
Overture to Idomeneo, K. 366 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791) 

Written: 1780 

Movements: One 

Style: Classical 

Duration: Five minutes  

In 1780, Mozart was in Salzburg, precisely where he didn’t want to be. He had 

just returned from a sixteen-month sojourn. According to Mozart’s father, the purpose of 

the trip was to: 

Either get a good permanent appointment, or if this should fail, to go off to some 

big city where large sums of money can be earned . . .  but above all to build up 

your name and reputation in the world. 

The first stop was Munich, but the Elector there couldn’t oblige:  “I am sorry. If 

only there was a vacancy.” (Actually, the Elector felt Mozart was just too inexperienced. 

“It is too early yet,” he said. “He ought to go off, travel to Italy and make a name for 

himself.”) 

Next stop was Mannheim, a “paradise for musicians.” In spite of staying there for 

six months, again, there were no permanent jobs. Then it was off to Paris for another six 

months. Again, no jobs. (Tragically, Mozart’s travelling companion—his mother—died in 

Paris.) Meanwhile, Mozart’s father was back in Salzburg, scheming to get his son to 

come home. The Archbishop offered to reinstate Mozart as his concertmaster and 

added the position of court organist. Having tasted independence, Wolfgang was back 

under the suffocating dominance of his father. There was one little ray of hope. Part of 

the agreement with the Archbishop gave him leave to travel wherever he liked “to 

compose an opera.” 

In the summer of 1780, the connections Mozart made in Munich paid off. He 

received a commission from the Elector there to write an opera based on Idomeneo, 



King of Crete. By November, Mozart was in Munich. His father still couldn’t resist giving 

advice to his son: 

. . . your music will always lose with a mediocre orchestra, for it is composed with 

so much discernment for the various instruments . . .I recommend you to think 

when at work not only of the musical but also of the unmusical public. You know 

that for ten true connoisseurs there are a hundred ignoramuses! Do not neglect 

the so-called popular, which tickles long ears. 

Reports back to the father about his son’s opera were that “everyone asserted it 

was the most beautiful music they had ever heard, that it was all new and strange.” 
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Serenade for Strings, Op. 20 

Edward Elgar (1857–1934) 

Written: 1892 

Movements: Three 

Style: Romantic 

Duration: Twelve minutes  

            Edward Elgar was the first English composer to gain international prominence after 

Henry Purcell (1659–1695). His fame did not come quickly. As a child, Edward Elgar received 

very little formal training in music, in spite of the fact that his father was a music dealer who 

also played organ and conducted a choir at St. George’s in Worcester. “I was a very little boy 

indeed when I began to show some aptitude for music and used to extemporize on the piano,” 

he recalled. He also taught himself how to play violin. Eventually he took lessons, and by the 

time he was nineteen he was making the rounds as a teacher. (He compared teaching violin to 

turning a millstone with a dislocated shoulder.) In terms of composition, “It is well known that I 

am self-taught in the matter of harmony, counterpoint, form and in short, the whole of the 

’mystery’ of music, and people want to know what books I used,” he remarked. “In my young 

days they were repellent. But I read them and I still exist.” 



In spite of his humble beginnings, Elgar persisted. When Elgar turned 22, he was 

appointed as “composer in ordinary” to the Worcester City and County Lunatic Asylum. He 

persisted in love, too. After several false starts and broken engagements with other women, he 

married Alice Roberts. She came from a higher class, and her family was not happy. “They said 

he was an unknown musician; his family was in trade; and anyway he looked too delicate to live 

any length of time,” their daughter Carice remembered. 

            The first piece of music that Elgar wrote that was published in full was his Serenade for 

Strings. Alice was the inspiration for the work. He wrote it to celebrate their third wedding 

anniversary and inscribed “Braut [his pet name for Alice] helped a great deal to make these 

little tunes” on the manuscript. Later, he considered it one of his favorites and described it as 

“really stringy in effect.” It was one of the last pieces that Elgar recorded. 

