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(This essay was originally presented in 1993 at the University of Rochester as part of a 
lecture series on mysteries. It was revised and republished for a 2006 performance of 
the Mozart Requiem by the Mount Desert Summer Chorale.)  
 
The brothers Grimm could not have conceived a better tale than the one surrounding 
the composition of Mozart's Requiem. Almost immediately after the composer's death in 
1791, it became known that he had been working on a Requiem Mass, and there were 
rumors about the curious circumstances under which he came to write it. Here are the 
main points of the familiar story: 

A mysterious stranger presented Mozart with an unsigned letter commissioning him to 
write a Requiem. As Mozart labored feverishly on the piece, his health declined and he 
became obsessed with thoughts of death. He believed that he was being poisoned and 
that he was writing his own funeral mass at the behest of a being from the other world, 
in the form of the unknown messenger. Mozart left the Requiem unfinished at his death 
and the task of completing it eventually fell to Mozart's pupil, Süssmayr, who is 
responsible for the version of the work most often performed today. 

This fantastic tale has been the subject of inquiry since at least 1826, when the 
publisher Johann André declared it a "fairy-story." The greatest mystery, the identity of 
the anonymous patron, was dispelled in 1964 when Otto Erich Deutsch discovered a 
document which conclusively proved what had been suspected for some time: Count 
von Walsegg, a wealthy nobleman and composer manqué, had secretly commissioned 
the work so that he could perform it as his own composition. 

The subject of the completion of the Requiem has also been one of great scholarly 
interest. Doubts about the authenticity of the work surfaced from time to time throughout 
the nineteenth century. Friedrich Blume went into the matter thoroughly in a 1961 essay 
entitled "Requiem but no Peace" (which inspires the title of my talk today). The whole 
subject was treated again in 1988 by C.R.F. Maunder in a book on his new edition of 
the Requiem. Here, too, there seems to be little else to be said. 

But what of Mozart's attitude toward the mysterious commission, his belief that he was 
writing his own Requiem, and his forebodings of poisoning and death? This aspect of 
the tale has been less thoroughly scrutinized. As more or less accepted fact, it has 
become the basis for many performers' interpretations of the Requiem. This morning, I 
will show that the historical basis for this viewpoint is fragile at best. In the course of 
demonstrating the flaws in the story, there emerges a rather different picture of the 
composer and of the Requiem. 

The first account of the Requiem appeared in the Salzburger Intelligenzblatt on January 
7, 1792. In a few brief lines, it tells how Mozart received an unsigned letter asking him to 



compose a Requiem Mass. A fee and a deadline were agreed to through an exchange 
of letters, and Mozart set to work. "So Mozart had to write, which he often did with tears 
in his eyes, constantly saying: 'I fear that I am writing my own Requiem'; he completed it 
a few days before his death....It will...be performed in St Michael's Church in his 
memory when it has been copied." There is no mention of a mysterious stranger, only 
two references to a servant: "a servant came to collect an answer" to the orginal letter, 
and "the servant returned [bringing] 30 ducats." 

Here then, a little more than a month after the composer's death, are the first billows of 
what C.R.F. Maunder calls "an extraordinarily dense and seductive fog of legends, 
speculations and romantic fiction" which has enveloped Mozart's Requiem for two 
hundred years. 

The statement is unsigned, but the likely source was Mozart's widow, Constanze. It was 
her plan to have the work performed as soon as possible (although the performance did 
not take place until a year later) and this annoucement is an effort to arouse interest in 
the work and its eventual public presentation. Significantly, the statement claims that 
Mozart had completed the work, an assertion to which we will return later. 

No mention of the Requiem story appears in Schlichtegroll's Nekrolog, the first official 
biography of Mozart. This appeared in 1793 and is based primarily on recollections of 
Mozart by his sister and one of his childhood companions. 

