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Music is a moral law. It gives soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination, and charm and gaiety to life and to every thing.
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A woman’s education must therefore be planned in relation to man. To be pleasing in his sight, to win his respect and love, to train him in childhood, to tend him in manhood, to counsel and console, to make his life pleasant and happy, these are the duties of woman for all time, and this is what she should be taught while she is young.

—JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU, EMILE



Overture

Salzburg, February 21, 1777

Dearest Fräulein Mozart!

I am entrusting this letter to Victoria, on the eve of a mission that will keep me away from the city for some time, because I wish you, my charming young friend, to have in your hands something that, during this period, will remind you of me. It’s a bold wish, I’m aware, but stronger than modesty is my fear that what happened may dissipate in our ordinary daily actions and remain confined to a single night.

The thought of you has been with me from the moment I saw you vanish into the darkness. I didn’t want you to leave me, even if it was I who insisted; but it would not have been proper, I think, to stay longer, with the risk of being discovered by a passing watchman. I don’t know what excuses you gave your family for your late return, and I do not intend to ask; I am sure that you did not involve me in the matter, and that is sufficient. Little Victoria, for her part, was fast asleep, and when I asked her to take this to you she didn’t blink. I think, in fact, she was pleased.

Dear Fräulein Mozart, you must know how rare it is to meet a person who possesses such depth and clarity of thought, such a remarkable and keen sensibility. It was a pleasant surprise for me to discover these qualities in you, since in Salzburg (and I hope you are not upset by my frankness) you are known, rather, as a woman who is aloof, intimidating, and quick-tempered. You know that I don’t frequent the salons of the beau monde and do not willingly indulge in gossip; besides, it would be unseemly, given my position. But whenever I have chanced to hear you named at the Palace by a colleague or an aide, it has been to contrast you with your brother, Wolfgang: he so lively, with his ability to entertain large audiences, not only through his music but, in particular, thanks to a ready tongue and a fluent and sometimes salacious wit; not to mention his generous spirit, which is legendary. Of you, however, people say the exact opposite!

In no uncertain terms I will tell you that I consider it a shame. Why do you conceal from the world your charm and sweetness, sides of you that I have had the great privilege to see?

But I care little for the world or its gossip. Truly, what is important to me is to give you a token of my friendship: a friendship that I hope may be affectionate, if you will allow me to offer it. I would be extremely happy to have the pleasure of your company again, as soon as I return to Salzburg, and, until then, to continue to write to you and to read with trepidation the longed-for replies that you might wish to send. When Victoria comes to her piano lesson, she will be able to bring you my letters, and in return take yours to send to me, thus enabling you to avoid embarrassing and premature explanations to your family.

If, however, your feelings are not the same as mine, I will withdraw into the shadows without a word and not disturb you further; have no fear. You don’t even have to say no: confine yourself to not answering; and, I pray you, in that case destroy this.

With respectful admiration,
 Major Franz Armand d’Ippold
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Salzburg, February 28, 1777

Dearest Armand,

I have a suspicion that Victoria read your letter…and maybe you are reading this, too, naughty girl! Fold it up immediately and don’t you dare interfere, do you understand? Otherwise you’ll never have another lesson with me, and your precious hands will be reduced to horrid dry twigs!

And now, my dear Armand, see how that image of intransigence and scorn behind which I habitually hide, and behind which I have chosen not to hide from you, suddenly lifts. Why conceal oneself from the world and reveal oneself to few? Believe me, I don’t do it on purpose; but I know that, after all, in the little universe that I inhabit, my personal behavior matters in a very relative way. What is most important is to be an outstanding teacher of girls who aspire to play the piano; and if I have the reputation of being severe, no one doubts that I am an equally capable teacher…and this gratifies me, and satisfies me. And if at one time, in a child’s too-vivid fantasy, I had higher musical ambitions, today I am truly happy with what I have, and of art I ask nothing more, truly nothing.

But now enough of these excuses…the letter inscribed by your hand is here, beside me on the table, and the trembling light of the candle warms your already affectionate words, which have roused so much emotion in me. A drop of wax has fallen beside the words “little Victoria,” as if to point them out to me, as if to make me smile with greater tenderness toward the one who bears that name, toward the one who gave it to her, and toward that somewhat incongruous (forgive me…) adjective. Perhaps, dear Armand, Victoria will forever be “little” to you; and yet she is the same age as Wolfgang, or only five years younger than me, so she is over twenty by now. My father, imagine, stopped considering me a child when I was barely twelve…but now that I’m speaking of it, I wonder if it was a good thing or not.

The truth is that I am writing to you without restraint, in the middle of the night, which is my friend, tossing out the thoughts as they come: for you are the first person to allow me this, the first who hasn’t judged me. For that reason I am not afraid to open up to you…and for that reason, too, I long to see you and embrace you again. Yes, I wish for that moment, which I hope is not too distant, Major d’Ippold; I tell you that officially…and I respond to your declaration of friendship with an equally intense ardor; for indeed I, too, have been thinking of that night, from the moment we parted; and the thought of you is with me constantly, in every waking moment, and I am happy, yes, to begin this correspondence with you, as happy, perhaps, as I have ever been…

I will stop here, for now. With that fundamental mutual assurance, the rest can be tasted and enjoyed in every syllable, in every blink of an eye. Don’t you think, my dearest?

With grateful affection,
 Nannerl Mozart
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Vienna, March 10, 1777

My dear, dearest Nannerl!

Your letter made me happier than I can ever remember being. You, sweetest girl, have wakened in me sensations I felt certain were closed off to me forever. In recent days I have performed every duty with a light heart, and even the other officers have noticed my state of mind. Thank you, Nannerl; thank you sincerely for responding to my feelings! Now, though we are distant, I can feel you near me, and it seems to me that I can caress your lovely face, and recall with intense emotion every moment spent at your side. Yet I don’t think I know the right words to express what I feel; besides, I have never been good at expounding on certain subjects. The only thing I can tell you is that I, too, long for our next meeting and wish to do my utmost so that everything between us will be smooth, and a token of our growing affection.

I am writing to Victoria as well, separately, and among other things, I forbade her to read our correspondence. But you know my daughter well, and are aware that although she undoubtedly fears parental authority, she is nonetheless quite capable of happily violating the dictates it imposes on her. Therefore, when you reply to me, never forget that that young lady (because you are right, dear Nannerl, she is now of marriageable age!) could, as you say, “interfere” in our exchange of thoughts and emotions.

Thinking about Victoria and what she has told me about you as a teacher and a musician, and rereading your letter, I find something jarring, something that you experts would call a “dissonance.” (I may allow myself these observations, may I not?) You say, dear Nannerl, that you once had higher musical ambitions but abandoned them graciously and without regret: it is that absence of regret that I find not entirely convincing. I know that you composed music from early childhood (because Victoria told me) and that, until some time ago (and everyone knows this), you often performed, as part of a duo with your brother and also as a soloist. But, of a sudden, you abruptly stopped both those activities, to devote yourself solely to teaching, in that way squandering (forgive my audacity, but by now I’ve made sure that my frankness doesn’t wound you) your rare talent.

Was a choice of that kind truly made without regrets? And (what counts more) is it really an irreversible choice? Perhaps, if you were to go back on your decision, you would taste again joys that would gladden your heart. If I say all this to you, believe me, it is only because your happiness is as important to me as my own: rather, because mine is lovingly dependent on it.

With respect and esteem,
 Major Franz Armand d’Ippold

 
Salzburg, March 24, 1777

Armand,

My first impulse was to answer you harshly, but then I made an effort and waited an entire week for my irritation to diminish. So only now—and I am still trying not to lose control—do I say to you: you don’t want me to ask questions about poor Monika, right? Your beloved wife, who is unfortunately no longer among us, is a subject that I am not allowed even to touch on. In the same way, I would ask you not to make inferences of any sort regarding my decision to give up playing concerts and composing. Your words, Major, are salt in the wound. A wound that bleeds every day, because at every moment, even at this precise moment, exactly as when I was a child, the music presses inside me to come out; it’s like an assault wave that rushes up from my guts to my throat and my brain and makes it whirl; it’s an internal tempest that can’t find an outlet, so the only possible choice is to ignore it and devote myself to something else. Is it clear to you now, Armand? Teaching, and in particular teaching Victoria, who, as you well know, is my best student, is the only narrow path into which I can channel this confusion, and silence it, at least temporarily. And you, like my brother, come to me now to say that I am wasting my talent? And with what right?

Forgive me; I haven’t managed to moderate my tone. I don’t even know if I will let you see this letter. Maybe I would do better to tear it up and wait until later, and then pretend to myself to have forgotten your words.

Nannerl Mozart
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Vienna, April 5, 1777

My dear friend (I hope that you are still my friend),

You were very right to send me your letter, which I’ve finished reading just this instant; and you were even more right to reproach me for my unwarranted intrusion into matters that do not concern me and which I understand even less. I beg you sincerely to forgive me and I assure you that if you were here, or if I were where you are, I would ask your pardon on my knees and would not find peace until I had obtained it. The thought of having vexed you torments me, for it is the exact opposite of my deepest desires; it is the exact opposite (paradoxically) of what I wished to gain. But the truth is only this. You said you were happy that I, among the first in the world, did not judge you, and instead I have done so, like the greatest of fools, with regard to a decision for which you have taken every responsibility yourself; and I have also tried to make you go back on that decision, as if to transform you into someone who you, my dear perfect creature, are not.

While my pen runs on, my thoughts leap ahead, more rapidly, in a frantic search for something I can do to make up for it. What can I do? I beg you sincerely: tell me, Nannerl. And with my heart in my hand I implore you not to cut me out of your life. I swear to you that I will never again ask questions or make bold assumptions about your music—never. But I beg you, leave an opening for our friendship.

With sorrow and regret,
 Armand
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Salzburg, April 15, 1777

Armand, my dear,

The idea of cutting you out of my life never occurred to me. If it had, not only would I not have sent you my previous letter but I wouldn’t even have written it. In fact, what I wish for is precisely the opposite: I would like you to know as much as possible about me.

Because, as I pondered the little argument we’ve just had, and for which it is I who ought to ask forgiveness, I was surprised to find myself thinking that your intention of never again mentioning my music does not augur well for our future: that there is something wrong with that (my fault, of course, and no one else’s).

So I’ve decided to tell you everything. I will do it myself: I won’t leave you to ask me questions that at the moment you would certainly be afraid to ask. Naturally, my dearest confidant and loving friend, you remain free to interrupt the reading and respond to me, and write to me about other things, whenever you like…




[image: image]



The Kingdom of Back

I.

“Please, my love, let’s go home…call a carriage, quickly,” murmured the woman sitting wearily on a chair, pressing her stomach with her hands as if trying to hold it in. Her husband didn’t answer; he was waiting for the harpsichordist, whose playing was execrable, to finish her ridiculous performance. As she caressed the keys, she moved her shoulders gently and smiled, opening and closing her lips. Every nobleman could be sure that he could approach those lips, and enjoy them, and enjoy her entire body: he had only to ask.

“My dear, I’m serious…we had better leave.”

“Just a moment,” he said in annoyance, as feeble applause broke out. Then he turned and jumped up. “Where did she go?”

“There, look…but don’t let it last too long, please.”

With a leap, the man reached the child who was squatting in a corner, absorbed, as she repeatedly opened and closed a fan; he tore it from her hand, made her stand up, and adjusted her dress. “Be good, Nannerl…as you always are, my angel,” he begged her, with a tremor of anxiety in his voice, while her blue eyes gazed into his and she uttered some strange monosyllables. She was odd, that girl. Anyone who didn’t know her well might have thought she was slowwitted.

“Are you ready?”

She nodded, still muttering to herself.

“Then go. Now!”

The whisper was lost in the breeze of chatter that began to blow through the salon. The little girl trotted over to the stool in front of the harpsichord, and with some effort climbed up onto it.

“Excuse me…most noble ladies, honorable gentlemen, a moment of your attention, if you please!”

Suddenly the chattering stopped, and all eyes were directed toward the stranger. He was certainly not an aristocrat; who knew what recommendation had gained him entrance to that salon. He might even be a professional musician! Irritation crept in among the patricians of Salzburg. Another performance now, just as they were finally returning to gossiping, to flirting, to showing off? And what sort of music could be produced by that little blond dwarf, whose chubby hands could barely encompass a fifth?

