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Mozart Symphonies
Between 1764 and 1780, Mozart, based in Salzburg but frequently touring Europe, 
composed nearly 60 symphonies. (There are more of them than the traditional 41, 
even allowing for the fact that not all 41 are by Mozart!) That rate of composition 
averaged more than three symphonies a year. In January 1781 Mozart was ordered 
by his employer, the Archbishop of Salzburg, to proceed to Vienna, where he 
contrived to have himself fired and then defied his father’s orders to return home. 
He was 24 years old. An occasional tour aside, Mozart remained in Vienna until 
his death in December 1791. During that decade he composed six symphonies. 
What accounts for the precipitous drop in symphony production?

Among various factors possibly bearing on this change in Mozart’s priorities, 
two stand out. The first of these was his need to support himself and his family 
as a freelance musician at a time when most musicians could achieve that goal 
only by working for the Church or by wearing livery in the service of a noble 
family. Judging from his activities and the catalogue of his works during his final 
decade, Mozart most wanted and needed to compose operas, piano concertos, 
and domestic chamber music involving a keyboard instrument. Operas were the 
most visible, prestigious, and lucrative works possible at the time and, if successful, 
the surest road to broad international recognition. Besides, Mozart was a theatre 
person to his bones. Piano concertos enabled Mozart to appear before his patrons 
at (mostly private) concerts, showing himself to best advantage as composer, 
keyboard virtuoso, orchestra leader, and impresario. Domestic keyboard works 
provided fodder for his teaching activities, which were driven by economic need, 
as well as income from Viennese music publishers, with whom Mozart was on 
intimate terms and from whom he sometimes cadged advances for not-yet-written 
music. 

The second factor bearing on Mozart’s late symphonies was the ongoing 
evolution of the styles and functions of symphonies in European musical life, of 

 DISC ONE

 Symphony No.38 in D (Prague), K.504

 1 i Adagio-Allegro  .............................  17.44
 2 ii Andante  .......................................  11.18
 3 iii Finale: Presto  ................................  7.45

 Symphony No.39 in E flat, K.543

 4 i Adagio-Allegro  .............................  9.50
 5 ii Andante con moto  .......................  8.02
 6 iii Menuetto (Allegretto) & Trio  ........  4.21
 7 iv Finale: Allegro  ..............................  7.49

   TOTAL TIME : 66:49

 DISC TWO

 Symphony No.40 in G minor, K.550

 1 i Molto allegro  ................................  7.07
 2 ii Andante  .......................................  13.25
 3 iii Menuetto: Allegretto  ....................  4.03
 4 iv Finale: Allegro assai  ......................  9.26

 Symphony No.41 in C (Jupiter), K.551

 5 i Allegro vivace  ...............................  11.28
 6 ii Andante cantabile  ........................  10.27
 7 iii Menuetto: Allegretto  ....................  5.03
 8 iv Molto allegro  ................................  11.30

   TOTAL TIME : 72:29
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which his own output provides a striking example, articulated as it was by his 
move from provincial Salzburg to cosmopolitan Vienna. Symphonies of the 1760s 
and 1770s were more often relatively brief, usually less than ten minutes and 
frequently in three movements. They were most commonly employed in framing or 
articulating functions: as overtures in theatre, church or chamber, and as entr’actes 
or interludes as well as concluding gestures in the same venues. That is to say, 
although they were essential to those occasions they were not the main events 
which they were enjoined from upstaging. However beautiful, novel or clever such 
symphonies may have been, they were generally meant to be easily performed and 
easily listened to – and in fact, Haydn’s and Mozart’s symphonies were occasionally 
criticised for overreaching those constraints. A report of 1792 about the Hamburg 
Orchestra, for instance, said that the group’s members were “such good, strong 
players and keep so calm that they perform correctly and at sight without error,” 
but that when reinforced to play the latest symphonies, they would be “heroes to 
venture to play Haydn’s symphonies (let alone Mozart’s) at sight”. 

