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How to Listen to and Understand Great Music, 
3rd Edition

1

Scope: 

Throughout its history, Western music has been a mirror of the social, 
political, and religious events and aesthetic ideals of its time. The 
ancient Greeks held a humanistic view of music—they believed in 

its power to change nature, to heal the sick, and to change the human heart. 
The ancient Greek Doctrine of Ethos, based on the Pythagorean view of 
music, claimed music to be a microcosm of the cosmos, ruled by the same 
mathematical laws as the cosmos. The Greeks recognized the power of music 
to heighten the expressive power of words and used music in their drama for 
that reason. 

With the decline of the municipal authority of the Roman Empire, the Roman 
Catholic Church became a temporal and spiritual power, fostering the ideal of 
music as a “servant” of religion. In this role, music was created according to 
guidelines imposed by the Church. Out of this tradition emerged plainchant, 
a monophonic genre of music that was cultivated virtually unchanged for 
centuries until the development of composed polyphony in the High Middle 
Ages, circa 1000–1400. 

The 14th century was a time of tremendous change, marked in music by a 
technique called isorhythm, of which Guillaume de Machaut was the supreme 
master. A century later, during the Renaissance, the rebirth of ancient Greek-
inspired Humanism had a signi  cant impact on music. Inspired by Classical 
ideals, such composers as Josquin Desprez sought greater expressivity 
through clearer vocal articulation in their music. The Renaissance was also 
a time of experimentation with tuning systems, the developing “science” of 
tonal harmony and notation. Although secularism was on the rise, it was the 
Roman Catholic Mass that inspired the most signi  cant compositions of the 
period, including those of Giovanni da Palestrina, whose masses satis  ed 
the Church’s emphasis on clarity of vocal declamation. The late 16th century 
saw the Renaissance Humanist preoccupation with the written word carried 
to new heights in the cultivation of musical word painting, which found its 
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most extreme expression in the genre of the madrigal, mastered by such 
composers as Carlo Gesualdo and Thomas Weelkes. 

The relative restraint of Renaissance music yielded to the exuberance and 
even greater expressivity of Baroque-era music (1600–1750). This age of 
new discoveries and faith in science and the scienti  c method led to a view 
of the cosmos as a logical, watch-like, ordered mechanism, a worldview that 
found its way into music with the codi  cation and standardization of the 
well-tempered tuning system, meter, and harmony. It was during the Baroque 
Era that opera evolved, along with two other signi  cant vocal genres—
oratorio and the Lutheran church cantata. The latter genre was a result of 
the Protestant Reformation, which also helped to facilitate the development 
of instrumental music. This, in turn, gave rise to important new musical 
forms, including fugue, ground bass form, and ritornello form. Distinctive 
national styles emerged in Italy and Germany, as exempli  ed in the music of 
Arcangelo Corelli, Antonio Vivaldi, George Frederick Handel, and Johann 
Sebastian Bach. 

The rise of the middle class in the 17th and 18th centuries led to the emergence 
of public concerts, musical amateurism, and a new philosophy of naturalism 
in music, which looked back to the purity of Classical aesthetic ideals for 
inspiration. This so-called Classical Era in music saw the development of 
the Viennese Classical style, with its seemingly perfect marriage of northern 
and southern European musical traditions. Homophonic forms were created 
or adapted from Baroque antecedents, including theme and variations form, 
minuet and trio form, rondo form, and most importantly, sonata form. 

The two most important orchestral genres of the Classical Era, the symphony 
and the concerto, evolved from Baroque operatic practices and concepts. 
The history of the symphony’s development owes a particular debt to Joseph 
Haydn, while the arch-revolutionary Ludwig van Beethoven brought the 
genre to its Classical zenith, even as his symphonies anticipated the trends of 
the subsequent Romantic Era. The concerto reached equally lofty heights in 
the hands of Wolfgang Mozart. Opera continued to  ourish in the Classical 
Era, with the development of opera buffa. Again, Mozart’s contributions to 
the genre remain unsurpassed. 
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The 19th century, known as the Romantic Era, saw a post-Beethoven 
expressive revolution in which literary storytelling came to play a crucial 
role in music, as epitomized by the work of Hector Berlioz. Opera  ourished 
in this period, too: Italian bel canto opera owed much to Gioacchino Rossini, 
while German Romantic opera was ushered in by Carl Maria von Weber. 
Later in this period, Richard Wagner’s contributions to the genre would have 
enormous signi  cance and in  uence, as would those of Giuseppe Verdi. 
The 19th century also saw the development of program music and musical 
nationalism. Both these elements can be seen in the work of such composers 
as Franz Liszt, Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky, and the Russian nationalists. The 
increasingly extreme range of late Romantic expression is exempli  ed in the 
music of Wagner and Gustav Mahler. 

At the end of the 19th century, the challenge of  nding new approaches to 
melody, harmony, and rhythm occupied many of the best musical minds, 
including that of Claude Debussy, one of the most original and in  uential 
composers in the history of Western music. Debussy gave voice to musical 
Impressionism, with his unique blurring of traditional harmonic and rhythmic 
contours and his unprecedented emphasis on timbre. Debussy’s innovations 
made a deep impression on Igor Stravinsky, who experimented with rhythmic 
asymmetry and polythematic textures. The early-20th-century quest to break 
free of conventional systems of harmony and meter found its culmination in 
the freely atonal music of Arnold Schönberg, who would change the course 
and history of Western music.

Every musical composition is a product of its time and place, as well as its 
composer’s conscious and unconscious mind. Each such work mirrors its 
contemporary world in its own unique way. 
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Music as a Mirror
Lecture 1

This opening lecture introduces themes, concepts, and terminology 
that will be followed and used throughout the series, including concert 
music, classical music, popular music, and Western music. 

We will see how music is a “mirror” of historical change on various 
levels. The course will focus on representative works in relation 
to their historical contexts and will endeavor to build listening 

skills and a musical vocabulary designed to increase musical knowledge and 
appreciation. Using Ludwig van Beethoven as an example, “the composer” 
is discussed, not as idiot savant or Godhead, but as a human being who 
has chosen music as the conduit for the expression of his or her thoughts, 
feelings, and worldview.

Why should we seek to understand concert music? An understanding of 
music can free our imaginations, making us more intellectually  exible 
and better at problem solving. Music is a universal, nonverbal language 
that provides access to social, cultural, and aesthetic traditions of different 
times and places. Music allows us to transcend our own world and partake 
in completely different realities. Musical experience opens our minds as very 
few other things can. 

We begin with some key de  nitions and distinctions. This course examines 
Western (European-based) music, with the understanding that many non-
Western cultures also have ancient and substantial musical traditions. Concert 
music is music most likely to be heard in a concert hall or some such other 
“reanimation facility.” Properly speaking, concert music is not synonymous 
with Classical music; the latter refers either to the music of ancient Greece or 
to Western music composed between approximately 1750 and 1827. 

It is often dif  cult to distinguish between concert music and popular 
music. In its day, Ludwig van Beethoven’s Piano Sonata in C Minor, op. 
13, composed in 1799, was considered a progressive work intended for 
connoisseurs. [Piano example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in C Minor, op. 13 



5

(1799), movement 1, opening.] In its day, Mozart’s piano sonata of 1788 was 
“popular” in almost every sense. [Piano example: Mozart, Piano Sonata in C 
Major, K. 545 (1788), movement 1, opening.] Today, this music is considered 
to be concert music. Often, concert music is considered “pure” music created 
out of some altruistic artistic urge, whereas popular music is only written 
for money. This is a red herring, as all composers want to be paid for their 
music! Suf  ce for now to say that concert 
works will generally be longer and have 
a higher information content—melodic, 
harmonic, rhythmic, and formal detail—
than so-called “popular” works.

Western music can be seen as a mirror 
of society. As society changes, so 
does the stylistic content of the music. 
[Musical selections: Thomas of Celano, 
Dies irae (c. 1225); Mozart, Eine kleine 
Nachtmusik, K. 525 (1787), movement 
2; Arnold Schönberg, Pierrot Lunaire, 
op. 21, no. 1 (1912).] Why has Western 
musical style changed? The answer lies 
in the intrusion of the composer’s ego, 
beginning in the High Middle Ages, 
when composers  rst began to actually 
sign their work—to take credit for it. 
Composers search constantly for new modes of expression. The rate of 
stylistic change has increased as the rate of change in society has increased. 
[Musical selections: Ave maris stella (plainchant hymn, c. 725); Thomas of 
Celano, Dies irae (c. 1225); N. Rimsky-Korsakov, Russian Eastern Overture 
(1888), opening; Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring (1912), “Dance 
of the Adolescents.”] 

We will take a three-pronged approach to our study of music in this course. 
We will examine the historical, social, political, and religious environments 
that shaped the composers under study and their musical styles. We will 
focus on certain representative works as examples of their times and as 
objects of art unto themselves. We will develop listening skills and a musical 
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vocabulary that will allow us to isolate and identify certain types of musical 
phenomena. [Musical selections: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550 
(1788), movement 4—an example of disjunct melody; Beethoven, Symphony 
no. 9, op. 125 (1824), movement 4, “Ode to Joy”—an example of conjunct 
melody.] There is only one big leap in the Beethoven work, and it constitutes 
the climactic moment of the theme. Beethoven’s theme is so relatively 
conjunct that the intensity of that leap is magni  ed tenfold. [Piano example: 
“Ode to Joy” with interval of a sixth (played twice).] 

A few apologies are in order. Unfortunately, this course is as much an 
exercise in exclusion as it is in inclusion. This series will provide only a 
historic and aesthetic of Western music. 

Finally, let us consider the composer as a person rather than as an icon. A 
little depedestalization is good for us! Let’s cut through some of the mystery 
and hyperbole that surrounds the act of music composition. Composers are 
people who describe what they see, hear, understand, feel, and perceive in 
musical terms. Taking Beethoven as our example, we hear in the heavy, 
emotional music of his Symphony no. 5 the Beethoven we associate with the 
revolutionary and heroic spirit of the age of Napoleon. [Musical selection: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67 (1808), movement 1.] But 
not all of Beethoven’s music is heavy, serious, and turgid. For example, 
Beethoven was capable of writing some of his most joyful music when 

he was in his darkest moods. What do you 
suppose this music is about? [Musical selection: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 2 in D Major, op. 36 
(1802), movement 4 (repeated).] 

It is a strange theme for a symphonic movement. 
[Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony 
no. 2 in D Major, op. 36, movement 4, opening 

(repeated); [Piano example: Beethoven, Symphony no. 2 in D Major, op. 36, 
movement 4, opening.] What is it about? When Beethoven got depressed, his 
GI tract went haywire. This music is about his gastrointestinal problems! It 
is crude, but the music is a comic portrayal of hiccups, burps, and rumbles. 
[Piano example: Beethoven, Symphony no. 2 in D Major, op. 36, movement 
4, opening; musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 2 in D Major, 

Why should we 
seek to understand 
concert music?
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movement 4, opening.] You will never hear Beethoven’s Symphony no. 2 
the same way again! Like any aspect of life, concert music can be serious, 
tragic, joyful, stupid, irreverent, and funny. It is a living, breathing, utterly 
relevant body of work that can teach us not just about its own time and place 
but much about ours, as well. 
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Sources—The Ancient World and the Early Church
Lecture 2

The ancient world is a 4,000-year period of extraordinary cultural 
richness and variety. From this long ancient era, only 40 or so fragments 
of music have survived. 

Our search for the earliest sources of Western music will carry us back 
to ancient Greece and Rome. The ancient world—for our purposes—
runs from around 3500 B.C.E. through the fall of Roman civilization 

in approximately 500 C.E. From this long and rich ancient tradition, only 
40 or so fragments of music have survived. Music in the ancient world was 
essentially an oral tradition; what was written down was recorded on media 
such as paper that falls apart over time. When viewed in proper historical 
perspective, the music that we will concentrate on in this course—that of 
the past 300 years—is really quite recent. We must avoid the temptation to 
think that music develops linearly and progressively and that today’s music 
is somehow “better” than yesterday’s. Instead, we should think of music 
history as cyclical rather than linear.

The musical culture of ancient Greece is as relevant to us today as it was to 
the ancient Greeks. The essentially Humanistic Greek ideal of music is our 
ideal as well in the present day. What we today refer to as the ancient Greek 
world was geographically and culturally diverse. 

Some important dates in the history of ancient Greece:

• The traditional date of the Trojan War was circa 1100 B.C.E.

• The Greek city-states appeared between about 800 and 461 B.C.E.

• The  rst Olympic games were held circa 776 B.C.E.

• Pythagoras died in 497 B.C.E.

• Plato’s Republic was written around 390 B.C.E.
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• Aristotle’s Politics was written around 350 B.C.E.

• Aristoxenus discovered harmonic elements circa 320 B.C.E.

• Alexander the Great conquered and Hellenized the known world in 
331–323 B.C.E.

Greek culture was essentially Humanistic. Greek art, philosophy, and ideals 
ultimately put humankind at the center of all things. The Greeks viewed music 
as capable of healing the sick, working miracles in nature, and changing 
human hearts. The Greeks viewed music as basic to the pursuit of truth and 
beauty. Thus, music was omnipresent in the Greek world. At the heart of 
the Greek view of music was the Doctrine of Ethos, based on Pythagoras’s 
view of music. Music was seen as a 
microcosm of the cosmos, a system of 
pitch and rhythm that was ruled by the 
same mathematical laws that governed 
the whole of the universe. Having said 
that, music is by no means reducible 
to mathematics or vice versa.

The Greeks recognized the power 
of music to heighten the expressive 
meaning of words. Large parts of many 
Greek dramas were apparently sung. 
Euripides wrote the tragedy Orestes 
around 408 B.C.E. It is possible that 
he also composed the music that his 
Greek chorus sang during the course 
of the play. A stasimon is an ode, or 
commentary, sung by the chorus as it stood in its place in the orchestra, the 
semicircular space between the edge of the stage and the spectators’ benches. 
In the stasimon chorus that we will hear, the chorus represents the women 
of Argos imploring the gods to have mercy on Orestes, who has murdered 
his mother in revenge for her in  delity and for her murder of Agamemnon, 
Orestes’s father. [Musical selection: Euripides, Orestes (408 B.C.E.), 
Stasimon Chorus.]

The void created by the 
decline of Roman municipal 
authority during the 5th and 
6th centuries was  lled, to 
a degree, by the Roman 
Catholic Church. The 
Church became the last 
bastion against barbarism 
and the preserver of 
culture and learning in an 
increasingly hostile world.



10

Le
ct

ur
e 

2:
 S

ou
rc

es
—

Th
e 

A
nc

ie
nt

 W
or

ld
 a

nd
 th

e 
Ea

rly
 C

hu
rc

h

Stasimon Chorus from Orestes, c. 408 C.E.
—Euripides

You wild goddesses who dart across the skies
seeking vengeance for murder, we beg you to free

Agamemnon’s son from his raging fury. ...
We grieve for this boy. Happiness is brief among mortals.

Sorrow and anguish sweep down on it
like a swift gust of wind on a sailboat,

and it sinks under the tossing seas.

The papyrus bearing this music is incomplete. Any performance we hear 
today will be a reconstruction. The instruments used in the recording we hear 
are a kithara (a large, seven-string lyre), cymbals, and an aulos (an oboe-like, 
double-reed instrument). We are not certain that such instruments would 
have been used, although ancient pottery shows that instruments like these 
might very well have played along with the singers in a setting like this. The 
music is chant-like and monophonic: One melody only—no harmony and no 
accompaniment per se; the voices and instruments are singing and playing 
the same pitches at the same time. [Musical selection: Euripides, Orestes, 
Stasimon Chorus.] This ancient Greek musical/dramatic ideal became 
inestimably important when it was rediscovered during the Renaissance 
(2,000 years later) and eventually led to the invention of opera around 
1600. The inventors of opera were convinced that they were recreating—in 
“modern” guise—the theatrical practice of the ancient Greeks.

