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Perspectives on Mozart

by Vincent P. de Luise

Readers of this newsletter will be familiar with topics of Mozart's health
and illness, to an extent, with aspects of his physiognomy, and to the least
degree, with research involving the so-called Mozart effect, the

ameliorative physical and psychophysiological consequences of his music.

In the following essay, Dr. Vincent de Luise drows a vivid portrait of the

composer, summorizes the facts of his health, and outlines compelling
evidence for an amplified understanding of the dimension of Mozart's
creative genius and its inJluence.

What Did Mozart Look Like?

More than any other composer, Mozart's image remains one of the least

certain. An influential 
-German 

biographer of the early 2}n-century,
Arthur Schurig asserted "Mozart has been the subject of more portraits
having no connection with his actual appearance than any other famous
man; and there is no famous man of whom a more worshipful posterity
has had a more incorrect physical picture than is generally the case with
Mozart."

Given this perspective, descriptions by Mozart's contemporaries appear
perhaps the most illuminating. His sister Maria Anna (Nannerl)
commented, "my brother was a rather pretty child," but after a bout of
smallpox that both siblings sustained in 1767 (he, age 11, she age 16), his
looks were pennanently disfigured by scars (he also suffered a temporary
blindness as a result of the marked inflammation of his eyes). Nannerl
went on to describe Mozart in her reminiscences in 1792, ayear after his
death, as "small, thin, and pale in color and entirely lacking in any
pretensions as to physiognomy and bodily appearance."
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Nonetheless, three years after that same smallpox epidemic, in 1770, the composer
Johann Adolph Hasse wrote, "the boy Mozart is handsome, vivacious, graceful, and full
of good manners." Michael Kelly, the baritone much beloved by Mozart, and the man

who sang Don Basilio in the premiere of The Marriage of Figaro, reminisced about

Mozart in 1826: "He was a remarkably small man, very thin and pale, with a profusion

of fine hair, of which he was rather vain. He always received me with kindness and

hospitality. He was fond of punch, of which I have seen him take copious draughts. He
was kind-hearted and always ready to oblige; but so very particular that when he played,

if the slightest noise were made, he left off." Thomas Atfwood, who was Mozart's
composition student between 1785 and 1787 recalled his teacher being "of cheerful

habit," though lacking a strong constitution. Attwood also remembered that Mozart "in
consequence of being so much over the table when composing, [he] was obliged to have

an upright desk and stand when he wrote."

Thus, we know thatMozartwas small in stature; he stood five feet, four inches . Mozart
himself corroborated the fact when he wrote to his sister in 1770 from Rome at age 14,

about his visit to St. Peter's Basilica. 'oI have had the honor of kissing St. Peter's foot in
the church, and as I have the misfortune of being so small, I, that same old dunce

Wolfgang Mozart, had to be lifted up." In the late 1770's at Mannheim, he met the

Webers, the family of musicians who would f,tg*e in his biography. Although he later

married Constanze, he fell initially in love with an elder sister Aloysia, who spurned him.
When Aloysia was later asked why she rejected so famous a man as Mozart, she

reportedly replied "I did not know, you see. I only thought...well...he was such a little
man." Moz-art himself may have' put it best when he stated, "Mozart mognus, corpore
parvus" or "Mozart the great, small in size."

WhatAiled MozartT His Health and lllnesses

For someone of such remarkable creativity and productivity, Mozartwas often very sick.
His health was a consequence of his era, and to the endemic diseases and epidemics to
which he was inevitably exposed as a result of extensive travels, particularly those

undertaken in childhood and youth (in the fall1765 while on the grand tour that included

the Hague, first Nannerl, then Mozarto contracted typhoid fever and fell gravely ill).
Although there is a tremendous body of exaggerated and false literature regarding

Mozart's illnesses, the following presents a summary: Mozart had childhood smallpox,
quinsy, erythema nodosum, and recurrent bouts of acute rheumatic fever. These illnesses

may have-but did not necessarily-progress to chronic kidney disease, specifically,
post-streptococcal glomerulonephritis, and chronic carditis. Dr. Peter G. Davies, a

gastroenterologist and Mozart and Beethoven biographer from Melbourne, has posited

that Mozart also had the autoimmune illness, Schdnlein-Henoch puipura, renal failure,

and cyclothymia (manic-depressive disorder).

Such a view might explain some bursts of extraordinarily, intense creativity (even for
Mozart) such as in the summer 1788 when he wrote the last three symphonies, works that

evidently were composed with no known commission nor which Mozart ever heard

except in his imagination. On the other hand, such an explanation must be weighed



against periods of sustained productivity, including the span 1784-86, when Mozart
created masterworks in most every genre.

A year before he died, Mozart may have fallen, hitting his left forehead, sustaining an

extradural hematoma (a blood clot outside the brain membranes) that manifested itself in
a fracture to his skull. Based on its condition, the skull in the possession of the

Mozarteum in Salzburg, whose condition reflects such a trauma, may be that of Mozart,
but forensic examinations in 2006 have yet to prove conclusive.

