Symphony No. 40 in G minor (1788)

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791)

On July 25, 1788, Mozart finished his Symphony in G minor (K. 550), which today is probably his most famous symphony.  A distinctive aspect of this composition is Mozart's use of a minor key, a relatively unusual practice in an 18th-century symphony (Mozart used minor in only one other symphony, No. 25, also in G minor). Use of the minor indicates something of the turbulent and serious character of the work.  The Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung of 1804, in a review of a subscription concert in Vienna at which this Symphony was performed, provides a post-Mozartian impression of the work's tragic grandeur:


"This veritable masterpiece, where nothing is too long or too 


short, where all is conducted in the most exact fashion, where 


everything down to the finest detail contributes to the whole and 

seems indispensable to the completion of the mighty picture of a 

mind swayed by passion, ranges from the extremity of grief to the 

borders of the sublime.  However often the work is heard, it never 

fails in its effect; every time, it grips the listener irresistibly and 

sweeps him along in its train."

Mozart first scored the G Minor Symphony for flutes, oboes, bassoons, horns, and strings, but later altered the oboe parts and added clarinets.  The opening movement, "Allegro molto", begins with a pulsating accompaniment figure in the violas one bar before the violins enter with the distinctive main theme.  Then, a forceful transition section that ends with a full bar of rest leads to the relative major and the lyrical second theme featuring the clarinets.  In the development section, Mozart displays his contrapuntal prowess as he brilliantly maneuvers the first theme from one instrument to another, while combining it with itself or with other motives in constantly changing keys.  The composer's genius for achieving subtle variation within a consistent whole becomes apparent in the recapitulation, for now the violins open with the main theme and the violas enter one bar late with the accompaniment figure.
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