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Today, Mozart is a household name, but in Mozart’s time, it was Joseph Bologne, 
Chevalier de Saint-Georges, whose reputation was known throughout Europe.  Beyond 
his skills as a superb violinist and composer, Bologne was a world-class fencer and 
swordsman, who held military commands during the French revolutionary period.  
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It is disrespectful to 
his genius and artistry 
that Joseph Bologne is 
often referenced as the 
“Black Mozart.”i In the 
opinion of many, the 
erasure of Bologne’s 
name diminishes his 
truly unique place in Western classical music history.ii 
There is compelling evidence that Bologne influenced 
the work of Mozart,iii and history is clear that he 
played for, performed with and instructed the French 
Queen Marie Antoinette.iv 

Joseph was born in the French colony of Guadeloupe 
on December 25, 1745, the son of Nanon, a beautiful 
sixteen-year-old Senegalese woman who was 
enslaved to her master, Georges de Bologne de Saint-
Georges, likely as a ladies’ maid to Georges’ legal 
wife.v Joseph’s father, Georges, was a nobleman and 
politician,vi but the Code Noir, a 1685 decree that 
outlined relations between the races throughout the 
French empire, defined the young Bologne as a slave, 
a label that was a lifelong definition and a limitation 
on participation in society.vii Joseph’s paternal 
grandfather, Pierre de Bologne, was a wealthy 
colonist in Guadeloupe, and the family traced its 
heritage to the “noble and ancient house of Bologne, 
Italy, from the city of that name.”viii The Bologne 
family owned thriving sugar and coffee plantations, 
and many, like Georges, held senior ranks in the 
colony’s armed forces.ix

Joseph spent the early years of his life on one of his 
father’s plantations in Basse-Terre, on the western 
half of the Guadeloupe archipelago.x In 1759, Georges 
opted to relocate the family to live in France, and it 
is significant that he also brought his slave/mistress, 
Nanon, and their young son with him to France.xi Not 
only did Georges allow Joseph to use the family name 
(evidence that he 
acknowledged 
paternity), but it 
is likely that he 
was aware of his 
son’s unusual 
intelligence 
and precocious 
gifts.xii In France, 
Georges expended considerable sums on his son’s 
education, and he must have taken enormous pride in 
his accomplishments.xiii 

Joseph’s remarkable gift for learning astounded all 
those engaged to teach him.xiv At the age of 13, he 
was enrolled in the Académie Royale Polytechnique 
Des Armes et De L’equitation, where he excelled at 
fencing and horseback riding.xv To further his son’s 
education, Georges engaged the great composers 
of Paris to reach his son to play the violin.xvi To the 
amazement of all, Joseph excelled in every field 
of study. At the age of fifteen, he had made such 
progress in fencing that he could beat the strongest 
fencers and by seventeen, his superlative speed was 
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unmatched.xvii According to the experts of the era, 
he was considered to be one of the finest swordsmen 
in all Europe and throughout his career, Joseph lost 
only one serious fencing match.xviii French law did 
not permit him to inherit 
his father’s social status, 
but with his equestrian and 
fencing success, King Louis 
XV accorded Joseph the 
formal title of Chevalier de 
Saint-Georges,xix as well 
as membership in France’s 
Royal Guard (the Gendarmes 
de la Garde du Roi).xx Henry 
Angelo, who ran a famous 
fencing academy in London, 
described Joseph as follows:

“Never did any man combine such 
suppleness with so much strength. He 
excelled in every physical exercise and was 
an accomplished swimmer and skater. He 
could often be seen swimming across the 
Seine with only one arm… and as to the 
pistol, he rarely missed the target.”xxi

Joseph’s reputation as a swordsman reached America 
and moved John Adams to describe him as “the most 
accomplished man in Europe in riding, shooting, 
fencing, dancing and music.”xxii

As if these achievements were not enough, Joseph 
also became a virtuoso on harpsichord and violin, 
and he was one of the most acclaimed musicians in 
pre-revolutionary Paris.xxiii He first studied violin with 

Platon (his father’s estate 
manager) and in France, 
was given violin lessons 
with Jean-Marie Leclair 
(a French violinist and 
composer) and took 
composing lessons with 
Antonio Lolli, a famed 
Italian violinist and 
composer.xxiv 

Joseph, strikingly 
handsome, just 5’6” in height, with impeccable charm 
and manners, dazzled Parisian society.xxv Two well-
known composers, Antonio Lolli and François-Joseph 
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Fencing Match in London home of 
Prince of Wales, between Saint-Georges 
and The Chevalier D’Eon (a gender 
nonconforming spy) by French painter 
Alexandre-August Robineau

