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SONATAS & FANTASIES

“Mozart is the purest of all musicians; he is music itself,” affirmed Claude Debussy. And where, if 

not in Mozart’s works for keyboard, could we find a more fitting example of utter clarity and purity 

in music? His keyboard output was vast, particularly in view of his short lifespan. The purity referred 

to by Debussy runs like a red thread through the selection of works by Mozart featured on this CD. 

Tender, exquisite melodies are what makes each one of these pieces so special. On the other hand, 

stunning virtuosity and any sort of grand gestures are kept in check. If virtuosity makes an appearance 

now and then, it is only with the purpose of providing brief contrast with themes and motifs that 

are utterly simple, yet at the same time magnificent – as if the composer wanted to give these very 

themes a chance to display their full charm. 

Music historians long presumed that Mozart had written his Sonata No. 13 in B Flat Major K. 333 

in Vienna around 1785. However, musicologist Alan Tyson recently provided convincing proof that 

Mozart must already have composed it in 1783 in Linz. The sonata is written on different paper than 

he used in Vienna. Furthermore, as Tyson explains, the B Flat Major Sonata’s stylistic similarity to 

the Linz Symphony upholds this supposition. Indeed, it is not difficult to imagine a great distance 

separating this sonata from the next one, No. 14. The latter contains a series of Sturm und Drang 

elements, of which its predecessor bears no trace. 

Mozart opens the first movement, headed Allegro, with that astounding lightweight clarity Debussy 

so admired. A simple, tender theme establishes itself in conversational tone, accompanied by bass 

notes whose sole function is to provide support without adding any sort of pathos or vehemence. A 

brief accent in the bass register serves as a “calling”: the interval of a fourth announces the onset of 

the second theme. Still, this new theme remains within the melodious, songlike style that characte-

rizes the entire movement. Pearly scales and runs start to play around the themes, until simple, yet 

elegant modulations lead us back to the reprise. The second movement, an Andante, is also marked 

cantabile, thus recalling the previous movement’s lightweight transparency. Soft, delicate parallels 

of thirds in velvety E Flat Major open the movement, flanked by three contrasting, gently dabbed, se-

mi-staccato eighth notes. These will repeatedly make their appearance throughout the movement, 

which bears some similarity with sonata form: they are particularly prominent in the middle section, 

where Mozart temporarily alters the generally cheerful mood and switches over into somber F Minor. 

The gloominess does not last long, however; the cheerful mood returns and reaches its culmination 

in the third movement, headed Allegretto grazioso. With astounding simplicity, the final movement 

begins in soft dynamics and establishes a theme which, once presented, is immediately repeated in 

forte. This theme accompanies our itinerary throughout the movement, reappearing in rondo form 

and contrasting with cheerfully playful passages or moments of virtuoso aplomb. The theme’s last 

appearance leads to the concluding section, which ends on an accent as brief as it is surprising. 

Like dark thoughts flowing over a bed of melancholy, the opening arpeggios in Mozart’s Fantasia in 

D Minor K. 397 (written between 1782 and 1785) lead through a series of brief sighing motifs to the 

main theme, which, in turn, will soon and often be interrupted by passages in a series of changing 

moods: at times heavy and despondent, at others nervous and agitated. There is no impressive pa-

thos here; instead, we are confronted with rapid changes of emotions, effortlessly strung together 

by Mozart. At several points we almost believe we are hearing the ostinato from Chopin’s “Raindrop” 

Prelude (Op. 28, No. 15), but that motif soon disappears. A brief cadenza and a scale suddenly 

manage to wash away all sorrow and melancholy, leading into a charming, animated theme in 

resplendent D Major that takes up new courage and enables us to forget all the former darkness. 

In the summer of 1990, a Boston librarian made a sensational find: the original manuscript of 

Mozart’s Fantasia and Sonata No. 14, both in C Minor, slumbering in a safe. Some musicologists 
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felt tempted to call it the most important discovery ever made in Mozart’s keyboard output. No one 

knows how that manuscript could have lain forgotten for so many years. These rediscovered works 

are not only remarkable due to their musical quality, but also in view of their obvious similarity. 

Both were originally published in 1785, and both use an ascending triad (with added notes in the 

Fantasia) to establish their shared key of C Minor. 

The Fantasia begins with a grand, yet short-lived gesture. After a slow introduction, we hear a 

finely sculpted, clearly lighter theme in radiant D Major. That amounted to a brief prologue: now, in 

Allegro time, harsh half-note steps in octaves introduce a livelier passage, much more far-reaching 

in terms of range. But here, as well, Mozart does not let himself be swayed for long by the power of 

loud notes. After a brief modulation to C Major, a series of Alberti bass figures in F Major prepare a 

new, velvety theme, proudly adorned with pearly embellishments. The velvety theme nevertheless 

finds its demise in a dramatic, chromatically descending line of octaves in the bass, which, in turn, 

end abruptly in a series of virtuoso runs that have the purifying effect of a sudden storm. The next 

section is again more lightweight: a playful Andantino leads into an animated Allegro, which, in 

turn, suddenly breaks off: a lone, sighing motif leads us to pause for a moment. Then, for the very 

last time, with its already well-known heaviness, the initial motif makes its last appearance, only to 

sink downward in a series of scales and embellishments. A brief, violent accent puts an end to this 

fantasia’s melancholic reverie. 

Sonata No. 14 is in three movements, of which the first, headed Allegro, clearly follows the outline 

of sonata form. A dominating theme in C Minor is followed by a second theme in lush, mellow E Flat 

Major. Particularly in the development section it becomes clear that Mozart is breathing the emotion-

laden atmosphere of the Sturm und Drang movement, and that this work is paving the way for 

Beethoven’s future sonatas. The initial theme once more flares up ferociously, this time in C Major. 

It ascends like a rocket, and is immediately taken up again in the bass, while fierce triplet scales

play around these lively goings-on – until Mozart puts on the brakes and finds his way back to softer 

tones. A seemingly endless four-two chord and an even longer rest put an end to the wild, jaunty 

ride and lead back into the reprise. The wild happenings flare up once more in a brief coda; then, 

however, a series of intricate, richly adorned motifs take center stage in the second movement, 

headed Adagio. The third movement, Allegro assai agitato, leaves all heaviness behind. The melody 

is simple, glass-clear, with long, lightweight chords as its only support. It opens a curious round 

dance that carries its listeners away. But here, once more, Mozart puts on the brakes and inserts 

several moments of contemplation. On nine different occasions, a fermata allows us enough time 

to take a deep breath. Wild chords stop in their tracks, as already occurred in the first movement’s 

development section. But Mozart never ceases to return to the purity of his music: at times, just a 

pair of lone notes in one hand are capable of proving that “pure” music has a valid claim to existence 

alongside grand, opulent gestures. 

The theme of the Six Variations K. Anh 137 is plain and simple – almost as simple as a children’s 

rhyme. Mozart originally used it in the final movement of his Clarinet Quintet K. 581, where it already 

served as a basis for a series of variations. Here he starts by displaying it in its purest form and then 

gradually builds it up in terms of virtuosity. Scales and refined trill figures play around the theme’s 

contours and complete it in different ways until, in the fifth variation, tranquility reestablishes itself 

in a dreamy Adagio. The sixth and final variation once more presents the theme in its original form; 

still, Mozart does not allow any occasion for rest. Tempo is reinstated with a short run, which serves 

as a transition to a brief finale peppered with tremolo figures. 

© 2022 Sebastian Jacob
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