“I have the honor to introduce to you this spectacular child prodigy…Maria Anna Walburga Ignatia Mozart! She is, truly, one of the best harpsichord players ever to touch an instrument, and, wonder of wonders, she is only five years old. I, Leopold Mozart, her father, was able to perceive her great talent thanks to my own activities as a musician, in service at the court of His Excellency the Prince Archbishop. It would be an outrage against God himself if that gift were to remain unknown and uncultivated.”

The aristocratic irritation became palpable. One could only hope that the concert would quickly begin and end even more quickly, and that that pompous clown would stop strutting! Herr Mozart realized it, and hastily returned to his wife.

Impetuously the child began to play, and it was as if a lightning bolt had ripped through the frescoed ceiling, setting ablaze the curtains and the tapestries. There was nothing human about little Nannerl when she was making music; she seemed to be possessed by a primitive divinity, just waiting to get to an instrument to burst forth and leave listeners stunned. Her small hands produced clear and rapid sounds, obeying a supreme harmonic instinct, and the result was at the same time assured and undisciplined. The contradiction between her more-than-adult mastery and her child’s body was disconcerting. Her notes were words of a language still unknown, a language both fascinating and disorienting. Where’s the trick? No, there is no trick. And yet there must be! The lords and ladies approached, examined, were struck dumb; and, meanwhile, the child played melodies that she drew at random from her mind, inspired by the shapes of objects, by the crackle of the fire in the hearth, by the crash of a glass falling to the floor from the clumsy hands of one of the ladies.

Then, abruptly, she stopped, without even finishing the passage. She jumped down from the stool, ran to her father, took the fan, and began to open and close it again, swaying from one foot to the other and whispering strange words.

The ovation exploded, shaking the walls and the windows. How different from the applause for the voluptuous dilettante! It was the crash of an ancient tree trunk, the shouts and cries as a building falls. The women crowded around Leopold Mozart, who took his daughter in his arms and showed her off like a trophy, shaking jeweled hands, offering her to rouged mouths. Nannerl, however, showed no interest in that adoration meant for her alone; the fan absorbed her attention completely.

No one could hear the hoarse appeals from the woman in the chair, whose expression had become concentrated on a sudden internal upheaval; she raised her voice, but they all continued to ignore her, until a shrill cry burst from her.

“Leopold! Oh shit! Leopold!”

Those who heard her did not seem upset by the shocking words; rather, they looked at her as a member of an alien species.

With a great effort she took a breath and spoke again, holding her stomach: “Leopold…we’re there…we’re there; do you understand or not?”

II.

Through the bedroom door came utterly unfamiliar sounds. They were cries and moans, and they were Mama’s; she was in pain, and to Nannerl it wasn’t clear whether her father and the fat lady from downstairs were helping her or were the torturers. Why had Papa forbidden her to enter? She had to intervene. The child stared at the mother-of-pearl door handle, too high above her head, and wished she were bigger. But a sudden sharp scream terrified her, and she jumped back. Then she heard, too, the excited voice of her father, and the fat lady’s hysterical tones. Nannerl took refuge under the harpsichord and stuck her fingers in her ears as deeply as she could, until she was practically digging out her eardrums: there, she no longer heard the cries. But gradually they reemerged from her memory in an amplified chorus, distorted and inhuman. Then she opened her mouth to cry and burning tears flowed from her eyes.

Her father came in, but she didn’t notice; she was crying too hard, and the sorrowful symphony in her head was deafening. Leopold drew her to him, put his arms around her, hugged her, while she struggled with her nightmare. For a long time the two remained sitting on the floor beside the harpsichord, holding each other, she out of terror, he out of love.

When Nannerl had calmed down, Leopold sat up on the stool and made her stand in front of him. He placed a finger on her nose: “Daughter, promise me that you won’t cry anymore. Ever, in your life. Remember: tears are useless.”

She nodded, drying her face with her sleeve.

“Now listen to me. Mama is fine, and you have a little brother.”

She stood motionless, bewildered.

“Yes—a fine little boy, completely pink and completely bald. His name is Wolfgang Theophilus. Would you like to see him?”

Of course! And she sped across the threshold. Her mother’s appearance alarmed her. She was in the bed, prostrate, and even though she was smiling, there was something abnormal about her. Everything in the room was abnormal; on the floor, at her feet, was a pile of blood-soaked rags, and, after wiping her hands, the fat lady threw another on top. Then, however, Nannerl saw the cradle; the sense of horror vanished miraculously, and she felt an intense desire to discover what sort of creature it held. She approached cautiously and slowly looked inside, enjoying every fraction of that memorable moment.

Wolfgang was pink, yes, and bald, yes, and he wasn’t aware. His head was elongated, like a bean, and his small, toothless mouth was wailing. His eyes seemed not to grasp space; his gestures were without meaning. But the instant she saw him, Nannerl knew that she loved him with her whole self, and that she would never love anyone else in the world the way she loved him.

         

Do you have sisters, dear Armand? I sincerely hope so, for your sake. Everyone should be lucky enough to have a special relationship like the one between my brother and me! My mind and his have always been in unison, and we have never needed language in order to understand each other. As a child I liked to think we were a single body that had been divided by mistake. When I was eleven, in fact, an Italian painter made portraits of us, and it was disturbing to look at the paintings side by side. We had the same features: the same high forehead with prominent temples (which he naturally called “horns”), the same wide space between blond eyebrows and large light eyes, the same nose with the slightly downturned tip, the same full lips, with their mocking expression, the same strong-willed, pointed chin. Yet in character we were very different: he capricious, impertinent, and tirelessly in search of attention; I reserved, insecure, and fearful of imposing. I could express myself freely only in his company and in solitude—a condition not uncongenial to me even then.

In our games we were the king and queen of an imaginary land, the Kingdom of Back—a reality distinct from the tangible present and yet able to transform it and shatter its boundaries. How I yearn, dear Armand, for that enchanted land that I can no longer enter—a place inhabited only by children, where all make music the whole day long, and all are good and kind, and the bad are not admitted even for a visit. In the Kingdom of Back every pleasure was possible; you had only to utter the magic formula.

III.

“Here forever happy are we…”

“And nothing bad will ever be!”

The rhyme echoed between the narrow balconies of the inner courtyard, shooting upward until it reached the pentagonal patch of sky and disappeared among the clouds.

For Wolfgang and Nannerl, every action had a sound, and every sound had a meaning. The noise of the traffic on the Getreidegasse, the nasal chatter of two women at a window, the splashing of slops emptied out of a chamber pot; the scuff of feet on grass, the rustling of Nannerl’s skirts and petticoats, the silent instant when she raised them to reveal long legs covered by scratches and bruises. And then the quick rhythm of running, he ahead and she behind, a tomboy, her hair loose and freely flying; and the crumbling mountain of garbage on whose summit rose the king’s throne. Wolfgang climbed up, triumphant, a crown of leaves on his head and a sword of reeds in his hand.

“Your Majesty, I haven’t done anything wrong!” Nannerl cried.

“When you speak to the king, you must kneel down!”

With a thud, she was on all fours. “Forgive me. I have no faults, my sovereign lord.”

“It’s not true! You don’t love your brother!”

“No, I adore him, Your Majesty! I adore him—and even more,” she said, seizing his feet and covering them with kisses.

“All right, I forgive you. You can be my queen again,” the tyrant said with a magnanimous scowl, and then he got down from the throne to tap one of her shoulders with the sword. But at that moment, like a castle of cards, the mountain of trash came crashing down and a long metal rod tumbled to the ground, the noise echoing painfully in their ears. Closing their eyes tight and sticking out their tongues, the two children groaned and, as the last vibration faded, emitted, in chorus, a sigh of relief. “What a horrible B-flat!”

Their mother leaned out the window of their apartment, on the third floor, and her sharp cry was the final blow: “Nannerl! Wolfgang! In the house, this instant!”

IV.

“You must be quiet when Papa is working!” yelled Anna Maria Mozart, who was washing the floor, as soon as she saw her children at the door. “And you, you’re older. You should be watching over your brother! Will you tie up that hair? You look like a witch!” She took a comb out of her own hair and started toward Nannerl, but the pail of dirty water was in the way and she bumped it with her clog so that the water sloshed out. “Holy shit!” she cried, raising her fists, as if to strike at random; she stood there like an enormous marble statue, the giantess Juno poised to transform the children into mice and the dirty water into a stormy sea, but instead she burst out laughing.

The children immediately followed, and how gaily! Wolfgang trotted around the puddle, and his laugh made the glasses on the shelf vibrate; Nannerl’s laugh was deep, and though she covered her mouth with her hand, it escaped anyway. “Hush, children, hush,” their mother begged. “Papa will be angry…Hush up, for heaven’s sake.” But she was giggling as she spoke, and could hardly be taken seriously. She pushed them along the hall with loving pats on the behind. “Go to the bedroom and be good. And please, be quiet.” Then she went back to the kitchen, and as soon as she saw the mess on the floor the desire to laugh vanished.

Exhausted, the children threw themselves on their backs on the bed, in which both had been conceived and born. They lay there without moving, staring at the ceiling that their imagination opened up to the sky, while the sound of string playing wound its way through the door with the mother-of-pearl handle.

It was Wolfgang who spoke first. “I’m going to be a coachman when I grow up. I’ll drive my carriage to the top of the mountains. I mean, to the top of the clouds.”

“I’m going to be a musician when I grow up.”

“What does that have to do with it! I’ll do that, too. But you won’t make it.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’ll be a mama. You’ll have a bunch of children and you’ll be lucky if you’re even a music teacher.”

“I don’t want children. Not one! You’re enough for me.” She reached out a hand to cuddle him but encountered instead a large pear-shaped object hidden in the covers. “What’s your new violin doing here?”

He shrugged, and hugged the instrument case as if it were a doll.

“Will you let me try it, Wolfgang?”

“No. It’s mine.”

“Let me at least pluck the strings. I just want to hear the sound.”

“You’re not even supposed to touch it!”

“Come on, Wolfgang, let me try it. You don’t know how to play yet.”

“I do so!”

She laughed in his face. “Who do you think you are? You haven’t had a single lesson!”

A flash of defiance lighted the child’s eyes, and in an instant he had climbed onto a stool and turned the door handle. She jumped up and tried to grab him, but he was already in the middle of the music room, standing behind the string players and brandishing his violin like the Archangel Gabriel with his flaming sword.

“Stop, stop! Don’t you see there’s a crescendo here?” Herr Mozart said to the second violin, a man with drink-reddened cheeks. “If the intensity diminishes at that point, the whole thing collapses! Concentration, please.”

“Papa, I’ll do it; I’ll do the crescendo!”

Leopold made a grimace of irritation. “Anna Maria, come and get Wolfgang.”

“My papa is right!” the child yelled. “That phrase has to be heard forte. You were playing like a pig. I can do it better!”

Faint smiles appeared among the players, and Leopold, brimming with parental indulgence, said, “Come, what do you know about these things? When you’ve learned to play, I’ll let you rehearse with us. Now go and play with your sister.”

“Why don’t you let him try?” said the red-faced musician, launching into what he clearly imagined to be a good joke. “We’re all eager to hear the interpretation of the illustrious Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart!”

There was a noisy burst of laughter.

“All right!” Leopold yielded. “Try the second-violin part, but softly, so that no one will hear the mess you’ll certainly make of it.” With a little shove he sent his son to his place.

Nannerl hid near the door and, under her incredulous gaze, as the musicians began, her little brother joined in, following the score attentively.

The second violinist watched him, smiling under his whiskers, but his expression changed radically as he realized that Wolfgang was playing…well. Yes, well! Imitating what he saw the adults doing, he moved the bow and placed one note after the other; perhaps he made some mistakes in the fingering, but the notes were right, and the sound was full—in a word, beautiful. Was it possible that he had never had a violin in his hands? That he was only six years old? The man laid down his instrument, amazed, and little Mozart continued to play the part without the slightest hesitation. The others, too, stopped playing, one at a time, staring in astonishment at this extraordinary child, who was now performing like a soloist, as if it came naturally. Leopold, an expert teacher, and the author of a method that was known throughout Europe, would have sworn to God that such a thing wasn’t possible; and now here was his own son, the embodiment of this miracle before his very eyes! What higher instinct had suggested the violinist’s technique to this prodigy? Maybe God himself!

