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Anton Walter's Difficult Early Years in Vienna: 
New Documents, 1772-1779* 

RrTA STEBLIN 

MUCH HAS BEEN WRITTEN LATELY about Anton Walter (1752-1826), 
the builder of Mozart's fortepiano ca. 1782 and Beethoven's fa­

vorite pianoforte maker around 1800.John A. Rice published three doc­
uments in an article in this JOURNAL in 1989, providing new information 
about Walter's 1790 petition to be granted a court title-a petition that 
resulted in his being named K[ayserlicher] K[oniglicher] Kammerorgelbauer 
und lnstrumentmacher (Imperial Royal Chamber Organ Builder and 
Instrument Maker) .1 In 2000 a whole volume of the Mitteilungen der lntei0 

nationalen Stiftung Mozarteum was devoted to Walte r. The lengthy contri­
bution there by Silke Berdux and Susanne Wittmayer presents much 
new biographical research on this famous builder of fortepianos in 
Vienna.2 But little was known about Walter's early life other than the 
facts of his birth, on February 5, 1752 in Neuhausen, Swabia; that, ac­
cording to a bill dated September 8, 1779, he spent fifteen days repair­
ing keyboard instruments at Eszterhaza that summer;3 and that he mar­
ried the widow Anna Elisabeth Schofstol3, nee Reisinger, in Vienna on 
January 27, 1780. Walter remarked at a u-ial for suspected Jacobins in 
January 1796 that he had been in Vienna for some 20 or 22 years, which 

* I would like to thank the 6sterreichische Nationalbankjubil5.umsfonds (project 
No . 11642: "Viennese Music Instrum ent Makers of th e Mozart Era") for the financial 
suppon that enabled me to research and write this paper, and Susanne Fritsch (\-Viener 
Stadt- und Landesarchiv) for helping me locate these docume nts. This a rticle is dedi­
cated to Susanne \Vittmayer in gratitude for the moral support and encouragement 
she gave me in the difficult Schubert year 1997. 

1. John A. Rice, "Anton VValter, Instrument Maker to Leopold II ," this JOURNAL 15 
(1989): 32-51. The title Walter sought was Kays. Konig/. Hof Orge/ und lnstrumentenbauer 
(Imperial Royal Court Organ and Instrument Builder), but the title actually granted was 
K. K. Kmmnero,gelhauer und lnslrumentmacher: see Rice, "Anton \a\1alter," pp. 35, 42-43. 

2. Silke Berdux and Susanne Will!nayer, "Biographische Notizen zu Anton \1/alter 
(1752-1 826)," !'vlitteilungen der lnternationaum Stiflung Mozarteum 48, nos. 1-4 (June 2000): 
13-106. Mozan·s fonepiano is on display in the composer's birth house in Salzburg. 

3. Ibid., 42. v\1alter made at least one further visit to Eszterh;.iza to re pair instruments, 
in 178 I: Berdux and v\'ittmayer also discuss the bill documenting th e second visit and pro­
vide its publication history. 
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suggests that he arrived ca. 1775. But when exactly did he come to 
Vienna? When and where did he learn the craft of constructing instru­
ments? Who were his teachers? 

The state of knowledge about Walter's training was summarized by 
Berdux and Wittmayer: 

It is supposed that Anton Walter acquired carpentry skills from his father, 
who, through his own activity [as a carpenter], could also have influenced 
him in the choice of his profession. He could also have completed his train­
ing and practiced constructing simple instruments [with his father]. 
However, we still lack any kind of information about his training and years of 
apprenticeship. Since he later referred to himself as an "Orgel und Instru­
mentmacher," and, according to his own report, had built an organ, it is as­
sumed that he trained with an organ maker. Anton Walter came Lo Vienna 
or the region around Vienna between 1774 and 1776. In January 1796 he re­
marked at a hearing in Vienna: "I have been here for 20 or 22 years. "•1 

In March 2007, while searching for something completely different,5 
discovered a convolute of documents at the Wiener Stadt- und 

