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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Misericordias Domini

I often think that Mozart, at an audaciously early age, possessed a fully developed 
musical technique, and that only time—little of which he was given—was necessary 
for him to discover his heart. The younger works have elegance, poise and sheen. But 
this music, even the lovely 29th Symphony, the charming opera La finta giardiniera, 
and all five violin concertos, refined as they are, plumb few emotional depths. It is only 
in the later works, that is, those he wrote in his mid-twenties until his premature death 
at thirty-five, that those early won qualities are deepened by reflection, melancholy, 
anger, exultation—the full breadth of human emotion.

Misericordias Domini, from early 1775—when Mozart was nineteen—is 
exceptional, and it stands apart from most of his music from that time. He composed 
this brief offertory setting for four-part chorus, strings and keyboard as a 
demonstration of his contrapuntal skills, as he explained, “A few days before my 
departure [from Munich] the Elector expressed a desire to hear some of my 
contrapuntal compositions. I was therefore obliged to write this motet in a great hurry, 
in order to have time to have the score copied for his Highness and to have the parts 
written out and thus enable it to be performed during the Offertory at High Mass on 
the following Sunday.” After hearing it, Giovanni Battista Martini, Franciscan friar, 
composer and well-respected musician, wrote, “I find in it all that is required by 
modern music, music: good harmony, mature modulations, a moderate pace in the 
violins, a natural connection of the parts and good taste.” However, Padre Martini did 
not write about, or may not have noticed, the myriad ways in which the three or four 
main ideas are laid on top of, interlock with, contradict, imitate and—eventually—
coalesce with each other, all in an amazing act of prestidigitation. Nor did he 
comment on the music’s penetrating emotional journey. Seldom has a compositional 
exercise gone this deep.

The settings of the opening words, “Misericordias Domini,” while they mark the 
beginning of each of the motet’s eight sections, also create their own compelling 
arch, one that moves from objectivity through warmth, sternness, unease, greater 
unease, consolation, a return to objectivity (but intensified), and weariness. In the 
contrapuntal sections, which set only “cantabo in æternum,” the musical ideas 
interact in increasingly unpredictable ways, imitations entering later or sooner, 
regularly or irregularly, and in as many sequences of voice entries as possible. 
Whenever the main contrapuntal idea turns upside down, the screws tighten more, 
but the labyrinth eventually exhausts itself. With one last, forlorn version of the 
opening words, the music reaches up, collapses, and starts to exit into the wings. But 
the motet rallies with fist-shaking determination, and it abruptly closes.

Misericordias Domini copiously demonstrated the young Mozart’s inexhaustible 
skill. But within its brief span, it also foreshadowed the heart of his later works, 
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including three that share this work’s dark tonality, D minor—Don Giovanni, the Piano 
Concerto K. 466, and the Requiem. 

Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony No. 80 in D minor

In the late 1760s and early 1770s, Haydn composed a group of symphonies today 
commonly known as Sturm und Drang (Storm and Stress), works possibly drawing 
from a literary movement from ten years earlier that emphasized emotion over the 
Enlightenment’s rationalism. Among them are some of Haydn’s most intense works, 
often in the minor mode: nos. 26 in D minor (Lamentatione), 39 in G minor, 44 in E 
minor (Trauer), 45 in F-sharp minor (Farewell), and 49 in F minor (La Passione). These 
symphonies, however, are anything but irrational, for it is in this period that Haydn 
developed his full musical voice, one able to make the unexpected expected, and the 
irrational rational. In short, these are highly intellectual works whose contrast with his 
earlier music lies in their driving ferocity and monomaniacal determination. 
Aristocratic turns and embellishments disappear, and the music’s compactness 
allows no superfluous note.

The symphonies that follow this period include some of Haydn’s most richly 
conceived and experimental works, but most shades of such stormy music evaporate. 
In 1784, then, the fiery and condensed 80th Symphony comes as a surprise, an 
apparent return to the earlier single-mindedness. But by this time, with much music 
composed during the previous decade—including more than thirty symphonies—
Haydn had developed his musical language so thoroughly that it could embrace the 
most extreme contrasts, contrasts that, in lesser hands, would be simply incoherent. 

