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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
1756 - 1791

Ave Verum Corpus
(1791) KV 618
The strange refraction of the Christian nativity in Mozart’s own situation at the time he wrote it, gives the provenance of this exquisite short motet an almost synchronic serendipity.  Mozart composed it, during the last year of his life, for performance at the feast of Corpus Christi, on 17 June 1791 in Baden bei Wien.  Constanze, who was expecting their sixth child, had gone with Sussmayr, Mozart’s assistant, to the popular spa, where the village schoolmaster and choral music director, Anton Stoll, had managed with some difficulty to reserve rooms for them.  Mozart himself was already unwell, seriously insolvent and working intensively on Die Zauberflote as well as beginning La Clemenzia di Tito.  Yet he found time to write this motet in gratitude to Stoll for his assistance. It is much more than a setting of the well-known hymn, whose brief text is a condensed, corporeal evocation of the mystic symbolism of Christ’s birth and sacrifice.  It celebrates also Mozart’s own reverence for life – the life, certainly, of his future child and the generosity of Stoll in helping to secure it; but also, perhaps, a sense of his own life as it moved towards its tragically early end.

It opens smoothly, all parts marked sotto voce and proceeds thus throughout, punctuated briefly, at its middle part, by the rich and apposite dissonances on Cujus latus perforatum unda fluxit sanguine.  Sopranos and altos introduce the move towards conclusion, with esto nobis, as all parts approach together the final, modest flourish of sopranos and tenors on in mortis examine.

Maurerisch Trauermusik 

(Masonic Funeral Music), K. 477

Mozart had joined a small Viennese lodge of Freemasons, called Zur Wohltatigkeit (Benevolence), towards the end of 1784, as an Entered Apprentice.  Whilst on a visit to him in the following March, his father, Leopold, joined also and was quickly promoted to Master, despite remaining in the service of Archbishop Colloredo.  Like Haydn before them, and Beethoven later, both of whom were also masons, neither appears to have considered that there could have been a contradiction between freemasonry and their catholicism, despite the Roman church’s view that it was canonically unlawful.  Mozart seems to have considered that the humanist practices and goals of the masons complemented the spiritual ones of the church, and composed ten separate works specifically for performance at lodge ceremonies.  Some of his other works, notably the motet Ave verum corpus have come to be associated also, by convention, with freemasonry because of their regular performances at ceremonies and rituals.  There is no doubt that Mozart took his responsibilities seriously as a Mason and quickly attained the degree of Master; but his membership of the movement served a functional musical purpose, by enabling him to continue to compose religious music. Whilst in Vienna, he was without any affiliation to the major churches and was thus deprived of the opportunity to compose music for them.

The Masonic Funeral Music is an adagio composed for a memorial meeting (Lodge of Sorrows), held in November, 1785, to commemorate the deaths, within a day of one another, of the aristocratic brothers, Duke Georg August of  Mecklenburg-Strelitz and Count Franz Eszterhazy von Galantha.  It was written for, and will be played this evening by, a small orchestra of 3 basset horns, 2 oboes, contrabassoon, clarinet and strings, and has an elegiac, almost valedictory quality suitable to such occasions.  It is a profound and sombre piece, widely considered, because of its deep religiosity, to be Mozart’s greatest work of Masonic music. The opening melody is in heavy, C minor chords and the use throughout of the lower wind registers gives a rich, dark tone to its sense of mourning.  Some third of the way into the piece, oboes and clarinet enter into a sober chorale, in which they are joined by the rest of the wind choir. The cantus firmus is in a slow march, based on the Gregorian chant for Passion Week, ‘Incipit lamentatio’- the lamentations of Jeremiah. The music closes with a return to the introductory melody, but here with the final chord, in a major key, verging on the transcendent

Dixit Dominus
Psalm 109 (Vulgate), (1774) KV 193
Composed at Salzburg in 1774, this C major setting of Psalm 110 in the Authorised Version of the Bible and the Book of Common Prayer is the first part of Mozart’s Dixit et Magnificat. This was the opening psalm of a sequence of five invariably sung, with the Magnificat, at the full Ordinarium of Vespers, an important afternoon service in the catholic liturgy.  On non-festive Sundays, or where musical resources were slight, only this psalm and the Magnificat were sung to elaborate music – hence Mozart’s setting of them together in this composition. As was the custom at Salzburg, Mozart uses the trombones to double the lower voices – a practice he continued to use, and to great effect in the Requiem, as we shall hear later tonight. Like the Ave verum it is a modest, carefully crafted piece which allows the splendour of its sound to emerge gradually and to great effect, despite its apparent simplicity – which has led to its description, like many of Mozart’s masses, as brevis et solemnis.