Landesarchiv that deals with an earlier petition by Walter, initially sub­
mitted in July 1778, asking that he be granted official government pro­
tection as an lnstrumentmacher.6 These documents answer many questions 
about Walter's training and provide much new information about the 
difficulties he experienced at the start of his career in Vienna-in partic­
ular, his problems with the powerful guild of organ makers. At the 
same time, they open up many new areas for research into the begin­
nings of piano manufacture in Vienna, as they contain information 
about Walter's early efforts. Walter would later claim, in his 1790 petition 
to the court, that "he was the first to make pianofortes here as they are · 

4. Ibid., 14: "Es ist zu vermuten, daB Anton Walter sich bei seinem Yater, der ihn <lurch 
seine Tatigkeiten auch in der VVahl seines Berufes beeinflullt haben k6nnte, schreinerische 
Kenntnisse angeeignet hat, er kOnnte bei diesem auch eine Lehre absolviert und sich im 
Bau einfacher Instrumente gei.ibt haben. Bisher fehlen Uber seine Ausbilclung und seine 
Wanderjahre jedoch jegliche Nachrichten. Daer sich spater als 'Orgel und lnstrumentrnacher 
bezeichnete und nach eigener Angabe eine Orgel baute, ist anzunehmen, dal3 er bei 
einem 0rgelbauer in die Lehre ging. In Wien oder in der Umgebung von Wien liel3 Anton 
Walter sich zwischen I 774 und 1776 niedei: lmjanuar 1796 aul3erte er bei einem Verh6r in 
Wien, 'Bei 20. oder 22. jahre befin<k ich mich allhier.' " 

5. Serendipity has a way of producing wonderful results. In this case, I was searching 
for the Holzselzer Petraschek, a relative of the violin maker Sebastian Dallinger (1736-
1809). 

6. Wiener Stadt- und Landesarchiv (WStLA), Alte Registratur A2-Berichte: 4/ 1779. 
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now in general use." 7 He was also identified in Schonfeld's Jahrbuch of 
1796 as the "creator" of this instrument in Vienna.8 

The main documents of Walter's 1778 petition are presented in 
Appendix 1 in both the original German and in my English translation, 
in the order in which they were submitted by Walter himself (officially 
labeled A to H), followed by the lengthy final report of the city authori­
ties (which I have labeled!). Appendix 2 contains detailed biographical 
information about the most important organ makers named in the final 
report. The documents are summarized and discussed below. 

Walter's Petition "A" 

On July 7, 1778 Anton Walter submitted a written petition, officially 
labeled A, to the Lower Austrian Government requesting that he be 
granted a protective license to make musical instruments in Vienna. He 
explained that he had learned the profession of carpentry in his youth, 
but, aiming for higher goals, had come to Vienna because this was a cen­
ter of the arts. (As we shall see, document G reveals that Walter was al­
ready working for an organ builder in Vienna in May 1772, when he had 
just turned twenty.) There he was fortunate to study geometry, arith­
metic, algebra, mechanics, architecture, and music, and soon decided 
that music, in particular the construction of musical instruments, would 
be the source of his livelihood. By the time of his petition in 1778, he 
had already completed several instruments, which he called Flieg (Hugel), 
that is, wing-shaped keyboard instruments, and these were received with 
great approval. Now, however, he had cause to worry about the uncer­
tainty of his position-he mentions the threat of war and concern about 
being conscripted9-and opposition to his work: one difficulty was the 

7. Rice, "Anton ½'alter," 36: "er Pianoforte wie sic itz allgemein gebraucht werden hier 
zu erst gemacht haL." See also Die J\llusik in Geschichle wul Gegenwart, 2nd ed., Personenteil, 
s.v. "\1Valter, (Gabriel) AnLOn,'' by Susanne \•Villlnayer: "Er schreibt darin, er habe als erster 
in VVien Pianoforte gebaut, c ine Aussagc, die auf Grund neuerer Forschung wohl nicht 
mehr zu bezweifeln ist." 