Wolfgang ended the passage and bowed his head in a gesture of thanks, as if he were already an accomplished performer. Mad with joy, his father took him in his arms and held him up: “Gentlemen, my son is a miracle! My son is a divine miracle!”

“Herr Mozart, the whole world must know him!” the second violinist shouted. “Take him on tour! Have him play at the courts of kings!”

Nannerl opened the door and entered the room. Her brother had shown the way, and luckily he was there, and had had the courage; from now on it would be possible to break into the rehearsals of adults and play with them; and if you were good, you could even be applauded! She grabbed her brother’s violin and began playing a rapid, virtuosic passage.

No one looked at her, or seemed to be aware of her. The little group went off, Leopold in the lead, carrying the child in triumph, and Nannerl, in the deserted room, went on playing for herself.

V.

The young woman was on her knees talking and weeping at once, and behind the purple curtain the man of the church was hidden, but the grille did not drain her words of sorrow, or lighten their import. How much time does it take for a person’s life to be ruined? For the attractive salon harpsichordist, the time taken for an intimacy consummated in a doorway had been enough, demanded by a count as a condition for engagement: an intimacy whose result was pregnancy, and not even the shadow of a ring. Her stomach was still flat; only the man directly responsible was aware of her condition, and he had denied his involvement.

The Reverend Joseph Bullinger had the girl leave the confessional and, taking her by the hand, led her toward the pews.

“I don’t even know how I managed to get here,” she sobbed. “I haven’t eaten for days, and I don’t have the strength to get up in the morning. If it were up to me, I would stay in bed until the end of my days.”

“What did you tell your family?”

“A lot of lies.” Awareness of that further sin made her cry even harder. “If I tell them, they’ll throw me out of the house. And if the rumor spreads, there will be a scandal, and I can’t even think of the consequences. I don’t know what to do, Father. Help me.”

There was only one solution, and he was silent as he searched for the words most suitable for proposing it; in the meantime, he observed her wrinkled clothes and tear-stained veil with a sad smile. He had been hearing ugly gossip about this tormented young woman for some time, and at first he had paid no attention to it. In his role as preceptor, Joseph Bullinger had regular contacts with the families of the aristocracy; he had never liked those vacuous circles, and was always hoping to improve them through education and culture.

“My child,” he said, “don’t cry. You have no reason to despair, believe me. Often the Lord indicates to us the just path in an unexpected way. When one reaches what seems a dead end, there may be a doorway to happiness: the doorway through which the Almighty offers you the chance to begin a new life, upright and pure, in His name.”

The musician sniffed and looked at him, filled with hope.

“You will construct in your heart a system of new and just values, in the absence of which you have unfortunately committed this grave sin. You may repair the evil done through work and helping others, and learn to appreciate asceticism and contemplation.”

“I understand,” she said, but in fact she had understood nothing. “But what must I do, exactly?”

“Leave the city as soon as possible and, safe from the gossip, bring the pregnancy to term. I will take care of finding a good situation for the child when it is born; and for you, I already have in mind the convent where you will take your vows.”

The harsh cry of dismay rattled the windows: “You mean, I am to become a nun?”

Protests followed, expressed in every form and every tone of voice, and a vain search for alternatives. As the reverend insisted, trying his best to convince her, she withdrew into a dangerous silence, accompanied by a new flood of tears, and so, disheveled and weeping, as she had arrived, she hurried to the door of the church and almost bumped into Leopold Mozart.

“Watch how you—” he grumbled, wiping his shoes on his calves, then he made the sign of the cross, approached the reverend, and uttered: “Ave clare sacerdos! Magnum gaudium mihi affert in te incidere.”

Bullinger appeared to appreciate the learned phrases and answered in kind: “Eadem laetitia afficior, carissime frater. Asside mihi.”

The priest was a man of influence, and Herr Mozart sat down beside him and started in on the speech that he had carefully prepared. “Reverend, I have formulated a particular plan for my life and that of my family; before putting it into action, however, I wish to confer with you, because your guidance is, for me, the one and only shining light.”

Bullinger confined himself to a slight nod. The musician’s ingratiating ways sometimes annoyed him.

“I intend to take Wolfgang on a tour. Not a short trip, like the one that took us to the court of Vienna, although that gave me great satisfaction. This time I intend to visit Munich, Frankfurt, and Brussels; then, God willing, I will go on to Paris and, finally, even to London.”

It was an ambitious plan, and the Reverend Bullinger began to suspect that Leopold wanted something more than advice from him.

“You know how fond I am of our splendid city. And yet I feel that in this provincial environment my son’s talent cannot receive the necessary stimulus to make it flourish and bear fruit as it deserves. Ours will not be a journey of mere promotion but one also of intense and thorough study: I want Wolfgang to have lessons from the finest masters.”

“I take your point, Herr Mozart. But doesn’t he seem too young for this?”

Leopold had foreseen this objection. “It is nature, not I, who rushes onward. My son, at his tender age, is already a composer: with his childish hands, he draws perfectly formed notes on the page. I can’t let such a treasure be lost.”

“I realize that. But aren’t you worried about the risk of exposing him to diseases during the journey? You could undermine the health of your children irreparably.”

“I trust in the protection of Our Lord. What He decides, I will accept with a heart full of faith. Naturally I will take every precaution so that my son—”

“Do I misremember, or don’t you have a daughter as well?”

For this question, however, Leopold was not prepared. He looked at the priest, sincerely bewildered, and didn’t know what to say.

“From the start of our conversation you have been speaking of your son,” Bullinger continued. “And yet at the time I introduced you into the circles of the aristocracy, the girl was your pride and joy. Do you intend to leave her in Salzburg?”

“Of course not! Nannerl will perform duets with her brother! On the other hand, it’s obvious that it wouldn’t make any sense for a girl to learn composition.”

“That is for you to decide—I cannot judge. I say only that all the creatures of the world are equal in the eyes of God, hence it is fitting that they should be also in the eyes of men.”

“Yes, of course…Naturally, most reverend sir.”

“Very well. Now explain to me how you propose to finance the journey.”

Leopold gradually regained his confidence. “For one thing, I trust in gifts from the princes and so forth, and then, whenever possible, I will arrange for Wolfgang to give paid concerts, and, naturally, Nannerl, too! Also the girl, Reverend. In addition, my landlord has promised me a loan.”

“I deduce, then, that that is not the reason you have come asking for my assistance. Shall we at last speak plainly, dear brother?”

“Yes, well…,” Leopold stammered, trying to hide his nervousness behind tight lips, “as you can certainly imagine, I will have to ask the archbishop for a long leave of absence, and, further, I would expect, once I have returned from the tour, to take up my post again, for without it, my family’s subsistence would be in serious danger. Your intercession would be a great help.”

“We have come to the point! I appreciate your frankness, Herr Mozart. On the other hand,” he added, not entirely convinced, “you must realize that your request is rather exorbitant. What arguments do you imagine I should use with His Excellency?”

Leopold’s face lighted up. This was the best part of his speech, the part that he had studded with solid rhetorical effects.

“One alone, beloved Father: that it was our Lord who gave a spark of musical genius to an ordinary child of Salzburg. Certainly it is not through any merit of mine, or of his mother, if this boy performs miracles with notes that have never been heard before. And if our Lord willed this, He did so in order that one day that child might sing His praises and celebrate His glory through music. We must all dedicate ourselves, each within the limits of his own role and using the humble means available to man, so that it may happen as soon as possible.”

“That’s enough! My stomach is beginning to complain about lunch.” The priest rose stiffly. “All right, I will speak to the archbishop. Cura ut valeas.” And he went off.

         

And meanwhile I went on writing music, passionately. I always wrote at night. I waited until I heard the regular breathing of my brother, the quiet hum of my father exhaling, my mother’s loud snoring. Then I got out of my bed, went barefoot along the hall, turned the mother-of-pearl handle, and let myself into the room with the instruments.

I have always liked the night. And now, when I’m writing to you, dearest Armand, it’s the middle of the night, and between you and me there is only a lamp, a sheet of paper, and a pen. You and I are alone, and intimately, profoundly, close. You understand me, and you, too, have the same feelings, is that not true? And my family, from whom a mere wall separates me, are a million miles away.

They have never violated, and I don’t think they have ever discovered, these lovely isolated moments of mine, when time expands, when no one has the power to tell me what I must or must not do. We live in a larger house now, and each of us has our own room, so I don’t need to make complicated maneuvers to be alone, and there is no risk of being found out; but at that time, entering the music room meant the jealous, fearful crossing of the threshold between the world and myself.

In the silence I opened the window, listened to the rustling waters of the Salzach, breathed in the cool air, stared into the darkness. Finally I lighted a candle and sat at the harpsichord, with the slow solemnity of one who is performing a rite. I couldn’t play (I would have waked the entire building!), but to compose I had only to touch the keys, without pressing my fingers down; to listen to my internal ear. My knowledge of counterpoint was confined to what I managed to overhear of the lessons that my father gave Wolfgang, but I took this not as a limitation but as a stimulus. Arias, canons, lieder. Vocal music was what I loved, perhaps because I had some talent as a singer. My voice has been melodious since I was a child, and deep, even in speaking; I haven’t trained it with any consistency, but if I had, I would be a mezzo-soprano or a contralto—the idea of being on the stage has never appealed to me. I’ve preferred the role of the one who, in the shadows, invents; and then, in the shadows, listens to the results.

I filled the pages with notes, I inscribed the titles in my best, most elegant handwriting, I blew on the ink, blotted it, and, finally, folded every page and put it in my secret pouch. I had sewn a kind of pouch that was fastened with long laces, and I tied it around my waist, hidden among my petticoats; thus my music never left me. During the day it sat at the table, worked, and played with me; at night, when I went to bed, it slept with me, warmed by the covers and by my skin. It was invisible to the world, but to me always present, like a limb, an organ, a lock of hair. I imagined giving it to my father, at the right moment, and then, I was sure, he would realize what I was capable of, and would encourage and support me. After all, the sister of the Prince Elector of Bavaria liked to write operas in the Italian style; I, who was Queen of the Kingdom of Back—couldn’t I be like her?

VI.

“Put down the violin, Mama’s little angel.”

“No!”

“How can I sew the jacket if you’ve got both arms busy?”

“Papa said I can play the violin as much as I want. And now I want to play!”

Anna Maria resigned herself to working on the trousers. For her children’s traveling clothes she had chosen fabrics that were durable but difficult to get the needle through; and if Wolfgang didn’t stop playing with that damned instrument, sooner or later she would box his ears.

Nannerl was alone in the kitchen peeling potatoes. She was wearing a big apron, and amused herself by peeling in spirals, creating a single long strip for each potato; she also amused herself by listening to her brother’s musical games, and singing along with him in an undertone. The larger the heap of peeled potatoes grew, the louder she sang, until Wolfgang heard her and answered with the violin.

“You little witch. Don’t you start, too!” yelled her mother, but, far out of sight, Nannerl ignored the command, and sister and brother began tossing the music back and forth like a ball. Far, too, from the tedious lessons of their father! Who said that music has to be played in particular moments, in particular places, and in a particular way? Their notes ran, improvised and anarchic, wild and noisy, from one door to the other; they pursued, caught up, became entangled, and let go; they flew out the window, paused on the king’s throne, blew over the hats of passersby, mixed with the rumble of a rushing carriage. Suddenly Nannerl left the kitchen and headed toward her brother; sight intensified their communication, and while their mother, pricking her finger, cursed, brother and sister sang and shouted more and more joyfully. Nannerl was still holding a potato, whose peel hung down to the floor; Wolfgang was bowing away like a gypsy. Then they exchanged objects and she found herself with the violin in hand and he the potato; and, meanwhile, the orgy of sound reached new heights. Their mother was yelling that in those conditions it was impossible for her to sew and she couldn’t understand them in the least, but they paid no attention and went on with their wild music, until Anna Maria broke off a thread too energetically and Wolfgang’s shorts split, leaving him with his bottom out.

At that moment, Leopold Mozart appeared in the doorway and the following sight presented itself to his horrified eyes: a wife desperate before a ripped garment, a daughter in an apron holding a violin, a son with his buttocks bared and a potato in his hand.

The sound of the door slamming interrupted the stream of sound like the blow of an ax and for a very long minute they all held their breath. Leopold stared at the three of them, flustered, as his eyes seemed to turn from blue to pitch black; then, with measured steps, he approached his daughter.