For all its solemnity, however, it proceeds allegro from the outset, moderating briefly to andante for Gloria patri until it resumes the brisker pace just before the concluding, fugual sequence of Amen.  Contrapuntal techniques are prominent throughout, separated by brief, homophonic sequences for block chorus in recurrent patterns to give the work a necessary clarity and coherence, as it proceeds briskly through its course until the festive ritornelli of the penultimate Amen.  The short, overlapping solo passages, for tenor and soprano respectively, on Te cum principium and In splendoribus sanctorum are sung in this evening’s performance by the choral sections.

Dixit Dominus Domino meo: sede a dextris meis, donec ponam inimicos tuos scabellum pedum tuorum.

Virgam virtutis tuae emittet Dominus ex Sion: dominare in medio inimicorum tuorum.

Tecum principium in die virtutis tuae, in splendoribus sanctorum: ex utero ante luciferum genui te.

Juravit Dominus et non poenitebit eum: Tu es sacerdos in aeternum secundum ordinem Melchisedech.

Dominus a dextris tuis confregit in die irae suae reges.

Judicabit in nationibus, implebit ruinas; conquassabit capita in terra multorum.

De torrente in via bibet: propterea exaltabit caput.

Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto. Sicut erat in principio, et nunc, et semper, et in saecula saeculorum. Amen.

The Lord said to my Lord: sit thou at My right hand: until I make thine enemies thy footstool.

The Lord will send forth the sceptre of thy power out of Sion: rule thou in the midst of thine enemies.

With thee is the principality in the day of thy strength in the brightness of the saints: from the womb before the day star I begot thee.

The Lord hath sworn, and He will not repent: Thou art a priest for ever according to the order of Melchisedech.

The Lord at thy right hand hath broken kings in the day of His wrath.

He shall judge among nations, He shall fill ruins: He shall crush the heads in the land of many.

He shall drink of the torrent in the way: therefore shall He lift up the head.

Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost. As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, World without end. Amen.

Exsultate, jubilate
(1773) K 165

Sally Silver
Soprano

Mozart wrote this piece for the most well-known castrato of his time, Venanzio Rauzzini (1746-1810), who gave its first performance at the Theatiner church in Milan, where he had arrived, in 1773, to sing in Mozart’s opera, Lucio Silla.  It was almost certainly intended to be performed during the mass as an intermezzo between the Credo and the offering of the host to communicants, before the Sanctus and Benedictus.  The fact that it was written for a male soprano may explain why it does not close with the high C that would normally be expected in a work of this kind for a female soloist.

The opening begins, allegro, as a lively dialogue between strings and wind, which the soprano joins, quickly becoming dominant through virtuosic displays of coloratura across a considerable range, to convey an exquisitely poised jubilation, which slows to a rich and sensuous concluding flourish.  The brief recitativo that follows bids a crisp welcome to a bright dawn, moving to a rich orchestral introduction, andante, to the Marian hymn: Tu virginum corona.  This is characterised, again, by vocal virtuosity, but of a more soulful kind to convey its devotional message, and which allows the surprise of the elision of its conclusion with the opening of the brilliant Alleluia, barely containable at first as allegro, but nevertheless allowing for a glorious exhibition of the soprano range.  The familiarity of this particular part alone testifies both to its own popularity as a performance piece, and to the continuing ability of the work as a whole to justify our attention.  It is almost jewel-like in its gleaming brilliance and for the coherent structure of its brief duration.

Exsultate, jubilate, 

o vos animae beatae, 

exsultate, jubilate, 

dulcia cantica canendo; 

cantui vestro respondendo 

psallant aethera cum me. 

Rejoice, resound with joy, 

o you blessed souls, 

rejoice, resound with joy, 

singing sweet songs. 

In response to your singing 

let the heavens sing forth with me.

Recitativo: 

Fulget amica dies, 

jam fugere et nubila et procellae; 

exortus est justis inexspectata quies.

Undique obscura regnabat nox, 

surgite tandem laeti qui timuistis adhuc, 

et jucundi aurorae fortunatae 

frondes dextera plena et lilia date. 

The friendly day shines forth, 

both clouds and storms have fled now; 

for the righteous there has arisen an unexpected calm. 

Dark night reigned everywhere [before]; 

arise, happy at last, you who feared till now, 

and joyful for this lucky dawn 

give garlands and lilies with full right hand. 

Tu virginum corona, 

tu nobis pacem dona, 

tu consolare affectus, 

unde suspirat cor. 

Alleluja. 

You, o crown of virgins, 

grant us peace, 

console our feelings, 

from which our hearts sigh.

