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CONSTANZE MOZART


There is probably not one Mozart biography that fails to enumerate the supposed shortcomings and character flaws of Constanze, often openly and offensively, sometimes more covertly and with an undertone of contempt.

These assessments are generally brief comments that boil down to one claim:  Constanze Mozart was not worthy to live at her husband’s side. Occasionally, she is even accuses of being partly responsible for his alleged impoverishment.  It is clear that the theory of Mozart’s social decline, which supposedly paralleled his rise to artistic perfection, has become a gauge for the low opinion of Constanze.  In more balanced portrayals of her, such as the one by Erich Schenk, there are still a few potshots, explicitly stated.

Her character has always been very controversial, not least due to her sister-in-law, whose petty jealousness did not end with the death of her brother. She was surely unable to appreciate her husband’s greatness. Undoubtedly she saw him first and foremost as the family provider. But he gratefully accepted the love she gave him. She was definitely not a “companion” in the romantic sense. That idea was not yet current when she was young. In the crucial situations of her marriage, however, she did not fail her husband. The accusation made against her of pettiness, envy and hard-nosed business practices are not taken as seriously today as they were from the viewpoint of smug liberalism. During her long life, which extended from the dying rococo age to the period just before the 1848 revolution, she fulfilled her principal task – that of preserving and cultivating the legacy of Mozart. (Schenk, 584)


Wolfgang Hildesheimer calls attention to the major difficulty we face in forming a judgment, namely the lack of source material. He accurately asserts:

Constanze Mozart is the rare case of a key biographical figure who 

cannot be reconstructed from any autobiographical document whatever, at least not while she was still Constanze Mozart. Even statements by others about her are scarce. We are almost exclusively dependent on letters addressed to her and on the few, usually unfriendly references of surviving contemporaries.  During her eight years as Mozart’s wife she left not one single document of her own. The letters to her husband have all been lost; either he lost them (he seems to have been extremely careless about looking after things) or they were destroyed by Constanze. Why? – we do not know. Perhaps they would have revealed to posterity insufficient evidence of the love and concern she claimed to have felt for her spouse. (Hildesheimer, 253)


Schurig’s Monograph contains the surviving letters, notes and documentary material on Constanze Mozart’s life; and from it we can determine how much of his judgment is based directly on the evidence and how much he read between the lines. But virtually none of the material actually dates from Mozart’s lifetime. As far as Mozart was concerned, he most definitely represented something. When he renewed his acquaintance with Constanze Weber, whom he had known earlier in Mannheim, he was already esteemed throughout Europe as a virtuoso and composer – by no means rich but nevertheless admired by Viennese society and thus not without financial prospects.  And Constanze Weber came from a family that was closer to impoverished bohemianism than to the petty bourgeoisie; otherwise she would never have formed an intimate relationship with Mozart, however promising his future. (Schurig, x-xi)


Constanze did indeed have another standard of judgment: her affection for Mozart, her undoubtedly genuine musically (revealed, though not for the first time, in her correspondence with publishers) and her willingness to live an unconventional artist’s life surrounded by musicians and theater people. It has often been said that her business acumen and sense of economy, as documented in her letters to publishers, were not in evidence during her marriage to Mozart, but his accusation is totally unfounded. Even Leopold Mozart, although suspicious and usually dissatisfied with everything concerning the Weber’s, could not find fault with Constanze on a single point during his visit to Vienna.


Nonetheless, the aversion to Constanze Mozart that continues to this day probably originated with Leopold. But for the quarrel over his consent to the marriage and his irrational belief that the Weber family had been out to ensnare his son since they first knew him in Mannheim, we would probably have a different picture of Constanze. Therefore, let us not base our opinions on the judgment of a man who was definitely biased in the matter of his daughter-in-law, a man who had been forced to release his patriarchal hold on his son. Let us rather concentrate on the little else we know of Constanze during the early years of her marriage, freely acknowledging that while this information is not sufficient to yield a complete picture of her personality, it does not offer the slightest grounds for a negative assessment.


