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Introduction

The following comparative essay analysis two classical compositions with particular focus on its 
instrumentation, style and form relative to its composer and historical background. The first work is 
by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Symphony No. 40 in G minor (1st Movement) and the other is Vltava, 
the second symphonic poem in a set of six called Má Vlast by Bedrich Smetana. 

Symphony No. 40 in G Minor, K 550 - Mozart

Of the fourty-one standardised numbered Mozart symphonies, No. 40, K 550, completed on July 25th 
1788, is regarded by many as the most influential of all of his symphonic works. Sometimes referred to 
as the ‘great G minor symphony’, (distinguishing it from the only other minor symphony that Mozart 
had ever composed in his lifetime - Symphony No. 25, K183 in G minor, also known as the ‘Little G 
minor symphony) (Heninger 2003, [online]), it is one of the three final symphonies which emerged out 
of an astonishing productive period during the summer of 1788. Many recognise these works as great 
masterpieces that could only have arrived from the mind of a genius.

“They form an extraordinary trio – #41 in C-Major 
presents a dazzling summation of Mozart's past, 
#39 in E-flat Major encapsulates the art of his 
present, and #40 in g-minor vaults into the future 
and the music of our own time.” 
(Gutmann 2006, [online])

Mozart, Symphony No. 40 in G minor 

(Source: imslp.org [online])
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Mozart the Child Prodigy

Mozart, baptised Johannes Chrysostomus Wolfgangus Gotlieb 
Mozart (Boerner 1998, [online]) was born in Salzburg, Austria on 
the 27th of January 1756 and died on the 5th of December 1791, 
thirty-five years of age. A child prodigy, composing his first work 
by the age of five, his talents were recognised, harnessed and 
exploited by his father Leopold Mozart, an acclaimed composer 
and violinist for the Archbishop of Salzburg. From the tender age 
of six, Wolfgang would spend the next decade traveling and 
touring extensively all over Europe with his father and older sister 
Nannerl, finding fame, adulation, sickness and financial struggles 
- themes that would endure through much of his adult life. Not 
until he was seventeen years of age will he settle down for a 
comparably lengthy amount of time in his hometown of Salzburg, 
a place he despised with a passion.

“The high-spirited young artist rebelled against the social restrictions 
imposed by the patronage system, and relations with his patron, the 
Archbishop of Salzburg, were strained. Mozart was finally dismissed after 
quarreling with the archbishop and at twenty-five established himself in 
Vienna as a freelance musician.” (Machlis 2007, p.243)

This move by Mozart in 1781 establishes the Viennese School of classical music which includes Haydn, 
Beethoven and Schubert. It also establishes Vienna as the musical mecca of Europe and plays a pivotal 
role for the transformation of classical music during a time of great political unrest in Europe.

The Demise of the Patronage System

The late 18th and early 19th centuries saw the industrial revolution marred with tumultuous political 
and social upheavals both in the European and American continents (Boerner, 1998 [online]). The old 
feudal systems collapsed under the French and American revolutions, replaced by a more democratic 
model (as demonstrated in America with the election of George Washington in 1789 as the first 
president of the United States). This meant that the patronage system was on the decline and with it 
the ability of composers to be supported throughout the course of their lifetime. Emerging instead was 
the growth of the capitalist and the rise of the middle class. The business elite began to hold much of 
the economic and commercial power (Machlis 2007, p. 233) and subsequently became an integral part 
in the survival of classical music. Subscriptions became popular where a number of wealthy business 
men and women would fund (and profit from) concert events made accessible to the general public. 
The wealthy would also hold private gatherings in their salons where it was fashionable to invite 
composers that reflected the art movement of the times, the principal being classicism.
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Wolfgang in gala costume, probably painted by 
Pietro Antonio Lorenzoni, 1763. The costume was 

a gift of the Empress Maria Theresa.

(Source: Boerner 1998, [online])



Music in the Classical Era

The Classical period (1750 - 1820) in western music is short-lived but nonetheless important in bridging 
the gap between the dominance of Baroque music and the subsequent ascendancy of the Romantic 
music period. It coincides with the art and philosophical movements of the time in artist such as 
Jacques-Louis David (1748 - 1825) and writer François-Marie Arouet (1694 - 1778)

Musical forms became vital in the Classical era, three of which dominated the late 18th century 
musical landscape - the symphony, the concerto and the sonata,with the symphony becoming “…the 
most important type of absolute music” (Machlis 2007, p. 250). It was generally set in four movements, 
with the first movement usually in sonata-allegro form, as seen in Mozart’s Great G minor symphony.