The ancient Romans adopted Greek music (and art) as their own. The Epitaph 
of Seikilos is a skolion, or drinking song, of great beauty and very human in 
its expressive content. It survived because it was carved into a 1st-century-
C.E. tombstone. [Musical selection: Seikilos, Epitaph (1st century C.E.).] 
Drinking songs became a convention in 18th- and 19th-century Italian opera. 
[Musical selections: Giuseppe Verdi, La traviata (1852), act 1, “Libiamo 
ne’lieti calici”; Seikilos, Epitaph.]
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Epitaph of Seikilos

As long as you live, be lighthearted.
Let nothing trouble you.

Life is only too short, and time takes its toll.

The following are some important dates in the history of ancient Rome:

• Julius Caesar became dictator in 46 B.C.E. and was assassinated in 
44 B.C.E.

• Virgil wrote The Aeneid in the period 29–19 B.C.E.

• Jesus Christ was born in 4 B.C.E. and died circa. 33 C.E.

• Nero became emperor in 54 C.E.

• The temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in 70 C.E.

• In 313 C.E., Constantine issued the Edict of Milan, granting Christianity 
equal rights along with other religions in the Roman Empire.

• The conventional date for the fall of the Roman Empire in the West is 
476 C.E.

The void created by the decline of Roman municipal authority during the 
5th and 6th centuries was  lled, to a degree, by the Roman Catholic Church. 
The church became the last bastion against barbarism and the preserver of 
culture and learning in an increasingly hostile world. By about 600, the Age 
of Theocracy had begun; it would last until about 1400.
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To differentiate itself from pagan and Jewish ritual, the early church 
developed three guidelines for the use of music in Christian worship: 
(1) Music must remind the listener of divine and perfect beauty. (2) Music 
is a servant of religion. Because non-vocal music cannot teach Christian 
thoughts, instrumental music must be rejected. (3) Pagan in  uences—such 
as large choruses, “majorish” melodies, and dancing—must be rejected. 
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The Middle Ages
Lecture 3

With the gradual return of civilization to Europe during the High 
Middle Ages also came the development of composed polyphony, 
called organum, including a type of organum known as  orid organum. 
The violent disruptions of the 14th century—the so-called Babylonian 
Captivity, the Great Schism, the Black Death, and the Hundred 
Years’ War—led to a rise of secularism, the cultural impact of which 
could be seen in a new vernacular literature and the beginning of the 
Humanism movement. 

The Middle Ages is customarily divided into two large periods: the 
Dark Ages, 600 C.E.–1000 C.E., and the High Middle Ages, l000 
–1400 C.E. The Dark Ages (especially 600–800) was a grim time in 

European history. The education and technology of Greco-Roman civilization 
were essentially lost in the West, and the average person lived under 
extremely primitive conditions. The institution of serfdom tied the peasantry 
to the land from birth to death. 
Europe was periodically ravaged 
by invaders, and communication 
and trade between Europe and the 
rest of the world almost came to 
a halt.

The Roman Catholic Church was 
all that stood against barbarity 
during the Dark Ages, serving 
as a patron of art and education, 
civility, and literacy. The role of 
music in the medieval church was 
to create a mood of peace conducive to prayer and to embellish the liturgy. 
Church music comprised plainchant, often referred to as Gregorian chant. 
Plainchant is unadorned and monophonic (a single, unaccompanied melody). 
[Musical selection: Ave maris stella (Hail, Star of the Ocean) (c. 725 C.E.).]
Gregorian chant derived its name from its association with the codi  cation 

To facilitate the composition, 
promulgation, and performance 
of such composed polyphony, 
a universally understood 
system of musical notation 
was developed, re  ned, and 
eventually standardized.
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of the liturgy during the reign of Pope Gregory I (c. 540–604). The term is a 
misnomer, because much of this music was created long after Gregory lived. 
Ave maris stella, for example, was created sometime during the 8th century.

Ave maris stella is a hymn in praise of the Virgin Mary. As a plainchant 
hymn, it has a straightforward chant tune, repeated numerous times over 
numerous stanzas. Such hymns were sung regularly during the of  ces (the 
daily Liturgy of the Hours) but not during the Mass.

Why are these hymns so relaxing and conducive to meditation and spiritual 
quietude? They have a monophonic texture: one melody only. They are 
conjunct—smooth and singable. There is no regular beat. A strong, steady 
beat was, as far as the Roman Catholic Church was concerned, reminiscent 
of dance music and therefore not considered appropriate to church liturgy. 
The rhythm in plainchant is strictly a function of the words being sung. 
[Musical selection: Ave maris stella.]

Ave maris stella (c. 700)

Ave maris stella Hail, star of the ocean
Dei mater alma Gentle mother of God
Atque semper virgo And also always virgin
Felix caeli porta. Joyous path of the sky.

Plainchant was created over hundreds of years by thousands of musicians, 
for the most part anonymously. It represents the single greatest body of 
music created by Western culture. It is also the only music that has survived 
in written form from the Dark Ages. 

The High Middle Ages saw the gradual return of civilization and civility to 
Western Europe. Europe experienced dramatic social, technological, and 
artistic changes. Technological developments included horse-drawn plows, 
the process of crop rotation, and wind and water power for irrigation and 
milling. These agricultural innovations allowed more food to be grown, 
and as a result, populations grew. Cities were reborn and universities were 
founded; Romanesque and Gothic architecture developed. Secular courts 
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saw tremendous growth. Greek and Arabic texts were translated into the 
vernacular, and a new vernacular literature emerged (e.g., Boccaccio, 
Chaucer, and Dante). The Crusades (1090–c. 1290) were a foreign 
policy disaster.

The years between 900 and 1000 saw the development of composed 
polyphony. Polyphony is a musical texture in which two or more principal 
melodies are heard simultaneously. To facilitate the composition, 
promulgation, and performance of such composed polyphony, a universally 
understood system of musical notation was developed, re  ned, and eventually 
standardized. Composition replaced improvisation as the essential mode of 
musical creation. Rules of compositional procedure naturally followed, along 
with the rise of specialists who could compose and notate polyphony.

Organum was the earliest composed and notated polyphony. Organum 
presents a plainchant in one voice, while another voice decorates and 
embellishes the plainchant. The earliest and simplest organum dates from 
circa 900 C.E. Organum reached its artistic peak from about 1150–1300 
among a school of composers centered at Notre Dame in Paris and known 
as the Ars Antiqua. The organum of this period is called  orid organum: 
The lower voice sings the plainchant in sustained (Latin and Italian: tenore) 
notes. [Piano example: Ave maris stella.] Above this voice, a faster,  orid 
upper line (duplum) embellishes and decorates the plainchant. 

Ars Antiqua composer Leonin (c. 1135–1201) seems to have been the  rst 
post-ancient-world composer to have signed his name to his music. [Musical 
selection: Leonin, Alleluia pascha nostrum (c. 1200).] Leonin’s piece is full 
of melisma: a single syllable of text sung over multiple changing pitches. 
This is what makes it  orid, or  owery. The piece also features an organ—
the Roman Catholic Church’s proscription against instruments in church had, 
by the High Middle Ages, been considerably toned down. The plainchant 
anchors and controls the music.

The 14th century was a time of tremendous change and diversity. The absolute 
authority of the Roman Catholic Church and, with it, the Age of Theocracy 
came to an end. The papal court abandoned Rome and was resident in 
Avignon between 1305 and 1378—a period known as the Babylonian 
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Captivity of the Church. With the Great Schism (1378–1417), there were at 
 rst two, followed by three simultaneous claimants to the papacy. The Great 

Schism, along with rising concern about corrupt clergy, as well as the ravages 
of the Black Death (1347–1350) and the Hundred Years’ War (1338–1453), 
together generated a crisis of faith. Powerful secular rulers increasingly 
challenged the Roman Catholic Church’s political prerogatives.

One response to the crisis of faith was the rise of secular ideas, literature, 
and art. New vernacular literature was written, much of it satirizing matters 
of church and faith. Humanists promoted the rebirth of classical Latin and 
Greek culture.

The most representative compositional technique of the new music of the 
14th century—the Ars Nova—was isorhythm. The music of the Ars Nova 
(which designates both the musical style and its composers) achieved a level 
of structural complexity not witnessed again until the 20th century. Through 
isorhythm, 14th-century composers manipulated rhythm (talea) and melodic 
intervals (“color”) in isolation from each other.

Guillaume de Machaut (c. 1300–1377) was the most representative composer 
of the Ars Nova. His clever Quant en moy, which brilliantly represents 
its time, consists of two different love poems sung simultaneously, one 
in the soprano voice and the other in the tenor voice. The instrumental 
accompaniment consists of a plainchant that holds the whole thing together. 
Hockets—rhythmic gaps in each voice that are  lled in by the other voice—
allow for articulation of the poetic structure. [Musical selection: Machaut, 
Quant en moy (c. 1350).]

The secular, intellectually complex polyphonic music of Machaut and his 
contemporaries mirrors a fragmented and anguished age in which composers 
of such music sought to create order in an increasingly disordered world. It 
is with the Arts Nova that Western music truly diverges from the medieval 
church’s ceremonial and ritual view of music back toward being a more 
Humanistic art. 
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Introduction to the Renaissance
Lecture 4

In the 15th and 16th centuries, the rediscovery of ancient Greek and 
Roman culture—Humanism—had a tremendous impact on European 
cultural, intellectual, and political history. The ancient Greek ideal of 
music as a power that can change nature and move souls profoundly 
in  uenced composers of the Renaissance. 

We begin with a brief review of the 14th century, which—in terms 
of music—marked the close of the Middle Ages and the dawn of 
the Renaissance. This era saw an end to the absolute authority 

of the medieval church. Perhaps the most representative compositional 
technique of the 14th century was isorhythm—awesomely complex and 
highly intellectualized music. We listen again to the music of Guillaume de 
Machaut, the great composer and poet of the 14th century. [Musical selection: 
Machaut, Quant en moy.]

European culture in the 15th and 16th centuries was dominated by the 
rediscovery of ancient Greek and Roman culture. To a great degree, the 
Renaissance was a response to the breakdown of the absolute authority of the 
medieval church. The church’s doctrine of absolute authority gave way to a 
period of intense exploration and questioning. At the core of that questioning 
was the concept of humankind’s place in the world.

The Renaissance was shaped by several social and intellectual movements 
and events. 

• Classicism—the study of the language, literature, philosophy, art, and 
architecture of ancient Greece and Rome—held special fascination for 
Renaissance scholars.

• The Renaissance marked a rededication to human values; Humanism 
was the dominant intellectual movement, emphasizing human life and 
accomplishments rather than religious doctrine and the afterlife. 
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• Global exploration began to be vigorously pursued.

• The Protestant Reformation profoundly shook the power of the Roman 
Catholic Church.

• The rise of secular power meant the rise of secular education. 

• The invention of the printing press made possible the broader 
dissemination of knowledge.

• Visual art showed new clarity and perspective.

Several aesthetic innovations were adopted in music during the Renaissance. 
Renaissance composers sought to recapture the expressive ideal of the 
ancient Greeks, which held that music should move the emotions and 
soul. To do this, Renaissance music put a new emphasis on clear vocal 
declamation, the better to articulate the words, something Renaissance 
composers called musica reservata. Music should also re  ect the meaning 
and feeling of the spoken or written word, for example, through tone or word 
painting. Thus, music must not be overly melismatic (or “notey”). To remind 
ourselves of what a melismatic piece sounds like, we will listen again to 
Leonin’s Alleluia. [Musical selection: Leonin, Alleluia pascha nostrum.] 
Isorhythmic technique was not compatible with the Renaissance requirement 
for clear vocal articulation. [Musical selection: Machaut, Quant en moy.] 
The nature of the vocal articulation here 
is a function of the isorhythmic formula, 
not a consequence of any desire to 
declaim the words using their own 
natural rhythms. 

Technical innovations were also 
adopted. The Renaissance saw much 
experimentation with new tunings, 
harmonic structures, and notational 
techniques. Renaissance composers adopted the Pythagorean/Greek view 
of music as a sonic manifestation of the “order” of the cosmos. Pythagoras 
sought to understand why certain sounds were consonant and others dissonant. 

The Renaissance saw 
much experimentation 
with new tunings, 
harmonic structures, and 
notational techniques.
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[Piano examples: consonance and dissonance.] Pythagoras discovered 
what we now call the harmonic series. [Piano examples: octave, perfect 
 fth, and so on.] He discovered that the more complex the ratio between 
two vibrating bodies, the more complex (dissonant) the relationship between 
the sounds they produced. Renaissance theoreticians took Pythagoras’s work 
to the next level. They played the  rst six partials of the harmonic series 
simultaneously. [Piano examples: six partials starting on C; C major triad.] 
They came up with the structure that we call a major triad: three different 
pitches that blend together. [Piano example: C major triad.] The system 
of tonal harmony began to evolve during the Renaissance: a systematic 
approach to consonance and dissonance, of rest and tension, based on the 
supremacy of the triad. Its impact on Western music cannot be overstated. 
This system provided the means for a single melody to be underlain by a 
changing harmonic accompaniment (homophony). 

The most important composer of the mid-Renaissance was Josquin Desprez 
(c. 1440–1521). Josquin was born in northern France and split his career 
between France and Italy. His music epitomizes the High Renaissance 
style: melodically  uid and not particularly rhythmic music, characterized 
by smooth, carefully conjunct, and controlled polyphony with occasional 
use of homophony. His Petite Camusette (Little Snubnose) is written for 
six voices in imitative polyphony, each of which overlaps with the other 
voices. [Musical selection: Josquin, Petite Camusette (c. 1500).] This song 
is composed in smooth imitative polyphony. Declamation of individual 
parts is clear, although the dense polyphony obscures the individual voices. 
[Musical selection: Josquin, Petite Camusette.] 

The work marks a strong contrast with Machaut’s Quant en moy, with its 
spiky melodies, isorhythms, and indeterminate harmonic language. The 
next version of Josquin’s piece that we will hear is quite different from 
the  rst. It is jazzier and faster and sung a cappella (without instrumental 
accompaniment). [Musical selection: Josquin, Petite Camusette.] Much 
of Josquin’s music was published, and he became the  rst composer to 
become genuinely famous in his lifetime. Because of the printing press, his 
contemporaries were able to study and learn from the example of his music 
with a speed that would have been unthinkable just a few years before. 
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The Renaissance Mass
Lecture 5

The musical setting of the High Mass of the Roman Catholic Church 
became the most important compositional genre of the Renaissance. 

The musical setting of the Mass, the principal daily service of the 
Roman Catholic Church, was the most important compositional genre 
of the Renaissance. The High Mass (Missa solemnis) comprises more 

than 20 different sections, with two main divisions. The  rst part consists 
of a section called the Introductory, followed by the Liturgy of the Word. 
The second part consists entirely of the Liturgy of the Eucharist (“giving 
of thanks”).

There were also two categories of activity govern the 20-plus sections of 
the High Mass. The Proper consists of those portions of the Mass particular 
to speci  c days or celebrations in the liturgical calendar, and the Ordinary 

consists of those portions of the Mass 
said every day and comprises the Kyrie, 
Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, Agnus Dei, and 
Ite missa est, in that order.

Renaissance composers set  ve sections 
of the Ordinary to music. Earlier 
composers had also set the Ordinary to 

music, the most famous being Machaut’s The Mass of Notre Dame, which is 
also the most famous piece of music composed in the 14th century. Medieval 
composers set six parts of the Ordinary of the High Mass to music, but by 
1450, a composed mass had become a  ve-section composition, based on the 
Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei of the Ordinary, without the 
Ite missa est. A single melody, usually a plainchant, will typically underlie 
all  ve parts of a Renaissance musical mass to provide both musical and 
spiritual cohesion.

Three different types of 
mass were created by 
Renaissance composers.



23

Three different types of mass were created by Renaissance composers. In a 
cantus  rmus mass, the underlying plainchant is heard in its original medieval 
form and usually in the tenor voice. This is the earliest and most archaic 
form of Renaissance mass. Plainchants are modal; they lack the harmonic 
tendency of the major/minor scale system. The Dies irae, for example, is in 
the Dorian mode. [Piano examples: Dies irae, opening; comparison between 
modal cadence and harmonized cadence.] 

