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Scott Burnham, a musicologist and historian 
of music theory, is known for his skill and el-
egance in combining two different and often 
opposed approaches to music: ‘modern’ formal 
analysis and ‘postmodern’ hermeneutics (which 
of course has much earlier origins). He is in 
fact a leading proponent of this combination. 
A good example is his book Beethoven Hero 
(1995), a highly acclaimed study of Beethoven’s 
heroic style.1 Other examples include his ar-
ticles on Mozart’s Così fan tutte and several of 
Schubert’s works.2 Why and how Burnham feels 
analysis and hermeneutics should be combined 
is explained in his article ‘How Music Matters: 
Poetic Content Revisited’, which appeared in 
Rethinking Music (1999), an important collec-
tion of articles examining the state of musicol-
ogy and music theory around fifteen years after 
the advent of ‘New Musicology’.3 Even earlier, 
however, Burnham put forward his own views 
in a debate with ‘new musicologist’ Lawrence 
Kramer in 19th-Century Music in 1992, and in 
an article from 1997 entitled ‘Theorists and 
“The Music Itself”’.4

On the one hand Burnham takes the view that 
formal analysis alone is insufficient because it 
ignores the character and meaning of the mu-
sic and actually conceals the author’s agenda. 
Also, various analytical strategies and much 
of the associated terminology cannot be said 
to be entirely value-free. On the other hand, 

hermeneutics cannot do without formal analy-
sis. ‘We must not for a moment think that the 
[Eroica] symphony is about these narratives 
[the programs hermeneuts read into it], for it 
is precisely the other way around: the narra-
tives are about the symphony.’5 And: ‘Analysis 
and poetic criticism are not either/or alterna-
tives. ... we need to understand music as music, 
as an autonomous language, if we want to grant 
it the power to speak of other things.’6 Further-
more, as Burnham remarks, analysts and her-
meneuts often have more in common than one 
might think. They often proceed from the same 
nineteenth-century closed work concept, for 
instance. Nowadays, with the vehemence of the 
debate between the modernists and postmod-
ernists seemingly behind us, it is interesting to 
see how Burnham approaches another subject 
that is dear to him: the music of Mozart.
Mozart’s Grace is a different kind of book from 
Beethoven Hero. That may in part have to do 
with the dissimilarities between the two com-
posers. But the second word of both books’ titles 
is just as telling. Where the earlier book deals 
with a single aspect of Beethoven, Burnham’s 
latest offering examines Mozart as a whole. 
Beethoven Hero is a study of one particular 
influential style, demonstrated in mostly first 
movements of exclusively instrumental works 
by the composer. Mozart’s Grace, by contrast, 
does not confine itself to a single style or to 
specific works or movements. Rather, it inves-
tigates moments or passages of special beauty 
which Burnham finds in different movements 
of both instrumental and vocal works. Nor, un-
like Beethoven Hero, is Mozart’s Grace so much 
about ideological debates or various views. It 
is, as Burnham writes in his introduction (‘In-
vitation’), ‘an appreciation, a personal attempt 
to describe what is striking about the sound of 
Mozart’ (p. 4). He continues: ‘In making this 
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attempt, I deploy simple analytical accounts of 
musical effects, but always also relate these ef-
fects to other domains of human significance’. 
These can be ‘qualities of expression, intima-
tion, interiority, innocence, melancholy, grace, 
and renewal’. For a moment he refers to the fact 
that, ‘until recently such an agenda would likely 
have appeared naïve and obsolete’, i.e. when the 
concept of beauty was still widely considered 
a ‘moldering aesthetic category’. But, he finds, 
‘nowadays, theories of beauty are once again 
flourishing in various quarters’. Why and how 
this climate change has taken place is some-
thing that Burnham does not address. In any 
case, it is clear that Burnham wishes to offer us 
a new sampling of his ideas.
The book consists of three chapters and a brief 
epilogue. Chapter One (‘Beauty and Grace’) 
is divided into two sections entitled ‘Sonori-
ties’ and ‘Line and Expressivity’ respectively. 
Examples used in the first section include the 
Adagio from the Clarinet Concerto and the trio 
‘Soave sia il vento’ from Così fan tutte and, in 
the second, the ‘Christe’ section of the Kyrie 
from the Mass in C minor, K. 427, the Adagio 
from the Serenade in Bb major, K. 361 (‘Gran 
Partita’) and the first movement of the Piano 
Concerto in Bb major, K. 595. The second sec-
tion also contains an interesting comparison 
with the criteria for beauty and grace set by the 
eighteenth-century artist William Hogarth, il-
lustrated with drawings from his treatise ‘The 
Analysis of Beauty’ (1753). 
Chapter Two, entitled ‘Thresholds’ and by far 
the longest chapter, deals with moments when 
Mozart places us on the watershed between 
life and death (in operatic or sacred works), 
between familiar consonance and unexpected 
turbulent dissonance, and between outer and 
inner worlds. This chapter is divided into five 
sections. The first of these, entitled ‘Summon-
ing the Supernatural and the Sacred’, discusses 
passages that hover between life and death, such 
as the first scene and the finale of Don Giovanni 
(the duel and the Commendatore’s death, and 
Don Giovanni’s descent into hell) and, more 
abstractly, the Requiem’s Introit, ‘Confutatis’ 
and ‘Lacrymosa’, and the Ave verum corpus. 
This is followed by ‘Pandemonium’, about pas-
sages in which fate suddenly seems to strike, 
such as in the second movement of the Piano 
Sonata in A minor, K. 310, or in the Fantasia 
in C minor K. 475. Next, ‘Beautiful Dissonance’ 

