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This iconic film of Mozart’s life premiered in 1984 when it was nominated for 
53 awards and received 40, including 8 Oscars with a rare double nomination 
for best actor for Tom Hulce and for F. Murray Abraham who won the award.  
The film also earned Oscars for best picture, best director (Milos Forman) and 
in five other categories.  It was filmed on site in Europe, including some of the 
actual venues where Mozart lived and worked. 
Mozart had composed a phenomenal amount of music in his short life when he 
died in 1791 at the age of 35.  Numerous books and plays have been written 
about his death. Tom Stoppard wrote this screen adaptation of his own play of 
the same name to give just two examples.  While providing a fine overview of 
the man and his times, they are works of fiction.  The less than completely 
accurate parts of our story were inserted partly to entertain but they also do 
serve to better illuminate elements of Mozart’s life and motivations. 
So what parts were true?  Well, let me list and comment on a few examples. 
★ He was born in Salzburg, Austria in 1756 and was a phenomenal child 

prodigy who was famous by the time he was six.  Over the next decade and 
a half, his father took him on several tours of Europe. The first tour lasted 
three years, during which time he played before all the great heads of state 
in Europe.  As one result, he never received any formal education, but 
acquired his knowledge from his father and his own insatiable curiosity.  

★ Arriving at the Viennese court of Emperor Joseph II in 1781, he quickly 
aroused the enmity of the designated Court Composer, Antonio Salieri.  Over 
the brief ten years left in Mozart’s life, Salieri successfully conspired to 
belittle Mozart and kept him from his goal of a permanent position at court. 
Runtime: 180 minutes • Filmed in 1984 •  Blu-ray released 2009 by Warner Brothers 

  MPAA rated R • ASIN: B002GTZSZU 
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★ It is true that Mozart died in December 1791, nine weeks after his opera 
“The Magic Flute” premiered.  However, it is NOT true that Salieri was in any 
way involved with his death — but what a great story it makes!   

★ The precise circumstances and cause of his death will always remain fuzzy.  
It is generally believed that he died of some disease, probably related to a 
childhood weakening of his heart by one of his numerous childhood 
illnesses. He definitely was NOT poisoned.  

★ Although overdone in the movie, Mozart’s behavior was sometimes bizarre 
and could be off-putting.  He sometimes made enemies unnecessarily and 
all too easily.  It is more than likely that he allowed his mannerisms and 
actions to be governed by his conviction that, as his father told him 
repeatedly from childhood on, he had been given a gift from God.  Hence he 
felt he deserved to be treated accordingly and was always resentful when he 
was not.  He never came to understand that to the aristocracy in the days 
before the French Revolution, even the world’s greatest composer was 
considered a journeyman, a mere servant.  

★ As depicted in the movie, an anonymous man wearing a mask did visit him 
to commission his writing a Requiem mass, but it was not Salieri.  It is 
generally believed that the caller was the servant of a rich aristocrat who 
intended to claim authorship of the Requiem.  Mozart probably interpreted 
the incident as an omen that he himself would soon die, but no one knows 
for sure. What is certain is that this musical genius, whose prowess at fast 
composition was second to none, died before he finished the Requiem.   

★ He died penniless and in debt.  But that was not for having failed to make a 
lot of money during his lifetime.  The problem was that he was profligate to 
an extreme, and had a poor sense of managing his personal finances.  All 
his life, he had traveled in circles peopled by wealthy aristocrats with 
unearned incomes that allowed them to indulge their whims and tastes.  So 
he spent money faster than it came in.  The major causes included his wife’s 
six pregnancies (in ten years) and his love of fine clothes and personal 
accoutrements. 

★ He did fall in love with Aloysia, the oldest of the three Weber sisters in 
whose household he lived when he first left home, but she rejected him.  
When he returned three years later, hoping to renew his efforts in that 
regard, she had married and moved away. So he became involved with her 
younger sister Constanze, and as depicted, married her over the express 
objections of his father Leopold, who was away in Salzburg.  His relationship 
with his father was problematic at best.   
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★ After he left Salzburg at the age of twenty (over the strenuous objections of 
his father) they communicated often by means of letters.  The totality of 
those letters that have survived are a mixed bag.  From the first they were 
the product of a domineering father — not unusual for that time — who 
expected his son to obey without question. But Leopold also knew that 
Wolfgang was not sufficiently worldly to be able to manage his finances 
wisely.  (One might ask: whose fault was that?) 

★ Leopold’s letters became especially difficult for Wolfgang. His mother died in 
1787 while the two were living in Paris. (Daddy would not allow his grown 
son to travel unchaperoned).  After that, Leopold’s letters became forever 
disapproving, whining about his alleged penury (untrue) and repeatedly 
scolding his son for failing to obtain a steady position.  Rarely did Leopold 
praise his son who had never fully matured and desperately craved Daddy’s 
approval.  Leopold also piled on the guilt, often blaming Wolfgang for his 
mother’s death. 

★ Leopold died in the spring of 1787; Wolfgang had already begun composing 
“Don Giovanni”.   It is easy to see a parallel between Leopold and the father 
figure in that opera who dies soon after the opera begins and is an 
Eminence Gris throughout, finally dragging Giovanni into the Underworld.  
But, no historical records support that theory.  

There are other such anomalies, but they are all as pinpricks compared to the 
central truth that the movie provides an accurate overview of the difficult times 
Mozart encountered in his brief life.  His difficulties only serve to increase my 
admiration and empathy for his greatness.  Along the way, Stoppard and 
Forman offer numerous entertaining excerpts from three of Mozart’s greatest 
operas (and even snippets of his orchestral works).  These will cause you to 
exit the Encore Theater with your mind filled with one or more of his melodies.    

NEXT WEEK 
Next Friday, November 2, we’ll have Guys and Dolls, not The Student Prince as 
listed on your calendar.  The Prince’s DVD remains in hiding as my deadline for 
getting you these Notes (and News) looms overwhelming-ly.  So, nice-ly, nice-
ly, we’ll turn to this preview of The Salvation Army’s imminent presence. 

I first adopted the headline “G(ene’s) Note” to distinguish Steve’s illuminating 
commentary on the opera of the week from my remarks as producer of the 
Encore program and publication editor.  I didn’t like it but didn’t —and don’t—
have an alternative.  I figure out something else.  
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Recently, I’ve had little time for reflecting on the operas I’ve been playing.  My 
attention has gone to the production side, e.g. replenishing my paper and 
toner supplies, beginning to plan the schedule for 2019, setting up the Encore 
Opera as a formal Riderwood organization with a Board of Directors, and 
looking to train a replacement for myself as AV operator.  See something with 
which you’d like to get involved?  Do let me know! 

However, I do have thoughts about the operas we see together that I want to 
write about and I have reports and comments to make about the larger Opera 
world at Riderwood and the overall AV (audio-visual) situation here.  Coming 
soon, but not today! 

By the way… make sure you’re holding Wednesday, the 31st evening for LIVE 
OPERA HIGHLIGHTS.  That’s the name a bunch of us came up with for 
performances here at Riderwood of artists that come from the Bel Cantanti 
Opera Company.  The 7:30 program on the 31st in the Chapel will feature arias 
from The Pearlfishers.  Ticket sales at the door and at clubhouses this 
Thursday, the 25th, and Friday, the 26th. 

See you at the opera 
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