Requiem 
(1791) K 626 

completed by Franz Sussmayr

revised by Duncan Druce
Mystery, and hence speculation, for some long time surrounded the provenance of Mozart’s final work.  According to Niemetschek’s biography, published in 1798 and based largely on information supplied by Constanze, it was said to have been commissioned by a mysterious stranger in an unsigned letter, brought by an unknown messenger, who wished to know whether Mozart would write a Requiem mass, what it would cost to do so, and how long it would take. In a series of anecdotes about Mozart, published also in 1798 by Friedrich Rochlitz, who had met Constanze in Germany two years previously, more details were added.  The messenger was described as serious, impressive and of earnest countenance, acting on behalf of a very distinguished gentleman, a connoisseur, to whom someone very near and dear had died, and who wished to remember the day of her death in a worthy fashion.  Mozart had accepted the commission, for delivery in about four weeks at a fee of 100 ducats, which was paid in advance in a roll of coins, that the messenger placed before Mozart.  A further report, in the Salzburger Intelligenzblatt shortly after Mozart’s death states that the fee was 60 ducats, half of which was paid in advance, and that the work would take three months to finish.  Both this report and Rochlitz note that Mozart became consumed with the work, fainted several times whilst working on it, and finally became convinced that he was writing it for his own funeral.  Allied to his belief that he was being poisoned, and the elaborate accounts implicating Salieri in his death, it is not difficult to see why the Requiem retains its mysterious reputation.

The facts have been clear, however, since 1964, with the discovery in the municipal archives at Wiener Neustadt, south of Vienna, of a document that described itself as the ‘true and detailed history of the ‘Requiem’ by W.A. Mozart’.  The document was written in 1839 by Anton Herzog, who had been a musician at the court of Count Franz Walsegg, in Stuppach, at the time that the Count had commissioned Mozart to compose the Requiem in June, 1791.  The intention was that it should be performed annually on the anniversary of the Count’s wife, Anna, who had died tragically young (at 21) on February 14.  The mystery surrounding Walsegg’s identity was explained by his propensity to pass off as his own the works he frequently commissioned from other composers and copied into parts in his own hand, smiling silently when his musicians asked him who had composed them. The stranger who had visited Mozart was Dr Johann Sortschan, a Viennese lawyer who acted as the Count’s agent.  Though Mozart appears to have begun work on the Requiem immediately, its progress was delayed by Mozart’s trip to Prague early in September for the production of La Clemenza di Tito and by his work on Die Zauberflote, which was first performed on 30 September.

Mozart had been in poor health for some time before he became very ill early in November, 1791 and was bedridden for a fortnight before his death on 5 December. Despite the reports of his efforts on it, the Requiem remained substantially incomplete.  He had orchestrated completely the Introitus: Requiem aeternam, and written out in full the vocal parts and basso continuo of the Kyrie, and of the Dies Irae and Confutatis in the Sequenz, for which he had also written the first eight bars for vocal parts and basso continuo, with the first two bars notated for violins and viola. Of the Offertorium, only the vocal parts and basso continuo had been fully written out, with the remainder occasionally notated.  For the Sanctus, Agnus Dei and Communion, it is probable that there were sketches for vocal parts and basso continuo, but these have not survived. Thus, Mozart himself was responsible for the work only up to the first eight bars of the Lacrymosa, the remainder having been completed after his death by Sussmayr, who had been both pupil and close collaborator during his last year.  Despite having referred, whilst working on it with him, to Sussmayr’s understanding of the Requiem as like that of ‘a duck in a thunderstorm’, it seems clear that Mozart intended that he should complete it. Other musicologists, notably Landon, have suggested that Sussmayr’s completion owes much to Joseph Eybler, another of Mozart’s pupils, to whom Constanze initially offered the task, but who refused it “with beautiful excuses”.  Sussmayr’s claim is reinforced, however, by Sophie Haibel, who had been present at Mozart’s death, and wrote her recollections of it, in 1825, to her brother-in-law, Georg Nikolaus von Nissen, who was collecting materials for his biography of the composer:

Sussmayr was at Mozart’s bedside.  The well-known Requiem lay on the quilt and Mozart was explaining to him how, in his opinion, he ought to finish it, when he was gone...His last movement was an attempt to express with his mouth the drum passages in the Requiem.

Though it cannot be known for certain, it does not seem that Mozart envisaged any subsequent departure from the orchestration that he specified for the Introit, of two basset-horns, two bassoons, two trumpets, timpani, organ and customary strings and trombones – the lattermost doubling, as in the Dixit Dominus for the three lowest voices of the chorus.