Gossec, dedicated compositions in his honor, namely, 
the two Violin Concerti, Op. 2 by Lolli and Gossec’s 
Six Trios, Op. 9.xxvi It speaks volumes for Joseph’s 
reputation that two distinguished composers chose to 
dedicate works in Josesph’s honor before the young 
prodigy had reached his twentieth birthday.xxvii

Known throughout Europe as Saint-Georges, Joseph’s 
musical career was launched in the late 1760s.xxviii 
In 1769, he joined the Concert des Amateurs, an 
orchestra that had just been assembled by Gossec.xxix 
The most famous instrumentalists throughout Europe 
took part in the concerts and Joseph (now called 
Saint-Georges), made his public debut as a soloist 
with the Concert des Amateurs in 1772, performing 
his own works, two Violin Concertos, Op. 2.xxx When 
Gossec left the orchestra in 1773, Saint-Georges 
became first violin and assumed directorship of the 
Amateurs, at the age of twenty-four.xxxi The Amateurs’ 
orchestra, unusually large for its time, consisted of 
76 players (including 40 violins) and earned its great 
reputation during the eight years of Saint-Georges’ 
leadership.xxxii His skill as a composer was also 
evident, and the string quartets composed by Saint-
Georges, first performed in 1772, were among the first 
in France.xxxiii

By 1775, Saint-Georges was so well established 
as a composer, soloist and orchestra director, that 
he was considered for the highly-regarded post of 
artistic director of the Royal Academy of Music 
at the Opéra.xxxiv His nomination collapsed in the 
face of prejudice and strong opposition from three 
women who contended that their “conscience made 
it impossible for them to be subjected to the orders of 
a mulatto.”xxxv Being 
denied the position 
based entirely on 
racial discrimination 
must have been a 
devastating reminder 
that however brilliant 
his achievements, he 
would always be seen 
as inferior and relegated 
to second-class status.

In 1777, Saint-Georges made his debut as an opera 
composer with two operas at the Comédie-Italienne, 
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Did you borrow this Prelude? Get your own free copy! Whether you’re a ticket buyer, 
donor, curious about the music, or know someone who is, just send an email to 

rsovronsky@hartfordsymphony.org. We’ll make sure you receive Prelude by email, in 
advance of each HSO Masterworks concert!

PLEASE JOIN US!
MARCH 10 - 12, 2023

Please join the HSO to hear Saint-Georges’ 
remarkable Symphony No. 2, Saint-Saëns 
stirring Violin Concerto No. 3 and Mozart’s 
jubilant Symphony No. 40, in a performance 
by the Hartford Symphony Orchestra entitled 
Mozart 40, March 31 – April 2, 2023. 

with the result that he was imprisoned for 18 months 
without benefit of a trial.xlvii He was ultimately 
released from prison, but was never reinstated to his 
command.xlviii In 1797, he made an attempt to rejoin 

the army, signing 
only the name 
“George” (and not 
Saint-Georges) to 
his petition, but 
his request was 
denied.xlix He retired 
to a small town 
outside of Paris, and 
died on June 12, 
1799, from a disease 
of the bladder.l

In 2020, Searchlight Pictures announced plans for a 
movie about Saint-Georges,li and the film, Chevalier, 
is scheduled for release on April 21, 2023. The film 
trailer may be found here: CHEVALIER | Official 
Trailer | Searchlight Pictures - YouTube  After 
years of being virtually forgotten, Joseph Bologne, 
Chevalier de Saint-Georges, is finally being accorded 
his proper and well-deserved place in history. 
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Ernestine and La fille-
garçon.xxxvi While it is 
known that he composed 
other operas, only one, 
The Anonymous Lover, 
has survived.xxxvii In 
1777, he also wrote 
three violin concerti and 
six string quartets.xxxviii 
There is compelling 
evidence that Mozart met Saint-Georges when Mozart 
traveled to Paris in the summer of 1778. For a time, 
the two lived under the same roof, hosted by Count 
Sickingen.xxxix Early in 1779, Saint-Georges, the first 
Black man to be invited to the French court, began to 
perform music with Queen Marie-Antoinette and was 
asked to return as her music teacher.xl 