In 1798, Niemetschek published a biography of the composer, based in part on 
Constanze Mozart's recollections. This book gives the story of the Requiem in detail for 
the first time. Mozart is again presented with an unsigned letter, but the servant has 
become an "unknown messenger" who makes stern admonitions against attempting to 
learn the name of his employer. The commission to write a coronation opera for Prague 
(La clemenza di Tito) prevents Mozart from beginning work on the Requiem 
immediately, and as Mozart and his wife depart for Bohemia, he is confronted by the 
"ghost-like" messenger who asks what is to become of the Requiem. Mozart assures 
him that the Requiem will be his "first task on his return." The composer is ill in Prague; 
his illness makes him "dark and melancholy." After their return to Vienna, Constanze 
takes Mozart for a drive in the Prater "to divert and cheer him," but Mozart is tearful and 
preoccupied with thoughts of death. He suggests that he has been poisoned and that he 
is writing the Requiem for his own funeral. Work on the Requiem overstrains Mozart's 
sensitive nerves, so Constanze takes the score away from him and he works on a 
Masonic cantata instead. When he seems better, Constanze returns the Requiem score 
to him, and a short time later he dies, weeping over the unfinished work. The mysterious 
stranger reappears to claim the score "unfinished though it was." 

In this same year of 1798, Friedrich Rochlitz published a series of Mozart anecdotes, 
based primarily on conversations he had had with Constanze two years earlier. They 
include an account of the Requiem, similar in many respects to Niemetschek's, but 
containing new details. A conversation between the messenger and Mozart is related, 
ostensibly verbatim, thus enlarging the messenger's role further. In this account, Mozart 



begins work on the composition at once: "His interest in the affair grew with every bar; 
he wrote day and night. His body could not stand the strain: he fainted several times 
over the work. Every exhortation to moderation was in vain." There is no mention of 
Prague or the intervention of Tito; the drive on the Prater takes place "some days" after 
the appearance of the stranger. Rochlitz compares Mozart's work on the Requiem to 
Raphael painting his "Transfiguration": "[Mozart] worked with the omnipresent feeling of 
his approaching death....He even spoke of very strange thoughts in connection with the 
curious appearance and commission of this unknown man." 

This account forms the basis for one published in 1804 by Jean-Baptiste-Antoine Suard. 
This document, entitled Anecdotes sur Mozart, begins with Suard's recollections of 
Mozart's childhood visit to Paris. For material on Mozart's later life, it is clear that Suard 
relied almost entirely on Rochlitz. The account of the Requiem contains whole passages 
from Rochlitz, including the conversation with the stranger and the reference to 
Raphael. Suard introduces further embellishments. In his version, the stranger makes a 
second appearance. Mozart apologizes for not having finished, but the stranger extends 
the deadline and increases the fee. Astonished, Mozart asks who the stranger is, but is 
rebuffed. Servants dispatched to follow the stranger return unable "to discover any 
trace" of him. "Poor Mozart became obsessed with the thought that this stranger was no 
ordinary mortal being, that he for sure had dealings with the other world, and that he 
had been sent to him to announce his approaching end." The simple errand-boy of the 
first account had indeed become a fearsome character! Suard goes on to tell of the 
ardor with which Mozart worked, that he fell prey to fainting fits, and concludes his 
account: "Finally the work was completed....The stranger returned at the appointed time. 
Mozart was no more." 

In the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung of July 25, 1827, there appeared a posthumous 
tribute to the singer Benedikt Schack, who created the role of Tamino in Die 
Zauberflöte. To the anonymous author of this tribute, Schack had reported that less 
than twelve hours before Mozart's death, Mozart had the score of the Requiem brought 
to his bed. Mozart sang the alto part, Schack sang the soprano, Mozart's brother-in-law 
Franz Hofer sang tenor, and Franz Gerl, the first Sarastro, sang bass. "They were at the 
first bars of the Lacrimosa when Mozart began to weep bitterly [and] laid the score on 
one side." This report is often cited, yet no one has ever troubled to point out that the 
performance had to end after the first bars of the Lacrimosa, since Mozart had written 
only eight measures of it! This renders faintly ridiculous the implication that Mozart was 
so overcome with forebodings of death that he could not continue. 