In a paraphrase mass, the underlying plainchant melody has been 
modernized: Rhythms have been altered; pitches have been added to give 
it a more “modern” sensibility; and certain pitches have been changed 
to make the plainchant sound tonal rather than modal. The master of the 
paraphrase mass was Josquin Desprez. We will look at his paraphrase mass 
based on the plainchant Ave maris stella. [Musical selection: Ave maris 
stella, opening. Piano examples: Ave maris stella (original version) and 
Ave maris stella (paraphrased version of Josquin Desprez).] In Josquin’s 
mass, the declamation of the plainchant is somewhat obscured by the rich 
polyphony. [Musical selection: 
Josquin, Ave maris stella Mass 
(c. 1500), Agnus Dei, part 3.] The 
melli  uous nature of Renaissance 
polyphony has much to do with 
the evolving system of triad-based 
tonal harmony. There is a marked 
lack of tension-creating dissonance. 
[Musical selection: Josquin, Ave 
maris stella Mass, Agnus Dei, 
part 3.]

In an imitation mass, a melody other 
than a plainchant is used to underlie 
the mass, including melodies from 
popular songs. These masses became 
common during the early 16th 
century, indicating the increasing 
tolerance of the Catholic Church.

Martin Luther issuing the 95 Theses, 
the act that triggered the Protestant 
Reformation, which had a profound 
effect on European religious 
practices, including music.
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The Protestant Reformation had a profound in  uence on the social, political, 
and artistic history of Europe. In 1517, the Catholic priest Martin Luther 
(1483–1546) launched a protest against aspects of the Catholic Church. The 
protest rapidly became a full-blown anti-Roman Catholic revolution. The 
Catholic hierarchy responded with the Counter-Reformation, a key event of 
which was the Council of Trent (1545–1563). The council ostensibly purged 
the Catholic Church of “laxities, secularization, and abuses.” The council 
objected strongly to certain aspects of Renaissance church music. These 
included imitation masses based on secular melodies, use of complicated 
polyphony that obscured the words of worship, the excessive use of “noisy 
instruments” in church, the bad pronunciation of church-trained singers, and 
“the careless and generally irreverent attitude of the singers [in church].” 

Giovanni da Palestrina (c. 1525–1594) has come to be considered the “savior” 
of Roman Catholic Church music. According to legend, Palestrina composed 
his six-part Pope Marcellus Mass to demonstrate that polyphony could be 
made compatible with the musical doctrines of the Counter-Reformation. 
His music became the model for the next generations of church composers 
and is still held as a model of polyphonic clarity. His style epitomized the 
sober, conservative spirit of the Counter-Reformation. [Musical selection: 
Palestrina, Pope Marcellus Mass (1555), Agnus Dei, part 1.] Palestrina’s 
six vocal parts are much clearer than Josquin’s four vocal parts because 
Palestrina allows each new syllable to be heard by itself. His vocal lines are 
compact and almost entirely conjunct. Gentle diatonic lines and almost no 
chromaticism give the music serenity and transparency. [Musical selection: 
Palestrina, Pope Marcellus Mass, Agnus Dei.] 

Angus Dei
Angus Dei,
Qui tollis peccata mundi,
Miserere nobis,

Lamb of God
Lam of God,
Who taketh away the sins of the earth,
Have mercy on us.
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The Madrigal
Lecture 6

The madrigal was the most important and most experimental musical 
genre of secular music in the late Renaissance Era. As unaccompanied 
vocal works, based on “elevated” poetry, madrigals took the Renaissance 
infatuation with “the word” to the next level. 

The madrigal was the most important genre of Italian secular music 
during the 16th century; consequently, Italy became the center of 
European music. A madrigal is a secular, unaccompanied work for 

four to six voices. Madrigals were based on various poems of fairly high 
artistic level, and many used free rhyme schemes. They freely mixed 
polyphony and homophony, which makes them very special in the music 
of the late Renaissance. As a result of 
the artistically repressive environment of 
the Counter-Reformation, during which 
experimentation was forbidden in church 
music, the madrigal became the most 
experimental musical genre of its time.

The madrigal’s “poet laureate” was the 
great 14th-century Italian poet Francesco 
Petrarch, who inspired the Petrarchan 
movement. Pietro Bembo (1470–1547), 
statesman and poet, brought about a 
revival of Petrarch. Petrarch’s poetry 
became the ideal poetry for early 
madrigalists. The Flemish-born composer 
Cipriano de Rore (1516–1565) was a premier madrigalist. He was one of 
the oltremontani (that is, non-Italian composers residing and working in 
Italy). His music projects the overall mood of the sonnet and illustrates and 
intensi  es the meaning of the words. [Piano example: descending line to 
illustrate death.] The most interesting word painting is done with harmony, 
not melody. [Piano example: A–D6 –G–Bb–A–D6 –G–Bb.] These harmonies 
would have been perceived as very jarring to a mid-16th- century listener. 

Late-Renaissance 
theorists and composers 
believed that there was 
a science behind word 
painting, that there were 
certain musical formulas 
that, properly deployed, 
could illustrate particular 
literary descriptions.
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[Musical selection: De Rore, Datemi pace (1557).] Madrigals are the 
ultimate manifestation of the Renaissance’s fascination with intensifying the 
literary meaning of the words.

Late-Renaissance theorists and composers believed that there was a science 
behind word painting, that there were certain musical formulas that, properly 
deployed, could illustrate particular literary descriptions. Italian madrigalists 
showed increased expressivity via word painting, with composers often 
going far beyond the melodic and harmonic conventions of their time to 
make expressive statements that had otherwise not been made to that point. 
One of these madrigalists (an amateur) was Carlo Gesualdo, prince of Venosa 
(1561–1613). His Io parto (published in 1611) displays a “word painting–rich 
environment” and a strikingly bizarre harmonic palette. [Musical selection: 
Gesualdo, Io parto (1611).
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The English madrigalist tradition was inspired by collections of Italian 
madrigals published in London. A collection of 23 madrigals, entitled The 
Triumph of Oriana and published in 1601, gives a comprehensive overview of 
the English-language madrigal. Oriana was the mythological name of Queen 
Elizabeth I, to whom the collection is dedicated. One of these madrigals, 
composed by Thomas Weelkes (1575–1623), exempli  es the madrigalist’s 
mission to create a musical equivalent to the written word and, in so doing, 
to intensify the meaning of the written word. [Musical selection: Thomas 
Weelkes, As Vesta Was from Latmos Hill Descending (1601).] Such bold and 
experimental works bring us to the very edge of opera. 

As Vesta Was from Latmos Hill Descending (1601)
—Thomas Weelkes

As Vesta was from Latmos hill descending
She spied a maiden Queen the same ascending,
Attended on by all the shepherds’ swain;
To whom Diana’s darlings came running down amain
First two by two, then three by three, together
Leaving their Goddess all alone, hasted thither;
And mingling with the shepherds of her train,
With mirthful tunes her presence did entertain.
Then sang the shepherds, and nymphs of Diana:
Long live fair Oriana!
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An Introduction to the Baroque Era
Lecture 7

In a series of comparisons between Renaissance and Baroque music, this 
lecture differentiates between the measured elegance of Renaissance 
music and the often extravagant emotionalism of Baroque music. 
Special attention is paid to the scienti  c and investigative spirit of the 
Baroque and its impact on the arts of the era. 

The Baroque Era in music is conventionally dated between 1600 (the 
composition of the  rst surviving opera) and 1750 (the death of Johann 
Sebastian Bach). Baroque is the Portuguese word for “irregular 

pearl.” It was originally used as a colloquial reference to art and music 
of “corrupt taste.” Today, it is used to denote the  amboyant, decorative, 
and often highly detailed art and music of this period. Although there is no 
single Baroque musical style, the notey, brilliant, and typically polyphonic 
instrumental music of Johann Sebastian Bach has come to epitomize the 
Baroque Era. [Musical selection: J. S. Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 2 in 
F Major, BWV 1047 (1721), movement 3, opening.]

Baroque-Era intellectual and social trends were re  ected in Baroque 
music. The Baroque Era saw rational thought and logic as transcendent. 
It was an era of great scienti  c observation and codi  cation; the period of 
the great scientists Galileo, Kepler, Leeuwenhoek, Harvey, and Newton. 
The era was characterized by an effort to explain, order, and dominate 
the physical world through rational thought, rather than through simply 
supernatural explanations.

Baroque music and art re  ect the era’s belief that logical systems (the 
invisible hand of God) rationally controlled the complexity of the world. 
Baroque extravagance contrasts sharply with Renaissance restraint. We 
can hear this by comparing Palestrina’s Agnus Dei with Bach’s “Hosanna” 
from the Sanctus of his Mass in B Minor. [Musical selection: Palestrina, 
Pope Marcellus Mass, Agnus Dei.] The Palestrina work is very measured, 
rhythmically, melodically, and expressively. Melodically, it is almost entirely 
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without chromaticism and dissonance and is sung without accompaniment (a 
cappella). [Musical selection: J. S. Bach, Mass in B Minor (1745), Sanctus, 
Hosanna.] This music is rhythmically overwhelming, with long, ornate 
melodies. The harmony is  lled with chromaticism and dissonance, and the 
Hosanna is scored for voices and instruments.

A comparison of Baroque and Renaissance secular vocal music also 
illustrates this contrast between emotional expressivity and restraint. 
[Musical selection: Weelkes, As Vesta Was from Latmos Hill Descending.] 
The actual emotional content here is minimal, as the essential expressive 
message is about illustrating the literary meaning of the words. [Musical 
selection: Purcell, Dido and Aeneas (1689), “Dido’s Lament.”] The repeated, 
descending bass line—a musical icon for death—is reinforced by the funeral-
march rhythm of the aria. The melodic material is in a “dark” minor key. 
This music expresses the feelings beneath the 
words. The difference between madrigal and 
opera is not just the difference between word 
painting and emotional expression. More 
profoundly, it is about the difference between 
group expression and individual expression. 
The development of opera represents, 
musically, the rise of the individual, and 
nothing in the last 400-plus years of Western 
music has been more important or had more 
far-reaching rami  cations than the invention 
of opera.

Baroque art was magni  cent and extravagant. 
Baroque art was often a celebration of the 
absolute monarch who commissioned the 
artist. Louis XIV of France (r. 1643–1715) 
was the quintessential example of a ruler 
who celebrated himself and his reign with 
magni  cent, awe-inspiring art. The royal palace at Versailles provides an 
architectural example of Baroque extravagance and control. Its symmetry 
keeps the extravagance in place.

King Louis XIV of France 
was a great Baroque-Era 
patron of the arts.
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The French overture—the invention of Louis XIV’s court composer, Jean-
Baptiste Lully—provides a musical example of this same duality. It consists 
of two sections; the  rst is characterized by sweeping scales, a slow and 
plodding tempo, and long/short (dotted) rhythms. The second is characterized 
by imitative polyphony and a faster tempo. The following piece by George 
Frederick Handel is an example of a French overture. [Musical selection: 
Handel, Water Music (1717), overture.] 
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Style Features of Baroque-era Music
Lecture 8

The explosion of instrumental technology and design during the 
Baroque Era gave rise to instrumental music for its own sake, which 
in turn resulted in a systematized and codi  ed tuning system based on 
12 different pitches. Thus, both functional harmony and the notation of 
meter were standardized during the Baroque Era. 

We begin by reviewing the social trends and events that shaped
Baroque style and music. The Baroque Era was fascinated with 
the substance and power of individual human emotions, as 

manifested in the Baroque infatuation with theatre and in the invention of 
opera around 1600. There is an emotional and expressive exuberance in 
Baroque-Era art that sets it apart from the more restrained music and art of 
the Renaissance. The scienti  c climate of the times led to a new emphasis 
on logic and control, echoed in the harmonic and formal structures of 
Baroque-Era music. The increasing power of secular authorities gave rise to 
the absolute monarch, who celebrated himself through extravagant art and 
music. The development of instrumental music illustrates that the syntactical 
elements of Baroque-Era music had become substantial enough that they 
could, by themselves, create a viable musical statement without the need for 
text or voices.

Let’s review some terminology on the “sound” aspects of music. Musical 
time is some aspect of rhythm. Most sounds in Western music are discrete 
sounds, that is, sounds we can sing. [Piano example: pitch A.] A pitch has 
two properties: (1) Fundamental frequency: the rate of vibration of the full 
length of a sound-producing body. (2) Timbre: the quality or tone color of the 
particular instrument making the sound. One more term, note, applies to a 
notated pitch with duration. 

A melody is any succession of notes. [Piano examples: Beethoven, “Ode to 
Joy” from Symphony no. 9; a fast series of unrelated notes.] A motive (or 
motif) is a brief succession of notes from which a melody grows through 
the processes of repetition, sequence, and transformation. [Piano examples: 



32

Le
ct

ur
e 

8:
 S

ty
le

 F
ea

tu
re

s 
of

 B
ar

oq
ue

-e
ra

 M
us

ic

motive, sequenced transformations of motive; Duke Ellington, Satin Doll.] 
Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 opens with a striking motive that sequences 
downward and is followed by a whole series of repetitions, sequences, and 
slight transformations. [Piano examples: opening motive and sequence.] The 
opening of this symphony shows how that single motive spins out everything 
we hear. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, op. 67 
(1808), movement 1.] 

A tune is a generally singable, memorable melody with a clear sense of 
beginning, middle, and end. The theme is the principal musical idea in a 
given section of music. [Musical selection: Tchaikovsky, Violin Concerto in 
D Major, op. 35 (1878), movement 1, theme 1.] As opposed to Beethoven’s 
music, the motives in Tchaikovsky’s music are subsumed beneath the melodic 
surface. [Piano examples: 11-note motive, which is then slightly altered; a 
new motive.] Tchaikovsky’s motives are longer than the four-note motive 
of Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5, and in Tchaikovsky’s theme, there is more 
than one motive, whereas Beethoven built everything from a single motive. 

A conjunct melody features pitches that are relatively close together. 
[Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 9 in D Minor, op. 125, 
movement 4, “Ode to Joy.”] Whereas a disjunct melody features pitches that 
tend to jump around. [Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 
550 (1788), movement 4.]

Texture refers to the number of melodies present and the relationship 
between or among those melodies in a given section of music. Monophonic 
texture, or monophony, consists of only a single unaccompanied melody line. 
[Musical selection: Ave maris stella.]; polyphonic texture, or polyphony, 
(also known as contrapuntal texture, or counterpoint) consists of two or 
more simultaneous melody lines of equal importance. Imitative polyphony is 
characterized by overlapping more or less the same melody line in multiple 
parts. The imitation can be strict (e.g., a canon or round) or, as is mostly the 
case, non-strict. Josquin’s Ave maris stella Mass features both strict and non-
strict material in the same passage! [Musical selection: Josquin Desprez, 
Ave maris stella Mass, Agnus Dei, part 3.] Non-imitative polyphony is 
characterized by two or more different melodies of equal importance 
heard simultaneously. [Musical selection: Machaut, Quant en moy.] In a 
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homophonic texture, or homophony, one melodic line predominates, and 
all other melodic material is heard as secondary or accompanimental to the 
main melody. [Piano example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in C Minor, op. 13 
(1799), movement 2.]

We resume our study of the development of purely instrumental music as 
a function of the development of the syntactical elements of the musical 
language during the Baroque Era. Perhaps the most extraordinary musical 
development of the Baroque Era was the growth of purely instrumental music. 
[Musical selection: Palestrina, Agnus Dei from Pope Marcellus Mass.] The 
words drive the melodic and rhythmic contour in this piece. Palestrina’s work 
can be contrasted with the instrumental music of Bach, in which the melodic 
and rhythmic contour is determined purely by Bach’s imagination. [Musical 
selection: J. S. Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 5 in D Major, BWV 1050, 
movement 1, opening.] Here, the musical 
elements have become suf  ciently 
complex and interesting in themselves to 
comprise a viable musical experience by 
themselves. Instrumental music, the most 
abstract of the arts, truly develops during 
the Baroque Era.