After Mozart had settled in Vienna and turned his attention to other genres, 
he found he could fill his need for symphonies in his concerts by programming 
works of other composers while also recycling some of his own symphonies from 
the 1770s, which were unknown there and which he had his father send from 
Salzburg. That being the case, why did Mozart write symphonies in Vienna? The 
answer seems to be, at least in part, that the best new symphonies were increasingly 
of a longer, more complex, more serious type – works that were gradually moving 
the symphony from the periphery to centre stage. Indeed, when eight years after 
Mozart’s death a Hamburg publisher brought out first editions of four of his 
Salzburg symphonies, a puzzled reviewer remarked that “... there is nothing more 
to be said of these symphonies, except that they – although not without good 
value and content – are really just quite ordinary orchestral symphonies, without 
any conspicuous traits of originality or novelty, and without any special artistic 

diligence. Thereby one can quite clearly recognise youthful work, because they 
are on the whole so very plain…”. Knowing, as we do, that Mozart prided himself 
on tailoring his music to the performers and occasions of the moment, we realise 
that it was lack of historical perspective that caused the reviewer to attribute to 
the composer’s youth something that was probably more a result of a change in 
assignment, so to speak. 

Symphonies circulated around Europe primarily in hand-written copies. 
Unlike Paris, Amsterdam and London, with their flourishing music publishing 
industries, in Vienna symphonies were not published prior to the 1780s. Earlier, 
Joseph Haydn’s symphonies had circulated exclusively in pirated manuscripts, since 
Haydn’s boss, Prince Eszterhazy, owned the proprietary rights to his employee’s 
music. In 1779-80, however, Haydn renegotiated his contract to allow him to 
sell his own music. Whether these two developments were directly or indirectly 
related is not clear, but between 1782 and 1787 the Viennese firm Artaria (also 
Mozart’s principal publisher) brought out editions of seventeen symphonies by 
Joseph Haydn, three by Michael Haydn, three by Antonio Rosetti, and one by 
Pleyel, while Koželuch self-published six symphonies. Mozart joined the trend in 
1785, when Artaria published his B flat symphony, K.319, written in Salzburg, and 
his D major (‘Haffner’) symphony K.385, written for Salzburg – two excellent but, 
by then, conservative works. 

So why did Mozart write symphonies in Vienna? Perhaps many of the 
symphonies he had previously relied on began to sound old-fashioned or too simple. 
The ‘Haffner’ symphony was commissioned from Salzburg, although Mozart was 
happy to reinforce its orchestration for use in Vienna. The ‘Linz’ symphony was 
written in and for Linz when, returning from Salzburg to Vienna in 1783, needing 
to put on a pair of concerts with the private orchestra of his melomaniacal patrons, 
the Counts Thun, father and son, and finding himself without a single symphony 
in his baggage, Mozart quickly scribbled one. Scribbled? Hardly! The ‘Linz’ is the 
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first of the completely modern, grand symphonies in which Mozart – his back 
to Salzburg and his face to Vienna – acknowledged and responded to the new 
symphony aesthetic. After that, there was no turning back, as Mozart’s last four 
symphonic masterpieces amply attest. 

The so-called ‘Prague’ Symphony was composed for a series of Advent 
concerts in Vienna. Soon afterwards Mozart took off for Prague, where the 
Symphony’s brilliant success made it into a canonic work and provided its 
nickname. As reported in 1798 by the Prague school-master Franz Niemetschek, 
who had met Mozart and would become his biographer and help to educate his 
orphaned sons, the ‘Prague’ Symphony, “played with great élan and fire, so that 
the very soul is carried to sublime heights... is still always a favourite in Prague, 
although it has no doubt been heard a hundred times”. 

The final three symphonies, completed in the summer of 1788, were 
presumably intended, following Mozart’s usual methods for wringing maximum 
income from his music in an era before the existence of copyright laws, in the 
first instance for subscription concerts in the autumn of that year, then for sale 
in manuscript to a small circle of faithful patrons, and finally, when the novelty 
and exclusivity had faded, for publication. That there were three symphonies was 
probably not fortuitous, as opuses most often comprised three works, or multiples 
of three, in the same genre. Alas for Mozart’s plans, in February 1788 Austria had 
entered an ill-fated war against Turkey, the nobility were mostly either fighting 
at the front or cowering on their country estates, the economy sagged, theatres 
were closed and cultural life slowed to a crawl. The need for monumental new 
symphonies evaporated. Mozart turned his attention to his upper-middle class 
friends and patrons and the kinds of chamber music they liked and could afford. 