8. Johann Ferdinand von SchOnfeld, _Jalubuch der 'lonkunst von \1\lien und Prag (Vienna, 
1796; repr., Munich: Katzbichler, 1976), 87-88: "De,jenige Kiinstler, der sich bisher am 
berlihmtesten gemacht hat, und der gle ichsam der erste Sch6pfer dieses Instruments 
[fortepiano] bei uns ist, ist Hr. \<\'alter, wohnhaft an der \•Vien, im Fokanetischen Hause, im 
hintern Hofe. " 

9. The VVar of the Bavarian Succession broke out benveen Austria and Prussia in July 
1778. Before the peace treaty was signed in Teschen on May 13, 1779, at least twenty thou­
sand Austrian soldiers lost their lives. 
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envy of other builders, since he worked at a far lower price. As a final 
point in support of his request, Walter claimed that lnslrumentenmachen 
was a branch of music and not a technical Profession. This was no doubt 
to avoid the fact that he had not officially completed his technical train­
ing as an organ builder, one of the stumbling blocks in his fight against 
the professional guild of Orgel und Instrumentmacher, 10 as the final docu­
ment I clearly states. Thus, the unconventional Walter-in many ways a 
"maverick" 11-was hoping to win his case on a technicality, apparently 
basing his argument on the changing meaning of the word Instrument. 12 

Various remarks by government officials on the reverse side of 
Walter's petition A clarify the prog1·ess of his case. OnJuly 10, 1778, the 
Lower Austrian Government (with its headquarters in Vienna) 13 trans­
ferred Walter's letter to officials of the City of Vienna, including the 
mayor, for ajudgment. 14 Then, on July 20, the municipal councillors re­
quested that Walter and members of the guild of organ makers should 
appear together for a hearing before the end of the month. This must 
have taken place by July 25, for on this date the city official Preisinger 15 

wrote that Walter's request had been rejected. The lengthy summary I, 
dated January 5, 1779, gives the reasons for this rejection: the guild of 
organ makers had argued against Walter's application because he was 

I 0. See the explanation of the Viennese guild system in Richard Maunder, Klyboard 
Instruments in Eighteenth-Cenlw)' Vienna (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 17-33. The 
generic term for the profession was Orgelmacher (p. 2) and this "included makers of all 
types of keyboard instruments" (p. 19). See also Berdux and Wittmayer, "Biographische 
Notizen," 19-21. 

11. Maunder, K,:yboarr.l Instruments, 26. 
12. Until the I 770s, the word Instrument normally referred to a harpsichord (Maunder, 

Keyboard Instruments, 12); the constniction of such instruments was controlled by the gui ld 
of organ makers. In SchOnfeld's Jahrbuch of 1796, lnstruuzent now meanL "forLepiano" 
(p. 87). However, in Lhe l 770s-aL the time of Waller's petition-makers of woodwind in­
struments also called themselves "/nstrumentmache,;" using the term in the generic sense of 
"musical instruments." See Maunder, "Viennese Wind-Instrument Makers, 1700-1800," 
Galpin Society Journal 51 (July 1998): 170-91. According to my unpublished research, in 
the 1770s there was also a struggle over who had the right to construct woodwind instru­
ments: the ofllcial guild of turners (Drechsle,J, or musicians who were wind players. 

I 3. The Nieder-6sterreichische Regierung was located then in the building that 
stands today at 1-Ierrengasse 59. In 1986 SL POilen became the new headquarters of the re­
gional government of Lower Ausu-ia. 

14. The City Hall was located at that time at Wildwerkerstrasse (WipplingersUaSse) 
417, in a building that is still standing today (the Altes Rathaus). 

15. According Lo the Hof und Staats-Schemalismus der . .. Hau/Jt- und Rftsidenz-Stadt ~Vien 
(Vienna, 1778), 236, Leopold PreiBinger worked as a secretary for the Inner City Govern­
ment ( der lnnere Stadtrath). 
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merely a carpentry journeyman, and pointed out that although he had 
worked with several of their members, he had not finished his training 
according to the proper rules. 16 Moreover, he had been engaged in the 
illegal construction of instruments for two years, together with an un­
named young assistant. 17 This was obviously viewed as a threat to the 
control mechanism exercised by the rigid guild system. 

Testimonials "C" and "D" from Professors at the Engineering 
Academy 

After this rejection, Walter submitted a new petition, B (missing from 
the convolute), to the highest authority, that is, the Imperial Royal Court 
( of Empress Maria Theresia) , restating his request. 18 Going right to the 
top was a clever tactic, since it was known that the Empress was trying 
to cut back the stifling powers of the outmoded guilds in an effort to 
stimulate new industrial production. 19 (The outrage of the civic organ 
builders at Walter's bold move is expressed in vivid terms in document I: 
they found it hard to believe that he would think "he was such a skilful, 
talented fellow" and that he could successfully petition the Crown.) 
Walter bolstered his new letter by testimonials from two professors at the 
Imperial Royal Engineering Academy, officially labeled C and D, which 
supply more information about his scientific interests, confirming the 
claim in his initial petition about his wide-ranging studies. These highly 
favorable letters of support from teachers at this prestigious academy 
must have impressed court officials. 