To summarize, then, we have five principal sources for the story of the Requiem. Two of 
these, Niemetschek and Rochlitz, got their facts from Constanze Mozart, and a third, 
the newspaper item from 1792, most likely originated with her as well. This leaves 
Suard, who based his report on Rochlitz, and the obituary of Schack, which is clearly 
problematic as a measure of Mozart's state of mind. To these, we can add a sixth 
source, the biography that Constanze's second husband, Nissen, published in 1827, 
which reproduces Niemetschek's account almost verbatim. On the other hand 
Schlichtegroll, who did not consult Constanze when he wrote his Nekrolog, makes no 



mention of the story. It is safe to assert, then, that the story of the Requiem with its 
supernatural overtones, the reports of Mozart's anxious forebodings of death, and the 
suggestion that the writing of the work contributed to his early demise all originated with 
Constanze, a fact which hitherto has not been pointed out. Yet it is a significant fact, 
because it reduces what at first appears to be a substantial body of sources down to a 
single source. 

This in itself would not permit us to dismiss the story. But Constanze is not altogether a 
reliable witness. She obviously had a great deal to gain if she could excite interest in 
Mozart's Requiem, especially if she could credibly assert that the work was wholly by 
Mozart. This would not have escaped the attention of a woman whose only inheritance 
was her husband's fame, a woman who capitalized on every opportunity to use the 
public's admiration of him to support herself and her children. After Mozart's death, 
Constanze arranged numerous memorial concerts, put on performances of Tito 
throughout Germany and Austria, and found publishers for many of Mozart's works. 
Eventually she amassed a comfortable fortune. That Mozart had been working on a 
Requiem Mass at the time of his death was an irresistible coincidence for this shrewd 
businesswoman. 

She did not, so far as we can tell, fabricate anything, she only embellished. Out of the 
servant who carried letters and money back and forth between Count von Walsegg and 
Mozart, she created the mysterious stranger, whose aspect grew more ominous with 
each retelling. As for Mozart's temperament during the process of writing, it was his 
normal habit to work feverishly until the small hours of the morning on whatever project 
currently engaged him. Doubtless he worked just as intently on the Requiem, but there 
is no reason to suppose that this intensity was brought on by forebodings of death. 

In fact, a few important accounts suggest that Mozart remained in a pleasant frame of 
mind virtually to his last hours. Sophie Haibel, Constanze's sister, was present when 
Mozart died and wrote to Nissen of the composer's last days. She visited Mozart daily 
and recounts the events of December 3, two days before his death: 

"Mozart said to me, 'Now, dear Sophie, tell Mama [i.e., his mother-in-law] that I am 
getting on very well, and that I will be coming out to her in the octave of her name-day 
[most likely December 15] to give her my congratulations.'...he...really seemed to me to 
be cheerful and well." 
In 1826, Mozart's close friend, the Abbé Maximilian Stadler, wrote a letter attesting to 
the authenticity of the Requiem. In it, he said: 
"...Mozart himself worked out the first three movements [i.e., the Introit and Kyrie, the 
Sequence, and the Offertory] up to the Sanctus with much effort and diligence and love. 
Respected men have already declared publicly that they ran into Mozart shortly before 
his death and he was quite enthusiastic about that work..." 
Constanze herself retreated from the tone of her earlier accounts. In 1827, she wrote a 
letter to Stadler, thanking him for his defense of the Requiem. Here, Mozart's obsession, 
if we can call it that, assumes a far different character: 



