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Biography
Wolfang Amadeus Mozart was born Jan 27, 1756 in Salzburg, Austria. His
interest in music became apparent when he was just 3 years old, so his
father Leopold began teaching young Wolgang alongside his older sister Maria Anna
(nicknamed “Nannerl”). Little Mozart played the piano well by the age of 4 and wrote
his first composition at just 5 years old! Leopold was determined to show off his gifted
children, so Wolfgang and Nannerl performed for Empress Maria Theresa in 1762 and
then set off on a tour of western Europe including Munich, Paris and London. With not
only musical skill but a dash of showmanship, the child prodigies were a hit! Wolfgang
played the harpsichord blindfolded for royalty even as he started penning works of his
own, composing his first symphony at the tender age of 8.
After a few years back home in Austria, Leopold took his son on another tour in 1769.
While attending a church service at the Sistine Chapel in Italy, the now teenaged Mozart
heard a piece of music called the Miserere. The music for the Miserere was not public and was only allowed to
be played in St. Peter's Basilica. Mozart heard it only twice at the chapel and was able to transcribe the entire
piece. It was risky, because he could have been punished for sharing the musical secret. Instead Pope
Clement XIV honored Mozart with the Order of the Golden Spur, the church's knighthood!
Upon returning to Salzburg in 1773, Mozart was employed by Prince Archbishop Hieronymus Colloredo as a
court musician. The young composer created many new works during his employment under Colloredo, but
Mozart left in 1777 feeling unhappy and underappreciated. He traveled once again in search of work, this time
with his mother. Once they reached Paris in 1778, Mozart's mother took ill and died. Leopold blamed his son
for her death and wanted Wolgang to return to Salzburg. However, the young Mozart remained in Paris a
while longer, living in the mansion of the Duke d'Orleans, which happened to also be the residence of the
Chevalier de Saint-Georges. It is very likely the two would have met.
Mozart finally returned to Salzburg in 1779 and took an appointment once again in Colloredo's court, this time
as court organist and concertmaster. Mozart's ambition and discontent only grew, even as Colloredo
summoned him to Vienna. The Prince-Archbishop prevented Mozart from performing works anywhere outside
his employment, which greatly frustrated Mozart. The relationship became increasingly contentious until
Mozart's departure in 1781. The difficulties between father and son grew as Leopold pleaded with his son to
return to work for Colloredo in Salzburg, but Mozart chose to remain in Vienna.
Mozart's career in Vienna thrived at first with him performing as a pianist and composing many more works.
He fell in love with Constanze, the younger sister of his first love Aloysia Weber, and they married against his
father's wishes in 1782, solidifying the rift between the composer and his father. That same year, Mozart's
opera The Abduction from the Seraglio made him famous throughout Europe, even though Emperor Joseph II
found that it had “too many notes.” Fellow composer Franz Joseph Haydn visited Vienna in 1784 and formed
a friendship and mentorship with Mozart, with the former saying to Leopold just one year later that “Your son is
the greatest composer known to me either in person or by name.”
During these years, Mozart attended parties at the home of Marianna Martines' family, and he
even composed piano music that they could play together. While Mozart was composing many
great works during this time including the hugely successful The Marriage of Figaro (1786),
he received accolades but was never able to secure any full-time posts, which led to
financial struggles for the rest of his life. In 1787, 16-year old Ludwig von Beethoven visited
Vienna, likely hoping to learn from Mozart. There is conflicting evidence about whether the
two ever met, but it's likely the younger composer heard Mozart's music, which would go on
to have an influence on Beethoven's own compositions. That same year, Mozart's father
Leopold died. Their rift had never healed, and Leopold Mozart left the bulk of his estate to Nannerl.
This eventful year rounded out with another great opera, Don Giovanni, and Mozart finally securing a
part-time position with Emperor Joseph II that provided a modest income.
Mozart would still end up having to beg loans of friends, however, as his financial situation worsened from
1788 through 1790, probably due in part to the Austro-Turkish War. He produced less work during that period,
but among his late compositions were his final three symphonies including Symphony No. 41, nicknamed the
Jupiter Symphony. In 1791, Mozart's financial situation improved as did his productivity. He wrote some of his
most admired works including The Magic Flute and Requiem in D. The Requiem would remain unfinished,
unfortunately. His final illness took hold in September of 1791, and the great composer died in December at
the young age of 35.
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Personality and Fun Facts
Mozart was a fan of scatological humor. He'd love a good poop or fart joke and wrote some to
his cousin Maria. There's even a Canon in B-Flat Major he wrote with some colorful lyrics,
likely as a party piece for his friends. (Content warning if you look this one up!)

•

•

Mozart was not modest. His dispute with Colloredo largely stemmed from Mozart's feeling
that his employer failed to fully appreciate his genius.