16. A journeyman (GeseUe), having first trained as an apprentice (Lelnjunge), normally 
worked for his master for several years before submitting a test piece (JVIeisterst-iich) to the 
guild for judgment, accompanied by whopping fees. See Maunder, Keyboard Instruments, 
17-18. 

17. According to Maunder, ibid., 19, "considerable numbers of unauthorized crafts­
men, known as StOrer, were tolerated by a government ever suspicious of the real or imag­
ined power of the guilds. Many Storer were former Gesellen who had lost their jobs." 

18. A preliminary search at the Haus- Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna (Staatsrats­
protokolle, Obersthofmeisteramt, Kabinettskanzlei) failed to locate any documents dealing 
with Walter's petition. Most requests of this nature from the era of Empress Maria Theresia 
were discarded long ago. This applies also to such documents before 1781 that were once 
in the Nieder-6steneichisches Landesarchiv. 

19. Berdux and Witunayer, "Biographische Notizen, .. 19: "Als Anton Walter nach Wien 
kam, gab es noch eine Zunft der Orgel- und Instrumentenmacher. Inwiefern diese von den 
Versuchen Maria Theresias (regierend 1740-1780), den EinfluB der Ziinfte zu beschnei­
den, betroffen war, ist bisher nicht bekannt, aufgehoben wurde sie erst unter Joseph II." 
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Testimonial C was provided by Friedrich Wilhelm Gerlach, a German 
immigrant like Walte1~ who became famous enough as a professor of 
philosophy and mathematics to receive an entry eighty years later in 
Constant von Wurzbach's encyclopedia of important persons in 
Austria.20 Gerlach was born in Zelle, Thuringia, on August 9, 1728, and 
died in Vienna on April 17, 1802. After studies in Heiligenstadt 
(Thuringia) and Mainz, he moved in 1749 to Vienna, where he at first 
gave private instruction in philosophy. After pursuing further studies in 
geometry, he was appointed professor of history at the Engineering 
Academy in 1756. He remained at this institution until his death, pub­
lishing numerous books and articles on various technical subjects. 21 

Walter must have attended Gerlach's lectures at the Engineering Aca­
demy, without, however, completing a degree. In his letter of support, 
dated August 13, 1778, Gerlach praised Walter's musical instruments for 
their beauty and perfect workmanship, as well as for their pleasant, well­
regulated tonal quality. He testified that he had often observed the 
young man's obvious aptitude for his profession, in particular, his zeal in 
conducting scientific tests to determine the connection between me­
chanical aspects of instrument construction and the physical principles 
of sound and motion. He also stated that Walter had already made sev­
eral important improvements and new discoveries. Although Gerlach 
does not specify the kind of instruments constructed, it is unlikely that 
he would have made such remarks-about new discoveries involving im­
proved mechanical aspects of sound production-if only the traditional 
harpsichord were involved. In other words, I believe that we can read be­
tween the lines here that Walter was already experimenting with a form 
of fortepiano. 

Testimonial D was penned by Johann Adam Grunwald, likewise a pro­
fessor at the Imperial Royal Engineering Academy. It is dated August 14, 
1778, one day later than Gerlach's letter. Grunwald was born ca. 1735 
and died August 19, 1804, of consumption, at the age of sixt:y-nine. His 
death certificate lists his official title as "Master of Handwriting at the 
k. k. Ingeniem~Akademie."22 In his letter of support, Grunwald declared 

20. Constant von VVurLbach, Biograj1hisches Lexilwn des Kai'serthums Oesterreich, 60 vols. 
(Vienna, 1856-91), vol. 5 (1859) , 155. 

21. Among the numerous books by Gerlach, listed by Wurzbach, are such titles as 
Kun:.gefasste Weltweisheit, 2 vols. (Vienna, 1772) and Priifung der Kmuse'schen Pmf,endichel­
maschine (Vienna, I 772). 