During the Baroque, every aspect of the 
musical language was affected by the era’s fascination with codi  cation, 
invention, logic, and scienti  c method. Instrumental technology and design 
exploded during the Baroque Era. Perhaps most importantly, the violin 
family of instruments was perfected in the region of Cremona, Italy. The 
well-tempered tuning system became standard by the very early 18th century. 
This was a tuning system that divided the octave into 12 different pitches, 
allowing for a major and minor scale to be built on any one of those 12 
pitches, resulting in a total of 24 different scales or keys. This matrix of major 
and minor keys remained the basic pitch palette for Western music until the 
20th century. Meter and metric notation were standardized during the Baroque 
Era as bar lines became standard after 1650. Functional harmony was also 
standardized and codi  ed. Any chord could be understood as having one 
of three functions: tonic, dominant, and subdominant (or rest, tension, and 
preparation for tension). 

The well-tempered 
tuning system became 
standard by the very 
early 18th century.
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The basso continuo or thorough bass evolved. This was a group of 
instruments within a larger ensemble that  lled a role similar to the rhythm 
section in a jazz combo. The bass line and clock-steady functional harmonic 
progressions played by the basso continuo served as a means of controlling 
the otherwise extravagant and notey melodic surfaces of Baroque music. 
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National Styles—Italy and Germany
Lecture 9

Differences between Italian and German music  rst truly manifested 
themselves in the Baroque Era. Musical nationalism involves much 
more than the incorporation of ethnic or ethnic-sounding elements. It 
evolves from a composer’s native language and his or her social and 
cultural background. 

We begin by comparing the expressive nature of two early 19th-
century works. [Musical selection: Rossini, The Barber of Seville, 
“Una voce poco fa” (1816).] Rossini’s The Barber of Seville

is a type of operatic aria called a cavatina. It is engaging and entertaining. 
Its expressive message is clear; it is a product of its words and the manner 
in which the music reinforces both the words and the emotions behind the 
words. Now let’s look at Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5. It is symphonic 
instrumental music; it’s powerful and brutal. Its meaning is metaphorical and 
abstract. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 (1808), movement 1.] 

Rossini’s aria re  ects the early 19th-century Italian view of music as being, 
essentially, an entertainment, while Beethoven’s symphonic music re  ects 
the German/Austrian view of music as something that was also profound 
and capable of the deepest metaphorical expression. The compositional 
“divide” between Italian music and German music is a subject that will recur 
throughout this course. Nationalism in music is ordinarily de  ned as the 
use of folk or ethnic music in a concert work. There is, however, a more 
subtle and far-reaching sort of musical nationalism, one that is the result of a 
composer’s native language and national, or ethnic, mind-set and culture. 

The sort of melodies a composer writes are based, to a large degree, on the 
language being set to music (in the case of vocal music) and the language 
the composer grew up speaking. The liturgical music of the medieval church 
was set in Latin, a language characterized by smooth, long vowels and few 
sharp consonants or explosive articulations. It is naturally given to sustained 
syllables, that is, melismas. [Musical selection: Leonin, Alleluia pascha 
nostrum (c. 1200).] The insistence of the medieval church that only vocal 
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music (rather than instrumental music) was appropriate for worship ensured 
the development of vocal music above all other kinds, especially in Italy. 

Secular and vernacular music emerged during the High Middle Ages and 
developed rapidly during the increasingly expression-conscious Renaissance. 
By 1500, Italy had emerged as the musical capital of Europe. As the closest 
language to Latin, the Italian language most easily adapted the melismatic 

and elongated character of Latin vocal music. 
It was during the Renaissance, particularly 
as a result of the cultivation of the madrigal, 
that the Italian language replaced Latin as 
the “essential” language of Renaissance 
vocal music.

The Italian Baroque style was  rmly in place 
by 1650. It was an outgrowth of Latin vocalism 
and the equally vocal character of the Italian 
language. It was an essentially homophonic 
tradition, epitomized by opera, the dominant 

musical art form of the era. It favored melodic and structural directness 
relative to the ornamental complexity of the French style and the polyphonic 
and harmonic complexity of the Baroque German style. Italian Baroque opera 
gave birth to the two most important orchestral genres of the next 400 years: 
the symphony (which developed from the overtures played before Italian 
operas) and the concerto (which developed, initially, as an instrumental 
adaptation of operatic practices). 

The Protestant Reformation brought additional changes to Western music. 
The Reformation was an anti-Italian, anti-Roman Catholic revolution 
centered in northern Europe, particularly in what today is Germany. Martin 
Luther (1483–1546) initiated the Reformation in 1517, when he challenged 
the Roman Catholic Church’s tenets regarding penance and faith and 
the practice of indulgences. The Reformation and the Catholic Counter-
Reformation generated a series of wars (1546–1648) that left much of 
Germany in ruin. 

One major outcome 
of Lutheranism 
was the adoption of 
German-language 
religious songs—
called chorales 
or hymns.
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A new religious dogma emerged based on Luther’s reforms. It profoundly 
affected music in Protestant Europe for centuries to come. One major 
outcome of Lutheranism was the adoption of German-language religious 
songs—called chorales or hymns—which became the backbone of music in 
Lutheran communities across Europe. Like 
the ancient Greeks, especially Pythagoras 
and Plato, Luther attributed to music the 
semimagical power to convey ideas, steer 
the will, and fortify faith. According to 
Luther, music was not the work of man 
but a glorious gift of God with the power 
to resist evil. Because of this belief, Luther 
saw the composition and performance of 
both secular and religious music as a godly 
act. Thus, the Lutheran Church embraced 
instrumental music as capable of inspiring 
the same sort of religious devotion as 
vocal music. 

This attitude had a signi  cant impact on 
the development of northern European 
music. Because of the nature of the German 
language, melodies set to German words 
are very different from melodies set to Latin words. The German language 
has many guttural consonants; it is not given to sustained syllables. Rather, 
German-language melodies tend to be syllabic: one pitch per syllable.

The following choral music by Bach illustrates syllabic treatment. The 
sharp, sometimes guttural articulations of the German language are re  ected 
in the clearly articulated rhythms. The sharply articulated, compact German 
language creates a sharply articulated, compact tune when German is set 
to music. This is the essential nature of German-language vocal music. 
[Musical selection: J. S. Bach, Cantata no. 140, Wachet Auf (1731), 
part 7, verse 3.] 

Johann Sebastian Bach 
dedicated most of his music—
sacred and secular—to God.
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Lutheran church hymns became the core of north German culture. Two 
different musical traditions developed side-by-side during the Baroque Era, 
one Catholic and the other Protestant. A Lutheran German-speaking composer 
perceived melody syllabically, not just because he spoke German, but 
because he also sang German in church and was surrounded by a municipal 
and religious culture that celebrated German-language church hymns and 
melodies on every occasion. In Lutheran Europe, complex polyphonic and 
instrumental music will be cultivated on a par with vocal music. In Lutheran 
Europe, the creation of both secular and sacred music came to be viewed as a 
spiritual act, and no one believed this more than Johann Sebastian Bach, who 
dedicated almost all of his music—sacred and secular—to God. Bach was 
a product of his time and place. His native German language and Lutheran 
faith shaped his worldview and the sound of his music. 
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Fugue
Lecture 10

Fugue, arguably the single most representative musical procedure of 
the Baroque Era, ... is de  ned as a usually monothematic, polyphonic 
work in which a theme—or, properly, a subject—is examined, broken 
down, reassembled, and so on in as many different ways as possible. 

Fugue is the single most representative compositional procedure to 
emerge from the Baroque Era. Fugue is a systematic exploitation of 
a single theme in an imitative polyphonic “environment.” [Musical 

selection: J. S. Bach, Fugue in C Minor from The Well-Tempered Clavier, 
book 1 (c. 1722).] Note the perfect marriage of harpsichord and fugue. The 
harpsichord’s clarity of attack precludes favoring one voice over another so 
that each voice is clearly articulated. Of the three kinds of texture with which 
this course is concerned—monophony, polyphony, and homophony—fugue 
is about imitative polyphony. Fugue epitomizes the Baroque genius for 
melodic extravagance and systematic organization and control. 

The following are aesthetic and constructive aspects of a fugue. A fugue is 
typically a monothematic work. The fugue “theme” is properly called the 
subject. A fugue subject is a very special sort of melody, constructed to be 
“deconstructed”: dissected, manipulated, and reintegrated. North German 
composers produced the most expressively and polyphonically intense and 
technically accomplished fugues.

A fugue consists of three essential parts, beginning with the exposition. 
In the exposition, the subject is introduced successively in each of its 
multiple voices. Once all the voices have entered, we should perceive an 
equal balance among them. Once a voice has entered and sung its version 
of the fugue subject, it will continue with a complementary melody called 
a countersubject, a melody generated from the fugue subject. [Piano 
examples: J. S. Bach, Fugue in C Minor from The Well-Tempered Clavier, 
book 1, subject entries at different pitches; subject and answer.] The subject 
is not imitated strictly, as in a round. To retain equality among the voices, 
the order in which the voices enter must ensure that each newly entered 
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voice is, at the moment it enters, either the highest or the lowest voice. 
[Musical selection: J. S. Bach, Fugue in C Minor from The Well-Tempered 
Clavier, book 1.] Following the exposition, a fugue will consist of a number 
of episodes that transit to various restatements of the fugue subject. These 
episodes are perceived as transitional because they consist of motives drawn 
from the subject and countersubject and because they modulate.

Before we consider harmony and this issue of modulation, we must discuss 
Baroque-era tuning systems. The Baroque genius for experimentation, 
systemization, and codi  cation focused on tuning systems in order to create 
a relatively standard system of maximum harmonic  exibility.

The Greek music theorist Pythagoras investigated the relationships between 
intervals. Pythagoras sought to quantify why certain sounds seemed to blend 
and were thus considered “consonant” versus why other sounds did not seem 
to blend and were thus considered “dissonant.” Pythagoras discovered that 
the simpler the ratio between two vibrating bodies, the more consonant were 
the sounds they produced. [Piano examples: middle C and C1, illustrating 
the 2:1 ratio of vibrating bodies of the octave (eight white notes apart on 
a keyboard).] The octave is perceived as the “limit” and can be divided 
into a certain number of pitches that duplicate themselves at octaves above 
and below.

For thousands of years in the West, the octave was divided into seven 
different pitches, each eighth pitch being a duplication of the  rst. Today in 
the West, we divide the octave into 12 different pitches, called the chromatic 
scale. Other divisions are possible. For example, some cultures divide the 
octave into 5 different pitches, called the pentatonic scale.

Pythagoras next investigated a 3:2 ratio, producing the interval of a perfect 
 fth. [Piano examples: C–G.] If we move up or down by perfect  fths, we 

generate the so-called Pythagorean collection. [Piano examples: F–C–G–
D–A–E–B.] If we contain these  fths within one octave, we get the white 
notes on a keyboard. If we move up or down by a continuous string of perfect 
 fths, the 13th pitch brings us back (almost) to the 1st pitch. [Piano example: 

circle of  fths, F–F.] However, there is a slight difference between the  rst 
and last pitches, called a Pythagorean comma.
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The tuning system that accommodates the 7-pitch Pythagorean scale is 
called just intonation. Changes in musical expression and style in the High 
Middle Ages and Renaissance demanded that more pitches be added to the 
system, which ultimately became a 12-pitch system. To solve the problem 
of the Pythagorean comma, Renaissance theorists attempted to “temper” or 
shrink some of the  fths, but not all of them. This meant that when all 12 
pitches were contained within a single octave, some of the intervals were 
wildly out of tune. 

This Renaissance system of tempering some of the pitches—called mean-
tone tuning—was abandoned in favor of equal-tempered tuning, in which 
all the  fths are equally tempered by the same tiny amount and the octave 
could then be divided into 12 equal and equally in-tune divisions. Equal 
temperament was  rst described by Giovanni Lanfranco in 1533, but it did 
not become universal until about 1850! Until then, well temperament or well-
tempered tuning was used, which was any one of the close approximations 
of equal temperament left to individual taste. Bach’s preferred tuning was 
well tempered but certainly not equal tempered. 

Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier consisted of two books, each comprising 24 
preludes and fugues: 12 preludes and fugues in all 12 major keys and another 
12 in all 12 minor keys. [Piano examples: J. S. Bach, Fugue in C Minor from 
The Well-Tempered Clavier, book 1, subject and motives.] The fugue subject 
implies two separate melodies: a repeated motive and a descending lower 
line. During the fugue’s exposition, the order of the voice entries is alto, 
soprano, bass. Each voice enters in turn, producing a telescopic effect. Once 
the alto and soprano have sung the subject, they perform a little duet until the 
bass enters with the third and  nal statement of the subject. Once the bass 
has sung the subject, the exposition is over. [Musical selection: J. S. Bach, 
Fugue in C Minor from The Well-Tempered Clavier, book 1, exposition.]

Following the exposition, the fugue continues with a series of episodes and 
 ve restatements of the fugue subject, of which the  rst two restatements are 

in new keys—Eb major and G minor—providing a sense of movement. The 
function of the episodes is to transport us from one key to the next. To bring 
the fugue to its conclusion, Bach uses a pedal: a single pitch sustained against 
otherwise changing melodic material. [Piano example: pedal in the bass.] 
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This simple, transparent fugue moves through a continuous, seamless curve 
of polyphonic sound. [Musical selection: J. S. Bach, Fugue in C Minor from 
The Well-Tempered Clavier, book 1.]

The fugue from Handel’s Concerto Grosso, op. 6, no. 7 (1739), is wonderful 
and frankly humorous. [Piano example: fugue subject.] This subject
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consists almost entirely of a single note played faster and faster. Its avian 
quality accounts for the fugue’s nickname: the Chicken Coop fugue. The 
vocal entries are alto, soprano, tenor, and bass. [Musical selection: Handel, 
Concerto Grosso, op. 6, no. 7, exposition.] This fugue subject, with its 
squawking repeated notes and jerky rhythms, is impossible to miss. This is 
decidedly a fugue with humor. We hear the entire fugue. [Musical selection: 
Handel, Concerto Grosso, op. 6, no. 7.] 



44

Le
ct

ur
e 

11
: B

ar
oq

ue
 O

pe
ra

, P
ar

t 1

Baroque Opera, Part 1
Lecture 11

Whether we like it or not, opera is the ultimate musical art form. It 
combines everything, and offers thrills that are still illegal in certain 
parts of Massachusetts. Please do not be afraid. Do not be intimidated. 
Do not be turned off. Opera is cool! 

By adding musical in  ection to words, one interprets and magni  es 
the meaning of those words. The opera Aïda, by the 19th-century 
Italian composer Giuseppe Verdi, is a classic love-triangle story: 

An Ethiopian slave, Aïda, falls in love with Radames, an Egyptian general 
with whom the Egyptian princess Amneris is also in love. In the end, Aïda 
 nds herself entombed with Radames, who has been condemned to death 

by suffocation as a result of the machinations of the jealous Amneris. It 
is Verdi’s music, not the mediocre text, that makes the tomb scene come 
alive. [Musical Example: Verdi, Aïda (1871), “O terra, addìo.”] The 
music transforms a simple goodbye into a sublime and profound farewell to 
mortality as it clearly anticipates a higher, more beautiful reality.

We begin by de  ning opera and identifying its forerunners. Opera is a stage 
spectacle that combines scenery, action, literary drama, and continuous (or 
almost continuous) music into a whole greater than its parts. Spiritually, 
opera’s direct forerunner was ancient Greek drama. Although textbooks 
often designate medieval liturgical drama as another forerunner of opera, 

those were Latin-based religious plays 
sung to plainchant-like music and were an 
extension of a plainchant-dominated liturgy, 
rather than being true harbingers of opera.

Opera has its roots in late-Renaissance music. 
The Renaissance expressive ideal was based 

on the ancient Greek expressive ideal. Composers of madrigals expressed 
the literary meaning of the text via word painting. The Renaissance saw a 
huge increase in secular stage drama. Intermezzi (or intermedi) were sung 
commentaries inserted between the acts of stage plays in late-Renaissance 

Spiritually, opera’s 
direct forerunner was 
ancient Greek drama. 
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Italy. By the 1580s, these intermezzi had become plays within plays. One of 
the most famous sets of intermezzi was written not for a play but as part of 
the wedding ceremony of Grand Duke Ferdinand de Medici of Tuscany and 
Christine of Lorraine in 1589. Each part of the ceremony was followed by 
an individual intermezzo. The  rst of these, written by Emilio de Cavalieri, 
is a homophonic, accompanied work for solo soprano. [Musical selection: 
Cavalieri, Dalle più alte sfere (1589).] The use of word painting and virtuoso 
technique for the solo singer gives this music an immediacy, intimacy, and 
emotional directness beyond most polyphonic madrigals. The solo singer 
can shape expressive nuance in a way far beyond that of a vocal ensemble. 
As intermezzi became longer and more involved, an awareness emerged that 
a different sort of singing was required to distinguish narrative or dialogue 
from the expression of emotions and feelings.