The theatres, halls, music rooms and salons in which Mozart performed his 
symphonies were small compared to most modern concert halls. His orchestras 
were correspondingly smaller than a full symphony orchestra as well, and his 

listeners were positioned correspondingly closer to the musicians. (At private 
concerts they would sometimes play along, or sit or stand in the orchestra to 
observe more closely.) These factors meant that orchestral music must have 
sounded more intimate, nuanced and transparent than we often hear in large 
modern halls with enlarged performing forces. How delightful, then, that the 
close microphones and digital technologies of a modern CD of Mozart’s last four 
symphonies performed by the Scottish Chamber Orchestra conducted by Sir 
Charles Mackerras, seem to restore some of the intimacy, nuance and transparency 
we imagine that Mozart’s audiences enjoyed.

© Neal Zaslaw, October 2007

A Note from Sir Charles Mackerras
The four symphonies presented here show Mozart at his most diverse, both 
in musical content and in orchestral colouration. At least two of them have a 
distinctly operatic flavour. The ‘Prague’ Symphony No.38, K.504, performed 
in that city at the height of the ‘Figaro mania’, contains many of the sounds and 
moods we associate with that opera and perhaps even more with Mozart’s later 
Prague opera, Don Giovanni. Consider the solemn slow introduction which ends 
with a poignant chromatic passage in D minor, like a cry of pain. This gives way 
to an ingenious three part Allegro theme which is repeated over and over again 
in different contrapuntal combinations (though never once identically). This 
is perhaps the most intellectual movement of any of Mozart’s symphonies, save 
perhaps the last pages of the ‘Jupiter’. The Andante and the mercurial Finale 
present so many shades and moods, changing continually from major to minor, 
that they remind one irresistibly of the big finales in Figaro and Don Giovanni.

Similarly, the next symphony, Symphony No.39 in E flat, K.543, has 
an orchestral colour unique in Mozart’s symphonies. This comes from his use of 
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clarinets rather then traditional oboes as the main woodwind instrument. Mozart 
had already used the clarinet in the key of E flat to gorgeous effect in both da 
Ponte operas (consider much of the music associated with the Figaro Countess 
and Donna Elvira). He had also used the softer colours of the clarinet in his E flat 
Piano Concerto, K.482. However, the instrument pervades the whole symphony 
and there is hardly a phrase where its limpid quality does not add entirely new 
colours to Mozart’s symphonic palette. The immense range of the clarinet 
(because of its cylindrical bore) is used to great effect in the trio of the minuet 
in which the first plays a serene melody high up in its register, while the second 
chortles away on an accompaniment two octaves lower.

The Symphony No.40 in G minor, K.550, has been described severally as 
“frantic, anguished neuroticism” (H.C Robbins Landon) and of “Grecian lightness 
and grace” (Robert Schumann). The outer movements indeed express a nervous 
quality not present in Mozart’s minor key piano concertos or in his earlier ‘Sturm 
und Drang’ ‘little’ G minor Symphony, K.183. Note how the consoling second 
subject in the relative major key sinks to the depth of despair in the recapitulation, 
as it refuses all comfort in the home minor key. This is especially true of the Finale 
where the development section starts off with an almost Schönbergian tone row 
and then leads the listener through a bewildering number of foreign keys until 
finally it lands back in its original G minor.

Mozart first composed this tragic work featuring the plangent tones of the 
oboes against the throbbing of the strings. However, he re-wrote the woodwind 
parts to include his favourite clarinets. In the slow movement we again hear the 
clarinets in the key of E flat, while in the trio of the minuet the oboes are allowed 
to come to the fore in a sunny G major.

Mozart’s last symphony, Symphony No.41 in C, K.551, later dubbed 
‘Jupiter’, probably because of its majestic opening movement or its ‘jovial’ and 
‘Titanic’ finale, seems to sum up Mozart’s whole symphonic production with its 

subtlety and grandeur. But amidst the fanfares of trumpets and drums of those 
outer movements, Mozart still has one new colour up his sleeve: the muted violins 
of the slow second movement. Mozart hardly ever used this colour in a symphony 
and yet the Master says ‘farewell’ to the symphonic form by means of a gorgeous 
veil over the sound, investing a special quality in it which even pervades the great 
C major climax in the second part of the movement. A truly original colour in this 
final symphony of endless tonal variety.