Those contrasts are most shocking in the symphony’s first movement. The 
driving, disorienting opening gives no hint of what will happen toward the end of the 
first section, when a naïve folk dance tune—a Ländler—suddenly appears, as if 
played by a different orchestra from a different room. It is as incongruous a move as 
anything Charles Ives ever imagined. This dance music may be simple sounding, but 
who could dance to such irregularly phrased music? Haydn has not just thwarted 
expectations; he has ignored them.

Only through the movement’s second half, with uncomfortable pauses, 
unpredictable key shifts, a false recapitulation, and a bracing jolt of D major, does the 
clash of ideas fold into a comprehensible whole. By the time the movement closes, 
the Ländler no longer seems so odd—touching, but not bizarre—and the two hurried 
last chords seem designed to make certain nothing again gets out of hand. 

The slow movement embraces a wide range of ideas, too, but here they explore 
and expand the heart more than shock the mind. More regular phrases, the warm key 
of B-flat, and the high-pitched horns all contribute to a dry-eyed elegance, but in the 
second section, a dark turn to B-flat minor opens to the sublime. When the opening 
music reappears in B-flat major, it now seems to carry more emotional weight.

The Menuet returns to the first movement’s D minor and to its impulsive drive, so 
much so that the two movements seem generated from the same idea. In the 
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contrasting Trio (D major—remember that clean sound from the first movement?), a 
plain-spoken melody in the oboe, horn and first violins glides over bubbling 
arpeggios. The bass line groans against the third beats of the bar, but nothing seems 
terribly amiss, until we notice, or simply feel, the instability of its five-measure phrases. 

Much is out of kilter in the last movement, too, and at first it is nearly impossible 
even to tell where the downbeat falls. The fire of D minor may be gone, but the volatile 
silences, lurching harmonic twists, and scurrying violin lines continue to remind us of 
the first movement’s excitement. 

In the 80th Symphony, Haydn pushes at the boundaries of what can make 
sense—particularly in the first movement—but he is able to make it all add up to a 
brilliant, lucid whole. The emotions are extreme, and their incongruity can bring 
chortles, but Haydn is never about the easy laugh. The boundaries between dark and 
light elicit head-spinning emotions, born of a deep and profound heart that few 
people today recognize. In talking about Haydn’s music, Ira Braus writes, “In the right 
hands, philosophy can be funnier than vaudeville.” True, and there is no more 
philosophical music than Haydn’s. But put differently (and more flatly): funny is simply 
funny, while wit makes possible soul, emotion, thought, philosophy, and profundity. 

During the 19th and 20th centuries, Haydn’s music became eclipsed by an attitude 
that embraced Mozart’s and Beethoven’s musical and extra-musical personalities. 
His music came to be thought of merely as the path to something greater, and this 
superbly imaginative composer ceased to capture the imagination. The music was 
patronized as ‘cute,’ ‘charming,’ ‘delightful,’ but not psychologically complex or 
profound. 

In an excellent essay for Haydn and His World, “The Demise of Philosophical 
Listening: Haydn in the 19th Century,” Leon Botstein writes:

This late-nineteenth-century consensus regarding Haydn seemed 
so all-pervasive that it motivated Hermann Kretzschmar [German 
musicologist, 1848-1924] to weigh in with a long dissent about the 
composer’s profundity and emotional depth....“An astonishingly 
large number of music lovers and musicians, including names 
possessed of the most celebrated reputations, believe that they can 
honor ‘Papa’ Haydn with a mixture of condescension by considering 
him ‘genial’ and ‘childlike’....” To understand Haydn, Kretzschmar 
believed, one had to concentrate on how he transformed the 
mundane and rendered his material majestic and mythic. In 
Kretzchmar’s view, Haydn should be compared to Aeschylus and 
Sophocles. Like the great Greek tragedians, he transformed the 
simple into the profound.

The condescending attitude, while somewhat mollified in the late 20th and early 21st 
centuries, continues, and Haydn continues to be considered a rung below Mozart 
and Beethoven. It is an inapt view, one encouraged by the Romantic and modern-era 
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adulation of personality, as well as by the fact that Haydn’s musical focus is on a 
waning art, that of listening, of engaging with a sustained argument. When we 
remember that thought engenders feeling, the passion of his music blossoms. W. 
Dean Sutcliffe writes, “The focus is less on expression and more on discourse....
Haydn seems above all interested in perception—in what it means to sit and listen.” 
The notion of ‘Papa Haydn’ must die. When it does, we will hear the most original, 
brilliant and, yes, profound music.