Constanze Weber was about sixteen years old when Mozart first met her during a stopover in Mannheim in 1777-78, on the way to Paris with his mother. From the very beginning, Mozart’s comments on the Weber family were excessively optimistic and distorted out of all proportion. Leopold had a sharp eye for such things, and Mozart’s effusions, contrary to his intentions, simply aggravated the conflict with his father. We cannot be sure whether Mozart believed his own descriptions of the Weber family. At the time, full of happiness over his love affair with Aloysia Weber, he wrote:

I have become so fond of this unfortunate family that my dearest wish is to make them happy; and perhaps I may be able to do so…my sister will find a friend and companion for Mlle. Weber, for, like my sister in Salzburg, she has a reputation for good behavior, her father resembles my father and the whole family resembles the Mozart’s. True, there are envious people, as there are in Salzburg, but when it comes to the point, they have to speak the truth. Honesty is the best policy

(4 February 1778)


During her marriage to Mozart, which lasted slightly more than nine years, Constanze gave birth to six children.  The first was born ten months after the wedding; the last, four and half months before Mozart’s death. The intervals between children were short, ranging from fourteen months to two years at most. Thus we must imagine a household full of the screaming of infants, where the days were structured around feeding, changing, bathing, and otherwise ministering to small children.  Constanze was not solely responsible for these tasks; she was helped by a chambermaid and a housekeeper.


One does not know whether to admire their carefree attitude or to condemn their foolhardiness, for which Mozart was just as responsible as his wife.  Under the medical and hygienic conditions prevalent in the eighteenth  century, the dangers of giving birth and the risk of puerperal fever could not be 

dismissed. In addition, there was a very high infant mortality rate because of the many serious childhood diseases.1

In the years 1788 and 1789 Constanze Mozart was frequently ill; at times her condition was even dangerous. Mozart wrote to Michael Puchberg:

Since the time you have rendered me that great and friendly service, I have been living in such misery that for very grief I have not only been unable to go out, but I could not even write.  At the moment she is easier, and if she has not contacted bedsores, which make her condition most wretched, she would be able to sleep.  The only fear is that the bone may be affected.  She is extraordinarily resigned and awaits recovery or death with true philosophic calm.  My tears flow as I write. (July 1789)

Nothing was too expensive where her health was concerned, and the best physicians were called in. The nature of her illness, however, remains a mystery. She apparently had open sores on her feet and legs for which the prognosis was very bad. On the other hand, Constanze Mozart’s general constitution seems to have been good, as confirmed by her six normal pregnancies.2 we do not know whether she was sickly in later years, for our information about her later life remains sketchy despite the fact that she lived until 1842. (Wolfgang Mozart died on 5 December 1791.) She died in Salzburg, in her eightieth year.


Constanze Mozart’s services to Mozart’s work were immense, and actively supported by her second husband, the Danish diplomat Georg Nikolaus von Nissen, who collected anything that had any bearing on Mozart. His work bore fruit in an exhaustive biography of the composer that appeared in 1828, after Nissen’s death. Constanze has been accused of selling Mozart’s manuscripts purely for financial gain, and of pettiness in her negotiations with publishers. This is all nonsense.  On the contrary, we have her more than anyone to thank for the fact that so many works that were not printed during Mozart’s lifetime, even fragments, have been preserved in reliable editions, and that the holographs of so many compositions have survived. In fact, by negotiating with only two publishers, both of whom were in a position to plan and begin issuing large collected editions, she prevented Mozart’s vast corpus of unpublished works from being sold off. Without going into the long history of how Mozart’s manuscripts were located and of Constanze’s correspondence with publishers, it must be emphasized that her primary objective was to have the music printed correctly; in doubtful cases she was prepared to forgo publication rather than allow something that was not indisputable authentic to appear under Mozart’s name. Such scrupulousness had financial disadvantages, and these she readily accepted. Where there was the slightest question about individual notes, Constanze had the manuscript examined again before allowing the work to be printed.

ENDNOTES
1Almost one child in four died within twelve months of birth; only one in three survived until its third birthday. Only after this age did the mortality rate drops substantially. The problem was a general helplessness in the face of nutritional disorders and febrile (inflammatory) conditions in infants and small children. Even teething represented a serious danger. And in any event the mother’s quick recovery was considered more important than the child’s well-being. Most people saw the death of children as an inevitable stroke of fate for which they had to be prepared. Frequent births in quick succession undoubtedly contributed to attitudes that seem alien and perplexing to us.


2The cures at Baden in 1791 were apparently not due to a new outbreak of her illness but were taken in the course of her pregnancy as a precautionary measure. In the fall, she went to the spa to convalesce after giving birth to their sixth child. She seems to have gone at Mozart’s express wish, and he wanted to take a holiday himself and accompany her.
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