“Nannerl, this is the last time you touch a violin,” he said. “Give it to me.” And he held out his hand, palm up.

Her hands did not obey. They had turned rigid, becoming one with the sound box.

“The violin is not an instrument for girls. You are not to play it ever again. Do you understand me, Nannerl?”

The little girl’s heart disappeared. In its place was a void, stillness, silence. Leopold seized the instrument and disappeared into the music room.

VII.

The great day has dawned! At the door of 9 Getreidegasse, impatient hooves pawed the ground, strong hooves that would consume the miles, and Joseph Bullinger pulled his coat tightly around him and looked up in annoyance at the third-floor window: How long could it take?

Hard to say. Anna Maria was pursuing Wolfgang, trying to dress him, and Nannerl was following Anna Maria and trying to dress herself. Open trunks and boxes of music were underfoot, and a servant was hurriedly packing a portable harpsichord. Leopold grabbed his son by the collar, handed him to his mother, and descended the stairs with the harpsichord on his back, shouting at her to hurry. She called down that more than this she could not manage. She asked her son to stand on an enormous trunk overflowing with clothes, to help her close it, but it was still slightly open, so Wolfgang jumped on it. That did the trick, though his mother almost lost an index finger. Panting, Leopold reappeared and pushed the trunk to the door. The din woke even the neighbor, who slept like a rock, and raising his hands to Heaven, he cried, “Praise the Lord, that family of lunatics is leaving!”

Nannerl packed music in a small trunk and carried it down the stairs, then went back up and got another, and then yet another; Wolfgang, wanting to do no less, seized a large box, but his father tore it from him, crying, “Be careful, my angel, please!” Anna Maria made sure that the shutters were closed in every room, rearranged the cloths that covered the furniture, then shifted them, then put them back as they had been; she gave the apartment a last melancholy glance—who could say when she would see her things again—closed the door, and went down the stairs.

The boy darted in and out of the carriage, lay on the seats, opened and closed the windows; the girl and the father settled the bags on the back; the servant tied the instruments to the roof; and the reverend couldn’t wait to return to his meditations. As soon as Anna Maria appeared, he traced in the air a large sign of the cross, reciting, “Benedico vos in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti.” And finally the family climbed in and latched the doors, the servant bowed, and the coachman whipped the horses, who took off with a whinny of euphoria: Farewell, Salzburg! Great Europe, we are eager for you!

VIII.

It was a vis-à-vis carriage, of the type with two (very uncomfortable) facing seats; on one side sat father and son, on the other, mother and daughter. Now that the pilgrimage had begun, a sudden weariness replaced excitement, and Wolfgang rested his head on Leopold’s legs while Nannerl sank into her mother’s large, soft breast.

“Papa, is it true that I’ll be able to try the piano?” the little boy asked, his voice already thick with sleep.

“What do you know about the piano?”

“Nannerl says it’s much nicer than the harpsichord.”

The girl pricked up her ears but said nothing, and Leopold spoke as if she didn’t exist, caressing Wolfgang’s head. “Your sister can say what she likes, but you don’t have to listen to her. Guess who your papa will introduce you to instead: Johann Christian Bach. You know who he is, don’t you?”

The answer came from the land of dreams. “The son of Johann Sebastian Bach.”

“Excellent, my boy. He lives in London, which is far away, but perhaps we’ll get there; and then he’ll give you lessons in composition. He’s an important man, and he can do a lot for your career.”

Anna Maria hugged her daughter to her, and Nannerl abandoned herself to the warm, scented sweetness of that touch: she, too, would meet Christian Bach; she would show him her music, too.

The carriage had reached the outskirts of the city and was crossing a bridge over the river. There was no way its passengers could have glimpsed a small female figure half hidden under the parapet; perhaps Leopold might have recognized her, but just at that moment he drew the curtain. As soon as the coach had grown distant, the girl cautiously rose and, with an expression of suffering, touched her stomach, whose dimensions were now unmistakable. She settled on her head the tall wig, which she had put on with a macabre sense of ritual; she had even powdered her face and put on an old, low-cut lace-trimmed evening dress. Then she lifted her skirts and struggled up onto the balustrade.

From that moment she had no hesitation: she took a deep breath, filling her lungs, and jumped, turning so that she went headfirst. The flight was rapid, the thud muted, but the impact killed her instantly. Thus, in the muddy waters of the Salzach, ended the life of a voluptuous salon harpsichordist.

IX.

Nannerl saw only the Prince Elector’s shoes, or rather the left shoe, for a greyhound had laid its nose on the right. It was some distance from backstage to the place of honor, but that shoe was as shiny as a dewy leaf, and the gold pin that clasped it seemed to emit light.

Maximilian III awaited the court concert with a welcoming smile on his perfect face, sitting deep in his armchair and occasionally leaning forward to pet the dog. A woman who resembled him, if a little older, sat beside him, with strawlike hair above protruding eyes of an indistinct brown: it was Princess Maria Antonia, his sister. She was magnificently dressed, and yet she appeared untidy.

On the stage, the chamberlain was ending his introductory remarks, while behind the curtain, Leopold was nearly having a heart attack. “I implore you, children…I implore you…Be calm, eh? You’ve got to perform well—and make a good impression for me.” Meanwhile he smoothed his shirt cuffs and pinched the puffed sleeves. Anna Maria began to pull Nannerl’s corset even tighter and the girl gently protested: “Mama, don’t tighten it anymore. I won’t be able to play—I can’t even move.”

“You’ll manage if you stop being naughty!”

She turned, astonished, but at that moment the chamberlain came down from the podium, Anna Maria slipped into the audience, and Leopold mounted the stage.

“Good evening…Your Grace…magnificent Excellency…Prince! Good evening, illustrious ladies and gentlemen. I am happy and honored to have brought to this splendid court, into your enchanting presence, these spectacular prodigies—the Little Mozarts!”

The two advanced solemnly, clinging to each other like Siamese twins, with that soldier’s march that their father had made them practice for entire afternoons. Herr Mozart wasn’t aware of it, but the result was rather comical, and a few of the ladies in the audience hid giggles behind their fans.

“You will see what an incomparable talent is contained in the small body of this boy of only six, the future musical leader of the courts of all Europe: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart! This girl is the most astounding harpsichord player you have ever heard, and she is only eleven years old: Maria Anna Walburga Ignatia Mozart!”

Maria Antonia whispered to the Elector: “Eleven? That girl is at least fifteen!” He tightened his lips in acknowledgment and nodded. In reality he hadn’t heard a word: like many men contending with wives, mothers, or sisters, he switched off his hearing automatically when she spoke to him.

“And I, naturally, am the father, Leopold Mozart, vice kapellmeister at the Court of Salzburg, on leave at the moment, in order to promote my children’s art throughout the world. We come now to the program: Nannerl will begin the evening by performing the First Sonata of Johann Gottfried Eckard, then Wolfgang will interpret a partita for solo violin by Johann Sebastian Bach. At the end of the concert I will be honored to accept any small token of your appreciation.” He bowed, whispered to his daughter, “Now!” and hurried to sit beside his wife.

Wolfgang settled himself on a stool at one side of the stage, and Nannerl sat at the harpsichord. Apart from the Elector, who observed the two children with curiosity, the audience appeared indifferent; some repressed a yawn, others clapped their hands in a semblance of welcome.

Leopold felt as if he were sitting on a hot grill. He whispered to his wife, “Nannerl is growing like a reed. She’s beginning to look too big. Soon you’ll have to bind her chest.”

“Goodness, there’s time enough for that!”

“Let’s hope.”

Praying that everything would go well, Nannerl began the sonata, which was extremely difficult. Few musicians dared to perform Eckard’s works, not wanting to risk embarrassment; but Nannerl’s hands, with their strong, shapely fingers, independent of one another, seemed to forge the keyboard to their pleasure, rather than adapting to it. Her only problem was the corset, which was crushing her chest so that she could hardly breathe. It forced her to keep her back straight as a broomstick, which wasn’t so serious, since even if she couldn’t lean over, she could move to the sides; besides, the flapping of her wide sleeves was not an encumbrance and her arms could bend as they needed to. But that pressure on her chest made her short of breath and therefore nervous, and although the room was not well heated and her dress had a low neckline, she began to feel her throat, shoulders, and forehead burning.

Wolfgang immediately realized her discomfort. While continuing to play, she gave him a desperate glance, but how could he help her? He could hardly go over and loosen her stays. The sonata arrived at an extremely complex point in which the right hand executed a theme in the middle of the keyboard and the left jumped rapidly from one end to the other; Nannerl was gasping for breath, the heat was insupportable, and now, too, the volants of her sleeves had become a hindrance, a lock of hair was falling over one eye, and her entire body was sticky with sweat. She would have preferred a thousand times to be naked—yes, naked in front of the prince and princess and all the aristocracy of Bavaria. She couldn’t care less, if only she were allowed to play freely! The right hand repeated the theme over and over, and the left went up and down, and, in a burst of anger, right in the middle of the passage, Nannerl raised her hands from the keyboard and there was silence.

A nervous sense that something was wrong spread through the room. Maximilian looked at Nannerl with a bewildered frown, while Maria Antonia whispered in his ear something that he (obviously) didn’t hear; Leopold was glued to his chair, torn between fear that the concert would end in fiasco and his fundamental lack of interest in his daughter; Anna Maria was too busy scratching a spot off her skirt to realize what was happening; Wolfgang jumped down from his chair, not knowing whether to approach his sister or grab the violin and start playing, to distract people’s attention.

But Nannerl surprised her audience by suddenly starting again, with torment on her face and her eyes narrowed in frustration. Skipping the repeats and variations, she reached the final notes of the piece, which ended in less than a minute, and then she ran into the wings without even taking a bow. Wolfgang followed her.

The applause burst automatically: after all, the show was over, or at least so it seemed—otherwise, why had that girl disappeared backstage? And quickly the clapping faded and the room filled with idle chatter. Some gentlemen stood up, in part to stretch their legs, in part to get a pastry from the buffet table that was set up at the back of the room; meanwhile, the stage remained empty.

Leopold began to boil: What was Wolfgang waiting for? The theater has precise rules; you can’t cut off the emotional flow, or you risk facing an audience that will be hard to win back. And, as if to confirm his fears, the chatter increased and, with it, a lack of interest in the music. In a fit of anxiety, he jumped to his feet with the confused idea of improvising a speech; maybe, once on the stage, he would be able to find out what the devil his children were up to and take measures. There, that’s what he would do! Excellent idea! He leaped onto the platform and began:

“Your Grace, magnificent Prince, esteemed public! I would be honored to call your delightful and distinguished attention to a subject that is surely of interest to you all: the technical preparation, achieved through methodical and careful study, of the two youngsters present here before you, or, that is to say, in the vicinity…”

The lecture was interrupted by a sound from backstage. It was the voice of the violin, which wound its way between the folds of the curtain, descended to the parquet, and then rose up to the vaults of the ceiling, filling the space with its fine, lustrous velvet.

“Exactly! Preparation without which the present performance would not be possible. Enjoy the rest!” And in a fraction of a second Leopold had returned to his seat.

The violin charmed the listeners like a snake in a basket. With suspended breath, they stared at the stage in expectation of the magician: and from the wings little Wolfgang emerged, giving sensual impulses to his bow and happily enjoying his enchanter’s power as he walked about the stage playing, and behind him came Nannerl, her waist noticeably expanded, so that she was finally free to breathe. She held a flute, and at the right moment joined in, and the timbres of the two instruments, so light but so potent, mingled and echoed amid the vividly painted walls, moving in time; they excited their listeners, strangled them, blew life into their cheeks.

Leopold was fuming. Since when did his children and most promising students permit themselves to perform something that was not predetermined by him in every detail? But now the show had begun, and one never interrupts the show, so Herr Mozart had to submit to the artistic revolt of his children, trying to assume the air of one who knows everything because he has foreseen everything, including the unforeseeable.