The orchestra that Saint-Georges directed, Concert 
des Amateurs, was disbanded in 1781, likely due to 
financial problems.xli In its place, and with support 
from the Black Masons (of which he was a member), 
Saint-Georges founded a new orchestra, the Concert 
de la Loge Olympique.xlii Under his leadership, the 
new orchestra commissioned Hayden’s six Paris 
Symphonies and introduced the music to Parisian 
audiences.xliii Saint-Georges traveled to Austria to meet 
Haydn, rehearsed the six symphonies and directed the 
triumphant premieres at the end of 1787.xliv

The last decade of Saint-Georges’ life was dominated 
by the French revolution, and, given his background, 
it is easy to understand why Saint-Georges readily 
embraced the concept of equality for all men. 
Indeed, despite his name and achievements, he was 
forbidden to marry under the laws of pre-revolutionary 
France.xlv A brilliant horseman and swordsman, ardent 
abolitionist, and a former member of the Royal Guard, 
Saint-Georges was one of the first to offer his services 
to the revolutionary army, and he became the leader 
of the first Black regiment in Europe.xlvi Saint-Georges 
was falsely accused of misappropriation of funds, 
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Have we sparked your interest in Saint-Georges and an exploration of the 
music that influenced Mozart?  

Check out these recommendations:

A collection of three violin concertos by Joseph Bologne:  
Joseph Bologne Chevalier de Saint George - Violin Concertos - YouTube

A collection of four Symphonies (Symphony Concertante) by Bologne:  
Joseph Bologne, Le Chevalier de Saint Georges Symphonies, Jiří Malát - YouTube

Hear one of Bologne’s Sonatas for piano and violin:  
Chevalier de Saint-Georges: Sonata no.2 in A major | Quinton Morris, violin & Li-Tan Hsu, piano - YouTube

Watch a remarkable video from Royalty Now about the life of Joseph Bologne:   
The Untold Story of Joseph Bologne, the Prodigy known as “Black Mozart” - YouTube 

An excellent presentation of the life of Joseph Bologne from the VITA Chevalier project:  
The Extraordinary Life of Joseph Bologne -- The VITA Chevalier Project - YouTube

A compelling lecture by pianist, professor and Bologne expert, Charles Pettaway, on the life of Bologne with 
Pettaway’s performance of Bologne’s music:   
Charles Pettaway Presents “The Black Mozart” Joseph Bologne Le Chevalier de Saint-Georges - YouTube 

If Bologne has captured your heart, you are not alone. Enjoy this video:   
Joseph Bologne, Chevalier de Saint-Georges - an introduction - YouTube

WONDERING HOW THE MUSIC OF OUR FEATURED CONCERT WILL SOUND?  

Try HSO’S LISTENING GUIDE, with links to the pieces you’ll hear on our concert stage – and more!

Bologne’s Symphony No. 2, Op. 11, No. 2, may be heard here:  
Joseph Bologne, Chevalier de Saint-Georges: Symphony No. 2 in D Major - YouTube

Joshua Bell in a performance of Saint-Saëns Violin Concerto No. 3, Op. 61, at the Verbier Festival in Switzerland:   
Saint Saëns Violin Concerto No 3 - YouTube

Mozart’s Symphony No. 40, K. 550, performed by the Boston Symphony, conducted by Leonard Bernstein:  
MOZART Symphony No 40 in G minor KV550 LEONARD BERNSTEIN - YouTube
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Statute to honor Joseph 
Bologne in Guadeloupe

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kmiuh_OL2Zg&t=13s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CqdmuSC1OLw&t=14s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqXNXUXqjcM&t=9s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KtKjWN73B_I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XOJAUcxb-Fw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6IwSaqjadjs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-rjyRjtl2G0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0u1u_ae0gAo&t=24s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DZxwiABbock&t=5s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p8bZ7vm4_6M&t=6s
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CASEY’S CLASSICS
Want the best recordings of the pieces you’ll experience on the concert program? 
Coleman Casey, HSO’s dear friend, Director Emeritus, and beloved in-house 
audiophile, offers his recording recommendations of selections featured in our 
upcoming Masterworks Concert.

Saint-Saëns’ splendidly virtuosic and tuneful Violin Concerto No. 3 is dispatched 
with ease by Kyung Wha Chung, accompanied by Lawrence Foster and the 
London Symphony Orchestra (DECCA).

Mozart’s Symphony No. 40 is given extraordinary technical polish and great 
passion by George Szell and the Cleveland Orchestra (SONY).
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Computer-generated photograph of Joseph 
Bologne revealing how he looked during his 

life and how he might appear today
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