The Florentine Camerata was a typical Renaissance intellectual “club.” In 
Renaissance Italy, groups of intellectuals gathered in clubs called ridotti 
(sing.: ridotto) to discuss and research topics of common interest. The 
members of the Florentine Camerata were scholars, poets, musicians, 
composers, and amateurs who met regularly for some 30 years. The members 
were interested in ancient Greek drama and music, as well as the music of 
their day. 

They were in  uenced in their aesthetic views by the Florentine scholar 
Girolamo Mei, who researched ancient Greek music and the role of music in 
ancient Greek theater. Based on Mei’s work, the members of the Florentine 
Camerata concluded that ancient Greek tragedy had been sung because that 
would have been the only way that the ancient Greeks could possibly have 
derived the powerful emotional experience that they claimed to have derived 
from their drama. Furthermore, the Camerata believed that the power of 
ancient Greek music could be attributed to the fact that it consisted of a 
single melody that, in the words of Girolamo Mei, “could affect the listener’s 
feelings, since it exploited the natural expressiveness of the rises and falls of 
pitch and the register of the voice and of changing rhythms and tempos.” 

The Camerata decided that word painting and vocal polyphony (as in 
madrigals) were “childish and complicated” and, therefore, unsuited to true 
emotional expression in music. The Camerata developed three corollaries of 
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musical expressivity: (1) The text must be clearly understood; (2) the words 
must be sung with correct and natural declamation; and (3) vocal melody 
must not depict mere graphic details, as in word painting, but must interpret 
the feelings of the character singing.

Composer members of the Camerata included Emilio de Cavalieri (c. 1550–
1602), Giulio Caccini (c. 1546–1618), and Jacopo Peri (1561–1633). Jacopo 
Peri composed the  rst fully sung stage work to have survived. His librettist 
was the poet Ottavio Rinuccini. 

Euridice premiered in Florence on October 6, 1600. It is a fully sung stage 
work in which three elements are alternated: (1) A small chorus sings 
madrigal-like commentaries in the style of a Greek chorus. (2) Peri uses 
simple, rhymed songs as lyric interludes to the action, to end scenes, and 
for transitions between scenes. (3) Peri revolutionized Western music with 
what he called the stile rappresentativo. This “speech-song” is what we now 
call recitative, and it became the soul of the new Florentine style. Recitative 
allows large amounts of text—as in dialogue and action sequences—to be 
articulated clearly and still be sung. It follows the natural rhythms, accents, 
and in  ections of the spoken language.

The story of Orpheus and Euridice has been a favorite of opera composers. 
Orpheus is the embodiment of the Greek ideal of music: the golden-tongued 
one who could change the face of nature, the hearts of animals, and the souls 
of mortals and gods with his music. Orpheus is the personi  cation of what 
early opera sought to be and what opera composers have always sought to 
do: change our perception of the world through the combination of words 
and music. 
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Baroque Opera, Part 2
Lecture 12

Early opera was based on recitative, which moves the dramatic action 
forward rather than allowing the singer to re  ect on the action. The 
operatic aria evolved in the 1660s and soon became the focal point of 
opera, to the eventual debasement of recitative. 

Jacopo Peri’s opera Euridice re  ects the belief of the Florentine Camerata 
in the value of a new type of music based on solo singing. Camerata 
members believed that their new stile rappresentativo (recitative) was 

capable of expressing the emotions behind the words and could achieve for 
the music of their day what the ancient Greeks claimed to have achieved 
with theirs. We will listen to the dramatic moment when Orfeo responds to 
the news that his beloved Euridice has been bitten by a snake and has died. 

We should keep in mind that there is little or no re  ection in “Orfeo’s 
Response.” Music of re  ection—the aria—is still some 50 years in the 
future. Peri’s music—his stile rappresentativo—is about pushing the action 
forward. Despite the fact that this is innovative music, it will sound stiff to 
today’s audiences. Yet it is easier for us to empathize with Orfeo and his 
tragic loss than with the characters in a madrigal. [Musical selection: Peri, 
Euridice, “Orfeo’s Response” (1600).] Though we might  nd it stilted, Peri’s 
contemporaries would have been very moved by this music.

Seventy-  ve years after this opera, a scene such as “Orfeo’s Response” 
would be written not as a forward-moving recitative but rather as an aria. 
In an aria, as in theatrical soliloquy, real time stops. The librettist provides 
words that pause and re  ect, and the composer creates music that interprets 
and deepens the emotions behind those words. Early opera is about recitative; 
these works were “dramas with music.”

Claudio Monteverdi (l567–1643) was one of the great opera composers of 
the Baroque Era. He was in the employ of the duke of Mantua between 1590 
and 1613, during which time he composed his  rst opera, Orfeo (1607). He 
was choirmaster at St. Mark’s in Venice between 1613 and 1643.
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Monteverdi was as adept at writing Renaissance-style madrigals as he was at 
writing the “new style” opera. He made a distinction in his music between 
writing in the “old style” and in the “new style,” what he called, respectively, 
prima prattica and seconda prattica (“  rst practice” and “second practice”). 
Among his  rst-practice works are 200 madrigals, and among his second-
practice pieces are 19 stage works, of which only 6 have survived. The 
surviving stage works include the best operas written during the  rst half of 
the 17th century: Orfeo of 1607 and The Coronation of Poppea of 1642. 

Musicologist Donald Grout wrote of Monteverdi’s Orfeo: 

The music of Orfeo was greeted by contemporaries as [another] 
example of the Florentine style, and indeed, the general plan of 
the opera justi  ed this view. Nevertheless, the differences are 
fundamental. Monteverdi was a musician of genius. Soundly trained 
in technique, concerned very much with musical and dramatic truth 
and very little with antiquarian theories, he combined the madrigal 
style of the late 16th century with the orchestral and scenic apparatus 
of the old intermezzi and a new conception of the possibilities of solo 
singing. Orfeo represents the  rst attempt to apply the full resources 
of the art of music to opera, unhampered by any limitations.

Monteverdi’s Orfeo is a spectacular synthesis of almost every expressive 
device and musical genre available to Monteverdi at the time. Most 
importantly, it features the most melodically interesting and dramatically 
effective recitative ever written. [Piano examples: recitative excerpts.] 
Monteverdi also calls for the most massive instrumental ensemble to be 
found in opera to that time: more than 40 different instruments, as opposed to 
the 4 instruments that Peri called for in his Euridice. In the following excerpt, 
we hear Monteverdi’s version of the scene in which Orpheus learns of 
Euridice’s death. In contrast to the rather stiff version of this scene composed 
by Peri, Monteverdi’s version of Orpheus’s response is singularly moving, 
even though it is all composed in recitative. [Musical selection: Monteverdi, 
Orfeo, “Messenger’s Song” (“In un  orito prato”), “Shepherd’s Response” 
(“Ahi, caso acerbo!”), and “Orfeo’s Response” (“Tu se morta.”).] 
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Aria emerged as an element in Baroque operatic dramaturgy around 1660. An 
operatic aria is not a song; it is a lengthy, substantial, and often complex piece 
of vocal music in which the essential character and dramatic information are 
transmitted via the music itself, unlike recitative, in which the words carry 
the expressive message. The same Baroque advances in harmony, rhythm, 
motivic manipulation, and melodic construction that led to the development 
of purely instrumental music provided the means for the invention of the 
operatic aria, as well.

By 1660 or so, both essential components of operatic dramaturgy were in 
place: the recitative, reserved for action and dialogue; and the aria, used for 
re  ection, character development, and the expression of feeling. During an 
aria, time stops and re  ection begins, while the music carries the essential 
expressive message. As aria became the focal point of Baroque opera, the 
magni  cent sort of recitative that Monteverdi cultivated was lost, and more 
often than not, recitative was reduced to  ller.

After 1660, recitative was usually performed secco (“dry”): It was 
accompanied only by the basso continuo—a harpsichord or harpsichord and 
‘cello. Occasionally, recitative was accompanied by the whole orchestra—
recitativo accompanato, recitativo obbligato, or recitativo strumento. In 
Baroque opera, only aristocratic characters were favored with orchestrally 
accompanied recitative.

We return to the opera Dido and Aeneas by the British composer Henry 
Purcell (1659–1695). Note the difference between Dido’s secco recitative 
and her orchestrally accompanied aria. Over the span of the brief recitative, 
Dido’s voice falls the distance of seven pitches. This deathly fall nicely 
anticipates the descending bass line and morbid character of the aria to 
follow. The aria’s ground-bass line is evocative of death and is repeated 11 
times. [Musical selection: Purcell, Dido and Aeneas (1689), Recitative and 
“Dido’s Lament.”] It is the music, not the words, that is at the heart and soul 
of an aria. In opera, the composer, not the librettist, is the dramatist. 
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Opera became increasingly a “popular” entertainment during the 17th 
century. Early operas were courtly entertainment. Everything changed when 
the  rst public opera house opened in Venice in 1637. By 1650, there were 
seven full-time opera houses running in Venice, putting on more than 50 
new productions a year. Like most pro  table public entertainments,  nancial 
success was achieved at the cost of dramatic and musical quality. The history 
of opera sees a constant swing between high artistic ideals and pro  teering. 
We will trace this history as we move through the course. 

Dido and Aeneas, act 3, scene 2 (1689)
–Henry Purcell

Dido
Recitative:

Thy hand, Belinda; darkness shades me,
On thy bosom let me rest;
More I would, but Death invades me;
Death is now a welcome guest.
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Aria:

When I am laid, am laid in earth, may my wrongs create
No trouble, no trouble in thy breast.
When I am laid, am laid in earth, may my wrongs create
No trouble, no trouble in thy breast.

Remember me! Remember me!
But ah! forget my fate.
Remember me, but ah! forget my fate!
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The Oratorio
Lecture 13

The two most important new genres to evolve in Baroque sacred music 
were the oratorio and Lutheran church cantata. 

Handel’s Messiah is the only Baroque composition that has been 
performed continuously since its premiere. The Hallelujah Chorus 
from Messiah is the most famous moment from the most famous 

piece of music written during the Baroque Era. [Musical selection: Handel, 
Messiah (1742), Hallelujah Chorus.] Baroque-era sacred music included the 
important new genre of oratorio, while the most important genre of Lutheran 
Baroque sacred music was the church cantata.

Baroque Catholic sacred music, particularly in Italy, was a mix of old and new 
styles. By the mid-1600s, the provisos of the Counter-Reformation regarding 
music were considered ancient history and 
were being treated, particularly in Italy, rather 
 exibly. Increasingly, many masses used the 

resources of opera, including basso continuo, 
solo singing, and multiple choirs with soloists 
and orchestras featuring instrumental soloists.

The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) devastated 
Germany and established Protestantism in 
much of what is today northern and central 
Germany. During the postwar years of 1650–1680, the most important new 
genre of Baroque-era Lutheran Church music to emerge was the Lutheran 
Church cantata.

Baroque sacred music genres rely heavily on chorus. The most important of 
these genres are: 

• Oratorio: essentially an opera on a religious subject. It did not evolve as 
an integral part of any church service and was written for both Catholic 
and Protestant audiences.

Oratorio was the 
most important new 
musical genre to 
evolve in Italy during 
the Baroque Era.
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• Cantata: a dramatic work that, like oratorio, uses the resources of 
opera and is performed as a concert work without acting or staging. 
Cantatas are shorter than oratorios and can be secular as well as sacred. 
Unlike oratorios, Lutheran Church cantatas were part of the Sunday 
worship service.

• Mass: masses continued to be composed during the Baroque Era. 
Composers of Catholic masses set the traditional  ve sections of the 
Ordinary to music, while composers of Lutheran masses set only the 
Kyrie and the Gloria to music.

• Magni  cat: a Latin-language cantata based on the Canticle of the Virgin 
(Luke 1:46–55).

• Passion: an oratorio based on one of the Gospel accounts of the events 
of Christ’s cruci  xion. Such works were created for Holy Week services 
for both Protestant and Catholic congregations.

• Motet: a cantata featuring an unaccompanied (a cappella) chorus.

The use of a chorus in all these works distinguishes them from Baroque 
opera, which by the late 17th century had done away almost entirely with 
the chorus.

The difference between the Renaissance mass and the Baroque oratorio is 
that between ritual and restraint in the former and expressive exuberance in 
the latter. Oratorios evolved from “sacred dialogues.” These were Roman 
productions of the Renaissance and early Baroque Era that combined 
narrative, dialogue, and exhortation. Oratorio was so named because its 
original performance venue was an oratory: a small chapel within a larger 
church or a small house of prayer.

By the late 17th century, oratorios had absorbed certain elements of Baroque 
opera: recitative, aria, and the orchestra. Their non-operatic features included 
the narrator (testo) and chorus. The chorus disappeared from the Baroque 
opera house because it was expensive to maintain and because audiences 
came to the opera house to hear solo singing. By the late 17th century, oratorios 
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had become a hugely popular form of entertainment. They  lled the gap in 
Catholic Italy during Lent when theatrical performances, including opera, 
were banned. They served as a substitute for opera in Protestant England for 
completely different reasons than in Italy. 

Oratorios achieved particular popularity in England because of the efforts of 
George Frederic Handel, who began writing English-language oratorios as 
the popularity of Italian opera waned in England in the late 1730s and 1740s. 
A new middle-class public was emerging that had no interest in the Italian-
language operas so adored by the aristocracy. Ever the entrepreneur, Handel 
discovered that, because of their Protestant 
 avor, their English-language texts, and 

their easily accessible music and dramatic 
content, his oratorios were extremely 
popular with the new middle class.

Handel’s Messiah was premiered during 
Easter in Dublin, Ireland on April 13, 
1742. The main elements are narrators 
who relate the story of Christ’s life in 
recitative, narrators and commentators 
who interrupt the primary narrative to react 
with recitatives and arias of their own, and 
a chorus that represents either “the people” 
in general or Christianity speci  cally.

Messiah comprises 50 separate numbers 
and is in three parts. The  rst part contains 
the prophecy of the Messiah’s coming, 
Christ’s birth, and the announcement of redemption for all people. The second 
part describes human redemption through Christ’s sacri  ce, humankind’s 
rejection of that redemption, and God’s defeat of human opposition to his 
power. The third part celebrates eternal life through Christ the Redeemer.

The announcement of Christ’s birth to the shepherds, from the  rst part of 
the oratorio, is in recitative and comprises four parts. The  rst part of this 
recitative is secco, meaning that it is accompanied only by the basso continuo 

George Friedric Handel.
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(here, a ‘cello and organ) and sung by a solo soprano who represents an angel. 
The second part is accompanied by the orchestra. The slowly pulsing string 
background serves as a sort of musical halo for the angel. The third part is 
again secco. Note that when the angels says, “Fear not, for behold I bring 
you tidings of great joy,” the music becomes more rhythmically exciting. 
The fourth part of the recitative is again accompanied, as the strings portray 
the rapid  apping of angelic wings. Of note is the fact that it is unusual for a 
composer to alternate between secco and accompanied recitative, as Handel 
does here.