On the stage, Wolfgang and Nannerl were improvising as they loved to do for themselves, without much structure and with the absurdity of genius. Playfully they shared forms and leaps of tone that no other could intuit, that passed from his mind to hers and then returned, as Nature willed. She abandoned the flute and sat at the harpsichord, then he abandoned the violin and she accompanied him as he sang, and then he sat at the harpsichord and she sang, accompanied by him. Lacking only the courage to rebel against her father’s ban, she didn’t touch the violin; but the ecstatic applause they received at the end repaid her even for that renunciation. And her joy was even greater when her brother, after bowing to the ovation, flung his arms around her neck, crushing her in an enthusiastic embrace, and planted a loving kiss on her lips.

X.

“It’s true, Herr Mozart. What you said really is true. Nothing like it has ever been seen, nothing even remotely comparable. I must offer you the liveliest compliments on your children.”

Maria Antonia stared at Leopold with her flat yet piercing gaze and at the same time glanced at Wolfgang, who, perched on the arm of a chair, was noisily eating a chocolate. The impudence of that child annoyed her, while she inwardly approved of Nannerl, who nibbled a tart without letting even a crumb drop; Anna Maria, on the other hand, who, red in the face, did not dare even to touch the royal porcelain for fear of breaking it, was not worthy of her attention.

“I thank you from the bottom of my heart,” Leopold answered, putting down the plate with the piece of cake that he had barely tasted, “but I would like to explain, if you will allow me, that talent is not their only gift. Wolfgang and Nannerl are children of exceptional character, accustomed to work and discipline. Without strict guidance, talent is in danger of being squandered; you, who are an illustrious musician, know this better than I.”

“If I am illustrious it is due more to my position than to my music,” she said with false modesty, and bestowed on him a little smile.

“I think it’s time to play now!” the Elector exclaimed. He was not taking any refreshment but wandered around the salon with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Of course, Maximilian,” said the princess. “Just wait, if you don’t mind, until we finish paying homage to the work of the pastry chefs. You don’t want anything to eat?”

He shook his head, left the group, and began to rub rosin over the bow of his cello. She, meanwhile, spoke kindly to Nannerl: “You are an extraordinary performer, my girl. Yes, extraordinary: Eckard himself could not play his own sonatas with such precision.”

“You are very gracious.”

“But how old are you, really?”

Nannerl glanced uncertainly at her father, who immediately intervened: “Eleven! I said so at the start of the concert.”

“And I heard you, Herr Mozart, don’t worry. I’m just curious to know when she will be twelve.”

“Well, actually, that is, to tell the truth, next month.”

“Ah, I knew it! And the boy, how old is he—eighteen and still small, thanks to a divine joke?”

“Of course not! Wolfgang is, that is, not six, but—seven last January, actually.”

Leopold had not many times in his life come close to stuttering. But this was one of them. Anna Maria, still unnoticed, stared in wishful frustration at the pastries, unaware of the bad impression her husband was making.

“As I see it, Herr Mozart,” Maria Antonia insisted with royal sadism, “you choose to lower the ages of your children to make them appear even more phenomenal! I would give you some advice, if you will allow me: forget it. The lie is believable in the case of the boy, but not of the girl, who seems even older than she is.”

“Shall we play now?” the Elector interrupted, holding up the perfectly tuned cello.

“Really, Maximilian; right now, when the conversation is starting to get interesting?”

“Why, what are you talking about?” he asked, approaching.

“About this adorable girl. An exceptional player of many instruments, don’t you think? If only she were able to compose, as we do, her talent would truly be complete. But, as it is…”

“Who says Nannerl doesn’t know how to compose? She’s way better than you!” cried Wolfgang, spitting out bits of chocolate every which way.

Leopold would happily have dug a hole in the floor that would swallow up his whole family, him first. “Son, be quiet, for heaven’s sake. Excuse him, Your Highness, the child doesn’t know what he’s saying. I entreat you, change the subject.”

“No, indeed, Herr Mozart, this particular subject seems to me of great interest!” Maria Antonia said, in annoyance. “So, young lady, what have you composed?”

Nannerl felt all eyes upon her, like rays of burning light. “My brother exaggerates. I’ve written some arias, a duet…but they’re small things, not at all comparable to Your Grace’s operas in the Italian style.”

“What do you mean, you liar? ‘Ah, Heaven, what have I done?’ Is that a small thing?” said Wolfgang.

“Wolfgang, stop it,” she murmured anxiously.

“Is that the title of an aria? Is there a cello part?” Maximilian broke in with interest, but this time, by contrast, it was his sister who didn’t listen to him.

“You know what? She always carries all her music with her!” Wolfgang shouted in Maria Antonia’s face. “She has a pouch hidden under her skirt. Come on, I’ll show you!” And he jumped on his sister, immobilizing her, lifted her skirt, found the secret pouch among her petticoats, and removed the packet of manuscripts, which he threw on the princess’s lap with a cry of triumph: “Look at that if you don’t believe me!”

Leopold Mozart had gone from stammering to near-paralysis. His lower lip was contracting in uncontrollable spasms, and although he tried to make his vocal cords vibrate in some expression of regret, his throat appeared lifeless. Anna Maria had finally stopped gazing at the pastries and her eyes were fixed on Nannerl’s legs, still indecently uncovered; Nannerl herself hadn’t even realized it, too intent on observing her precious scores in Maria Antonia’s wrinkled hands. Maximilian, too, was examining them, in a desperate search for something he could play at that moment, which finally he found: “‘Ah, Heaven, what have I done?’ Aria for soprano and strings. Is this what you were talking about, little boy?”

“Yes! Why don’t we try it now?” Wolfgang burst out.

“Can you play the viola?” the Elector asked him. What a stupid question! He realized it immediately and continued rapidly: “Of course. Maria Antonia can sing, I play the cello, naturally, and the two violins—”

He broke off and turned toward Leopold and Nannerl. Her heart was beating so hard that her ribs could be seen rising and falling even through her dress.

“There doesn’t seem to be any other solution! To you I leave the choice of who plays first violin and who second; but I would suggest, Herr Mozart, that out of gallantry and paternal love, you give first place to your daughter.”

Nannerl looked at her father with feigned submissiveness, and her voice came out hoarsely, in a clever portrayal of distress: “In truth, my Prince, the violin is not an instrument for girls.”

“Of course,” Maximilian answered politely. “It’s not right for a young lady to play the violin in public. But here we are practically family, aren’t we, dear Leopold?”

Herr Mozart nodded with his eyelids, the only part of his body he could still control. Maximilian threw a precious Italian instrument toward him and only the fear that it would crash to the floor overcame his paralysis. Nannerl, her eyes shining with joy, took another polished violin from the Elector’s hands and hugged it to her as one hugs a rediscovered friend. Maria Antonia began gargling to warm up her voice; she had the look of one of who, from the heights of magnanimity, is doing the masses a favor, but in fact she wasn’t too secure about her sight-reading. Maximilian took his place, Nannerl distributed the parts, and while Anna Maria, finally ignored by everyone, could stuff her mouth with gelatins, the rehearsal began, and the composition of Maria Anna Walburga Ignatia Mozart echoed clear and proud through the rooms of the Castle of Nymphenburg in Munich!

         

My father, Leopold Mozart—what can I tell you about my father? I imagine you know him at least slightly, since you must have met him at court, and certainly you must have an excellent impression; he is indisputably a man of great intelligence, vast culture, and courtly manners; and I guarantee you, dear Armand, that he is capable of love, and that he loves his family intensely, but in different ways.

He married my mother out of love. More than anything he was fascinated by her natural vitality, which was something completely unknown to him; far from despising her unruly behavior, he observed it with patience and interest, even though at times he suffered from the effects of it. Then Wolfgang arrived, and he added to that vitality a sublime capacity for abstraction and a fierce imagination; and the boundaries of my father’s world contracted, inevitably, to the relationship between him and his male child.

There is only one thing for which I cannot forgive Leopold Mozart: he so exhausted my brother that Wolfgang became ill—it’s a miracle that he’s so healthy and robust today. I was bigger and stronger, and was better able to withstand the discomforts of those journeys, the irregular meals, the endless series of performances; but as a small boy he had to endure typhoid, rheumatic fever, skin inflammations, and a number of minor ailments, from vomiting to recurrent headaches, not to mention smallpox, which, thank Heaven, we both survived. But nothing would sway Herr Mozart from his purpose, and the end of every illness was the beginning of a new activity, the preparation for a new and exhilarating success.

Because the European tour was a triumph! The concerts produced a lot of money; nobles and commoners both went wild over my brother’s and my virtuosity, Wolfgang’s fame was established, his musical culture became richer every day. I, too, nourished my soul on sights and experiences that in small, dull Salzburg I would never have known. But it wasn’t enough for my father, and we had to raise our sights and aim at London. And perhaps he already had in mind the future, even more ambitious move: to Italy. He would put up with the people of the south, whom he despised, in order to bring Wolfgang to the land of opera and make him into a star of the stage…

And for the journey to Italy, above all, I should be grateful to Leopold Mozart; for it was precisely that journey that led, indirectly, dearest, to our meeting. Consider then, Armand, that you should think kindly of my father in a particular way.

XI.

At the center of the fresco shone a divine, half-naked coachman with a gilded cloak over his shoulders that stayed in place despite the speeding chariot. How many horses were there? Maybe two, one the shadow of the other, but at that distance and with your head back it wasn’t easy to distinguish them. The chariot gleamed, but everything around it was gray. Among some humbler figures at the base of the painting were two women who seemed to be frowning, as if despite their altitude they were not superior to human sufferings but, rather, eager to descend and mingle. Nannerl smiled to herself as she imagined those maidens, in their flowing classical robes, circulating among the noblewomen, with their elaborate, low-cut gowns, who crowded the salon. She looked down and suddenly everything seemed to have spots; this increased her sensation of being in an unreal place.

Versailles was more than a palace, more than a castle—it was a city made for princes. Everything was excessive, from the enormous park filled with bronze and marble statues and gigantic pools to the vast buildings, their wide windows hung with lush draperies. The walls of the innumerable salons were covered with plaster reliefs and rose- and orange-colored stone; tall narrow-necked vases and busts of illustrious whiskered men stood on pedestals, and beside doorways were gigantic mirrors in ornate gilded frames. There was gold everywhere: gold statues, gold cornices, even the doors were of gold. And then the tapestries on the walls and the carpets on the floors, immense carpets covering surfaces as large as the main square of a normal city! On the hearths burned fires that could have swallowed up a herd of cows, and yet it was terribly cold: How could those ladies with their bold necklines survive the winters?

Herr Mozart, however, appeared confident that to be in such luxury made even him royal. Holding his son tightly by the hand, he proceeded with an air of satisfaction: “It was high time for a change of scene, after that rabble in the Paris streets. Don’t you agree, my dear?”

Frau Mozart’s mouth had been wide open, in amazement and fascination, for at least twenty minutes; her throat was dry, and she couldn’t answer.

“Superflua divitum, necessaria sunt pauperum! Can you translate this axiom, Wolfgang?”

“The excesses of the rich are necessary for the poor,” the boy answered, trying to free his hand from that of his father, who would not let go.

“Excellent, my angel. Unfortunately, this concept has at times been wrongly interpreted, to the point of leading certain depraved characters to appropriate for themselves the goods of others. Imagine, the Shah of Persia, a splendid country even farther away than England, was overthrown by a crazed mob, and his palace razed!”

Wolfgang managed to wriggle free and join his sister, who was trying to warm herself at the fire in one of the hearths, so close to the flame that she was in danger of burning her clothes; he grabbed her hand, which was softer than his father’s and now warmer as well, and with her entered the room where they were to perform.

The harpsichord was practically invisible in that visual orgy, even though it was skillfully painted, gilded, and lacquered. It wasn’t in a prominent position but, rather, half hidden among sofas, tables loaded with delicacies, powdered ladies and their courtiers—who seemed to have assembled there for anything but to listen to music. They chattered on and on, incomprehensibly, in their language that had so many vowels, concealing the smiles of their painted lips behind fans of feathers and fur, and nothing could make them stop talking: neither the ahems of Leopold Mozart, nor the redoubled intensity of the four-hand piece that he ordered his children to play, nor the one they played with a cloth laid over the keyboard. And then, suddenly, a noblewoman entered through the archway and an apprehensive silence fell.

She was escorted by two imposing gentlemen beside whom she would have disappeared except for the obvious force of her personality; she must have been forty, and she bore the traces of a former beauty. The oval of her face, crowned by a jeweled diadem, was broken by luminous gray eyes, but too much rouge made her look like an old doll. A page rapidly approached Leopold and whispered to him to make the children stop playing; but the lady, with a majestic gesture, let him understand that she desired the contrary. She settled herself on a chair and sat there, proudly alone, with an air of appreciating the concert.

