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In 1945, the eminent music historian, Alfred Einstein, published Mozart, His Character, 

His Work and set forth the mystery of Mozart’s apparently uncommissioned final 

symphonies:

“ We know nothing about the occasion for writing these works. It is strange that 

Mozart should have written symphonies during the summer. Perhaps he hoped 

to be able to give some ‘academies’ during the winter of 1788-9, and these plans 

fell through just as those for the following years did . . . It is possible that Mozart 

never conducted these three symphonies and never heard them . . . But this is 

perhaps symbolic of their position in the history of music and of human endeavor, 

representing no occasion, no immediate purpose, but an appeal to eternity.”

Einstein’s speculation about Mozart’s 

final symphonies as having been 

composed for no occasion but for 

“eternity” alone has endured in our 

collective imagination. And although 

there is a strong Romantic appeal 

to the idea of Mozart transcending 

his immediate circumstances and 

composing for posterity, more recent 

scholars have revised our understanding 

of the composing circumstances and 

early history of Mozart’s three final 

symphonies.

The most tangible facts are the dates 

of composition that Mozart recorded in 

the catalog of his works that he began 

keeping in 1784. From that catalog, we 

know that he completed these three 

longest and most complex symphonies 

of his entire output at a rate of one 

per month during the summer of 1788: 

June 26; July 25; and August 10. The 

external force behind Mozart’s amazing 

productivity of that summer, as Einstein 

noted, is unknown, but we have a 

scattering of biographical details that 

makes a circumstantial case for what 

Mozart likely intended with these works. 

By the summer of 1788 Mozart’s lucrative 

concertizing in Vienna had evaporated 

due to the outbreak of war between the 

Austrians and the Turks at the beginning 

of that year. The array of nobles who 

had formerly patronized the composer 

were now away fighting this war or 

hiding from it, and Mozart’s straitened 

circumstances were one result.

The composer’s first reaction was to 

attempt to organize new large-scale, 

public concerts in 1788 and 1789, and 

his symphonies would have provided 

attractive new material for them. But 

such concerts amounted to a strategy 

that was no longer lucrative in Vienna, 

so Mozart made plans to tour abroad. 

His first choice was London, a plan that 

would have anticipated Franz Joseph 

Haydn’s successful concert series 

there in the mid-1790s, but that never 

materialized. Instead, in 1789, Mozart 
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concertized in Dresden, Leipzig, and 

Berlin, and the programs for those 

concerts included symphonies (although 

we do not know which ones!). In 1790, 

he journeyed to Frankfurt and Mainz 

for the same purpose, but the overall 

results were disappointing: in a letter to 

his wife Costanze, Mozart wrote from 

Frankfurt that “I am famous, admired, 

and popular here; on the other hand, the 

Frankfurt people are even more stingy 

than the Viennese.” In a letter from Mainz, 

he lamented that he earned “only the 

meager sum of fifteen carolins” in spite of 

the presence of the Elector Palatine. One 

further occasion saw the performance of 

a Mozart symphony, but this time back 

in Vienna: on April 16 and 17, 1791, the 

Viennese Tonkünstler-Societät (Society 

of Musicians) performed a “grand 

symphony” by Mozart for its annual 

benefit concert, which was conducted 

by Antonio Salieri. The piece in question 

was likely his Symphony No. 40 because 

Mozart revised that work in order to add 

clarinet parts for his friends, the Viennese 

clarinetists Johann and Anton Stadler. 

Absent that specific motivation, we are 

left to wonder why he made the revisions 

that he did.

Mozart may also have envisioned 

publishing his symphonies, and this 

would have followed the recent and 

successful example of Haydn, whose 

“Paris” Symphonies (Nos. 82-87), for 

example, were published in the French 

capital in January of 1788, after which 

they were soon reprinted there, and then 

again in London and Vienna. Nikolaus 

Harnoncourt has suggested that the 

layout of Mozart’s final symphonies 

argues for their larger unitary design. 

Specifically, No. 39 is the only one of 

the three to include a first-movement 

introduction while No. 41 includes a 

nonpareil fugal coda to its finale. Such a 

cyclic conception of three symphonies 

has a precedent in Haydn’s Symphonies 

Nos. 6-8, titled “Le matin,” “Le midi,” and 

“Le soir” (morning, noon, and evening); 

but it is just as plausible to imagine 

Mozart conceiving of his symphonies—

each in a different key and the three 

comprehending major and minor keys—

as a publishable set simply on the basis 

of their diversity.

The instrumentation and character of 

the three symphonies, indeed, presents 

us with marked differences of sound 

and mood: No. 39, in E-flat major, 

uses no oboes but includes trumpets 

and timpani; No. 40, in G minor, lacks 

trumpets and timpani and, in its original 

version, clarinets; and No. 41, in C major, 

also has no clarinets but adds trumpets 

and timpani. The distinctive introduction 

with which No. 39 begins harkens back to 

the Baroque-era French overture with its 

stately dotted rhythms, and that feeling 

of dotted-note procession recurs in the 

slow second movement. Otherwise, the 

character of No. 39 is strongly dance-

like with the waltzing theme of the first 

movement, a quoted Ländler in the trio 

of the third movement, and a dashing 

contredanse in the finale.
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The mood of Symphony No. 40—

portentous and at times mournful, even 

tragic—contrasts with No. 39, not only 

because of its differing instrumentation 

and minor-key setting, but also because 

of the more lyrical cast of its themes. The 

yearning quality of the first movement’s 

two main ideas, the sighing elegance 

of the second-movement theme, and 

the incisive and stern melodies of the 

minuet and finale all contribute to a 

profile that listeners have interpreted 

as dramatic, Romantic, or even (in the 

light of Mozart’s professional struggles) 

autobiographical.

Symphony No. 41 presents yet another 

contrast in sound and mood—noble, 

confident, and powerful—that earned it 

the subtitle of “Jupiter.” That nickname 

originated in early 19th-century concert 

programs and published editions from 

Great Britain, possibly suggested by 

the violinist and impresario of Haydn’s 

London concerts, Johann Peter Salomon. 

Apart from its origins, “Jupiter” rings 

true for this symphony from its first 

bars, which sound a forte hammerstroke 

theme played by the full orchestra in 

unison. The second movement, marked 

Andante cantabile and featuring muted 

strings, creates a different mood, but 

preserves the same regal character 

by evoking the courtly world of the 

sarabande. This particular sarabande 

at once reflects power in its sudden 

forte afterbeats and lavishness in the 

intricate embellishments of the melodic 

line. Trumpets and timpani, absent in 

the second movement, return in the 

third to create a martial-sounding 

minuet, in contrast to which the trio 

begins with delicate restraint before 

pouring out a rising melodic line and 

driving accompaniment of dramatic 

pathos. There is plenty more drama to 

come in the finale of Symphony No. 

41, whose most famous moment is its 

masterful coda, which summarizes the 

whole of the movement by combining 

five of its different motifs into a fugue. 

That fugal treatment is presaged in the 

development section of this sonata-form 

finale, and before that, in the extended 

transition between its two principal 

themes. This display of compositional 

virtuosity has made Mozart’s final 

symphony one of the most praised in 

the whole of the orchestral repertory. In 

Harnoncourt’s interpretation, the finale 

and coda of this symphony represents 

the culmination of Mozart’s last three 

symphonies.

Whatever designs Mozart had for the 

symphonies he composed during the 

summer of 1788, it is hard not to hear 

them, as Alfred Einstein did—as “an 

appeal to eternity”—rather than as 

products of some more immediate 

occasion that is all but lost to history.
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