No. 40, First Movement - Thematic Speculation

Upon hearing the first movement, it’s evident that 
the restless strings contemplate a dark mood within 
its very first passages.  This foreboding setting have 
lead many to speculate as to Mozart’s emotional 
and physical state during its composition. It’s 
widely thought amongst critics that this sense of 
apprehension reflects Mozart’s situation at the 
time. The year 1788 was not generous to him as he 
had found it to be in previous years. His finances 
were once again in jeopardy, his ailing health 
continued to deteriorate, his popularity began to 
waneand his marital life was starting to unravel 
(Heninger 2003, [online]). 

However, Mozart was of the classical school of 
thought and more than likely would have favoured 
musical form over emotional expression. And 
indeed, this work encapsulates the essence of a 
classical symphony. Set in four movements with 
the first movement in sonata-form in three sections 
- exposition, development and recapitulation.
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Oath of the Horatii by Jacques-Louis David 1784/85 

(Source: louvre.fr [online])

“The Classical era is characterised by order, objectivity, and 
harmonious proportions. Classicists emulated the art and 
architecture of ancient Greece and Rome…[seeking] order, 
reason, and serenity…” (Machlis 2007, p.232)



Exposition

First Theme (0.00 - 0.30) 

The exposition begins in the tonic of G minor where a simple yet dynamic three-note, motivic call and 
response theme develops in violin, accompanied by restless rapid undulating strings.

Transition/Bridge (0.30 - 0.48)

A rapid crescendo builds in the contrasting relative key of Bb major, seemingly heralding a triumphant 
fanfare in the first half but returning to the same dramatic tension as it settles into the second theme.

Second Theme (0.48 - 1.14)

There is a lyrical and instrumentational change here, serving a stark contrast to the first. Mozart had a 
preferences for maximum thematic contrast in most of his sonata forms achieved by varying the 
instruments from strings to woodwinds (Machlis 2007, p.251) - clearly evident in this second theme as 
the clarinets and bassoons take control of the melodic line.

Codetta (1.14 - 1.51)

Return to the three-note call and response motive. The exposition is then repeated.
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(Source: Rushby 2011, [online])

MOZART: Symphony No. 40 / 
BEETHOVEN: Piano Concerto No. 4

(Source: Böhm 2001, [online])



Development

(3.43 - 4.54)

There is a number of clear distinct modulations throughout the development, but always revolving 
around the first theme. Another call and response passage develops between the woodwinds and 
violins from 4.24 to 4.54 which transitions toward the recapitulation.

Recapitulation

First Theme (4.54 - 5.23):

Begins similarly to the opening exposition, establishing 
once again the main short-phrase theme. 

Transition/Bridge (5.23 - 6.03):

The fanfare-like transition changes character somewhat 
and seem to signal a less daunting direction.

Second Theme (6.03 - 6.32):

A well known diversion in the classical sonata-form is 
for the entirety of the original exposition to revolve 
around the tonic key, asserting its dominance to the 
audience (Machlis 2007, p.224). Therefore the second 
(woodwind) theme in the recapitulation remains in the 
tonic, lending it new character.

Coda (6.32 - 7.30):

Here the coda is extended with Mozart seemingly leading the audience expectations for a resolution 
prematurely. He remains in the mood of the minor key and ends with a brief variation of the main 
theme at 7.08, before energetically arriving at the resolution with three strong declamatory chords. 
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Mozart circa 1780, by Johann Nepomuk della Croce

(Source: Bogat 2009, [online])



Vltava (The Moldau River)

Vltava (also known as De Moldau in German),  is the longest river in the Czech Republic running from 
it’s source Šumava through Prague where it meets with the River Elbe. It is both the title and the 
subject matter for Bedřich Smetana’s second movement in Má vlast - a cycle of six symphonic tone 
poems. Each one can be played autonomously but the entire compositional architecture of the entire 
work is so perfectly balanced that all six symphonic poems can be played as six movements of a single 
monumental performance. The six tone poems are:

1. Vyšehrad - a ruined castle near Prague
2. Vltava - the river which runs through the country and capital
3. Šárka - a maiden from Czech folklore
4. Z ceských luhu a háju - from Bohemia's fields and groves
5. Tábor - the stronghold founded by the Hussites for their defence
6. Blaník - the mountain in which the Hussite heroes repose

Smetana - the Father of Czech Music

Bedřich Smetana was born 2nd March 1824 in Litomyšl, Bohemia and 
died on 12th May 1884, sixty years of age. His father, František 
Smetana was a master brewer and an amateur violinist and began 
teaching his son music at an early age. But despite Bedrich’s natural 
talents (having played his first piano concert at the age of six), 
František was resistant to his son’s ambition for a musical career. 
Undeterred Berdrich, pursues a long-life career in music and along 
with other Bohemian composers such as Antonín Dvorák, Josef Suk 
and Leos Janácek, and with the influence of his life-long friend and 
mentor Franz Liszt, developed the Czech nationalistic movement in 
music of the late 19th century.  