talks about instances of unaccentuated though 
unprecedented dissonance, such as those in the 
first movement of the Symphony in G minor, 
K. 550, the second movement of the Piano So-
nata in F major, K. 533, and the opening bars 
of the String Quartet in C major, K. 465 (‘Dis-
sonance’). ‘Moving Inward’, the fourth section, 
examines moments when Mozart’s music sud-
denly seems to turn in on itself, as in the slow 
movements of the Piano Concerto in C major, 
K. 467, and the String Quintet in G minor, 
K. 516. In ‘Lost and Found’, the final section 
of the chapter, Burnham discusses the thresh-
old on which Mozart’s music itself often seems 
poised, between the optimistic, ‘innocent’ En-
lightenment culture in which his art originated 
and the tragic, self-conscious Romanticism 
that was to follow in its wake.
Chapter Three, ‘Grace and Renewal’, comprises 
two sections. The first, ‘Thematic Returns’, in-
vestigates characteristic ways in which Mozart 
prepares the reprises of his main themes in 
sonata forms. Examples cited are the second 
movement of the Piano Concerto in G major, 
K. 453, the first two movements of the Sym-
phony in G minor, K. 550, and the second 
movement of the String Quintet in D major, 
K. 593. The second section, ‘The Open Close’, 
considers how Mozart gives the endings of his 
tragic works an open character thus enabling 
us, restored and uplifted, to confront the world 
again. Examples include the finales of the Piano 
Concerto in D minor, K. 466, the String Quintet 
in G minor, K. 516, and Don Giovanni. The epi-
logue, an essay entitled ‘Knowing Innocence’, 
sums up the various ways in which Mozart 
manages to unite innocence and consciousness, 
compassion and distance, thus continuing to 
touch us deeply.
Burnham’s method is simple: in a chosen pas-
sage he observes a certain ‘effect’; he describes 
it extensively, then meticulously analyses the 
musical means by which it is brought about, 
after which he discusses the passage’s possible 
meanings. But it is not easy to summarize the 
richness and depth of his readings. Burnham 
has often been praised for his subtle and pro-
found insights and the pleasing and elegant 
style in which he expresses them. His prose is 
indeed of exceptional quality and, furthermore, 
draws on a rich and impressive background in 
music, music history, music analysis and theo-
ry, cultural history, and philosophy. Burnham 
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also proves himself to be an astute and sensitive 
listener. Never are his analyses based solely on 
the visual aspect of the score, but rather always 
on the sounds we actually hear. Not without 
reason does he again and again talk about an 
‘effect’, which he probes and explains. The in-
sights he thus achieves are fascinating, inspir-
ing, and a joy to read. Some examples may suf-
fice to illustrate this.
In Chapter One, when discussing ‘Soave sia il 
vento’ from Così fan Tutte, Burnham first sum-
marizes the meaning of this moment in the 
context of the plot and the overall effect of Mo-
zart’s musical treatment of it:

That Mozart’s music takes no notice of 
the comic feigning and instead registers 
at the level of a sincere farewell allows its 
beauty to be rarer still ...,  two of the sing-
ing characters think they are taking leave 
of their boyfriends, while we in the audi-
ence (along with the worldly manipulator 
onstage) know better. But Mozart’s music 
seems to know something else entirely: 
though the depicted leave taking is not 
genuine, there is a farewell sounding here 
that exceeds the emotional depth even 
of a genuine parting of the lovers – the 
characters seem to be taking leave of In-
nocence itself (p. 11).

This is followed by a musical analysis that not 
only delves into the techniques Mozart uses to 
achieve this effect, but also has the reader expe-
rience the entire trio even more intensely than 
before. 
A little further on (p. 18), Burnham discusses 
Mozart’s renowned perfection in terms of psy-
chological characterization, proportioning, 
elaboration of detail, overall design, etc., quot-
ing Maynard Solomon, Hermann Hesse, and 
Karl Barth, all of whom expressed their admi-
ration in their own inimitable styles. Burnham: 
‘Originary perfection is somehow made incar-
nate in Mozart’s music. ... These qualities relate 
to a sense of stasis and apartness’. But, ‘the stasis 
is charged, enjoys a special burnish, a glow, a 
warmth: this music is not untouchably perfect 
but humanly scaled with ingratiating energy’ 
(p. 18). And about Mozart’s part-writing: ‘Ev-
ery part sounds’, which is why Mozart’s music ‘is 
never labored but always buoyant. Imagine an 
architecture in which every buttress flies’ (p. 19).

Burnham does not eschew technical explana-
tion either. On the much-discussed series of 
modulations in the Requiem’s ‘Oro supplex’ 
(part of the ‘Confutatis’) he notes, ‘This [the 
modulatory process which proceeds by a se-
ries of descending half-steps] happens because 
a diminished-seventh chord that is normally 
treated as a viio/V resolves, instead of to V of 
that key, to V of the key a half step lower. The 
sharp 4 of the old key becomes the 5 of the new 
key’ (p. 54). And, after explaining that each 
diminished-seventh chord has two tones in 
common with the preceding tonic: ‘This gives 
the bass tritone the effect of a leap into some as 
yet uncharted inner space. The entire passage 
thus takes on the aspect of continually sinking 
inward’ (ibid.).
In the section entitled ‘Moving Inward’ in 
Chapter Two, following an analysis of the mi-
raculous minor-mode passage in the F-major 
second movement of K. 467 (bars 11-16) Burn-
ham writes: 

Moves to the sharp side of a key, the dom-
inant side, involve an increase of tension 
and a sense of moving out of that key. 
Explorations of the flat side of a key seem 
rather to move within the key, to speak 
of its inner depths. This is partially be-
cause the flat side is the side of the minor 
mode, through which the major mode 
can be expressively enriched without 
even changing its key center. The paral-
lel minor mode can thus sound as a latent 
expressive realm within any given major 
key. And because the tonic harmony can 
be said to contain the subdominant har-
mony within it, as a kind of nether projec-
tion from the tonic note, the subdominant 
harmony itself can be heard as a sign of 
interiority (pp. 103-104). 