The recitative is followed by a chorus that indulges in some musical word 
painting. Note the extent to which this music is operatic in its expressive 
impact. [Musical selection: Handel, Messiah, recitative and chorus (“Glory 
to God”).] The brilliant Hallelujah Chorus that concludes the second part 
of Messiah features three different sorts of writing: homophony, imitative 
polyphony, and responsorial. [Musical selection: Handel, Messiah, 
Hallelujah Chorus.] 
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Genres of Baroque Sacred Music

cantata: Shorter than an oratorio but similar to an oratorio as a work for 
chorus, soloists, and orchestra (occasionally the chorus has only a small 
part); performed without action or costumes; both secular and sacred cantatas 
were written during the Baroque Era; Lutheran church cantatas were part of 
the Sunday worship service; typically based on that week’s Bible reading; 
written for Protestant (Lutheran) audiences.

magni  cat: Based on a speci  c text from the Bible, Luke 1:46 55—the 
Canticle of the Virgin; Bach’s Magni  cat is a sort of Latin cantata based on 
this biblical text.

mass: An extremely varied genre by the Baroque Era; based on the  ve 
sections of the Mass that are traditionally set to music: Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, 
Sanctus, and Agnus Dei, though the sections were frequently subdivided to 
create long, massive works; usually written to celebrate special holidays 
and festivals and performed as part of the holiday service; written for both 
Protestant and Catholic audiences.

motet: Essentially a cantata; featured an a cappella chorus.

oratorio: An extended work for chorus, soloists, and orchestra; typically, 
a dramatic story drawn from scripture; performed without action or 
costumes; not part of any church service; written for both Catholic and 
Protestant audiences.

passion: A type of oratorio; based on one of the Gospel accounts (by 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John) of the events culminating in the cruci  xion 
of Jesus Christ; written for Holy Week services (the week before Easter) for 
both Protestant (Lutheran) and Catholic audiences.
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Messiah (1742)
“There Were Shepherds” and “Glory to God”

–George Frederick Handel

Recitative Secco:
There were shepherds abiding in the  eld,
Keeping watch over their  ock by night.

Recitative Accompanied:
And lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them,

And the glory of the Lord shone round about them,
And they were sore afraid.

Recitative Secco:
And the angel said unto them:

Fear not; for behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy.
Which shall be to all people.

For unto you is born this day in the city of David
A Savior, which is Christ the Lord.

Recitative Accompanied:
And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude

of the heavenly host,
Praising God and saying:

Chorus:
Glory to God, glory to God in the highest.

And peace on earth.
Glory to God, glory to God in the highest.

And peace on earth, good will towards men.



59

Sacred Vocal Music

While Baroque sacred music takes many forms, two broad generalizations 
can be made about it:

1. Almost all Baroque sacred music includes a chorus.

2. Baroque sacred music borrows heavily from Baroque operatic techniques 
and procedures. 

The various names and functions of the many sacred Baroque vocal 
genres—oratorio, cantata, mass, magni  cat, passion, motet—can be 
confusing to students. The following descriptions should help put these 
genres in perspective.

Oratorio

1. An oratorio is an extended work for chorus, soloists, and orchestra.

2. The text of an oratorio is typically a dramatic story drawn from 
scripture.

3. An oratorio is performed without action or costumes.

4. An oratorio was not part of any church service.

5. Oratorios were written for both Catholic and Protestant audiences.

Cantata

1. A cantata is shorter than an oratorio. Like an oratorio, a cantata is a work 
for chorus, soloists, and orchestra (occasionally the chorus has only a 
small part).

2. A cantata is performed without action or costumes.
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3. Both sacred and secular cantatas were written during the Baroque era.

4. A sacred cantata was part of the Sunday worship service.

5. The text of a cantata was typically based on that week’s Bible reading.

6. Sacred cantatas were written for Protestant (Lutheran) audiences. 

Mass

1. By the Baroque Era, the Mass had become an extremely varied genre.

2. The Mass was still based on the traditional  ve sections of the Kyrie, 
Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei, though these sections were 
frequently subdivided to create long, massive works.

3. Masses were usually written to celebrate special holidays and festivals 
and were performed as part of the holiday service.

4. Masses were written for both Protestant and Catholic audiences.

Magni  cat 

1. The text of the magni  cat is based on a speci  c text from the Bible, 
Luke 1:46-55—“The Canticle of the Virgin.”

2. Bach’s Magni  cat is a sort of Latin cantata based on this Biblical text.

Passion

1. A passion is a type of oratorio.

2. The text of a passion is one of the Gospel accounts (by Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, or John) of the events culminating in the cruci  xion of 
Jesus Christ.



61

3. Baroque passions were written for Holy Week services (the week 
before Easter).

4. Passions were written for both Protestant (Lutheran) and 
Catholic audiences.

Motet

1. Baroque church motets were essentially cantatas.

2. Motets featured an a cappella chorus.
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The Lutheran Church Cantata
Lecture 14

Unlike oratorio, the Lutheran church cantata was part of a regular 
religious service (speci  cally, the Sunday service). It evolved as a 
musical commentary on a given week’s particular Bible reading, 
becoming known as the musical “sermon before the sermon.” 

The Lutheran church cantata was a leading Lutheran genre of Baroque 
sacred music. The Lutheran church cantata was a one-act religious 
opera that was performed as part of the Sunday service. Lutheranism 

stressed congregational singing in the vernacular. The Lutheran church 
chorale was a simple, song-like melody set to biblical texts in German. It 
became the musical core of the Lutheran liturgy. Originally set almost 
entirely in German, the chorale melodies re  ect the idiosyncrasies of the 
German language. A uniquely German body of music, the Lutheran chorale 
would inform much German music for the next 250 years.

The sermon, based on the prescribed Bible reading of the day, became the 
high point of the Lutheran Sunday service. The cantata preceded the sermon 
and was based on the particular hymn that itself was a setting of that day’s 
Bible reading. Thus, the church cantata came to be the “sermon in music.” 

Two con  icting parties in mid-17th-century Lutheranism fought over the 
role of music in church services. The orthodox party favored the use of all 
available musical resources—soloists, orchestra, and chorus—in church 
music. The pietists distrusted high art and opulence in worship. The 
emergence of the Lutheran cantata by the early 1700s signaled the victory of 
the orthodox party. 

Erdmann Neumeister (1671–1756), an in  uential Lutheran theologian and 
poet, helped to shape the nature and content of the Lutheran church cantata. 
Neumeister viewed the Lutheran church cantata as essentially an operatic 
construct. Johann Sebastian Bach agreed entirely with Neumeister’s operatic 
conception of the Lutheran church cantata. Although Bach strove continually 
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for employment in princely courts, he spent most of his career working for 
the church and municipality of Leipzig, where his job description included 
many non-compositional and even non-musical functions. Bach wrote 
approximately 350 cantatas. Only 209 have survived. Numerically, they 
comprise the greatest and most signi  cant of all Bach’s compositions. 

Bach’s Cantata no. 140, Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme, of 1731, is based 
on a chorale melody composed around 1550 by Philipp Nicolai. The text 
is from the Gospel of Matthew, 25:1–13, the prescribed Bible reading for 
the 27th Sunday after Trinity. The story is an allegory warning Christians to 
be ready to meet their savior or lose their chance for salvation. The chorale 
melody entitled The Sacred Bridal Song was all that Nicolai wrote. [Piano 
example: chorale melody.] Chorales are melodies; it was up to the head 
musician (cantor) to harmonize such melodies for chorus and keyboard 
instruments. Bach’s chorale harmonizations constitute one of the greatest 
and most important musical collections in the entire Western canon. [Piano 
example: Bach’s harmonization of Nicolai’s Sacred Bridal Song.] The 
librettist for Cantata no. 140 was Christian Friedrich Henrici (1700–1764), 
whose pseudonym was Picander. He was one of Bach’s most important 
librettists. The cantata is set in seven movements, of which we will focus 
on movements 1, 4, and 7. Only in the seventh and  nal movement will we 
hear the chorale melody performed in a straightforward manner. [Musical 
selection: Bach, Cantata no. 140 (Wachet auf), movement 7.]

There are three essential musical elements in the  rst movement of the 
cantata: The  rst is an instrumental ritornello theme; the second is the 
chorale melody itself, which will be sung only by the sopranos here in the 
 rst movement; the third is the material sung by the other voices (altos, 

tenors, basses), who provide commentary on the chorale melody. 

A ritornello is a melodic idea that returns periodically, a musical refrain. 
Bach’s ritornello theme has the feel and sweep of a French overture, evoking 
the arrival of the bridegroom in the Gospel story, who symbolizes Christ, the 
king of kings. The  rst-movement ritornello theme consists of three phrases: 
Phrase A has the moderately paced, processional-like dotted rhythms of a 
French overture, played alternately by the violin and oboes. [Piano example: 
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phrase A.] Phrase B features rising and falling motives in the violins and the 
oboes, which create a sense of yearning and anticipation. Phrase C features 
upward-sweeping scales that continue to heighten the sense of yearning. 
[Musical selection: Bach, Cantata no. 140 (Wachet auf), movement 1, 
ritornello theme.]

The ritornello theme is loaded with metaphor above and beyond its clear 
resemblance to a French overture: The 12 beats of phrase A evoke the 12 
strokes of midnight in the Gospel story that heralded the arrival of the 
bridegroom. Some have suggested that the steady, march-like rhythm of the 
ritornello theme is nothing less than a wedding processional. The scoring 
calls for two oboes and an oboe da caccia, an ancestral English horn, which 
together create a “nighttime” sort of music. [Musical selection: Bach, 
Cantata no. 140 (Wachet auf), movement 1, ritornello theme.]

Lines 1 3 of the chorale itself—the watchmen’s call to wake up—are sung 
by the sopranos, while the rest of the choir contributes fast, ornamental lines 
that create a sense of excitement and action as humankind prepares to greet 
the Messiah. A brief orchestral interlude, drawn from the ritornello theme, 
follows line 1. Line 2, again sung by the sopranos, describes the watchmen 
on the battlements. While the sopranos sing the chorale melody, the other 
voices illustrate via word painting what the sopranos are describing. Another 
piece of the ritornello theme follows; then the sopranos sing a jubilant line 
3, “Awake, city of Jerusalem.” [Musical selection: Bach, Cantata no. 140 
(Wachet auf), movement 1, ritornello theme and chorale, lines 1–3.]

Bach uses the chorale in the  rst movement as a springboard presented by 
the sopranos against which the other voices can react. Lines 4–6 employ 
essentially the same music as lines 1–3. Lines 7–8—the actual arrival of the 
bridegroom—constitute a moment of signal excitement: The altos, tenors, 
and basses blurt out their lines before the sopranos even have a chance to 
announce the bridegroom’s arrival. Line 9 invites an equally remarkable 
reaction from the altos, tenors, and basses, rising to a peak with a jubilant 
fugato on the word alleluia. A fugato is a passage that sounds like the 
exposition of a fugue in a movement that is not otherwise a fugue.
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Next, the sopranos proclaim, “Prepare for the wedding,” after which all four 
voices of the chorus sing together, for the  rst time in this movement, the 
last line of this  rst verse of the chorale. The ritornello theme returns to bring 
the movement to its conclusion. [Musical selection: Bach, Cantata no. 140 
(Wachet auf), movement 1, remainder.] 

The fourth movement is the most famous in the cantata and is among the 
most famous movements that Bach ever wrote. Movement 4, which presents 
the second verse of the chorale, begins with another ritornello theme—this 
one a nocturne. It perfectly evokes the night of mystery of the Gospel story. 
The tenors (the watchmen) describe the awakening of the virgin (the soul of 
humanity) and her joyful union with Jesus Christ. [Musical selection: Bach, 
Cantata no. 140 (Wachet auf), movement 4, opening.] 
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Passacaglia
Lecture 15

The development of instrumental music during the Baroque Era went 
hand-in-hand with the creation of musical structures that would render 
abstract instrumental music intelligible to its audiences. 

Musical form or process refers to the large-scale organization of 
a movement of music. Musical form indicates how many large 
sections of music there are within a single movement of music 

and how those sections are related to one another—as repetitions, variations, 
developments, or contrasts.

With the emergence of instrumental music during the Baroque came the 
development of instrumental musical forms. Because instrumental music 
is an abstract medium, without the help of words or any a priori literary 
structure on which to base the form, some sort of logical and consistent 
process of variation, development, contrast, and return was necessary for the 
structure to make sense. Starting in the Baroque Era, the instrumental musical 
forms of any particular era will become part of the cultural fabric of that 
era, ritual procedures for handling musical material that will be understood 
by composer and audience alike—a cultural given, a shared knowledgee 
between composer and audience.

Without a large-scale structural context, detail cannot be contextualized. 
Some musical compositions are improvisatory and lack a standard form—
for example, works entitled fantasy/fantasia, toccata, rhapsody, or prelude. 
Such works are in the minority, however.

Fugue is the quintessential Baroque-era procedure. It features three basic 
structural “givens”: Exposition, restatements of the fugue subject in various 
new keys, and modulating episodes that transit between the restatements. 
To fully appreciate what a composer does in a piece of music, we must 
understand the point of departure, namely, its musical form. 
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Baroque variations procedure, called, interchangeably, passacaglia, ground 
bass, and chaconne (or ciacona), consists of the statement of a theme and, 
in subsequent sections, some sort of variation of that theme. Passacaglia, 
the most commonly used synonym for Baroque variation procedure, is a 
strict formal procedure. The following are “givens” of a passacaglia: (1) 
The theme is a bass line and/or a harmonic progression built on that bass 
line; (2) the bass line and/or harmonic progression will be repeated, more 
or less verbatim, over and over (cyclically); (3) what changes are the upper 
voices atop the cyclical repetitions in the bass. Each new “cycle”—each 
repetition—of the bass line is called a variation because of the changing 
nature of the material above it. 

“Dido’s Lament” from Purcell’s opera Dido and Aeneas (1689) is an aria that 
is structured as a passacaglia. The bass line/ground-bass theme is repeated 
11 times. Its chromatically descending line evokes Dido’s funereal mood 
and deathly intentions. [Piano example: descending bass line.] Typical of 
a passacaglia, the aria begins monophonically, with the bass line/ground-
bass theme played by itself. [Musical selection: Purcell, Dido and Aeneas, 
“Dido’s Lament.”] The  uidity of this aria is noteworthy. The phrases of 
Dido’s melodic line do not always correspond to the beginnings and endings 
of the ground-bass theme. This sort of overlapping or eliding of the voice 
part with the ground-bass theme keeps the aria from ever sounding rigid 
or predictable.

Bach’s Passacaglia in C Minor for Organ (c. 1715) is one of the great 
masterworks of the organ repertoire. Typically, the piece begins with the 
ground-bass theme played by itself. [Musical selection: Bach, Passacaglia 
in C Minor for Organ.] A fugue also begins with the subject in a single 
voice, but the difference between a fugue and a passacaglia is that in a 
fugue, the second voice to enter (and the third and so on) will enter with the 
subject, whereas in a passacaglia, the theme is repeated verbatim in the bass. 
[Musical selection: Bach, Passacaglia in C Minor for Organ.] 

Twenty variations follow the initial appearance of the theme. The miracle 
of this work is that despite the repetitive rigor of the structure, the music 
appears to be in a constant state of evolutionary growth. In variations 1–10, 
we will hear a steady buildup of polyphonic and rhythmic complexity. As 
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more voices enter, the music gets louder and more dramatic. In variations 11–
15, the theme moves out of the deep bass up an octave or two and becomes 
quieter, so that the music sounds as if it has gone somewhere, even though 
it has not. In variations 16–20, Bach puts the ground-bass theme back in the 
deep bass, the music gets louder, and the earlier mood of somber heaviness 
and power returns. There is a sense of arrival, despite the fact that we never 
departed. This is part of Bach’s genius—to create a large-scale, three-part 
macro-structure out of 20 small units.

Thus, the passacaglia has a large, three-part structure. [Musical selection: 
Bach, Passacaglia in C Minor for Organ.] Bach’s passacaglia is a superb 
example of the sort of expressive exuberance and intellectual control so 
characteristic of the Baroque Era: an energetic and profuse melodic surface 
controlled by an iron-  sted formal process below. In a passacaglia, ground 
bass, chaconne, or ciacona, the theme is a structural rather than a surface 
element, a metaphor for the invisible hand of God controlling the rich chaos 
of the everyday. 
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Ritornello Form and the Baroque Concerto
Lecture 16

The distinction between chamber and orchestral music was not truly 
recognized until the late 17th century, when composers began to 
purposely write works for orchestra. Such works included the genre of 
the concerto, which, like most Baroque genres, grew out of the opera 
house. Opera was directly responsible for the evolution of overtures and 
dance suites and indirectly inspired the development of the concerto. 