“Who is she?” Leopold whispered into the page’s ear.

The answer had a tone of scandal: “Monsieur, c’est la Marquise de Pompadour!”

The name had no effect on the two children, nor did the sudden general interest in their performance excite them, for they were aware of its falseness. But Anna Maria gazed at the king’s favorite with the scorn that is reserved for prostitutes, and when the applause broke out she felt a flare of rage as her husband headed straight for that witch and performed a spectacular genuflection.

“What you have seen is nothing!” Leopold exclaimed, spinning around and addressing the entire room. “The spectacle that you will witness in a few moments will leave you stunned. Would one of you, charming ladies, be so kind as to provide a melody?”

In response came a silence of unexpected embarrassment, punctuated by some murmurs and twittering laughter.

“Courage, ladies! I don’t ask much—just hum a tune, however simple, even a nursery song. Incredible as it may seem, my little Wolfgang will instantaneously compose a fugue on that theme!”

The laughter increased, assuming a tone of mockery. Leopold turned to Madame de Pompadour with a smile that was intended to be appealing: “Marquise, won’t you set an example for the court? It would be an indescribable honor for me.”

She gave him a chilling glance, and the two gentlemen likewise stared at him with threatening scowls. He, undaunted, continued, though his voice was slightly less firm. “All right! I myself will break the ice. Here, let’s see: in Augsburg, when I was a child, this lullaby was popular.”

At that point the laughter grew very loud, and even the Marquise’s lips parted in a silent sneer, revealing two rows of perfect teeth. Leopold stopped, finally speechless; he realized that all eyes were on the harpsichord, and what he saw when he turned to look filled him with humiliation: Wolfgang, with his head in Nannerl’s lap, was sound asleep.

Madame de Pompadour, if she hadn’t been Pompadour, would have bent double with laughter. Instead she proceeded calmly out of the room, with that spectral laugh cracking her face, followed by a good half of the audience. Just as it had arisen, the interest in the family of musicians evaporated. Only a few ladies dared to approach the little sleeper and caress his golden curls; Anna Maria couldn’t repress a tender smile, but a furious look from the head of the family made her instantly think better of it.

“Take him to bed immediately!” Leopold growled at his daughter, and, with his wife on his arm, left the room.

XII.

If to get around within Versailles the nobles were borne in those chairs they called chaises à porteur, there was obviously a practical reason: the music room must have been at least a couple of miles from the entrance. Nannerl had to shake her brother and exhort him to walk on his own legs, for she would never have been able to carry him all that way; then, to get to the pensione Cormier, she had to ask for a ride in a carriage, because it was raining. The result was that, once they had reached the room, Wolfgang was as lively as a cricket. When she put the bed warmer between the covers, he was hiding under the bed; when she tried to put his nightclothes on, he evaded her with a silvery laugh, inciting her to follow him. “Let’s have a trial! Let’s say I stole a deer and you’re the queen and you want to send me to prison!”

“Perfect,” Nannerl said mockingly. “Dirty little thief, go to jail. Now get in bed.”

“No, not like that! Let’s have a real trial! You have to sit on the throne.”

And he tried to push her toward a chaise longue, but she resisted. “That’s enough, Wolfgang—if you don’t stop it I’m going to go away and leave you.”

“And I’ll tell Papa you left me alone.”

“If you try, I’ll slap you!”

“And I’ll tell Papa you hit me!”

She sat down and with a sigh of resignation recited: “The object of contention…”

“No, first you have to say the motto.”

“Here forever happy are we.”

“No, you don’t understand. Real trials are carried out in Latin.”

Nannerl looked at him with sudden bitterness. That rascal knew perfectly well that she had been forbidden to study the language.

“Hic habitat felicitas,” he pronounced, staring at her with an insolent little smile. “Come on, stupid, repeat.”

She felt a tremendous desire to punch him, but with a heroic effort she restrained herself and was silent.

“Hic habitat felicitas, nihil intret mali. What in the world does it mean? Who knows? You don’t know. You don’t know because you have a head as round as a ball and completely empty!” And he pranced around in front of her until Nannerl angrily jumped up, extending her arms in a shove that she didn’t intend to be violent but was. The child fell hard on the floor and hit his head.

He didn’t cry. He looked at her with immense surprise, while she, terrified, knelt on the floor: “Wolfgang! Wolfgang! Did you hurt yourself?”

He said no, rubbing the sore place on his forehead. Everything vanished in an instant: excitement, the wish to play, the attempt to provoke his sister. She shed copious tears of guilt, and this left him even more bewildered. Then he stood up mechanically and insisted on getting into his nightclothes without any help from her; by himself he removed the heavy bed warmer, got into bed, and an instant before falling asleep gave her a warm smile of understanding.

Their parents found them like that, he in a deep sleep, she curled up beside him watching, with reddened eyes.

The night walk had made no dent in Leopold’s bad mood. With a gloomy face he went into the adjoining room, sat down on the bed, and began to untie his shoes. Meanwhile Anna Maria whispered to Nannerl, “What happened? Did you quarrel?”

She didn’t answer. She was listening with growing anger to the sounds her father made: a rustling of garments hung on the clothes rack, an indistinct muttering of disappointment for who knows what foolish reason, until she went to him and burst out: “Tomorrow Wolfgang won’t play! Do you understand?”

“What’s wrong with you? Be quiet or you’ll wake him! Holy shit!” Anna Maria said, joining her.

“He’s exhausted! He’s not himself! He’s always tired and sick, he’s lost weight, he’s not growing, and he has two black pouches under his eyes worse than yours. You can’t make us perform like trained dogs every night. Wolfgang should go to bed early!”

Leopold, impassive, slowly continued to undress. He was now half naked, but he didn’t care if his daughter saw him in that state; it was a way of communicating to her that her presence had for him the same value as that of a night table or a bedside rug.

“I will tell you one time only, Nannerl, and I will not repeat it,” he replied in a low voice. “When you have your own children, you can bring them up as you see fit; for the moment it is I, I alone, who will make decisions for Wolfgang. He endures fatigue very well. Maybe it’s you who are weak, and your thoughtless actions are the proof.”

Furious, Nannerl pushed to the floor the rack on which her father had so carefully hung his clothes and returned to her brother, slamming the door behind her.

Anna Maria picked up the clothes and timidly added, “Leopold, perhaps the child is not completely wrong. She and Wolfgang both are rather irritable; maybe they are overtired.”

“Nannerl is thirteen now—it is an ungrateful age,” he opined, and turned out the light.

XIII.

Finally they were going to see the king of France! Lords and ladies swarmed like maddened bees in a huge room, at the center of which was a table so long that the ends vanished into the horizon, and so loaded with precious things as to make one fear it would collapse. Exquisitely painted porcelain plates were beautifully laid out on a tablecloth of white cotton tulle with lace insets, along with tall chalices engraved with the royal coat of arms, forks and knives with carved handles, carefully folded white napkins, carafes and bottles of the finest crystal, elaborate floral displays, and silver trays overflowing with fruit and brioches and cheeses. Towering candelabra with clusters of candles created that dim light that makes the face of every woman more beautiful.

Louis XV dined with the court one day a year: the first. The rest of the time, the inhabitants of Versailles had no right to look at the divine one while he ate like every other mortal. The Grand Couvert of the first of the year was a genuine occasion, a sort of prophecy foretold, and to Leopold’s immense satisfaction, the Mozart family had been invited. And they would have the privilege of sitting beside the king and queen!

The babble of the guests who had assembled to obtain a place at the table echoed frenetically; as in the treacherous musical game, there were never enough chairs, and those who arrived late would miss their chance. The Mozarts would never dream of arriving late! Suddenly the pages closed the doors; only one tall, richly painted door remained open. In the silence, the women inspected their hairdos in the mirrors, and the gentlemen, the buttoning of their waistcoats, and finally, with the self-satisfied indolence of a peacock making the rounds, and flanked by imposing Swiss Guards, Louis XV appeared beside Marie Leszczynska.

Nannerl was disconcerted: the queen was a little old lady. She had white hair and gnarled, spotted hands, and a dress draped with cream-colored veils and with insets of white fur that made her resemble an overcooked meringue; she wore a sort of nightcap, also topped by a billowing veil, that was tied at her neck by a shiny ribbon. She descended wearily from the chaise à porteur and reached her place at the table, while the valets who held up her train were in reality arranged to hold her up if her legs should give way; finally, trembling, she sat down, heaving a sigh of relief.

It was obvious how much younger the king was. And seeing the wife, Leopold thought with secret lewdness that one could understand why he had spent his life looking for distractions. Marie was as hunched as Louis was proudly erect; he radiated the immodest and negligent air of one who can permit himself anything.

After the royal couple, the other diners were allowed to take their places, and Anna Maria, with Nannerl, sat beside the king, while at the other end of the table Leopold and Wolfgang were next to the queen. In a religious silence, the valets served the first course: potage à la Regence, a very fine purée of greens seasoned with a mixture of spices and dotted with choice early vegetables: the visual composition of intense earth colors and delicate pastel tints, not to mention the incomparable odor, made the guests salivate in an embarrassing and almost audible way. No one would have dared to start until the first delicious mouthful had reached the royal stomach. Extremely slowly, Louis XV tasted the potage, put down his spoon, wiped his lips with the napkin, then nodded his head in a sign of approval; relieved, the others imitated him, and a quiet tinkling of dishes and a subdued exchange of words replaced the reverent silence.

Wolfgang and Nannerl had been carefully trained: never address the royal couple, never! Unless you were directly spoken to, and in that case you were to respond with a low voice and bent head. Never serve yourself with your own hands, never chew with your mouth open, never drink before having wiped your lips with the napkin, never clean your fingers on the tablecloth, never pick your teeth with a knife or, worse than worse, your nails. Rigid as marionettes, the two children tasted the divine meal, which Nannerl found delicious and Wolfgang revolting, though he made an effort to hide it.

It was the gravelly voice of Marie Leszczynska that started the conversation. Behind the appearance of a foolish old woman, the queen had a lively mind, and if Madame de Pompadour was impossibly arrogant, she had simple and courteous manners.

“Monsieur Mozart, I am happy to meet you at last.”

“If you please, Your Highness, it is an honor for me to sit at your side!”

“Your French is excellent—perhaps better than mine.”

“Your Highness, please; you flatter me.”

“Not at all. For me, too, it is a second language, so my judgment may be even more severe than that of a native speaker. And, I must say, your pronunciation and your choice of language seem to me outstanding. Are you also able to write in French?”

“Oh yes, if necessary. I was made to study it very seriously when I was young.”

“So you must have translated personally your violin method.”

Leopold looked at her with sincere surprise, and equally sincere gratification. “You have read my humble work, Your Highness?”

“I confess I have not. Music is not among my accomplishments—I would not have understood it. But I have heard it spoken of. I know that it has crossed the borders even of Russia.”

“In fact, such a systematic treatment of the material had never been published.”

“Do you intend to write other works?”

“I fear not, my queen. My present duties do not allow it.”

“That is indeed a pity.”

“Do you think so? I am convinced that a man must devote himself to the only activity in which he excels. And as the promoter of my children’s career, and especially my son’s, in all modesty, I excel.”

The queen was silent while a waiter removed her empty plate and another took from a basket a bottle of Chablis and poured some into the wineglasses. Leopold feared that his proud estimation had irritated her and he was about to plunge into a thousand excuses when he realized that the waiter was about to pour wine for Wolfgang.

“No, not for the child, please!”

“Well done, Monsieur Mozart,” the queen said with a benevolent smile. “In fact, take away all his wineglasses,” she ordered the servant.

So she wasn’t angry. While Leopold sighed with relief, the man hesitated before the child’s bowl, which was still full to the brim. Wolfgang was squatting on his chair, looking down and pouting, prevented from protesting by paternal dictates and from swallowing that disgusting thing by his own palate. The waiter understood, winked at him, and Wolfgang’s potage returned untouched to the kitchens.

“A life dedicated to one’s children,” Marie Leszczynska reflected aloud, sipping the Chablis. “Truly admirable, Monsieur Mozart. And also rare, on the part of a man. But tell me, what would happen if one day the children wanted to take paths different from those you have laid out for them?”