The Romantic Expression

The Romantic Era in western music approximately began in the 1820‘s. A byproduct of the French 
Revolution, it developed during the transferring of power  from aristocracy to the middle class giving 
Europe the freedom and the awareness to explore and identify with intense nationalistic ideals and 
cultural virtues. Songful lyricism, highly charged emotions and highly expressive qualities were 
cultivated and sought out by composers of the era. The music therefore became “…characterised by 
memorable melodies, richly expressive harmony, and broad, expanded forms.” (Machlis 2007, p.321) 
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Smetana, portrait

(Source: naxos.com [online])



Nationalism in Music

“In nineteenth-century Europe, political conditions encouraged the growth of nationalism to such a  degree 
that it became a decisive force within the Romantic movement. The pride of conquering nations and the 
struggle for freedom of suppressed ones gave rise to strong emotions that inspired the works of many creative 
artists.” (Machlis 2007, p.367)

Political unrest continued to plague Europe throughout much of the second half of the 19th century. 
Many smaller state provinces strived for independence from the main empires of the day. This 
musically manifested in the integration of folk-tunes and melodies by many composers into their 
work to cultivate pride and idealistic notions within the region. Some of the main Nationalist 
composers were Tchaikovsky in Russia, Liszt in Hungary, Sibelius in Finland, Albeniz in Spain, Elgar in 
England and Ives in the U.S. They all developed sounds unique to their country identifying their 
culture, their people and their landscapes.

Vltava - A Symphonic Poem

Symphonic poems (or tone poems) are “…extended, single-movement works for orchestra, inspired by 
paintings, plays, poems or other literary or visual works…attempting to convey the ideas expressed in 
those media through music” (Sherrane 2008 [online]). It is one of the four forms developed during the 
romantic era. Known as program music, it includes the concert overture, incidental music and the 
program symphony, and allowed for the composer to paint specific and very descriptive emotive 
events and landscapes with their compositions - as shown in the program for Smetana’s Vltava:

Two springs pour forth in the shade of the Bohemian forest, one warm and gushing, the other cold and 
peaceful. Their waves joyously rush down over their rocky beds, then unite and glisten in the rays of the 
morning sun. Coming through Bohemia's valleys, they grow into a mighty river. Through the thick woods it 
flows as the joyous sounds of a hunt and the hunter's horn are heard ever closer. It flows through grass-grown 
pastures and lowlands where a wedding feast is being celebrated with song and dance. At night, wood and 
water nymphs revel in its sparkling waves. Reflected on its surface are fortresses and castles—witnesses of past 
days of knightly splendor and the vanished glory of bygone ages. The Moldau swirls through the St. John 
Rapids, finally flowing on in majestic peace toward Prague to be welcomed by historic Vyšehrad . Then it 
vanishes far beyond the poet's gaze. (Deverich 2011 [online])
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Somewhere Over the Vltava

(Source: Williams 2010 [online])



Smetana’s Final Years

From the first sounds of the premiere 
of Vyšehrad in 1875, Smetana had 
completely lost his hearing. 
Incredibly, the following years right 
up until his death in 1884, would be 
his most prolific years as a composer. 
He would go on to finish Vltava and 
the next four symphonic cycles, as 
well as a number of important operas, 
quartets and piano pieces, completely 
unable to hear how they sounded.

This feat is all the more appreciated as 
one begins to listen to the imagery 
conjured by the flutes and clarinets in 
the opening bars of Vltava, depicting 
the two sources of the river before 
merging into the powerful river motif 
played by the strings.  

Vltava is orchestrated for two flutes, a 
piccolo, an oboe, two clarinets, two 
bassoons, four horns, two trumpets, 
three trombones, a tuba, timpani, 
percussion, harp and strings. 

