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SYMPHONY NO. 40 IN G MINOR, K.550 

 By WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART  
Born January 27, 1756, in Salzburg; died December 5, 1791, 

in Vienna 

 
Mozart wrote his last three symphonies, the Symphonies No. 39 in E-Flat Major, No. 40 in G Minor, and No. 41 

in C Major, in Vienna, in an incredibly short period of six weeks' time during the spring and summer of 1788. 

Collectively, they represent Mozart's crowning achievement in symphonic form. Also collectively, they are one of 

the great mysteries in music, for there was neither an apparent raison d' etre for them, nor has convincing 

evidence been found that any of them had been performed during the composer's lifetime. Considering Mozart's 

situation at that time, for him to compose three symphonies with neither a commission in hand nor a performance 

in sight was indeed impractical, even for someone of his notorious impracticality. Yet, in the absence of evidence 

to the contrary, such is the case with these works. What prompted Mozart to compose these three magnificent 

symphonies during one of the most particularly inopportune periods of his life has been and undoubtedly will 

continue to be a matter of much speculation and conjecture. It is most likely that they resulted from a combination 

of Mozart's personal need to create and his hope for their eventual performance. 

 

Mozart completed his penultimate symphony-the work now known as the Symphony No. 40 in G Minor, K.550-0n 

July 25 of 1788. At some unknown later date, and for reasons equally unknown, he revised the score by adding parts 

for two clarinets and altering the oboe parts accordingly. This symphony is unique in that it is one of but two 

symphonies written by Mozart in a minor key, the other being the so-called "Little" G Minor Symphony, the 

Symphony No. 25, K.183, a relatively smaller scaled but decidedly vehement and rebellious work that he wrote when 

he was seventeen. Symphonies written in minor keys were quite rare throughout the classical period. Mozart, 

following this practice, used them rarely; but when he did, he reserved them for some of his most personal and 

profound statements. For him, they key of G Minor was associated with especially tragic emotions, as demonstrated 

by his Symphony No. 40. It is filled with conflict and unrest. From beginning to end, it is an intense, wholly 

personal, and utterly serious work. There are some brief moments of respite, particularly in the slow movement and 

in the trio of the minuet; but, for the most part, this symphony is a testament to the tragic experience. Perhaps in no 

other of his works does Mozart come closest to approaching the Romantic era than he does with this one, with its 

strong emphasis on the elements of passion and pathos.

 

Mozart's Symphony No. 40 abounds with concise, often highly chromatic thematic materials and strong, incisive 

rhythms. Melodic phrases are often syncopated or oddly accented, and jarring dissonances occur as these lines clash. 

Structurally, the work presents no real problems; in fact, it is so well known that a "roadmap" is quite unnecessary. 

Suffice it to say, it is cast in the four-movement pattern that was then becoming the norm for Viennese classical 

symphonies. The first, second, and fourth movements are in sonata form; the third movement is the customary minuet 

and trio. Throughout this symphony, form is overshadowed by content. After hearing it, one can only marvel at the 

degree of emotional intensity that Mozart was able to imbue into some twenty-three minutes of music without loss of 

classical restraint or sacrifice of form or structure. As the distinguished musicologist Klaus George Roy once noted, 

"Everything is clear and superbly balanced; despite the emotional charge, nothing is feverish, hectic, overdone. 

Mozart's romanticism is never self-indulgent; a classic, indeed Grecian, sense of moderation infuses all." 
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