Instrumental music can be divided, at the most generic level, into 
orchestral music and chamber music. In chamber music, no part is 
doubled; there is just one player per part. In orchestral music, one or 

more parts are doubled. Chamber orchestras consist of one player of each 
orchestral instrument—a sort of mini-orchestral sampling. The distinction 
between orchestral and chamber music was  rst perceived during the late 
17th century. Initially, few works—except operas—were composed for 
an orchestra. More commonly, chamber works were simply arranged for 
orchestra. The best and biggest standing European orchestra of the late 17th

century and early 18th century was the French National Opera Orchestra. 
As Baroque opera became more popular, instruments were modernized and 
added to the opera orchestra to expand the timbral resources of the ensemble. 
The  ute, oboe, English horn, bassoon, clarinet, natural horn, and trombone 
came into being for use in Baroque opera orchestras.

Most Baroque orchestral genres grew out of the opera house. Opera was 
directly responsible for the development of instrumental overtures in both 
the French and Italian styles and dance suites (French opera in particular). 
Opera was indirectly responsible for the development of the concerto, 
which combines a soloist or soloists with an orchestra. Concerto is the most 
important post-1700 genre of Baroque instrumental music. High Baroque 
concerti are the earliest orchestral works performed today on a regular basis. 
[Musical selection: Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 5 in D Major, BWV 
1050, movement 1, opening.]
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There are three kinds of Baroque concerti. The orchestral or ripieno concerto 
is scored for strings and basso continuo alone. There are no particular soloists, 
and the  rst violins, collectively, play the principal melodic material. The 
solo concerto features a single instrumental soloist plus orchestra. Great 
Baroque composers of solo concerti include Corelli, Vivaldi, and J. S. 
Bach. The concerto grosso features two or more instrumental soloists plus 
orchestra. 

Vocabulary appropriate to the concerto includes the terms tutti, ripieno, and 
concertino. Tutti means “everything,” referring to all the players, including 
the soloists. Ripieno refers to the orchestra but not the soloists. Concertino 
refers to the soloists in a concerto grosso. It literally means “little ensemble.” 
By its nature, a concerto grosso pits not just two different groups of 
instruments against each other, but two different instrumental genres against 
each other: the orchestral ensemble (ripieno) versus a chamber ensemble 
(concertino). In both the solo concerto and the concerto grosso, there is a 
natural contrast between the soloist(s) and the larger ensemble. In Baroque-
era instrumental music, contrast does not generally occur within movements 
but rather between movements. When it comes to contrast and con  ict in 
Baroque instrumental music, concerti are special.

By the High Baroque, most concerti were three movements in length, and 
the  rst movement was almost always structured in ritornello form. A 
ritornello-form movement is one in which the opening musical idea returns 
periodically, like a refrain. Along with binary dance form, ritornello form is 
the most common instrumental procedure employed during the Baroque Era. 
Because it creates a sense of departure and return, ritornello form renders 
sensible and explicable long spans of music. The second movement of a 
Baroque-era concerto is a slow movement, intended to provide a lyric respite 
from the rigors of the  rst movement. The third movement will typically be 
fast and fugue-like.

From our perspective, Johann Sebastian Bach was the greatest composer in 
virtually every Baroque musical genre he worked with. But those very things 
that make him “great” to us—his compositional style, his incredible craft, 
and his spiritual depth—make him among the least representative composers 
of his time. Indeed, his music was considered by most of his contemporaries 
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to be too complicated, too “learned,” too hard to play, and too long! Despite 
his special genius, Bach’s craft as a composer of concerti owed an important 
debt to other composers, especially Antonio Vivaldi (1678–1741), whose 
work Bach studied and often copied out by hand. In an effort to secure an 
appointment as court composer to the margrave of Brandenburg, Bach sent 
the margrave a “musical resume” consisting of six concerti, which have come 
to be known as the Brandenburg concerti. Bach was known in his lifetime 
primarily as an organist and harpsichordist. He was not considered among 
the great composers of his age, and, with one exception, he never landed the 
court-composer positions he really wanted.

The concertino in Bach’s concerto grosso, Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, 
consists of a violin, a  ute, and a harpsichord. Note that the ritornello theme 
of the  rst movement, typically Baroque in being “notey,” is presented 
homophonically. [Musical selection: Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, 
movement 1, theme.] The key to following any ritornello-form movement 
in a concerto grosso is that the theme and its various restatements will be 
set homophonically. The solo episodes, dominated by the concertino, are 
polyphonic. The ritornello theme is in three parts. It appears in its entirety 
only at the beginning and end of the movement. [Musical selection: Bach, 
Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, movement 1, theme.]

The orchestral homophonic thematic statements provide a contrast with 
the polyphonic solo episodes dominated by the concertino. There are nine 
statements (in full or in part) of the ritornello theme. Some are very brief and 
serve as supports for the long solo episodes. An amazing harpsichord solo 
precedes the ninth and  nal appearance of the ritornello theme. It is virtually 
the  rst keyboard solo in the history of the concerto. Some credit it with 
the birth of the keyboard concerto. [Musical selection: Bach, Brandenburg 
Concerto no. 5, movement 1.] 
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The Enlightenment and an Introduction 
to the Classical Era

Lecture 17

The dramatic difference between the music of the late Baroque Era 
and the new Classical Era is brought into high relief when we compare 
a fugue by J. S. Bach and a piano sonata by Beethoven. The difference 
is that between the objective and the subjective, between music about 
process and surface complexity, on the one hand, and vocal lyricism 
and studied simplicity, on the other. 

We begin by comparing two keyboard works, one representative 
of the Baroque Era and the other representative of the Classical 
Era. In each case, we will take note of the following: What 

instruments are performing the excerpts? What is the texture of each piece: 
monophonic, polyphonic, or homophonic? What is the nature of each piece’s 
theme? Is it a tune? Is it relatively motivic? What is each piece attempting to 
express? [Musical selection: J. S. Bach, The Well-Tempered Clavier, book 1 
(c. 1722), Fugue in C Minor; piano example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in C 
Minor, op. 13 (1799), movement 2, theme.]

The Bach fugue was written for and performed on a harpsichord, an 
instrument incapable of dynamic gradation. This means it can only play 
loud or soft; it cannot play crescendo (“getting louder”) or decrescendo
(“getting softer”). The harpsichord is ideally suited to the complex melodies 
and polyphonic textures of Baroque music, and it is an ideal partner for the 
compositional genre of fugue. Beethoven’s sonata was written for a piano, 
an instrument dating from around 1700. The  rst pianos were built by 
Bartolomeo Cristofori in Florence, Italy. Instead of operating via plucked 
strings, like a harpsichord, the piano strings are struck by felt-covered 
hammers. Because of the mechanism that activates these hammers, the 
piano, unlike the harpsichord, has the capacity to play graded dynamics. 
[Piano example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata, op. 13.] The Bach fugue is 
polyphonic: All the voices are of equal importance. The Beethoven sonata is 
homophonic: A principal voice is accompanied by the other voices. The fugue 
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subject is designed to be dissected, recombined, and capable of contrapuntal 
gymnastics. It wears its motives right on its sleeve. [Piano example: Bach, 
fugue subject.] Beethoven’s thematic melody is a tune, plain and simple and 
almost through-composed; that is, it is almost “a-motivic.” 

In terms of expressive content, Bach’s fugue and Beethoven’s sonata 
demonstrate many of the differences between the music of the High Baroque 
and the Classical Eras. Bach’s fugue is about codifying, exploring, and 
demonstrating the polyphonic potential of the fugue subject. Beethoven’s 
sonata seems less contrived, although in fact, it is just as contrived as Bach’s 
fugue. It has a vocal quality and a lyricism that creates a mood of intimacy 
and expressive immediacy. Bach’s fugue 
is about exuberance tempered by control. 
Beethoven’s sonata is about subtle, though 
direct and “natural,” feeling.

We are told that the Classical Era spans 
the years between 1750 and 1827. Johann 
Sebastian Bach’s death in 1750 is a serviceable 
year in which to end the Baroque Era but not a particularly good one with 
which to mark the start of the Classical Era. Elements that will be de  ned as 
Classical reached their  rst  owering in Italy in 1733 with the creation of 
Giovanni Battista Pergolesi’s opera La serva padrona. For at least 25 years, 
stylistically Baroque and stylistically Classical-era music coexisted. It is not 
until the 1760s that we start hearing the sort of sharp differentiation between 
Baroque-era and Classical-era music that our comparison of Bach’s fugue 
and Beethoven’s sonata put into high relief. 

Likewise, to end the Classical Era in 1827 with Beethoven’s death is 
unrealistic. Properly, we should end it in 1805, the year Beethoven’s 
Symphony no. 3 received its public premiere and rendered the Classical style 
obsolete in one fell swoop. The period from around 1730 to 1780, known 
as the Enlightenment Era, saw the focus change from a Europe dominated 
by aristocrats and the clergy to a Europe increasingly powered by the rise 
of a new class of people—the so-called middle class, whose wealth came 
from mercantilism. 

The Classical Era 
also saw the rise of 
musical amateurism.
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Along with the rise of the new middle class came a new brand of Humanism 
that claimed that all people, not just the aristocracy and clergy, were 
important. The goals and concerns of the Enlightenment-inspired middle 
class included universal education, political power/self-determination, an 
end to social and religious injustice, application of reason and rationality to 
the social sphere, as well as to science, and a new concern for the quality 
of life on Earth, seen as equally important as the afterlife. The ideal of 
“international brotherhood” as espoused by Enlightenment Humanism was 
partly realized in a trend referred to as cosmopolitanism, which downplayed 
national differences in favor of the shared humanity of all peoples. 

In musical terms, cosmopolitanism refers to a common international musical 
style that came to be known as the Classical style. It combined the melodic 
 uency of the Italians; the rigor, craft, and spiritual profundity of the 

Germans; and the instrumental techniques and technology of the French. The 
Enlightenment doctrine asserting that “an institution that does the greatest 
good for the greatest number is good” had its artistic analog in the creed 
that “music that is accessible and pleasing to the greatest number is good.” 
Thus, a musical style evolved that resonated with the spirit of Enlightenment 
Humanism and cosmopolitanism: an accessible, tuneful music that obscured 
the national origins of its composers. The following three musical excerpts 
were all written around the year 1750. We cannot tell what the nationalities 
of the composers are. National style is subsumed within a single period 
style. [Musical selections: Stamitz, Symphony in Bb Major, movement 
1; Benda, Symphony in C Major, movement 1; Richter, Symphony in 
G Major, movement 1.] 

The new middle class enjoyed newfound leisure time that their ancestors 
did not have. They sought to spend it consuming the new Classical style of 
music, rather than what they considered to be the elitist, contrived music 
of the Baroque Era, as exempli  ed by the following excerpt. [Musical 
selection: Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 2 in F Major, BWV 1047 (c. 
1721), movement 3.] They preferred music that evoked the lyricism of the 
human voice—tuneful and accessible, music that sounds “natural.” [Musical 
selection: Mozart, Eine kleine Nachtmusik (1787), movement 2.] 
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The Classical Era also saw the rise of musical amateurism. Which of the 
following pieces would an amateur prefer to play? [Musical selections: 
J. S. Bach, Fugue in C Minor from The Well-Tempered Clavier, book 1; 
Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K. 545 (1788), movement 1.] Fugues 
take a tremendous amount of dexterity, intelligence, and musicality to 
play; “hearing” a fugue means perceiving an interactive web of mutually 
reinforcing melodic lines, a skill that takes years to master. Such music 
does not generally appeal to an amateur. Because Mozart’s sonata is more 
expressively direct and apparently easier to play than a fugue, it would have 
had greater appeal to an Enlightenment-era amateur. However, if played 
well, the Mozart sonata is, in reality, as dif  cult as Bach’s fugue. Because 
of the transparency of its musical texture, any mistakes will immediately 
be obvious. Baroque music wears its complexity on its surface. In Classical 
music, the complexity lies beneath the surface.

In rejecting Baroque music as unnatural and overcomplicated, Enlightenment/
Classical-era audiences, amateurs, and composers came to view music as a 
decorative art, rather than a spiritual and intellectual pursuit. In the words of 
Charles Burney: “Music is an innocent luxury, unnecessary to our existence, 
but a great improvement and grati  cation of the sense of hearing.” The 
expressive essence and syntax of music mirrors the world and experience of 
the composer. 
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The Viennese Classical Style, Homophony, 
and Cadence

Lecture 18

The Enlightenment’s in  uence on musical style resulted in an emphasis 
on thematic and structural clarity and purity and expressive restraint. 
This new style became known as the Classical style. 

The Enlightenment’s impact on musical style was enormous. The 
Enlightenment’s new spirit of individualism was re  ected in the 
more melodically and expressively  exible Classical-era style. The 

Enlightenment belief that the best music is that which appeals to the greatest 
number resulted in a doctrine of accessibility that evoked Classical Greek 
aesthetic, focusing on clarity and beauty of line (melody), balance and purity 
of form (clear phrase structures and carefully wrought musical forms), and 
expressive restraint and good taste.

We compare two instrumental pieces to review the more dramatic differences 
between music of the High Baroque (c. 1720) and the Viennese Classical 
style (c. 1785). [Musical selection: Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 2 in F 
Major, BWV 1047 (c. 1719), movement 3.] This work has a rock-steady beat. 
The spirit of the dance is never far away in Baroque music. Only in operatic 
recitative will we hear music that is not clearly pulsed. Typical of the High 
Baroque, this music is bursting with thematic detail. [Musical selection: 
Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 2 in F Major, BWV 1047, movement 3.] 
There is very little variability in the dynamics. [Musical selection: Mozart, 
Eine kleine Nachtmusik, movement 2.] Here, the pulse is treated  exibly; 
the thematic melody is lyric and seemingly simple in conception and direct 
expression. The dynamics are tremendously varied, imbuing the music with 
a rhetorical  ow, perhaps even a sense of narrative.

A much more important difference between Baroque and Classical 
instrumental music has to do with structure—Baroque cyclical versus 
Classical linear structure. Johann Christoph Pachelbel’s Canon in D Major 
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illustrates the essence of the Baroque conception of structure. [Musical 
selection: Pachelbel, Canon in D Major (c. 1700).] This piece is a 
passacaglia with a ground bass. [Piano example: D–A–B–F#–G–D–G–A 
(repeated).] Pachelbel’s canon is an example of the tendency of Baroque 
instrumental music to be monothematic, rhythmically continuous, and 
cyclically organized. As a result, in cyclical-form processes, such as this 
passacaglia, once the theme has been stated, the remainder of the movement 
consists of slightly varied versions of the same thing, and the various sections 
containing these variations are, as often as not, interchangeable. Continuity 
is far more important than contrast in Baroque music. Yes, Bach brought 
Baroque musical structures to formidable heights, but Pachelbel’s music 
is more typical of the Baroque Era in its obvious cyclicity. The following 
Classical-era piece, by contrast, has a clear sense of narrative—a beginning, 
middle, and end. [Musical selections: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C 
Minor, op. 67 (1808), movement 1 (two excerpts); piano example: C minor 
ending: tonic–dominant–tonic.] 

The perception of cadences helps to account for this sense of action or 
narrative. A cadence is a musical punctuation mark. Cadences were cultivated 
in the Classical Era to a degree entirely new in Western music. [Piano 
example: C minor ending: tonic–dominant–tonic.] That cadence leaves 
no doubt whatsoever that the movement is over. The rhythmic continuity 
and cyclical formal processes of Baroque-era instrumental music tended to 
downplay cadences. The Classical-era emphasis on clear and direct tunes 
focuses attention on phrase endings and beginnings and the cadences that 
create those endings. 

There are four types of cadences. As we observed earlier, Pythagoras 
discovered that increasingly complex numerical ratios yield increasingly 
complex pitch relationships, including the interval of a perfect  fth. [Piano 
examples: C–G.] The perfect  fth has been the basic building block for 
Western tuning systems for thousands of years. The chord that is built on the 
pitch of a perfect  fth above the home pitch of any key creates tremendous 
tension, or dissonance, which needs to be resolved. [Piano examples: 
G7 –C major.]
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An open or half cadence is one that gets hung up on the chord of tension—
the dominant. The result is dissonance that must be resolved. [Musical 
selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1, open 
cadence; piano example: open cadence.]