Smetana  - “My compositions do not belong to the realm of absolute 
music, where one can get along well enough with musical signs and a 
metronome.” (Machlis 2007, p.368)
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Vltava (The Moldau) Score

(Source: imslp.org [online])

Antoni Wit, Smetana - Ma Vlast

Polish National Radio Symphony Orchestra

(Source: Parfitt 2011, [online])



Vltava - Program Analysis

First Source (0.00 - 0.26) 

Two flutes in the tonic key of E minor alternate in the opening bars in 6/8 time, depicting the first 
source of the river. Plucked strings and harp can be heard intermittently throughout, adding texture. 

Second Source (0.26 - 1.01)

Clarinets begin to play an inversion of the flute, signaling the second source  of the river. At 0.40 the 
strings begin to thicken the textural sounds of the springs as the two begin to merge.

The Merge (1.01 - 1.08)

The strings now take over the flute motif to signify the gathering strength of the river

Vltava River (1.08 - 3.12)

The strings and oboes now play the main river motif, still with the accompanying scales of the strings 
underneath to represent the restlessness of the water. The use of folk songs is demonstrated here as 
explained in an interview with Czech pianist Petr Jiříkovský by Christian Falvey (2009).  
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“It comes from Czech folk songs…one of the hundred songs coming from normal people in villages singing 
simple melodies with simple words... ‘Kočka leze dírou, pes oknem...’ But Smetana didn’t want to use this song 
to make it, let’s say, more popular. Many different countries have popular songs that come from a simple scale 
like this, five tones up five tones down. There is also one in Sweden; they love this song in their country, and 
they also say that Smetana was inspired by that song, because he had lived in Sweden. …Smetana wanted to use 
this kind of simple motif, because he wanted everyone to remember the motif of the river, the national river.”

Hunting Scene (3.12 - 4.20)

A fanfare theme is heard in horns and trumpets evoking a hunting scene in the forest. The entire 
orchestra now plays together, gathering the forces of the mighty river.

Peasant Dance (4.20 - 6.15)

A time signature change to 2/4 signals a folk dance theme, celebrating a peasant wedding by the river. 
It begins with a lighter and more elegant treatment of the strings, clarinets and bassoons, contrasting 
with the previous hunting theme. At 4.53, the whole orchestra joins in, bringing the celebrations to full 
swing. It slowly fades to the sounds of the cello as it prepares for the next motif. 

Nymphs in Moonlight (6.15 - 8.52)

The mood changes to a more mysterious and hauntingly delicate sounds of fairies in moonlight, 
carried by the woodwinds, harp and upper strings. At 7.44 the horns are subtly included with 
sustained notes, building a return to the river motif.

Cliff-top Castles and Ruins (8.52 - 9.51)

The strings keep with the river motif and slowly build for the entry to the waters of the St John Rapids.
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St. John Rapids (9.51 - 11.10)

Brass and woodwinds play quite agitatedly with timpani, signifying the violent act of merging the 
smaller river to the broader body of water. At 10.25 the strings come in with dissonant melody lines 
adding to the chaotic textures.

Ancient City of Prague (11.10 - 11.38)

The river passes the rapids and modulates now to E major, heralding the approach of the ancient ruins 
of Prague. Its majestic castles and fortresses are portrayed by the whole orchestra playing the river 
motif, faster and stronger.

The River Flows to Sea (11.38 - 13.13)

The horns and trumpets take full swing and with the full orchestra triumphantly delivers the river to 
the city of Prague and its people. At 12.35 softly bowed strings are left depicting the river as it 
disappears over the horizon before ending with two powerful, decisive chords. 

 

In Comparison

Interestingly, these two works were spawned at a time of great hardship. Both composers were on the 
decline in terms of health, finance and social standing. Yet, what materialised are two of the most 
influential work in classical music history and have subsequently become a core part in many of 
todays orchestral repertoire.

Their main differences lie in their conceptualisation. No. 40 relied predominantly on structure and 
form whereas Vltava was driven by emotional and pictorial notions. Curious to note however, is the 
pervasive emotional response that No. 40 elicits in most listeners. Its dark textures, especially of the 
first movement, demonstrate Mozart’s genius, seemingly predicting the sounds of modern music.

There are also differences in orchestration with No. 40 excluding use of the trumpets, horns, timpani 
and percussion, while Vltava utilises these very same instruments to their full potential to create the 
drama and the intrigue of the river as it ebbs and flows past the magical, the mystical and the majestic 
Bohemian landscape.

In Conclusion

Both symphonies are ultimate expressions of each composers’ incredible visionary talents. Symphony 
No. 40 being the quintessential form of absolute music and Vltava as the archetype for nationalistic 
program music. Both serve critical roles in the shaping of their respective musical ideologies of the era 
and are pivotal in how we have come to appreciate the music of our generation.
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