"[he] often said to me that he undertook this work...with the greatest of pleasure, since 
[church music] was his favorite genre and he was going to do it and compose it with 
such fervor that his friends and enemies would study it after his death; 'if I can only stay 
alive that long; for this must be my masterpiece and my swan-song.' And he did 
compose it with great fervor; when he felt weak, however, Süssmayr often had to sing 
with me and [Mozart] what he had written, and thus Süssmayr received a real lesson 
from Mozart. And I can hear Mozart, when he often said to Süssmayr; 'Ey — there you 
stand like a duck in a thunderstorm; you won't understand that for a long time.'" 
We can even derive a bit of evidence from Mozart himself. Between the beginning of 
July and the middle of October, 1791, he wrote at least eleven letters to Constanze at 
Baden. During the very period of the commissioning of the Requiem and its 
composition, he makes no reference to it at all, though he does refer to other projects, 
especially Die Zauberflöte, which were occupying him at the time. Further, the character 
of these letters is almost uniformly cheerful, even playful. The exceptions are some 
touching passages in which he expresses to Constanze his loneliness for her. There is 
nothing in these letters to suggest either a man obsessed with the compostion of a 
piece or plagued with premonitions of death. 

So we have on the one hand Constanze's baleful account, and on the other a small but 
significant body of evidence, corroborated by three or four independent sources, which 
implies that Mozart was reasonably cheerful during this period. Why then would 
Constanze want to promote the idea that Mozart had worked on the Requiem as a man 
possessed? I think there are two reasons. First, it added to the mystique surrounding 
the piece and therefore to its appeal; and second, only such a frenzy would explain how 
Mozart, growing weak in his last illness, could have composed two operas (Tito and Die 
Zauberflöte), a clarinet concerto, a Masonic cantata which had been much admired, 
several short works, and the entire Requiem in a period of less than six months. 
Niemetschek points out this "enormous effort" as evidence of the "power and fertility of 
[Mozart's] genius" and declares it "exhausted his strength!" It would indeed have been a 
remarkable feat, even for Mozart, if he had actually accomplished it. 

In the earliest account of 1792 it is plainly stated that Mozart finished the Requiem 
before he died. Constanze repeated this assertion in her 1796 conversations with 
Rochlitz. By 1798, it was widely known that Mozart had died before finishing the 
Requiem, and Constanze could no longer declare that the work was entirely her 
husband's. Niemetschek's biography thus refers to the work's "unfinished state." 
Nevertheless, the story of Mozart's frenzied labor was useful in maintaining the 
impression that the piece was virtually complete at his death and that it required nothing 
more than a bit of routine filling-in by Süssmayr. Constanze held to this view all her life, 
but we now know that Süssmayr's role was far more substantial than she was ever 
willing to acknowledge. 

We have seen that the story of Mozart's premonitions of death originated with 
Constanze; no other writer corroborates this testimony or supports it. Further, we have 
seen that Constanze had a considerable vested interest in promoting the story. These 



two facts taken together permit us to view the tale with considerable skepticism, if not to 
dismiss it altogether. 

Rejecting this view has profound implications if we are at all inclined to account for a 
composer's attitude toward a text in the interpretation of his music. Having cast doubt on 
the accepted view of Mozart's attitude toward the Requiem, we must seek clues 
elsewhere on how he might have approached the Mass for the Dead. 

Mozart had expressed his views on death in a letter to his father in 1787. It was a 
traumatic moment, for Leopold Mozart was mortally ill, and Wolfgang was confronting 
the possibility of losing to death the single most important and influential person in his 
life. Nevertheless, he could write with remarkable serenity: 

This very moment I have received a piece of news which greatly distresses me, the 
more so as I gathered from your last letter that, thank God, you were very well indeed. 
But now I hear that you are really ill. I need hardly tell you how greatly I am longing to 
receive some reassuring news from yourself. And still I expect it; although I have now 
made a habit of being prepared in all affairs of life for the worst. As death, when we 
come to consider it closely, is the true goal of our existence, I have formed during the 
last few years such close relations with this best and truest friend of mankind, that his 
image is not only no longer terrifying to me, but is indeed very soothing and consoling! 
And I thank my God for graciously granting me the opportunity (you know what I mean) 
of learning that death is the key which unlocks the door to our true happiness. I never lie 
down at night without reflecting that--young as I am--I may not live to see another day." 
Four years later, he himself was dead at the age of thirty-five. 