Elgar was 35 when he wrote his Serenade for Strings. It was only after his 40th birthday 

and the success of his Enigma Variations, that England and the world would finally embrace 

Elgar.   
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Concerto in A Minor for Violoncello and Orchestra, Op. 129 

Robert Schumann (1810–1856) 

Written: 1850 

Movements: Three (played without pause) 

Style: Romantic 

Duration: 25 minutes 

Robert Schumann began work on his Cello Concerto barely one month after arriving in Düsseldorf to 

assume his post as that city’s music director. He finished it in just two weeks. It embodies Robert’s romantic 

outlook. He avoided writing music that merely showed off a soloist’s virtuosity, got rid of those extended sections 

where the orchestra plays by itself, and linked all of the movements together without any pause. He also unified 

the entire concerto by using common themes throughout. 



The woodwinds begin the first movement with three soft chords. Immediately the cello launches into a 

beautiful theme accompanied very simply by the orchestra. The first theme ends with a climactic flourish. Finally, 

the orchestra gets to play a robust interlude. The cello then gets a second theme. It has a lyrical, light character. 

After a central section that has the orchestra and cellist tossing bits of both themes back and forth, the first and 

second themes get a full restatement. The orchestra then goes on to set up what would normally be a cadenza. 

Instead, the three woodwind chords from the beginning come back, and suddenly the second movement has 

begun. 

It is a simple, beautiful song for the cello. The orchestra accompanies with softly plucked strings, an 

occasional woodwind utterance, and help from the principal cellist of the orchestra playing along as in a duet. The 

first theme from the first movement comes back briefly at the end of this movement. It introduces a sort of 

dialogue between the soloist and orchestra (resembling a recitative from an opera) that launches the final 

movement. 

 The energy of the third movement stands in contrast to the lyricism of the first two. Schumann uses 

those three soft woodwind chords again as short punctuations to the busy-ness of the movement. The movement 

contains snippets from the themes of the first movement and—finally—a cadenza. (Unusually, the orchestra 

accompanies the soloist.) The cello comes out of the cadenza into an even brisker tempo to finish the piece. 

Schumann never heard his Cello Concerto. It got its premiere on June 8, 1860, on a concert celebrating 

what would have been Schumann’s fiftieth birthday. He had been dead for nearly four years. 
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Symphony No. 2 in D Minor, Op. 21 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827) 

Written: 1802 

Movements: Four 

Style: Classical 

Duration: 32 minutes  



            By the age of 26, an incessant ringing in his ears already troubled Beethoven. Six years later, in 1802, his 

doctor suggested a rest, away from the din of the city, in the little town known as Heiligenstadt (now a part of 

Vienna). While there, he wrote to his brothers Carl and Johann that he was 

finally compelled to face the prospect of a lasting malady (whose cure will take years or, perhaps, be 

impossible) . . . Ah how could I possibly admit such an infirmity in the one sense which should have been 

more perfect in me than in others, a sense which I once possessed in highest perfection, a perfection such 

as few surely in my profession enjoy or have enjoyed. 

            Such was his despair that he even contemplated suicide. He wrote a short postscript: “Thus do I take my 

farewell of thee. . . . O Providence—grant me at least but one day of pure joy—it is so long since real joy echoed in 

my heart.” 

            All of this happened at the same time that he wrote the symphony that Hector Berlioz insists is “smiling 

throughout.” About the only solemn moment in the Beethoven’s Symphony No. 2 is the slow introduction that 

starts the whole thing off. The second movement, one of the longest slow movements of any Beethoven 

symphony, is noble and pastoral in character, full of song-like themes. The third movement is a scherzo (Italian for 

“joke”) and is Beethoven’s first attempt at converting the stately minuet into something more crackling in tempo 

and humorous in character. The humor continues in the last movement. 

            Critical reaction to this symphony at its premiere was mixed. People simply thought that it was bizarre and 

felt that Beethoven was “striving for effect and straining for that which is new and remarkable.” One critic called it 

“a gross enormity, an immense wounded snake, unwilling to die, but writhing in its last agonies and, though 

bleeding to death, furiously beats about with its tail in the finale.” 

            Fortunately, Beethoven never sent the Heiligenstadt Testament to his brothers, and never followed through 

with his despair. Perhaps more than anything, this symphony is a testament to Beethoven’s ability to transcend his 

own problems in order to create beauty. 
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