The opening Introitus: Requiem aeternam is in a dark, sombre tone, adagio, which underscores a fittingly funereal sense of procession through successive choral part entries, elaborating the demand for eternal rest with that for perpetual light.  The measured soprano solo, Te decet hymnus, follows, before the chorus resumes its demands at the same solemn pace up to a mild, concluding flourish from sopranos and altos on luceat eis.  By contrast, the Kyrie opens, allegro, as an elaborate fugue, which Murray Hipkin interprets for tonight’s performance as the collective voice of a crowd demanding justice, analogous to the chorus of a Passion.  After the announcement of Kyrie eleison by the basses, the altos launch into a ritornello on Christe eleison, followed by sopranos echoing basses, and tenors taking the alto line.  The movement closes in a block choral restatement of the Kyrie.

The Sequenz begins with Dies Irae, a foundation shaking evocation of the prophesied days of divine wrath and mourning through block choral singing passages urged on by furious orchestral strings and linked for continuity by a fast, trenchant bass line on Quantus tremor est forturus.  The mellow sonority of a trombone solo opens the Tuba mirum, followed by solos in ascending order from each voice part, moving into the soft calm of the soprano line, Cum vix justus sit securus, which anticipates the first moment of tenderness in the work, as the quartet of soloists delicately reiterate their plea of mercy for the just. The Rex tremendae begins, adagio, with great orchestral majesty, as a prelude to the choral salutation, developing steadily and supported strongly by the bass line until the surprising, sad and gentle plea salva me from sopranos/altos, then bass/tenors, and the concluding, united choral call for salvation: salva me fons pietatis.  The bassett horns are brought into their full metier for the introduction to the Recordare, in a canon of successive long notes, each overreaching the other until the answering phrase of violins and violas, interlinked as they rise and fall against one another. The soloists, taking their cue from this finely ordered structure, proceed to weave together a devout prayer for deliverance, statuens in parte dextra.  The mood changes suddenly again, as basses, followed by tenors furiously spit out the Confutatis, once again wound up to do so by dark, urgent strings before, equally suddenly they are interrupted by the faint echo of sopranos and altos, sotto voce, seeking the call of benediction, voca me cum benedictis. The basses, calling a united chorus, pianissimo, into submissive contrition finally stem the fierce resumption of the Confutatis: Oro supplex et acclinis.

The mood is thus set for the culmination of the Sequenz in Mozart’s exquisite Lacrimosa, which opens with strings setting an intervalised rhythm, larghetto, as the chorus swings into an expression of grief which seems anything but mournful in its almost sensual abandonment, an impression reinforced by the warmth of the concluding Dona eis requiem and its gorgeous, drawn out Amen.  The sustained atmosphere of this wonderful movement testifies to Sussmayr’s sense of Mozart’s music. It is only possible to speculate what Mozart might have contributed after the first eight bars, where unequivocal attribution for the composition ends.  Mozart’s sketches for the Offertorium were written before he began the Lacrimosa, which might explain why it accomplishes such a distinct change of mood in the process of the work as a whole. 

The change is marked specifically by the declaratory briskness of the first section of the Offertorium.  It begins with a full choral salute: Domine Jesu Christe, Rex gloriae, marked andante con moto, yet piano by Sussmayr (though other editors have suggested that allegro moderato might be more appropriate) and proceeds to the basses’ introduction of the legitimating fugue: Quam olim Abrahae promisisti.  This links the first with the second part of the offertory, the sacrificial prayer of the Hostias, which constitutes, andante and piano, a graceful extended plea for deliverance, to rich string accompaniment, concluding  forte, with a reiteration of the same legitimating promise. 

The Sanctus proceeds majestically with a change of pace, from adagio to allegro, as the basses introduce the bright, brief Osanna fugue.  This provides a prelude to the solo quartet’s calm interweaving of the Benedictus, which provides a pairing with the Sanctus that is structurally similar to that of the Offertorium, since each concluded with the same choral passage.  The Benedictus ends with a choral repetition of the Osanna, this time commenced by the tenors.  This is followed by a brief Agnus Dei, larghetto, as was the Lacrymosa, but without the sensuousness of the latter. Here the full sorrow of death is heard in the plea for eternal rest, moving slowly to its close with sonorous resignation.

Mozart concludes his Requiem with the Communion which, at the opening soprano solo, reverts to the music of the opening Introitus and Kyrie.  Such repetition was a convention in settings of the mass at the time, and it was surely shrewd of Sussmayr to avail himself of such a precedent.  The sense of an ending is developed with real intensity as the basses open the fugue, Cum sanctis tuis, after some 30 bars.  This builds, allegro, through crescendi of sustained ritornelli for each choral part, to the appended, emphatic final statement: Quia pius es.  If Mozart had become convinced, for whatever reasons, that he was working on a Requiem for his own death, it is surely a terrible irony that this was what prevented him completing it. Yet enough of it stands, certainly in Sussmayr’s completion, to provide a fitting valedictory.

Paul Filmer
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