Leopold was no longer willing to risk contradicting her and answered as meekly as a lamb. “Once he is grown up, Wolfgang will be able to do what he wants, naturally. I offer him a possibility, no more; accepting or rejecting it is a matter of free will.”

While he tasted the croustades à la Saint Cloud, the queen nodded, but her keen intuition told her that Leopold was lying.

At the other end of the table the situation was completely different. Philosophizing was impossible, since Anna Maria didn’t know a word of French and had on her face the same expression as the mullet in sauce cameline that was lying on her plate. Nannerl, on the other hand, would have been able to start a simple conversation, but until the king had spoken to her, she was obliged to be silent; and Louis XV was not exactly a chatterbox, or at least he wasn’t that day. Perhaps he thought that one’s mouth should be used for one activity at a time. He barely moved his fork and knife, cutting his food into tiny pieces that he chewed with an air of utter concentration, as if it were an intellectual activity; his relationship with the external world was represented exclusively by slight nods addressed sometimes to one, sometimes to another of his guests, but never to Anna Maria or Nannerl. But the food was very good, and both happily gorged themselves.

“So, Monsieur Mozart, what might be your next move in promoting your son?”

“I intend to publish his compositions.”

The queen looked with lively surprise at Wolfgang, who was at last contentedly chewing something that he liked: a filet de bœuf that the sympathetic waiter had already cut up for him.

“And this child writes music? I don’t know much about it, sir, but I imagine that that is exceptional.”

“Indeed, Your Highness. I intend to begin immediately to publish his works systematically, in such a way that a larger number of persons may become acquainted with his gifts. And naturally I have preserved his manuscripts in order, since there is no doubt, my queen, that one day they will be in great demand. I am preparing a splendid future for him.”

“I know, I know, but now enough of this subject,” she said, looking at the child with a maternal smile. “Let me hold this dear little fellow. May I?”

“Of course!” Leopold rose quickly, picked up Wolfgang, and placed him in the queen’s arms. Torn away from that delicious meat, shifted from a comfortable chair to a slippery old lady covered with jewels, the child threw a glance of desperation at his sister, who was too far away and, in her turn, chained by etiquette, so that there would have been no way to intervene.

Marie Leszczynska had not only a keen mind but keen eyes as well. She immediately noticed the violet bruise on Wolfgang’s temple, which someone had tried to camouflage with a layer of powder and hide beneath the elegant wig that he was wearing for the occasion.

“Oh, poor child. Did you fall?”

Leopold started. “How did that happen, Wolfgang?”

Nannerl, taking in the scene from the other end of the table, felt the food stick in her throat.

“Don’t be shy; answer your father,” Marie urged him graciously. “I give you permission to speak. And if the queen tells you to do something, you have to do it.”

“Well, I—I hit the portable harpsichord with my head.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” the father said suspiciously.

“Because—because I made a scratch on the harpsichord and I was afraid you would get angry.”

Leopold was justly incredulous. “You made a scratch on the instrument—with your head?”

“No, no. It’s that when I fell I was holding the violin.”

Leopold raised his voice. “And so you also ruined the violin?”

The queen laughed heartily, shaking and making Wolfgang shake with her. “Let it go, Monsieur Mozart. I assure you, you won’t get to the end of it. I have had more children than you, and I am much older. You’ll never know what really happened. And if you find that one of your instruments is damaged, what is the problem? You have it repaired. Now, little one, what would you say about tasting this suprême de profiteroles à l’écossaise?”

What that pyramid of sweetness had to do with Scotland is not known, but certainly it had something to do with gluttony. Sitting in the arms of the queen and eating from her plate while she cuddled him and caressed him, Wolfgang filled his stomach with chocolate, cream puffs, and custard, and then with strawberries and cream, and then almond-stuffed apricots, and finally the most delicious flavors of ice cream. And when the dinner ended and it was time to leave, his pockets were overflowing with candies of all kinds, hidden there by the loving and tremulous hands of the queen of France.

XIV.

Who had seen the sea? It had a strong odor, of salt; kitchen salt has no smell, yet the sea does. And it was so big it was frightening, and it moved on its own, pushed by an invisible power. It seemed possessed by a dark rage, eager to avenge some insult, in harmony with the leaden sky, which, at its signal, would descend to meet and mingle with it.

Wolfgang raced from stern to prow, looked out to observe the fish, lay down on the bridge to better feel the pitch of the small boat. Anna Maria pursued him uselessly, with the constantly sharper sensation that her stomach had gone somewhere else, not the right place but higher up, in the direction of her throat, and that it was tying itself in knots. She took her husband by the arm and begged him to sit in the stern beside her, and not to leave her alone, at least for a few minutes.

“It’s nothing, seasickness,” Leopold declared. “Seasickness doesn’t exist. You have only to concentrate on something else, and right away it passes. Pray. There’s always a need for that: ask the Lord to grant us all good health.”

Dragging a rope, Wolfgang darted past them and disappeared through a trapdoor. Frau Mozart sighed wearily.

“Let him go; don’t worry. He certainly can’t escape from here. Come, my dear, please.”

Nannerl was alone at the prow, crouching on the bridge like a little Siren, letting herself be slapped by the wind. The English coast was already visible through the fog, and she wondered what that island was like, inhabited by such adventurous people, people who went boldly forth to seek glory and wealth in the farthest corners of the world. Their language was made up of words more familiar to her than Italian or French; but if it was true that the sun never shone, then what source of joy did they have?

She was joined by her brother, who knelt quietly beside her and in turn gazed at the distant strip of land. In harmonious silence, the two remained squatting beside each other, like two statues carved in the same rocky group, elaborating on their expectations for the London stay.

“What will Christian Bach be like?” Wolfgang asked.

Nannerl seemed to see him: he was a true maestro, a man who would be able to understand and help her as her father never would. “He must have…white hair, and big hands that are nimble and quick on the keyboard, and ink-stained. Also the keys of the harpsichord are stained, and he wipes them off himself, with a white cloth, and then…and then the pen that he uses to compose is one of those long silver ones. And he keeps the ink in a dark blue inkwell.”

“I think he is better than Papa.”

“That’s obvious, Wolfgang! Is there any need to mention it?”

As for Leopold, sitting in the stern, his ears didn’t burn, but something must have happened in his body, because he was paler than before. His wife serenely prayed: “Sancta Maria, mater Dei, ora pro nobis peccatoribus, nunc et in hora mortis nostrae…”

“Amen,” he said, choking, and vomited into the sea.

         

It was another world! It wasn’t Europe! All the customs, the objects, the behavior were different. The houses were low, of dark colors, gray, brown, even black, or the dirty red of unstuccoed bricks. In front of every building was an iron gate, to protect passersby from falling into the basements; every doorway led directly to a house. Buildings of apartments didn’t exist: only many single houses next to each other, with rooms stacked three or four stories high. As a result, there were no internal courtyards: if Wolfgang and I had been born in London, where would we have placed the king’s throne?

The rooms were small, which gave them the advantage of being very warm. The stoves used coal, not wood; wood was used, rather, for furnishing. Walls covered with wood, wood-beamed ceilings, even the floors that squeaked under your feet were of wood; the smell of pine was strong enough to make you faint. The windows were not wide, except those on the ground floor, which is called the first floor; and they had a strange system of sliding the windows open upward, so that they could never be opened completely; looking out, you were amazed by the view of streets swarming with an incredible mass of humanity.

Both men and women were tall, strong, and good-looking; blacks, Chinese, people of the lower classes mingled with the wealthy, and the latter did not consider this an insult or claim gestures of deference. They all seemed to be wearing costumes. The men’s coats were long, reaching to mid-calf, and had tight sleeves that restricted their arm movements. The women never went hatless: they wore broad hats, round, with wide soft brims, tied behind, of shiny material or of straw, or of taffeta, and richly decorated with ribbons and trimmed with lace, bows, flowers, and sometimes even precious stones. The skirts were of linen, silk, cotton, fabrics from Persia and the East Indies, printed with little flowers or embroidered with delicate floral designs. Victoria, I assure you, would have been mad for those fabrics! The boys had short hair and felt caps perched on their heads, which they held on to with one hand when a sudden breeze threatened to carry them off. Then, one moment it was warm, and the next, cold air from the north lowered the temperature until your teeth chattered, and you’d want to go to bed immediately.

You might find yourself witnessing a quarrel right in the middle of a square: two men savagely beating each other—breaking teeth, cracking bones—while passersby ignored them, or stopped to watch as if at a stadium, or maybe they even joined in the fray. It could also happen that you would be accosted roughly by a stranger, because of your continental dress: we endured what to the English is the worst possible insult, to be taken for French! So my father brought us in a hurry to a tailor shop and had us dressed anew from head to toe. And so, proudly, in all things now similar to an ordinary local family, we mixed with the dust and smoke and were lost in the crowd…

XV.

“Herr Tschudi, I am honored by your welcome, and I must acknowledge, of course, that you are a skilled craftsman. And yet I confess to you that this new instrument—how can I put it? It doesn’t convince me. An Italian invented it, right? It’s time for that riffraff from the south to stop illegally trying to take over the music business.”

“I understand your point of view, Herr Mozart. But may I be permitted to remind you that while the pianoforte was indeed invented by the Cristofori, it was perfected by Gottfried Silbermann, that is, a German—”

“Of course! And I am aware, besides, that Johann Christian Bach has already composed for the pianoforte. Make no mistake; I am, in all modesty, quite well informed. In spite of that, I don’t think this instrument will have a wide circulation. One of those passing fashions that are gone as soon as they have arrived—surely you know what I’m saying?”

They were having tea in the workshop of the best-known maker of pianos. There was no habitation in London where the teakettle was not ready from morning to evening, and on every visit one was unfailingly welcomed with tea and buttered scones. And it seemed that the custom extended to craftsmen’s workshops, or at least those that were doing well; and to judge from the fine Chinese porcelain cups and the heavy silver teapot, Mr. Burkhardt Tschudi was managing very well. He also had an assistant, a man in a white coat who was sitting calmly in a corner working with glue and file.

Nannerl couldn’t wait to try the modern instrument, which had replaced the metallic and essentially tedious sound of the harpsichord with a completely new, much more expressive timbre, thanks to an ingenious system of levers and hammers. She was excited by the idea of investigating a broad spectrum of acoustic effects, depending on the intensity with which she touched the keys, from the delicacy of a light rain to the tremendous power of thunder, passing through a thousand intermediate shadings.

While the adults were conversing, she silently approached the magnificent instrument. Close up, it did not seem different from a harpsichord. It was of cedar, without decoration, and massive; it had a single keyboard, not the two, one above the other, that many harpsichords did. The moment she pressed her fingers to the keys, Nannerl felt the same emotion as when she had seen her newborn brother, and she realized that her life would no longer make sense without the pianoforte. Wolfgang joined her, mouth open in amazement, while she ran her hands up and down the keyboard, and crossed them, and then, still playing, stood up to see what the hammers were doing to the strings. She experimented freely, following only her own whim, instinct, passion.

“What are you doing—are you by chance improvising?”

It was the voice of Leopold. Mr. Tschudi looked at him with some disappointment, while Nannerl put her hands back in her lap.

“Girls should not give in to the wish for fantasy,” Herr Mozart continued. “Eh! What would the world be if men did not take on the task of reining in feminine vanities?”

Anna Maria, who was adjusting a hairpin, stopped abruptly and tried to assume the air of a serious person.

With studied calm, Leopold put down his cup and wiped his hands and mouth with the napkin. “Very good! We have seen the instruments, and now I would say that we can go. Thank you, Herr Tschudi.”

“Oh, so soon?” he said, unhappily. “We have some others upstairs. Don’t tell me you don’t want to see them! They are my best pieces.”

“It would be very interesting, but you must understand that my son is wasting precious time that he should be devoting to practice.”

“There is also a harpsichord upstairs. Wouldn’t he like to try it out? It might, after all, be useful, in an educational sense.”

Wolfgang’s cry echoed amid the opened sound boxes. “Yes! I want to try playing both together.”

“But of course, little one. My assistant will go with you.”

Wolfgang darted away with the man in the white coat, followed by his mother and a resigned Leopold. Nannerl prepared to go with them, but Tschudi rapidly, furtively, closed the door to the stairs: “Come, play for me as you were doing before.”

She glanced nervously at the door.