This is followed by one of the most gripping 
examples, bar 44 of the Eb-major second move-
ment of the Symphony in G minor, K. 550, 
where a turn to the subdominant is also taken 
minor and moreover as a minor seventh chord: 
‘a phalanx of flats, transforming an unpreten-
tious phrase into something that seethes with 
emotion’ (p. 105).
It is this particular mixture of analysis of ‘the 
music itself ’ and ‘reading’ of essences and 
meanings that makes Burnham’s texts such an 
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unusual and enriching experience. However, I 
do have one or two reservations. To start with, 
I have some doubt about the wisdom of aban-
doning the separation between ‘hard’ factual 
analysis and ‘soft’ interpretative reading and 
signifying as radically as Burnham does. Of 
course we know (see above) that Burnham is 
aware of the difference. For him, however, to 
distinguish is clearly not to separate. And, ad-
mittedly, given his outstanding command of 
style, this free mixing produces wonderful and 
inspiring results.
A completely different point: in many of the 
analyses I missed a discussion about phrase 
structure and form. In the second movement 
of K. 467, for example, part of the fascination 
of the seemingly simple and elementary me-
lodic material can be explained by the fact that 
Mozart uses a ‘basic idea’ of three bars (!), con-
tinuing, after the varied repeat, with standard 
two-bar units and then with a five-bar one (the 
aforementioned minor-mode section, bars 12-
16). To my mind this enduring unpredictability 
of phrase length is a major factor in capturing 
the listener’s fascination. Also, the position-
ing of a fragment in the form as a whole can 
strongly influence our perception of its sig-
nificance. Burnham’s apparent decision not to 
dwell too much on phrase structure and form 
could be related to considerations of quantity 
and priority: an overly broad focus could weak-
en the thrust of his approach (which undoubt-
edly lies in his melodic and textural analyses). 
Another factor might be that form and phrase 
structure are matters that provoke a consider-
able variety of music-theoretical opinion, and 
Burnham may prefer to avoid any squabbling.
As to harmony, Burnham’s analysis of the 
opening progression of the Ave verum corpus 
gives the impression that it is quite unusual. 
However, it is actually one of the most com-
mon opening progressions of the eighteenth 
century: I–ii2–V6

5–I (a well-known example of 
which is Bach’s Prelude I, WTC I). What makes 
the opening of the Ave verum corpus special, 
however, is its melody. And Burnham’s treat-
ment of this aspect (pp. 68-75) is again superb. 
Another issue: I agree with Burnham that the so-
nority of a major seventh chord in 65 position in 
bar 18 of the slow introduction to the Sympho-
ny in Eb major, K. 543, is striking. But I do not 
think it is ‘a symphonic dissonance quite literally 
as bold as the Eroica’s most famous dissonance 

[the one in bars 276-279]’ (p. 81). In Mozart it is 
(in local Ab major) a case of IV6

5, followed by V6
5  

and local I (= IV in Eb), a very common progres-
sion, even in Bach. However, the same sonority 
in Beethoven is, in local E minor, (Neapolitan) 
bII6

