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program notes
Symphony No. 32 1779
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart    |  1756 - 1791 

Any music history student who takes a 
class about the symphony will generally be 
taught that the symphony traces its origins to 
the opera overture. The student will likely be 
confused at that point: Aren’t opera overtures 
(like, say, Rossini’s The Barber of Seville, 
Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro, and Verdi’s 
La forza del destino, to pick a few favorites) 
single movement pieces, maybe with a slow 
introduction? How did something like that turn 
into the standard four (or more) movement 
symphony of Beethoven and Tchaikovsky?

The short answer is that it didn’t, at least not 
entirely; there were a variety of instrumental 
genres in the 18th century that acted as 
precursors to the symphony as we know it. 
But there remains a strong link between the 
opera overtures and symphonies of that era.

The most obvious place to see this is in the 
terminology. Composers felt no need to be 
especially consistent with their labels (providing 
clarity to future music historians was not a  
high priority), and what was called a symphony 
in one town might have been known as a 
concerto or overture 20 miles away. So  
what we might think of as a typical opera 
overture was often referred to as a symphony 
(or symphonie, or sinfonia), and something  
we would consider more symphony-like  
(like a multi-movement instrumental work) 
might be called an overture.

 

 
More importantly, the single-movement opera 
overture familiar to us wasn’t always the only, or 
even typical, overture structure. One particularly 
common form consisted of three connected 
sections, exhibiting both single-movement and 
multi-movement structures. (For an example, 
take a look at Vivaldi’s 1717 overture to  
The Coronation of Dario.) It was not such a 
large leap for these three sections to become 
the three separate movements typical of early 
concert symphonies, nor was it a large leap to 
add an extra dance-like movement to arrive  
at the four-movement form that would  
become standard.

This hybrid three-in-one overture form was still 
common enough in Mozart’s day that he used 
it for the overture to his opera The Abduction 
from the Seraglio in 1782, and his Symphony 
No. 32, from 1779, exhibits the same structure. 
While the exact motivations for Mozart’s 
composition of Symphony No. 32 are 
unknown, it’s opera-overture-like qualities 
were obvious enough that Mozart himself used 
it as a prelude in a performance of his 
contemporary Franceso Bianchi’s La villanella 
rapita. Mozart’s Symphony No. 32 is even 
more unified than many of these three-in-one 
overtures, as the first and third “movements” 
use similar music. As a result, the symphony 
sounds like a single-movement piece that’s 
been split in half, with a slow section dropped  
in the middle.
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Symphony No. 104 “London” 1795
Josef Haydn   |  1732 - 1809

Josef Haydn may not have invented the 
symphony ( in any of its myriad conceptions),  
but after writing 106 of them over the course  
of a half-century, he did more than anyone  
else to establish the genre, earning his oft-cited 
sobriquet “the father of the symphony.” Unlike  
his fellow classical-era Vienna transplants Mozart 
and Beethoven, Haydn was not born into a family 
of professional musicians, and he spent his early 
career in the city eking out a living somewhere 
near the poverty line. That may be why he 
embraced the patronage system that Beethoven 
in particular struggled with so much; his 30-year 
stint (starting in 1761) as court composer for the 
Esterhazy princes, in what was then Hungary, led 
to the production of a huge amount of innovative 
and epoch-defining music in all genres.

What was perhaps most remarkable about 
Haydn’s time working for the Esterhazys in tiny 
Eisenstadt was his ability to stay connected to 
the broader musical world. Despite his claim that 

“I was cut off from the world, so I had no choice 
but to become original,” Haydn made sure that 
his compositions were being heard in nearby 
Vienna and pursued publishing opportunities 
throughout Europe. When traveling nobility, 
including empress Maria Theresa, came to visit 
the Esterhazy court, they heard operas newly 
composed by Haydn for the occasion. And in the 
1780s, when his work circumstances allowed him 
greater freedom to pursue outside opportunities, 
the commissions rolled in faster than he could 
keep up with them.

 

When the Esterhazy prince died in 1790, 
effectively terminating Haydn’s day-to-day 
responsibilities at court, Johann Peter Salomon, 
the London-based concert promoter, wasted  
no time soliciting Haydn for a series of  
money-making concerts in the British capital. 
The result would not only be extremely lucrative 
but succeed in making Haydn arguably the 
most famous man in Europe. 

Symphony No. 104, Haydn’s last (two of 
his 106 symphonies didn’t receive numbers), 
premiered in 1795. The astonishing esteem 
in which Haydn’s 1795 output was held in 
England is evidenced by this quote from 
musician and writer Charles Burney: works 
such as Haydn’s “were never heard before, 
of any mortal’s production; of what Apollo 
and the Muses compose or perform we can 
only judge by such productions as these.” 
Newspapers called him “the Shakespeare of 
music.”

Symphony No. 104 employs the four-movement 
form typical of the period, and hits many of 
Haydn’s preferred emotional and stylistic beats: 
a first movement with a dramatic minor opening, 
yielding to a cheerful allegro; a graceful and 
flowing second movement; a minuet filled with 
rhythmic games and pregnant pauses; and a 
fleet-footed finale. 

The GFSA has performed Symphony No. 104 
once before, in 1968. 