•

Many of Mozart's written works appear to have been written with very few revisions or corrections.

•

The rivalry between Mozart and Antonio Salieri is largely fictional. While the play and film Amadeus
depict a dramatic tale of their relationship, there is no evidence that there was any hostility between
the two.

•

Mozart was buried in a common grave, but likely not due to his poverty. Single graves were only for
aristocrats at the time.

•

In his final illness, Mozart did complain that he believed he was poisoned. Researchers, however,
believe it was more likely a disease that brought the composer's life to an end.

•

Mozart wrote over 600 compositions in his lifetime, and he only lived to be 35!

•

In 1862, a man named Ludwig von Köchel organized Mozart's music, which is why you see K followed
by numbers to identify Mozart's compositions – from the Minuet in G Major, K.1 through the Requiem
in D, K.626.

•

While you may hear that Mozart composed Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star, this isn't actually
true. He did write variations on the French folk tune published previously by someone
else. That original tune was later combined with the Twinkle, Twinkle... poem in 1838.

Mozart's Special Ability in Ovation: A Note from the Designer
In Ovation, Mozart's special ability gives him a Joy discount. Why?
None of the composers in Ovation composed music of only one tone or emotion, so you may wonder why I
chose Joy for Mozart, especially when Don Giovanni (a very serious opera) and the Requiem (a mournful
mass) are two of my favorites among his works. I do have a particular fondness for Mozart, so his work gives
me great joy. However, there are also several pieces which lead to this idea of joyfulness including one of his
most recognizable pieces: Eine Kleine Nachtmusik (A Little Night Music). I highly recommend giving that a
listen and trying not to be uplifted. Also, many of his operas are far from tragic including Cosi Fan Tutti, Le
Nozze di Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro), and Die Zauberflöte (The Magic Flute). While his early
death and the financial struggles he endured are heartbreaking, his love of potty humor certainly
makes one think he enjoyed a good giggle. Speaking of giggles, I may also have been
somewhat influenced by the film Amadeus, which depicts Mozart with a very distinct and everpresent laugh. I feel overall that his music justifies choosing Joy as his special ability. What do
you think?

Activity:
Get a piece of paper or notebook and a pencil. Try any of the listening options below or find some other
Mozart music to listen to. As you listen, write whatever comes into your head. It can be what you picture from
the music or completely unrelated. It can be complete sentences or simply random words. Just allow thoughts
to flow in a stream of conciousness style. Afterwards, reread your writing. Did the music influence you? How
were you feeling? How do you feel about your writing? This is a great exercise for any type of music and can
lead to some really wonderful stories, poems or discoveries.

Recommended Listening
Mozart's Magnum Opus pieces in Ovation:
This includes Symphony No. 41 in C Major “Jupiter”, K.551; Requiem in D Minor, K.626; and Le Nozze di
Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro), K.492.
Mozart's 12 Variations on “Ah, vous dirai-je Maman”, the tune that became Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star:
This is a good way to learn about musical variations.
Eine Kleine Nachtmusik:
Different parts of this piece may sound familiar as it has been used often in advertising and entertainment.
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Recommended Viewing
•

Amadeus - Either the 1984 Academy Award winning film or the National
Theatre production of the play (rentable at the National Theatre website).
The film is rated PG. An adult should review these first.

•

Scene from Shawshank Redemption using an aria from The Marriage of Figaro
(viewable on YouTube)

•

Classics For Kids - Mozart

•

Mozart for Children Biography, Free School

Recommended Reading
•

Who Was Wolgang Amadeus Mozart? by Yona Zeldis McDonough, published by Penguin Books

•

World History Biographies: Mozart: The Boy Who Changed the World With His Music, by Marcus
Weeks, published by National Geographic World History Biographies

•

Magic Tree House Merlin Missions: Moonlight on the Magic Flute by Mary Pope Osborne

Resources
•

Classics for Kids website has great information and music to listen to for various composers including
Mozart.

•

The British Library has a Thematic Catalogue written by Mozart over the last 7 years of his life that
you can digitally turn pages through while reading both the content and some context for what is listed
in the book. There are even audio snippets to listen to of the themes written on the pages.

•

Isabel Kramlinger has two cool Google maps on the Musical Geography website with pins and audio
files detailing Mozart's travels in Europe.

Vocabulary
Here are some vobulary words that accompany this information on Mozart can
be helpful in understanding both the great composer and more about classical
music.
Music-related vocabulary:
• ovation, composer, composition, prodigy, transcribe, appointment,
concertmaster, harpsichord, pianist, opera, symphony, variations, mass
Non-musical vocabulary:
• apparent, alongside, showmanship, appointment, ambition, contentious,
thrive, rift, mentor, accolades, estate, modest, productivity, scatological,
dispute, revisions, rivalry, hostility, poverty, artistocrat
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