© Sir Charles Mackerras, 2007

SIR CHARLES MACKERRAS 

Born in 1925 of Australian parents in America, Sir Charles Mackerras studied in 
Sydney and Prague and made his debut as an opera conductor at Sadler’s Wells. 
He was First Conductor of the Hamburg Opera (1966-69) and Musical Director 
of both Sadler’s Wells (later English National Opera) (1970-77), and of Welsh 
National Opera (1987-92), where his notable Janáček productions, amongst many 
others, were acclaimed. From 1976-79 Sir Charles was Chief Conductor of the 
Sydney Symphony Orchestra and also conducted the opening public concert at the 
Sydney Opera House. Sir Charles is Conductor Laureate of the Scottish Chamber 
Orchestra, Conductor Emeritus of the Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment, 
Conductor Laureate of the Brno Philharmonic Orchestra, Principal Guest 
Conductor of the Philharmonia Orchestra, Conductor Emeritus of the Welsh 
National Opera and Principal Guest Conductor Emeritus of the San Francisco 
Opera. A specialist in Czech repertory, Sir Charles was Principal Guest Conductor 
of the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra from 1997-2003, following his life-long 
association with both the Orchestra and many aspects of Czech musical life.
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Sir Charles has undertaken much research into performance practice of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. One of the highlights of the 1991 season 
was the re-opening of the Estates Theatre in Prague, scene of the original premiere 
of Don Giovanni. Sir Charles conducted a new production of that opera to mark 
the bi-centenary of Mozart’s death. He has recorded all Mozart’s symphonies 
and serenades with the Prague Chamber Orchestra. With the Scottish Chamber 
Orchestra he has recorded seven Mozart operas, most recently La Clemenza di 
Tito following a performance at the 2005 Edinburgh International Festival. (2002 
marked Sir Charles’ 50th year with the Edinburgh Festival, in which he conducted 
Donizetti’s Maria Stuarda, Handel’s Jeptha and Mozart’s Gran Partita.)

His vast discography includes an award-winning cycle of Janác̆ek operas 
with the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra, Britten’s Gloriana and Dvořák’s Rusalka 
with the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra. Notable are his recordings with the 
Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra of Beethoven’s and Mahler’s symphonies 
and Brahms’ four symphonies with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra. Sir Charles 
and the Scottish Chamber Orchestra have recorded eight Mozart concertos with 
Alfred Brendel. Sir Charles has recorded much Czech music with the Czech 
Philharmonic Orchestra, including Dvořák’s ‘Slavonic Dances’, Smétana’s Má 
Vlast, Martinů’s Field Mass and Double Concerto and Janáček’s Kát’a Kabanová, 
Šárka and the Glagolitic Mass all for Supraphon. He has recently recorded The 
Magic Flute, The Makropolous Case and Cosi Fan Tutte for Chandos records.

Sir Charles made his debut with the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden 
in 1964, where he has since conducted 33 operas, including Un Ballo in Maschera 
which celebrated his 50th anniversary and 80th birthday in 2005. He also recently 
conducted Kát’a Kabanová there, an opera that he first introduced London 
audiences to in 1951 at the Sadler’s Wells theatre; the first performance of a 
Janáček opera in the United Kingdom. In addition to his many appearances 
with the San Francisco Opera, he has a long association with the Metropolitan 
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Opera, New York. He made his debut at the Salzburg Festival, with the Vienna 
Philharmonic, conducting Le Nozze di Figaro in 1998, and returned to Salzburg to 
conduct the orchestra in a programme of Schubert and Mozart in 2005. He made 
his debut with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra in 2004, in which year he also 
made his debut at the National Theatre Prague, conducting Janáček’s Výlety pana 
Brouc̆ka (The Excursions of Mr Broucek). 

In the 2007/08 season he conducts the Sydney and Melbourne Symphony 
Orchestras, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, Vienna Philharmonic, Leipzig 
Gewandhaus, Philharmonia, Scottish Chamber and Dresden Staatskapelle 
orchestras. At the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, he conducts Le Nozze 
di Figaro.