Jan Dismas Zelenka, Missa Divi Xaverii

Much of the music by Zelenka that we have explored and come to love over the last 
few years—Missa Votiva, motets from the Lenten Responsoria pro Hebdomada 
Sancta, and the D minor Miserere—come from a decidedly dark side of this enigmatic 
composer. The brighter works—Te Deum in D and Laetatus sum—are more 
optimistic, but their brilliance doesn’t approach the captivating graciousness of his 
Missa Divi Xaverii. 

This is one of Zelenka’s most opulent settings of the mass text, and it employs the 
largest of his largest ensembles. The orchestra includes pairs of flutes and oboes 
(with one also playing oboe d’amore), at least one bassoon (with its own independent 
part), four trumpets, timpani, strings, and continuo instruments. Soprano, alto, tenor 
and bass soloists from the four-part chorus appear as concertante participants in 
choral movements, as well as in solo arias and duets. The work’s expansiveness also 
shows in its remarkable length—just under an hour—surprising since among the 
seventeen movements there is no Credo.

How did Zelenka come to compose this generous and sumptuous music, and 
why does it have the name it does? The author of the one Zelenka biography, Janice 
B. Stockigt, writes about the convoluted history in her forward to the Bärenreiter 
Urtext score, here edited and used with permission of the author and publisher:
 

In 1729 the Bohemian-born, Dresden-based composer Jan Dismas 
Zelenka contributed two major compositions to celebrations of the 
feast of St. Francis Xavier, Missa Divi Xaverii, and Litaniae de 
Sancto Xaverio. The Missa was composed to be heard in Dresden’s 
Catholic court church within the octave [the eight days] surrounding 
the saint’s feast day, 3 December. 

After the 1719 arrival in Dresden of Habsburg Archduchess Maria 
Josepha, wife of the Elector of Saxony and King of Poland, August II 
(“the Strong”), the feast of this saint became immensely important. 
Not only did Maria Josepha’s birth- and name-day fall within the 
octave on 8 December, but St. Francis Xavier was acknowledged to 
be her Patron Saint. Each child born to Maria Josepha bore the 
baptismal name “Xaver” or “Xaveria.” 
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On Passion Sunday in 1728, the elder son and heir of Friedrich 
August II and Maria Josepha, seven-year-old Prince Joseph died of 
smallpox. The death of Prince Joseph led to an outpouring of sorrow 
that was reported to Rome as being “full of grief. No one could 
express the cries, the laments, the desolation of all Dresden!” Later 
that year, Maria Josepha gave birth to her third daughter, which left 
the frail Prince Friedrich Christian, who suffered from a crippling 
spinal condition as the only male descendant of Friedrich August II 
and Maria Josepha. 

First page of the manuscript score of J.D. Zelenka’s Missa Divi Xaverii.
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Almost nine months after the highly celebrated octave of 1729, 
Maria Josepha gave birth to a son who was given the baptismal 
names of Franz Xaver Albert Augustus Ludwig Benno. The report of 
the birth in the annual letter to Rome for 1730 hints at the devotions 
and prayers to St. Francis Xavier preceding this birth, which the 
writer likened to the birth of the biblical Samuel.

The score of Missa Divi Xaverii was reconstructed by Václav Luks from nearly illegible 
and very damaged materials. Some of the music, therefore, is conjecture, including 
the mysterious inclusion in the Benedictus of an oboe d’amore, an instrument that 
Zelenka was not known to have used. But the music glows with unusual generosity, 
imagination and confidence. From the airborne elegance of the first Kyrie, to the 
impetuous Gloria, the heartfelt Domine Deus I, the avian Domine Deus II, the 
unbuttoned Cum Sancto, the soaring Gloria, the downright goofy Hosanna 
(foreshadowed by sweeping Pleni’s last phrase, the hold-your-breath Agnus Dei I, to 
the exalted Dona nobis pacem, Missa Divi Xaverii calls us into the gorgeously weird 
world of Jan Dismas Zelenka.