22. WS!LA, To1enbeschauprotokoll, August 19, 1804: "Grunwald H: Johann Adam, 
Schreibmeister an der k. k. Ingenieur Akkademie, verheurath, von -- gebUrtig, ist im 
TrattnerhofNo 659. am Graben, an der Auszehnmg beschaut warden, alt 69.Jahr." 
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that Walter had studied physics and mechanics, among other subjects, 
and that he had made new discoveries concerning the construction of 
musical instruments, based on scientific principles. He also stated that 
Walter's instruments, constructed in various new forms, could be consid­
ered among the best of their kind-because they used new inventions 
and were not built merely according to old mechanisms.23 Again, it 
seems unlikely that he would have expressed his praise in such terms if 
Walter were merely making harpsichords. The terms "fortepiano" and 
"Hammerklavier" had not yet entered the descriptive language of such 
scientific experts, and, as we have seen, Walter himself used the nebu­
lous term "Flieg." Important also in Grunwald's testimonial is the positive 
picture he paints of Walter's social skills, although he hints that there was 
trouble with the organ makers. Gn'.inwald continued to be on friendly 
terms "~th Walter: he served as a witness at Walter's marriage to Anna 
Elisabeth SchofstoB on January 27, 1780.24 

Testimonials "E" and "F": More Praise for Walter's Instruments 

At the time of his petition to the Imperial Court, Walter probably also 
submitted the two forther testimonials E, an undated word of praise 
from a member of the aristocracy, and F, from a music teacher, dated 
August 8, 1778, both of which recommend his instruments in glowing 
terms. However, the guild of organ makers rejected both, arguing that 
neither was written by an expert in the field. The Court, on the other 
hand, was obviously impressed. 

Testimonial E, in a copyist's hand,25 is a short note from Count 
Wenzel von Paar-most likely the Graf (Count) Wenzel von Paar (1744-
1812), k. k. Kammerer (chamberlain), who was described as a connoisseur 
of art by Wurzbach .26 His father Furst (Prince) Wenzel Johann Joseph 

23. Grllnwald uses the terrn t\1echauismum, which may in faCL have a similar meaning to 
the term 1\1echanih (action), as used in the technical expression \1Viener 1\1echanih (the so­
called German or Viennese aclion). 

24. The marriage entry for \\'alter in the parish of St. Michael lists as one of two 
Tmuzeugen, ']ohann Adam Grienwald, Professor an der Ingenicur-Akadernie." See Berdux 
and Wittmayer, "Biographische Notizen," 18, n. 18. 

25. The initials "L: S:" (Loco sigilli) on the copy indicate the spot where the wax seal in 
t.he original was placed. \,\!alter ob\~Ousl}' kept. the original document., since iL could serve as 
a valuable recom mendation for him. 

26. Wurzbach, Biogm/1hisches Lexikon, vol. 21 (1870). 149-50. 
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von Paar (1719-1792) had already received his princely title in 1769 and 
so could not be the author of this testimonial. The Mozarts were well ac­
quainted with this family. On their first visit to Vienna in October 1762, 
they were invited to attend a social event at the Paars. 27 Wolfgang was 
then six years old, and the younger Wenzel von Paar was eighteen. Later, 
both Paars-father and son-were subscribers to Mozart's 1784 private 
concerts.28 They are also mentioned in Count Karl Zinzendorf's diary 
for their domestic music-making, and the younger Paar's wife Toni 
(Antonia nee Princess Liechtenstein) 29 played the fortepiano. 30 Ac­
cording to Nagler's art encyclopedia, Count Wenzel von Paar made a 
name for himself in the second half of the eighteenth century as a 
drawer and engraver of landscape scenes.31 This is of interest consider­
ing that Walter's later son-in-law was the famous landscape artist Jakob 
Gauermann (1773-1843). In 1778, when he wrote the recommendation 
for Walter, Count von Paar lived at Renngasse (near the Freyung) and 
served as an aristocratic councillor for the Lower Austrian Govern­
ment.32 In his testimonial, he praised Walter for his services and superior 
skills as an "instrument maker," and stated that he has "work" (obviously 
meaning a keyboard instrument) by Walter. Unfortunately, Paar did not 

27. A letter from Leopold Mozart to his Salzburg friend Lorenz Hagenauer, dated 
October 19, 1762, reports that the "Oberst-Postmeister Graf Paar" (the liJture Prince Paar) 
had invited them for a visit the following Monday. See 1\1ozart: Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, ed. 
Wilhelm Bauer, Otto Erich Deutsch, and Joseph Eibl, 7 vols. (Kassel: Barenreiter, 1962-75), 
1:54 and 5:41. 