Here again is a quite different Mozart from the one painted by Constanze in her account 
of his last days. If Constanze's story were true, Mozart's views must have undergone a 
radical change between 1787 and 1791. Is there anything that would account for such a 
change and thus make Constanze's tale more plausible? Peter J. Davies tried to supply 
an answer in a 1984 Musical Times article on "Mozart's Illnesses and Death." He 
suggests that Mozart suffered from Schönlein-Henoch syndrome, and that kidney 
disease arising as a complication of this condition caused his death. Davies assures us 
that "depression, personality change and mental delusions in a young man are not 
uncommon in uraemic hypertensive disease." Davies bases his presumption that 
Mozart suffered from these afflictions on Constanze's reports (without recognizing they 
all come from her) and on a curious reading of Mozart's last letters. Davies asserts that 
Mozart 

"developed paranoid features in his personality associated with a possessive jealousy 
and emotional lability. These features are revealed in his letters to Constanze at 
Baden...: in these letters Mozart concealed his own ill-health for fear of worrying her..." 
We cannot examine each letter today, so one example must suffice. Here is a portion of 
one of the most passionate letters, written on July 7, 1791: 
"My one wish now is that my affairs should be settled so that I can be with you again. 
You cannot imagine how I have been aching for you all this long while. I can't describe 



what I have been feeling--a kind of emptiness which hurts me dreadfully--a kind of 
longing, which is never satisfied, which never ceases, and which persists, nay rather 
increases daily. When I think how merry we were together at Baden--like children--and 
what sad, weary hours I am spending here! Even my work gives me no pleasure, 
because I am accustomed to stop working now and then and exchange a few words 
with you. Alas! this pleasure is no longer possible. If I go to the piano and sing 
something out of my opera [a reference to Die Zauberflöte], I have to stop at once, for 
this stirs my emotions too deeply. Basta!" 
That Constanze's month-long absence was becoming tiresome is clear, but I can find in 
this affecting letter no trace of paranoia or of jealousy. As for the comment that Mozart 
was concealing his illness, one can neither defend nor challenge such a statement. 

After the discussion of the letters, Davies goes on to mention Mozart's alleged remarks 
about poisoning and his premonitions of death as further examples of Schönlein-
Henoch induced delusions. Offering no other evidence for Mozart's state of mind than 
the letters and Constanze's account, Davies becomes an unwitting victim to 
Constanze's manipulation of the truth. So, far from accounting for a dramatic alteration 
in Mozart's mental state, Davies's diagnosis depends upon our accepting, a priori, the 
fact of such a change. 

What of the music itself? Does it reveal a mind tormented by thoughts of death or one 
for whom death was a true friend? I find much more in the Requiem that is "soothing 
and consoling," to quote the letter to his father, than is tragic or fearful. There are 
certainly moments of drama; Mozart was too much a man of the theater to overlook 
them. But so many of the texts, Tuba mirum and Recordare to name two, are treated 
with an almost unexpected serenity. These passages are hard to reconcile with the 
picture of Mozart writing feverishly with the Angel of Death peering over his shoulder; 
they accord perfectly with the attitude he expressed to his father. 

We may never know Mozart's state of mind as he composed the Requiem. It is possible 
that the story as we have come to know it is true, but I believe I have demonstrated that 
it is equally likely to be false, or at least an exaggeration. Thus freed from the burden of 
having to reconcile this solemn and supremely peaceful work with a portrait of a 
composer in torment, the Requiem takes on a new coherence. It is not the ominous, 
fearful work that Constanze's clever public relations efforts would lead us to believe. It 
is, rather, the last work of a genius as much at peace with himself as it was possible for 
so exceptional a man to be. As for Constanze, we can measure her success by the fact 
that the story she told still enthralls us after two centuries.  

 