The Mozart Elfect

Almost as abundant as the research and speculation devoted to Mozart's health, illness,
and death, is the recent literature on the physical, cognitive, and psychophysiological
effect of Mozart's music on the listener. This discussion, originally grounded in rigorous
scientific study, has also formed the basis of later, popular-and it must be said-facile
claims revolving around the so-calledooMozart Effect."

The French otolaryngologist Alfred Tomatis coined the term "the Mozart effect" in 1991

in his book Pourqoui Mozart? In his research, Tomatis developed the concept of
auditory processing integration. He discovered, while examining opera singers who were
having trouble reaching and singing certain notes in tune, that those singers all had a
coincident hearing defect in the same frequency as the vocal problem. This relationship
between audition (hearing) and phonation (voicing) had never been observed or
reported previously. Tomatis posited that 'othe voice can only reproduce what the ear can
hear." He subsequently focused his audiological research using Mozart's violin
concertos, as well as Gregorian plainchant, at different hearing frequencies, to improve
auditory processing, to "retrain the ear," if you will, of patients who had acquired
sensorineural hearing loss. Among those who gained improvement not only in their
hearing as well as in their "voicing" by this technique were the actor Gdrard Depardieu,
the baritone Benjamin Luxon, and the popular singer Sting (Gordon Sumner).

In 1993, the researchers Frances Rauscher, Gordon Shaw and Katherine Ky in the
department of neurobiology at the University of California Irvine further investigated the
"Mozart effect" in an experiment which was published in the scientific journal Nature,
under the title "Music and Spatial Task Performance." The Rauscher team found that
agroup of studentswho were "pre-treated" for ten minutesbylistening tothe first
movement of Mozart's Sonata in D major,K.448, for two pianos performed better on a
spatial-task reasoning Stanford-Binet test than two control groups of students, one of
which was pre-treated with a "relaxation tape'l and the other of which sat in silence prior
to testing. (Stanford-Binet testing is a form of IQ test, which measures various aspects of
verbal and non-verbal reasoning.) In the Rauscher study, the students were given a paper
folding and cutting test. In the study, a piece of paper is folded several times and then cut.
The students had to mentally o'unfold" the paper and choose the correct shape from
numerous examples they were given. These results were temporary, lasting only through
the time taken for the experiment, and were specifically related to visual-spatial task
reasoning, and not to other measures of intellect. More recent research has both



confirmed and contradicted the results of the Nature study, among them "Arousal, Mood,
and the Mozart Effect," Psychological Science (2001; I2l3); "Reexamination of the
Effect of Mozart's Music on Spatial Task Performance," Journal of Psychologt (1997;
l3ll4); "'Brain-Based"' Leaming: More Fiction than Fact," American Educator (2006;
fall issue); and "Prelude or Requiem for the Mozart Effect," Nature (1996).

The music educator and researcher Don Campbell was influenced by Tomatis's work,
and the results of the Rauscher study, and went on to write the best-selling 1997 book
The Mozart Effect: Tapping the Power of Music to Heal the Body, Strengthen the Mind,
and Unlock the Creative Spirit. Campbell's claims went far beyond spatial intelligence
improvement to include notions that Mozart's music improved mental health
and cognitive ability. Unfortunately, over time, the "Mozart effect" as put forth in
Tomatis's original work and subsequent misinterpretations of the Rauscher's group study
has devolved by others into facile argument and assertion, suggesting that early
childhood exposure to classical music has, ipso facto, a beneficial effect on mental
development, leading to advantages and a range of lifetime achievement.

However, writing here as an ophthalmologist with knowledge of the neuroanatomy of the
sensory system, I accept as valid the findings that there is something specific to the music
of Mozart and brain function (see J. Jenkins, Royal Society of Medicine;
2001). Newologists John Hughes and John Fino at the University of Illinois subjected to
computer analysis fully 81 works by Mozart,67 of Johann Christian Bach, 67 of J.S.
Bach, and 150 works by 55 other composers. They found that the music of Mozart, as
well as that of J.S. and J.C. Bach, but not the music of the other composers, contained a
very high degree of long-term periodicity. They hypothesized that these specific
harmonic pattems and chordal repetitions, found especially in the music of Mozart, J.S.
and J.C. Bach (the latter was an influence on the young Mozart) have a function in brain
coding: they act to align or "symmetrize?'neurons in certain regions of the brain involved
with auditory processing and memory (specifically the parieto-occipital cortex and right
pre-frontal cortex) and which can lead to heightened mental capacity and function, even
if only temporarily.

There is it seems something fundamental and physiological to this "Mozarteffect" and to
the music of Mozart in general-the pleasure, felicity, and depth of emotion of his music
can provoke and stimulate a heightened intellectual, even spiritual awareness, and
rapture. Against the above discussion, the remark by physicist Albert Einstein resonates
profoundly: "Mozart's music is of such beauty and purity that one feels that he merely
found it, that it has always existed as part of the inner beauty of the universe waiting to be
revealed."

Vincent P. de Luise, M.D., is an Assistant Clinical Professor of Ophthalmology at the Yale
University School of Medicine
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