28. Mozart: Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, 3:305-7. According to Hans:Josef Irmen, Count 
Paar was not the addressee of Mozart's letter to an unnamed masonic brother at the lodge 
inauguration on January 14, 1786 (as suggested in Mozart: Briefe und Aufzeichnungen, 3:490). 
See Innen, Mozart: Mitglied geheimer Gesellschaflen ( [Ziilpich): Prisca, 1988), 182. 

29. WStLA, Haan Regesten: Paar. At his death on November 22, 1812, Count Wenzel 
Paar was survived by his wife, Antonia nee Princess Liechtenstein, four sons, and two 
daughters. It would be interesting to know who t.:--iught his children music. 

30. See Dorothea Link, 'Vienna's Private Theatrical and Musical Life, I 783-92, as 
Reported by Count Karl Zinzendorf," journal of the Royal Musical Association 122 (1997): 
205-57, especially 244-51, where both father and son are mentioned at musical evenlS in 
diary entries from 1786 to 1790, and p. 248, where at a dinner party at Countess Buquoy's 
on February 4, 1788, guest "la Toni Paar" played the keyboard, followed by Mozart's stu­
dent Mlle Auernhammer. 

31. G. K. Nagler, Neues allgemeines Kunst/er-Lexicon, 22 vols. (Munich, 1835-52), vol. 10 
(1841), 445. 

32. The Hof und Staats-Schematism-us for I 778, p. 157, lists "Titl. Hr. Wenzl Graf von 
Paar, log. in der Renngasse 380" as a "Rath im Herrenstande" for the "k. k. Ni. Oest. 
Regierung." 
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provide any further details about the instrument he owned, but we may 
assume that it was a fortepiano. The fact that he showed it to "experts 
and Clavier 1Weister" and they all found it to be excellent must have 
helped to spread the word about Walter's talent as a builder. Perhaps 
Paar later recommended Walter's instruments to Mozart. 

Testimonial Fwas dated and signed by Friederich Zabizer, Master of 
Music. This person, about whom no information could be found in the 
standard sources,33 seems to have been a close friend and may even have 
been Walter's music teacher. (In document I, Zabizer is further identi­
fied as a "Claviermeister.") According to Zabizer's testimony, he had 
provided Walter with clients who were all most satisfied with his Flugel 
instruments-in particular, with the good, permanent quality of work­
manship and the accuracy and clarity of the tone produced. 

The Guild of Organ Makers 

We learn from the summary in document I that numerous hearings 
were held in the fall of 1778 between Walter and the Viennese guild of 
organ makers. This powerful organization was represented by its head, 
Gottfried Mallek ( 1733-1798), together with Franz Xaver Christoph 
(1733-1793),Johann Michael Panzner (ca. 1715-1779), Mathias Blum 
(ca. 1739-1787), and Johann Friderich Ferstl (ca. 1720-1785). At the 
hearings, the recently deceased guild member Ignaz Richter (1724-
1778) was also mentioned: it was suggested tl1at Walter help his widow to 
keep the workshop running. Biographies of these important keyboard 
instrument builders are given in Appendix 2. 

At the hearings, the guild members argued that Walter's work for 
them was unsatisfactory-they used the derogatory words unfahig (inca­
pable) and untauglich (unfit)-and that they had in essence fired him 
after short periods of employment. Document I also mentions that 
Walter had been resident in Vienna for two periods, with the second stay 
apparently beginning about three years before the hearings, although 
the wording is somewhat confused. In fact, one gets the impression that 

33. Friederich Zabizer may have been related to Johann Bartholomaeus Zabizer 
(1678-1737), who composed Frommer Christen Gott-geheiligte See/en-Freude bestehend aus 
Geistlichen Canta/en, Aiien und Choral-Liedern (Regensburg: Peetz, 1722). 






































































