new awareness were the five piano sonatas writ-
ten in Paris.

Mozart’s stay in the French capital was not a success. The city that, more
than a decade earlier, had greeted his accomplishments as a seven-year-old
prodigy with astonished acclaim, now had its musical attentions dominated
by the rivalry between the opera composers Christoph Willibald Gluck and
Niccold Piccinni. However, Mozart was able to snatch a few crumbs from



the musical tables of Paris: he wrote music for minor events, accepted
unpaid commissions, and took on pupils whose lack of talent brought forth
bitter complaints in his letters home.

We cannot say whether the illness of Mozart’s mother (she died, after a
month of failing health, on July 3rd) had any effect upon his Paris compo-
sitions, for most of them (including the piano sonatas) cannot be precisely
dated. If it did not, perhaps it was the difficulty of his newly bereaved and
solitary situation that provoked two of his most extraordinary works: the
Violin Sonata in E minor, K 304, and the Piano Sonata in A minor, K 310.

One of the two piano sonatas Mozart wrote in minor keys, the A minor
Sonata is marked throughout with a powerful, tragic emotion that is virtu-
ally unique in Mozart’s writing for piano solo. The opening movement con-
trasts a stark, anguished theme, supported by repeated full chords, with a
more genteel, flowing strain. It is the opening theme whose mood predom-
inates in an atmosphere of growing intensity. For sheer size, no less than
for its force, this movement is unprecedented in Mozart’s piano music. It is
followed by an extended, lyrical nocturne that provides the needed emo-
tional counterweight to the opening movement without dispelling its highly
charged feeling. The Presto finale, far from lightening the music, is relent-
lessly agitated. Its rondo form permits Mozart to contrast his minor tone
with calmer episodes in major, in a manner almost prophetic of Schubert.
Nevertheless, the music grows in force, ending with a stunning emotional
climax.

This unfashionable composition calls to mind the poignant words of
Mozart to his father, in a letter sent from Mannheim only a month before

the arrival in Paris: “One is not always in the mood for writing. Of course,
I could scribble all day long, but these things go out into the world, and I
want not to be ashamed of myself when I see my name on them.” (Those
whose appreciation of Mozart is hampered both by the prevailing gentility
of his music and by his reputation for dashing off compositions effortlessly
may find some needed corrective in his own words and in the A minor
Sonata.)

Such a work could hardly have advanced Mozart’s position in Paris. We
do not know how it was received in 1778 - or if, indeed, there was any
opportunity for it to be received at all - but upon its publication there, in
1782, it seems to have provoked no commentary whatsoever.

Mozart’s opinion of the French was not flattering, and the remainder of
his Parisian sonatas was written with the obvious intention of pleasing the
French taste while adhering to his own standards of quality. “I do not know
whether or not my symphony [No.31 in D major, K 297] pleases,” he wrote
to his father in June, “and, to tell you the truth, I don’t much care. Whom
should it please? I warrant it will please the few sensible Frenchmen who
are here, and there will be no great misfortune if it fails to please the stu-
pids. Still,” he added, “I have some hope that the asses, too, will find some-
thing in it to their liking”

The fusion of gallantry and poetry that Mozart aimed at is found in the
Sonata in C major, K 330, the Sonata in F major, K 332, and the Sonata in
B-flat major, K 333.

Critics are divided on the merits of the C major Sonata. Eric Blom feels
that the work is “not very striking,” although it “shines by a slow movement



with grave and beautiful minor sections” The equally knowledgeable Alfred
Einstein compares the work with the A minor Sonata: “|It is] lighter than
the preceding one, but it is just as much a masterpiece ... one of the most
lovable works Mozart ever wrote.” At any rate, there is nothing particularly
remarkable about the sonata (it is as regular in form as can be) other than
the fact that it is the composition of a genius. One may, however, note the
features mentioned by Blom, which are the most striking moments in the
Sonata. The very simple piano technique required by this music, along with
several passages cleverly calculated to produce brilliant effects through
minimal dexterity, raise the suspicion that the music was written with the
requirements of one of Mozart’s piano pupils in mind.

The Sonata in F major, K 332, contains more noteworthy features. The
sprightly opening movement is concerned with contrasts and rhythmic inter-
play, while maintaining a gracious facade throughout. Notice in particular the
place where Mozart changes abruptly from 3/4 to 2/4 time - while maintain-
ing the same notation - with a series of heavy accents in the left hand, then
leads immediately into a more flowing passage. The little “storm” is far from
violent, yet what a marvelous sense of release the composer achieves here!
“The slow movement,” writes the English composer-scholar Hutchings, “which
must surely have been enjoyed by Chopin, could well represent the summit of
expression that Mozart reached without departing from the formality and ret-
icence of his epoch.” It consists of long, spun-out melodies in the right hand
over the most subtly varied bass figurations in the left. The finale is a dizzying
rondo-like movement (actually in sonata form), based on rapid passage-work
figurations, exhilarating and highly virtuosic.

If the F major Sonata is an epitome of pure piano writing, the Sonata in B-flat
major, K 333, shows the influence of other musical forms. The style of contem-
porary vocal music is most specifically reflected in the harmonic suspension and
“sighs” common to the writing of Piccinni. Elements of the piano concerto may
be heard in the numerous passages where ideas are repeated in different regis-
ters of the keyboard - contrasts in tonal quality that would have been more
marked on Mozart’s piano than on a modern instrument - as well as the cadenza
that occurs near the end of the last movement. The very full chords that punctu-
ate the music show the influence not only of the orchestra but also of the Stein
pianoforte.

Both the first and second movements are in sonata form. The perky finale is
a rondo, and, if one wishes to think of this movement as a mock concerto, one
may certainly hear the orchestra playing the relatively simple rondo theme while
the piano takes over for the more dashing episodes.
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