“Don’t worry. They can’t hear anything from upstairs.”

“No, it’s better if I go. My father will notice that I’m not there and come down.”

“No one has ever played an instrument of mine as you did. Please, go back to it. Do this old man a favor.”

Timidly, Nannerl sat down on the stool. She sounded some light chords, played a short scale, then a trill. Finally she let herself be possessed by a feeling of pleasure and at the upper end of the keyboard she spun a melody that contained echoes of treetops tossed by the wind on a beloved hillside near Salzburg, of the cool dampness of a cut bough, of the beating wings of a woodcock. She kept the volume low, fearing her father’s ire, but there was no need; he was too much in the spell of Wolfgang’s abilities, upstairs, and had forgotten her. And at the end, the old craftsman, with his faintly greasy complexion, gave her brief, emotional applause, the most gratifying she had ever received, and whispered a phrase that she never forgot: “Have the courage to fight for your dreams, little Miss Mozart.”

XVI.

They had arrived. The Maestro lived in a four-story mansion with a green lacquered door. From above a long and oddly mobile nose, a butler as elegant as a lord gazed over the heads of the Mozarts and said only, “Follow me.”

Pressing her scores to her breast, Nannerl felt her heart beating violently; a vise gripped her from the pit of her stomach to her throat, and she was afraid of stumbling on the steps.

“Welcome! It’s a pleasure to meet you. How are you?”

“I am deeply honored to make the important acquaintance of the most esteemed and illustrious Herr Johann Christian Bach!” Leopold exclaimed, touching the Maestro’s fingertips.

“Come now, there’s no need to be so formal among colleagues. Frau Mozart, enchanté. Please, let me show you the way.”

Above the majestic grand piano hung a portrait of Johann Sebastian Bach, with his severe, troubled expression and an enormous wig of white curls that hung down to his chest. The son, so different and so young, turned in a friendly manner to Wolfgang and Nannerl: “And here are the little Mozarts! The two prodigies I’ve heard so much about.”

“And I’ve heard so much about you!”

“Silence, Wolfgang. Children should speak only if spoken to.”

“No, no, Herr Mozart, let the little one express himself. So, what do you know about me?”

“That you are better than Papa! Nannerl said so.”

A heavy silence fell. Bach, amused, said, “My dear girl, in art there is no established hierarchy, and it’s certainly not a contest, that one can win or lose. But you, little boy, you must try to preserve this lovely impudence. If you can put it into your music, no one will be able to stop you.”

“Impudence? I think that music is a matter of discipline,” Leopold muttered.

“No doubt, discipline is indispensable. But it is only the means that allows us to express passion.”

“As in the works of your father!” Nannerl interrupted headlong. “He was the first composer who—”

“Shall we get to the point?” And abruptly, and almost discourteously, Leopold offered Bach a bundle of scores. “These are Wolfgang’s most recent compositions. I would hope that you might examine them as soon as possible, to assess the possibility of taking him as a student.”

“Of course! I can even do it right away, if you have the patience to wait a little while.”

“Pardon me…I have some things to show you, too, if you wouldn’t mind: a lied with basso continuo, a duet, and even a cantata.” With trembling hands, Nannerl offered her music to the Maestro.

“I’m impressed. So you, too, compose!”

“Let’s not talk nonsense!” Leopold grew more and more nervous. “No woman composes.”

“But I do—my scores prove it.”

“Careful, Nannerl: this is the sin of pride! And as Saint Augustine says, superbia parit discissionem, caritas unitatem.”

“You call me proud? And making a show of your own learning—isn’t that a sin of pride?”

Herr Mozart was dumbstruck, but only for an instant. “Be quiet, you foolish girl!” he shouted, his red face a breath from hers. He seemed ready to strangle her with his own hands.

There was a long silence. Embarrassed, Bach stared at the image of his father, as if looking for help. Nannerl held out the scores, but he didn’t take them. She felt her mother grab her by the arm.

“Come, dear,” she said, dragging her bodily. “Let’s go in the other room, so Herr Bach can give Wolfgang a lesson; and then, if there’s time, he will also listen to you. Come on, my sweetheart.”

As they left the room, the fixed smile vanished from her face. “Your father is right—you really are foolish. Did you have to cause a scene in front of the gentleman?”

“I wanted him to listen to my music.”

“You’re a young lady. You’ll never become a kapellmeister. Will you get that through your head? Papa has told you a thousand times.”

“Are you taking his side now? Then I am telling you that to me it doesn’t matter at all what Papa says! Or you!”

“Don’t you dare! Holy shit!”

At that moment the butler arrayed like a noble entered with the never-failing tea tray. He looked at Anna Maria in shock, nearly dropped it as he put it down, and left.

“What a bad impression you’ve caused me to make!”

“Oh, of course. Now it’s my fault.”

“That’s enough, Nannerl. You must stop using that tone.” She took her by the shoulder and looked her in the eye. “Your father has arranged everything for our well-being: Wolfgang is the pillar of the family, and it is he who is to become a composer. We’ll take him to study in Italy when he’s older, and he’ll become famous all over the world and we’ll all be happy. Even you!”

“What do you know about what will make me happy?”

“And then we’ll find you a husband. You’ll have children. What’s the use of all this passion for music?”

The half hour that followed was, for Nannerl, genuine torture. Through the closed doors, notes began to sound: Wolfgang was playing the pianoforte for Christian Bach. And meanwhile, flinging herself onto a chair, she waited in silence, doing absolutely nothing. Sitting on the sofa like a sultan, her mother drank tea and ate scones and tried to involve Nannerl in the feast, but her stomach had become a dry sack. She clasped her hands in her lap and began to twiddle her thumbs; suddenly exhausted, she leaned back and closed her eyes. Then she made an effort and got up. She went to the window and looked out, searching for any sort of distraction, but the room was at the back of the house and there were no passersby. Suddenly the music stopped; the door opened and Herr Bach appeared holding Wolfgang in his arms like an infant.

“Well, well, well, Frau Mozart! Do you know, it seemed to me that I went back many years? In your son I saw myself as a child.” He put him down gently and suggested: “Now go to your sister. I must speak to Papa and Mama about your future.”

Swifter than a gust of wind, Nannerl left the parlor, and Wolfgang trotted after her. “You know, he liked your cantata a lot. I told him that you wrote it, but he didn’t believe me. He thinks I wrote it!”

“Leave me alone!” And she tried to go down the stairs but he held her by the skirt, giggling.

“Where are you going, you big goat? Want to play hide-and-seek?”

She slapped his hand, and he stopped short; she hurried down the stairs while the little boy stood there bewildered. “Nannerl! Why are you acting like this?” He tried to catch her, but she was already on the ground floor, heading down the hallway toward the door. She wanted to leave as quickly as possible, vanish, perhaps wander through the city alone, perhaps march to London Bridge and jump into the Thames.

“Nannerl! Here forever happy are we!”

She didn’t turn.

“Here forever happy are we! Answer me!”

Nannerl shook the door angrily, but it wouldn’t open. The stupid little wheels it rolled on were blocked. What a ridiculous system. Finally she succeeded, and was about to run into the street, but he reached her and pulled her hair: “Here forever happy are we! Now answer me, you bad—”

“I hate you!”

         

Was it my anger that made him sick? I fear it is so, Armand, and whenever I think back on the small, weakened body of my adored brother, of his face as it broke into a sweat again and again, his eyes without consciousness, I wish I could punish myself for the brutality that dwells in my soul, for those fits of fury that I don’t know how to control, that I always become aware of too late. I promised you, my dearest, that you will never bear the brunt of this, but having reflected at length (because writing to you has led me to reflect), I have a fear of not being able to guarantee it.

I don’t know from what deep place my anger comes, and I don’t know what the causes are. I know only that it’s sometimes difficult for me to understand the motivations of others, when they’re different from mine, and that my first, instinctive reaction is, from the height of a nonexistent perfection, to judge their claims to be mistaken. However hard I’ve tried to correct this behavior, I am a prisoner of it. But I don’t want to dwell on this matter. I wish rather to tell you, now, even if every single fraction of that memory is painful to me, of my little brother at the end of his life, and of how he came back from the abyss.

XVII.

The surgeon opened the wooden box to reveal, carefully arranged on the satin padding, a series of jars and sharp knives. He extracted a lancet for bloodletting, and with it made a horizontal cut in one of the child’s veins, in the crook of his arm. Immediately the blood dripped into the bowl.

“How long has he been unconscious?” the doctor asked meanwhile, touching Wolfgang’s forehead.

“Since yesterday morning,” Leopold answered, weakly.

“And you called us only now? It’s madness!”

“I told you! You never listen to me!” Anna Maria cried to her husband. He bowed his head and didn’t answer.

Nannerl was curled up in a chair behind the bed, bent over a music book that she was trying to repair. But her hands trembled incessantly and the drip of Wolfgang’s blood pierced her heart.

The doctor took a small bottle from his bag. “This is ground rhubarb, Madame. Mix a spoonful in a glass of wine and give it to him every two hours.”

“I don’t have any wine.”

“Go and get some.”

“Is it very serious?” Leopold whispered.

The doctor took him by the arm and walked him away from his wife. “If I were you,” he murmured, barely audible, “I would give him the last rites. I’m afraid he won’t last the night. I’m sorry.”

Herr Mozart crumpled onto a chair, suddenly an old man. The music book fell from Nannerl’s hands and she curled up into herself, shuddering in every fiber.

“What can be done we have done,” the doctor said. “Now it will take the hand of God.” He helped the surgeon gather up his equipment, and they prepared to leave.

“Wait, I’m coming with you. I’m going to find the landlord,” said Anna Maria, and she, too, hurried out.

A moment passed that seemed to last an entire lifetime. Father, son, and daughter, in the same small space, were alone with themselves. Huddled in the chair, Nannerl went back in time in the darkness of her mind, to before her brother came into the world, a time when (as her mother told it) she had been a strange, introverted, mute child; only music seemed to exist for her, and even to that she came with a spontaneous, intense unconsciousness. Wolfgang, forcing her to see herself in him, had taught her to discover all that existed in the world, beyond her own small person; he, by being born, had saved her from a harmful isolation, and now it was up to her to save him. Suddenly she went over to him. His eyelids were shut; he was motionless, as if he had already expired. Oh no—too late?

“He’s not speaking anymore. Papa, why doesn’t he say anything?”

“I don’t know,” Leopold murmured, and just then he closed his eyes, covering his forehead, and two tears fell from his eyelids onto his chin and rolled all the way down to his throat.

The girl was astonished and filled with pity. “Rest, Papa,” she said gently. “I’ll take care of Wolfgang.”

He collapsed on the bed and covered his head with the pillow, and slowly the sobs diminished.

In the silence, Nannerl timidly stretched out a hand and brought it to her brother’s lips. His breath was weak, but it was there. Maybe his soul was already elsewhere; his face was lost in a disfiguring sleep, unhealthy and feverish, but some part of his consciousness must still be present, and she clung to that hope. She came close enough to feel his sticky warm cheek and whispered, with infinite tenderness, “And nothing bad will ever be…”

The child moved one leg, and the violin from which he was never separated slid from under the covers and fell, but Nannerl grabbed it just in time, before it touched the floor.

For a moment she didn’t move. She looked at the instrument in her arms, then at her father: he was breathing rhythmically, asleep. She stared at little lifeless Wolfgang and began to pluck the strings, very softly, barely touching them, so that only he could hear.

With short, light notes she begged him to return from wherever he was. She implored him to leave the place where he had chosen to dwell because he was so extremely tired of a father who oppressed him, a mother who fussed over him, and a sister who accused him. She begged him not to abandon himself to the pleasantness of that place, but to make an effort to return, immediately, and she swore to him that she would never again be hostile, never again would they be divided, for together, the Little Mozarts were a force; while separated (there was no doubt), each would be inexorably diminished.

“Do you hear me?” Nannerl whispered, her eyes at last full of tears.

“You were a quarter-tone low.” The voice was feeble but it was his.

“Are you better? Are you well?”

“You mustn’t be afraid. I won’t ever leave you.”

She lay down beside him on the bed and embraced him with her whole self, holding him as tightly as she could. The child, in a hoarse voice, spoke again: “Your music is beautiful. Papa doesn’t—”

“Shhh. Sleep, my king. Sleep in peace. Now we’ll meet in the Kingdom of Back.”
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