Sir Charles received a CBE in 1974 and was knighted in 1979. He was 
honoured with the Medal of Merit from the Czech Republic in 1996, made a 
Companion of the Order of Australia in 1997 and made a Companion of Honour 
in the 2003 Queen’s Birthday Honours. In May 2005 he was presented with the 
Royal Philharmonic Society Gold Medal and in November 2005 was the first 
recipient of the Queen’s Medal for Music.

SCOTTISH CHAMBER ORCHESTRA
Conductor Laureate Sir Charles Mackerras
Principal Guest Conductor Olari Elts
Conductor Emeritus Joseph Swensen
Managing Director Roy McEwan

4 Royal Terrace, Edinburgh EH7 5AB
tel: 0131 557 6800 fax: 0131 557 6933
email: info@sco.org.uk
web: www.sco.org.uk

 1ST VIOLIN Christopher George leader, Ruth Crouch, Zoë Beyers,
  Lise Aferiat, Fiona Alexander, Elin Edwards,
  Sarah Bevan Baker, Carole Howat
 2ND VIOLIN Claire Sterling, Rosenna East, Victoria Sayles,
  Robert McFall, Niamh Lyons, Claire Docherty
 VIOLA Sophie Renshaw, Simon Rawson,
  Brian Schiele, Steve King
 CELLO David Watkin, Su-a Lee, Donald Gillan, Eilidh Martin
 BASS Anthony Alcock, Adrian Bornet
 FLUTE Alison Mitchell, Anna Jones
 OBOE Robin Williams, Rosie Staniforth
 CLARINET Maximiliano Martín, Ruth Ellis
 BASSOON Ursula Leveaux, Alison Green
 NATURAL HORN Roger Montgomery, Harry Johnstone
 NATURAL TRUMPET Peter Franks, Shaun Harrold
 TIMPANI Caroline Garden
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The Scottish Chamber Orchestra is internationally recognised as one of the 
world’s foremost orchestras of its size and for its innovative approach to music-
making and programme planning. Formed in 1974 with a commitment to serve 
the Scottish community, it is also one of the country’s major cultural ambassadors. 
The Orchestra performs throughout Scotland, including an annual tour of the 
Highlands and Islands, and appears regularly at the Edinburgh, St Magnus and 
Aldeburgh Festivals and the BBC Proms. Its busy international schedule has 
recently included Belgium, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Spain, the USA, 
Portugal and The Netherlands.

The SCO’s long-standing relationship with Conductor Laureate Sir 
Charles Mackerras, has resulted in many exceptional performances and 
recordings, particularly at the Edinburgh International Festival where they have 
established an enviable reputation for concert performances of opera. Their 
recordings together include seven Mozart operas, a Grammy-nominated set of 
Brahms’ symphonies, four CDs of Mozart Piano Concertos with Alfred Brendel, 
Mozart’s Requiem (CKD211) and a disc of Kodály and Bartók (CKD234) for Linn 
Records. The young Estonian conductor Olari Elts – winner of the International 
Sibelius Conductors’ Competition in Helsinki in 2000 – became the Orchestra’s 
Principal Guest Conductor from the 2007/08 Season.

Following nine successful years as the SCO’s Principal Conductor, Joseph 
Swensen became the Orchestra’s first Conductor Emeritus in 2005. Swensen has 
developed a unique relationship with the SCO as soloist as well as conductor 
and he and the SCO have released five CDs together through the Orchestra’s 
partnership with Linn Records. The Orchestra has worked closely with many 
leading composers, including Composer Laureate Sir Peter Maxwell Davies, 
Mark-Anthony Turnage, Judith Weir and James MacMillan. The SCO also 
collaborated with the Swedish Chamber Orchestra in a four-year programme of 
joint commissions from Sally Beamish and Karin Rehnqvist.

The SCO has led the way in the development of music education, with a 
unique programme of projects, providing workshops for children and adults across 
Scotland.

This CD is the tenth in a series of recordings which the SCO have 
produced in partnership with Linn Records, and the third conducted by Sir 
Charles Mackerras.
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