5, thus sounding much more shrill and unex-
pected, making it in fact entirely new. The tonal 
context of chords is crucial for their effect and 
I think the book would have benefitted from a 
little more attention to harmonic progressions 
and contexts, since it is against their background 
that Mozart’s extraordinary melodic inventions 
most clearly stand out.
I disagree with Burnham about one particular 
point in the opening of the Overture to Don 
Giovanni. On p. 41 he calls ‘the basses’ implaca-
ble half notes, the last of which sustains beyond 
the upper voices’ ‘the most frightening touch of 
all.’ In the score we indeed see half notes in the 
basses in bars 2 and 4 and quarter notes in the 
upper instruments, tied over from the previous 
bar. Yet it is by no means certain that Mozart 
wanted the basses to sound longer than the 
chords above. The time signature is alla breve, 
so the half note is the beat. And in eighteenth-
century music, just as in jazz today, a note no-
tated as a full beat does not necessarily have its 
full duration. See, for example, the ‘Crucifixus’ 
in Bach’s B-minor Mass. If the full duration is 
intended, tenuto is indicated, as in the opening 
of Haydn’s Symphony No. 99 in Eb major. There 
is no tenuto here, so I think that John Eliot Gar-
diner and René Jacobs are perfectly right to cut 
off the basses simultaneously with the other 
instruments. Once one has grown accustomed 
to Gardiner or Jacobs, the long-held bass notes 
of Bruno Walter, Furtwängler, Böhm, Karajan, 
and, recently, Nézet-Séguin, no longer sound 
frightening at all but, rather, mistaken. 
In the same analysis, Burnham makes no men-
tion of the lamento-motif that Mozart repeat-
edly uses with great ingenuity: chromatically in 
the basses in bars 5-11, diatonically in the second 
violins in bars 13-14 and again diatonically in the 
basses near the opera’s denouement, accompany-
ing the terrifying entrance of the Commenda-
tore’s statue. Burnham’s description of bars 23-26 
of the overture is again very imaginative: ‘What 
makes the passage unforgettable are those violin 
scales – moving up then down, rising in half steps 
along with the bass and winds. Who would have 
thought to profile this drama of rising half steps 
against an interior pedal by filling each chromatic 
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step with the banal utterance of an ascending or 
descending scale? And yet the effect is stunning’ 
(p. 44). But he continues: ‘As though in stupor, the 
violinists seem reduced to moving their fingers 
unconsciously, capable only of marking the ris-
ing half steps sounding around them on a kind of 
abacus of fear’ (pp. 44-45). The latter metaphor is 
beautiful, but the scales change considerably with 
each new chord, so for the violinists there is hard-
ly any time for stupor: they actively participate in 
the scaring. It is we, together with Leporello, who 
count the scary moments. 
A final word of criticism concerns the music 
examples. Firstly, they contain a number of er-
rors. In particular, the piano arrangements (the 
arranger’s name is not mentioned) are some-
times flawed, e.g. ‘Soave sia il vento’: wrong 
notes in the right-hand sixteenths in bars 22, 
23 and 32, omitted original cautionary acciden-
tals in bars 20, 26, and 29 – Mozart is always 
very precise with these – and some small im-
perfections in the piano arrangement (parallel 
octaves in bar 34, unstylish low fifths in the fi-
nal bars). Another problem is that all examples 
taken from the middle of a work (and most of 
them are) are presented in exactly the same way 
as opening fragments: with tempo indication 
and time signature but without a bar number 
on the left. Since this is not customary it can be 
a little confusing.
All that aside, a noteworthy and gratifying fea-
ture of the book is that it quotes liberally from 
the composer’s vocal music and, even more 
laudably, draws on many slow movements and 
sections. This is still rare in music-analytical 
work, and in itself a reason for commending 
the book. If we count up all the examples, the 
result is as shown in Table 1.

In this regard Burnham also makes ample 
amends for what could be seen as a shortcom-
ing of his Beethoven Hero and, even more so, 
his chapter entitled ‘Form’ in The Cambridge 
History of Western Music Theory:7 both publica-
tions deal almost exclusively with Allegro first 
movements (with Hero including one or two 
finales), thus confirming the tunnel vision that 
has dogged so much music theory of roughly 
the last century. This is a danger that, ironically, 
Burnham himself warns against in the final 
chapter of Beethoven Hero.8

Summing up, Mozart’s Grace is a splendid 
book that, couched in an elegant style, offers 
such deep insights and richness of detail that 
it is worth several readings. Burnham ends by 
noting his awareness of ‘standing alongside all 
those who have tempted to give voice to their 
enchantment with Mozart’ (p. 168) and by 
quoting from a composition that has served as 
his motto: the beginning of the ‘Laudate Do-
minum’ from the Vespers K. 339. ‘That such a 
phrase then continues, growing into a sweet 
song of praise, seems an almost unspeakable 
act of grace.’

(Clemens Kemme is a music theorist and arrang-
er. He teaches at the Conservatory of Amsterdam. 
He is working on a dissertation entitled Mozart’s 
Requiem and Great Mass: Theory and Practice 
of their Completion and on a new edition of the 
C-minor Mass (K. 427) for Breitkopf & Härtel.)

Slow   24
Medium    3
Fast   14

Vocal   12
Instrumental  29

Table 1
Tempi and genres of the movements from which examples have been derived.

7 ‘Form’, in: Thomas Christensen (ed.), The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2001, 880-906.

8 Beethoven Hero, 153-168. An unfortunate byproduct of this tunnel vision is the widespread belief that ‘Sonata 

form’ is reserved to instrumental Allegro first movements (‘Sonata-Allegro form’). In fact about three-

quarters of Mozart’s slow movements and most of his opera seria arias, fast and slow (e.g. in Idomeneo), are 

in the same form.
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