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As a little boy, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
began writing musical compositions when
most kids his age are still learning to read.
By the time he was seven, Mozart was an
accomplished musician who could play
several instruments and also sing. Accom-
panied by his older sister, Nannerl, and his
father, Leopold, young Wolfgang toured

Europe. He performed before royalty and some of the
richest members of society. By the time he was twelve,
Wolfgang was famous.

He first tasted failure as a teenager, as audiences
ignored his operas, and he had trouble making money.
He began to be known for his bad jokes and relentless
pursuit of women. He eventually married the sister of
the woman who broke his heart.

In adulthood, Mozart’s problems grew. He couldn’t
keep a job. He was usually broke. One of the greatest
composers the world has ever known was forced to
make a living giving piano lessons. Yet today he is one
of the most celebrated and respected composers of all
time.
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Masters of

Music

I
t isn’t easy today being a music star. And it wasn’t any
easier more than two centuries ago. Then, as now, audi-
ences judged musicians by their latest work. If it was a hit,

they’d wonder if it could ever be topped. If it was a failure, they
figured the musician’s talent had faded, their time was over.

Of course, popular music 200 years ago was quite different.
Often it was composed for aristocrats or royalty, its first perfor-
mance generally reserved for society’s richest members. The
period’s “pop” music was opera, but this didn’t mean composers
lacked fans; even in the 1700s, musician’s careers were followed by
both their admirers and critics.

The hardest part of becoming a “pop star” is the struggle to get
there—those long dark days before talent is rewarded. But when a
performer’s first taste of fame arrives early, the later years can be
even more difficult.

That was the case with Wolfgang Mozart.

Wolfgang was an astonishing talent. His father was a respected
musician and teacher who published a book on violin technique the
year Wolfgang was born. Yet the boy was largely self-taught. He

Pop Star
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Chapter 1 - Pop Star

learned by listening, absorbing every note. When he played, he did
more than mimic, he assembled bits and pieces from other com-
posers, sampling previous works like a modern disc jockey. As he
grew older, he would gain greater fame as a composer, penning an
opera when he was only 12.

By that time he had mastered every instrument he had
touched—harpsichord, piano, violin, even his own voice. He was
writing music when most kids were learning the alphabet.
Wolfgang Mozart was a child prodigy.

As a kid he was ahead of his peers. As an adult he was ahead of
everyone. Unfortunately, this meant that many of his works failed
to find an audience. Some of his most respected compositions were
only appreciated years after his death. Wolfgang earned a great deal
of money, but it flowed through his fingers like water. Throughout
most of his 20s he was broke and struggling. As a six-year-old he’d
entertained the crowned heads of Europe. As a 26-year-old he
couldn’t hold a job. The man considered by many to be the best
composer of all time was forced to pay his bills by giving piano
lessons to teenage girls.

When Wolfgang Mozart began to get work again, he was so
damaged by depression and illness he couldn’t enjoy it. Like many
of music’s brightest stars, his fire burned rapidly. But it was extin-
guished early. He was only 35 when he died. His corpse was buried
in a mass grave, reserved for the very poor.

Yet while he lived and performed over 200 years ago, his story
mirrors many of today’s pop stars. It is a story of struggle, of an
overbearing father and of heartbreak. It is the story of a man who
became famous as a child, but was largely ignored as an adult. It is
the story of Wolfgang Mozart, the man called Amadeus, who is one
of our great composers.
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