A closed, authentic, or standard cadence resolves from the dominant chord 
to the tonic (home) chord. [Piano example: dominant/tonic chords.] The 
sense of rest generated by a closed cadence can be temporary or permanent. 
The following is an example of a temporary conclusion. [Musical selection: 
Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major (1787), movement 1, theme 1.]

As the Classical Era progressed, cadential rhetoric became increasingly 
cultivated. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 
67, movement 4, conclusion.] A deceptive or false cadence is one that resolves 
but not to the tonic. [Piano examples: 
open, closed, and deceptive cadences.] 
Such cadences are used to prolong 
phrases. [Piano examples: Beethoven, 
Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, 
movement 3, cadences, concluding with 
a deceptive cadence; musical selections: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, 
op. 67, movement 3, conclusion and 
transition to movement 4; Mozart, 
Symphony in G Minor, K. 550 (1788), 
movement 4.] In the fourth movement 
of Mozart’s Symphony in G Minor, a 
deceptive cadence is used to prolong 
a sense of anguish. [Piano examples: 
Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, 
movement 4, chord progression and 
deceptive cadence; musical selection: 
Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4.] The plagal (“amen”) 
cadence will typically follow a closed cadence at the very end of a passage. 
[Piano example: chord progression, closed cadence, plagal cadence.]

Franz Joseph Haydn.
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We will listen to two musical excerpts, one that illustrates the Baroque 
tendency to downplay a cadence and one that demonstrates the Classical-era 
stress on clearly expressed cadences. [Musical selections: Handel, Concerto 
Grosso, op. 6, no. 7 (1739), fugue; Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, 
movement 3.] Cadences allowed Classical-era composers to end one musical 
idea and begin another in the course of a single movement. New musical 
forms were created and old ones adapted to exploit this new paradigm. Thus, 
narrative musical forms evolved that created a linear experience in contrast 
to the cyclical experience. 

The Classical style reached its zenith between about 1770 and 1789 in Vienna 
and was, consequently, called the Viennese Classical style. The Classical 
style developed in and around Vienna for several reasons: Vienna stood at 
the crossroads of four very musical nations: Germany (both Protestant north 
and Catholic south), Italy, Bohemia, and Hungary; it stood at the midpoint of 
the musical traditions of Italy and northern Germany. Vienna was also home 
to Joseph II of Austria, the enlightened Habsburg emperor, from 1780–1790 
as well as home to rich and powerful aristocrats and a well-off middle class, 
all of whom were music enthusiasts. Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, the 
most important composers of that time, adopted Vienna as their home. 



86

Le
ct

ur
e 

18
:  

Th
e 

Vi
en

ne
se

 C
la

ss
ic

al
 S

ty
le

, H
om

op
ho

ny
, a

nd
 C

ad
en

ce



87

Classical-era Form—Theme and Variations
Lecture 19

While maintaining much of the compositional rigor of the Baroque 
models, Classical-era theme and variations form utilizes a “tune” as its 
theme rather than a bass line. Wolfgang Mozart’s Variations on “Ah, 
vous dirai-je, maman” is used as an example of Classical-era theme and 
variations form. 

The Classical Era saw the development of homophonic, instrumental 
musical forms that could exploit the narrative potential of the tune-
dominated Classical style. From the High Baroque on, instrumental 

music equaled and even displaced vocal music as the primary vehicle for 
musical discourse. Classical-era forms, for the most part, grew out of Baroque 
practice: The minuet and trio grew from a Baroque-era dance; sonata form 
evolved from Baroque-era binary dance form; theme and variations form 
was an adaptation of Baroque-era ground-bass procedures; and rondo grew 
out of the same sort of refrain procedure as did Baroque-era ritornello form.

Sections of thematic music as de  ned by cadences will generally relate to 
each other in one of three ways. A self-standing section of music is sealed 
from the next section by a closed cadence. [Piano example: French folk 
tune, “Ah, vous dirai-je, maman,” closed cadence.] Sections of thematic 
music can relate to each through repetition: [Piano example: | |: a :| | (the 
double bars and colons indicate that the section of music enclosed within 
is to be repeated verbatim).] Sections can be variations of each other. 
[Piano examples: section a and section a1 .] Sections can be contrasts of 
each other: a b.

Classical-era theme and variations form is an adaptation of Baroque-era 
passacaglia, or ground-bass form. Classical-era theme and variations form 
differs from passacaglia in that the theme will be a tune rather than a bass line 
and a surface element rather than a structural element. Mozart’s “Ah, vous 
dirai-je, maman,” K. 265 (1782), is an example of Classical-era theme and 
variations procedure in terms of its structure and discipline: Each variation 
will have the same basic harmonic and cadence structure as the theme, and 
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each variation will have the same internal phrase structure as the theme. 
[Piano example: Mozart, “Ah, vous dirai-je, maman,” theme: | |: a :| |: b 
a : | |.] The theme is presented simply with only the simplest of bass lines 
for accompaniment. [Piano example: Mozart, “Ah, vous dirai-je, maman,” 
theme (a).] It has a clear, even phrase structure—| | : a : | | : b a : | |—and 
easily perceived cadences. The a phrases all end with closed cadences, and 
the b phrases end with open cadences.The theme itself and, therefore, each of 
the variations concludes with a closed cadence. Thus, the rhythmic structure 
is discontinuous; the closed cadences separate each variation from the next. 
The theme is in major (evoking a brighter, happier mood than the minor 
mode). [Piano examples: Happy Birthday in major and minor modes.] The 
meter is duple, meaning that the beats are grouped in twos. [Piano example: 
Mozart, “Ah, vous dirai-je, maman,” theme a.] The texture is homophonic. 
The tempo (speed) is moderate.

Mozart composed 12 variations on “Ah, vous dirai-je, maman,” of which we 
will examine seven, beginning with variation 2. [Musical selection: Mozart, 
Variations on “Ah, je vous dirai-je, maman,” variation 2, phrase a.] 

Variation 5 features a hocket-like dialogue. [Musical selection: Mozart, 
Variations on “Ah, je vous dirai-je, maman,” variation 5, phrase a.] 

Variation 8 is a tour-de-force in which Mozart has switched the mode to 
minor and the texture from homophony to imitative polyphony, without 
altering the phrase structure.

Variation 9 continues in imitative polyphony but moves back to major. 
[Musical selection: Mozart, Variations on “Ah, je vous dirai-je, maman,” 
variations 8 and 9.] 

Variation 10 is the most virtuosic of all. Mozart asks the pianist to play 
cross-hand. [Musical selection: Mozart, Variations on “Ah, je vous dirai-je, 
maman,” variation 10.] 

Variation 1 is one of the most compositionally sophisticated in the set. 
Mozart embeds the theme in an elaborate melody. [Musical selection: 
Mozart, Variations on “Ah, je vous dirai-je, maman,” variation 1.] 
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Variation 12 switches to triple meter for a fast and furious  nale. [Musical 
selection: Mozart, Variations on “Ah, je vous dirai-je, maman,” variation 
12.] There is, however, no sense of conclusion following variation 12 
because nothing has happened to tell us that the process of ongoing variations 
is over. To solve this problem, Mozart adds a coda (“tail piece”). [Musical 
selection: Mozart, Variations on “Ah, je vous dirai-je, maman,” variation 
12.] The addition of a coda marks a difference with the ending of a Baroque-
era ending to variations procedure, which would simply have stopped after, 
perhaps, an extra beat or two. [Musical selection: Mozart, Variations on 
“Ah, je vous dirai-je, maman,” entire piece.]

We can draw the following conclusions about theme and variations form. It 
tends to be highly sectional and relatively non-dramatic; adjacent sections 
are related as variations of one another. Its generic schematic is: a (theme), 
variation 1: a1, variation 2: a2, variation 3: a3, and so on, until we reach 
the coda. 
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Classical-era Form—
Minuet and Trio: Baroque Antecedents

Lecture 20

The Baroque-era minuet and trio form is the antecedent of Classical-
era minuet and trio form. Baroque French dance suites inspired the 
composition of an important type of instrumental music, which was 
almost invariably homophonic in texture and in binary form. 

During the Age of Enlightenment, a new musical style evolved that 
resonated with the era’s emphasis on individuality, naturalness, and 
common sense. The narrative power of cadences, combined with the 

predilection for singing melody, led to the development of new homophonic 
procedures and forms: theme and variations form, minuet and trio form, 
rondo form, and sonata form. These Classical forms continued to be used in 
various permutations through the 19th century and even into the 20th century. 
Theme and variations form is, structurally, the simplest of these forms. 

Almost all four-movement Classical-era works feature a movement in 
minuet and trio form, whose antecedents go back to the Baroque Era. 
Balletic episodes from Baroque French operas were condensed into suites—
collections of dances, typically drawn from larger productions. The popularity 
of Baroque French dance suites inspired the composition of stylized dance 
music that is intended to be listened to rather than danced to. By the High 
Baroque, stylized dance suites for solo instruments (suite, partita), chamber 
ensembles (sonata de camera), and orchestra (orchestral suite) had become 
an important type of instrumental music.

Baroque-era dance music, whether intended for dancing or listening, was 
almost invariably homophonic. Johann Sebastian Bach composed four 
orchestral suites. We will examine the third of the  ve dances that make 
up his third suite. This is a gavotte: a moderately paced two-step of French 
origin that was very popular in the court of Louis XIV. Such composers as 
Jean-Baptiste Lully and Jean-Philippe Rameau included gavottes in their 
ballets and opera, spreading the popularity of this dance across Europe. 
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[Musical selection: Bach, Orchestral Suite no. 3 in D Major, BWV 1068 
(1731), gavotte.] The reason this music is homophonic is obvious: Groups of 
dancers would not be able to follow the intricacies of polyphonic music. 

Baroque dance types reached their peak of sophistication in 17th-century 
France. These types included allemande: duple meter, moderately paced; 
courante: triple meter, moderately paced; sarabande: triple meter, slow and 

stately; minuet: triple meter, moderately 
paced; gavotte: duple meter, moderately 
paced; bourree: duple meter, rather fast; 
gigue: compound duple meter, fast; 
and siciliana: compound duple meter, 
moderately paced.

Almost all Baroque dances are in binary 
(two-part) dance form: | |: a : | | : b : | |. 
The following example is a gigue, a dance 
of Irish or English origin, perfected in 

France, and, in this case, composed by an Italian. [Musical selection: Corelli, 
Trio Sonata, op. 3, no. 2 (1689), movement 4 (gigue).] Trio sonatas were the 
single most important type of Baroque chamber music. A trio sonata is scored 
for two soprano instruments and one bass instrument—most commonly two 
violins and a ‘cello—plus the ubiquitous, chord-playing continuo instrument 
(harpsichord, guitar, lute, or organ). It is called a trio sonata because the 
chord-playing continuo instrument is a given in Baroque music; it just was 
not counted. Its function is to provide the harmonies and create that “cage 
of harmonic structure” that holds in check the exuberant melodic surfaces 
typical of the Baroque Era. The replacement of the harpsichord by the viola 
in the trio sonata in the 1730s marks the birth of the string quartet.

When we listen to the gigue again, we should be aware of the following. 
Typical of binary form, the contrast between phrases a and b is very slight, 
so that we perceive them as two component phrases of the same theme. 
Typical of a gigue, the movement is fast and in compound duple meter: Each 
metric unit consists of two beats (the “duple” part) with each beat subdivided 
into a fast group of three: | | 1-2-3 2-2-3 | 1-2-3 2-2-3 | 1-2-3 2-2-3 | and 

Of all the various 
dances cultivated in 
this era, the minuet, 
thanks largely to Louis 
XIV, enjoyed the most 
widespread popularity.
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so on. Because this gigue is part of a trio sonata, not part of a dance suite, 
Corelli feels free to take liberties above and beyond those he would have 
taken had the movement been part of a dance suite. Such liberties include 
the considerable length of both phrases a and b and the imitative polyphonic 
texture used over the course of the movement. Such a texture would not 
generally have been employed had this movement been part of a dance suite. 
[Musical selection: Corelli, Trio Sonata, op. 3, no. 2, movement 4 (gigue).] 

Shorter dances, such as the gavotte and minuet, were often paired with 
another dance of like type. A fascinating thing happens when we hear 
a thematic section of music followed by what is clearly a different and 
contrasting section of thematic music. [Piano example: “A Bear Came over 
the Mountain,” phrase a.] Both phrase a and phrase b of this tune end with 
a closed cadence. [Piano example: “A Bear Came over the Mountain,” 
phrases a and b.] Why doesn’t this piece feel as if it is over? Because our 
ears demand “thematic closure”—we need to return to where we started. 
[Piano example: “A Bear Came over the Mountain,” phrases b and a1.] 
The necessity for thematic closure is operative in any dance that is paired 
by like type. Thus, the performance of such a pair will return to the  rst 
dance, creating a large-scale A (dance 1)–B (dance 2)–A (dance 1) structure. 
The second contrasting dance, typically scored for three instruments, came 
to be called the trio. The reprise of the original dance at the conclusion of 
such a movement is called the da capo, which literally means “back to the 
cap or top.”

Largely because of Louis XIV, the minuet became the most popular social 
dance of the Baroque Era. Louis XIV championed the music of his court 
composer, Jean-Baptiste Lully (1632 1687), who invented the French 
overture. A typical minuet from Louis XIV’s court is Lully’s opera-
ballet The Temple of Peace (1685). The formal structure is binary, that is  
| | : a : | | : b : | |. The “terrace dynamics” in our performance feature the  rst 
phrase (a) played quietly and its repetition played loudly; the same is true for 
phrase b. This is the choice of the conductor in this recording; Lully himself 
made no dynamic indications in the score. [Musical selection: Lully, The 
Temple of Peace (1685), minuet.]
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After the minuet comes the trio (the “contrasting” minuet), which contrasts 
with the opening minuet in terms of its thematic material and its orchestration. 
Otherwise, it is in the same key and the same tempo and has the same binary 
form as the  rst minuet. To differentiate the trio from the minuet, the trio’s 
structural scheme is | | : c : | | : d : | |. The trio here is scored for two oboes and 
a bassoon, plus the continuo (here, a harpsichord). [Musical selection: Lully, 
The Temple of Peace, trio.] Despite the fact that the trio ends with a closed 
cadence, it does not sound “over.” We still require thematic closure. 

The directions written at the end of the trio indicate a return to the  rst 
minuet (da capo) but with an important proviso: The minuet da capo should 
be played without repetitions. This is to avoid the tedium of overplaying a 
minuet we have already heard twice before. A minuet and trio form will not 
employ a coda. The single repeat (da capo) functions as would a coda. The 
moment of return, the moment the da capo creates a powerful sense of arrival 
and completion. By departing, then returning, the minuet and trio forms a 
dramatic arch, affording a sense of beginning, middle, and end, something 
that theme and variations form does not provide. Another noteworthy 
characteristic of minuet and trio form—one that is very unusual in Baroque-
era instrumental music—is the thematic contrast within a single movement, 
afforded by its ternary structure. [Musical selection: Lully, The Temple of 
Peace, minuet and trio.]

Largely because of its homophonic texture, minuet and trio was the 
only Baroque dance to survive into the multi-movement genres of the 
Classical Era. 
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Classical-era Form—Minuet and Trio Form
Lecture 21

Using Baroque-era minuet and trio form as a model, Classical-era 
composers of the 18th century extended the internal formal structure 
of minuet and trio to create movements appropriate to the multi-
movement instrumental genres of the Classical Era. 

Classical-era composers retained the large-scale ternary form of the 
Baroque minuet and trio, but they extended the internal structure of 
the minuet and trio form from binary form to rounded binary form. 

Instead of the Baroque | | : a : | | : b : | | phrase structure, the Classical rendition 
became | | : a : | | : b a : | |. By adding a return to the opening phrase a after 
each statement of the contrasting phrase b, Classical-era composers created a 
sense of thematic closure within the minuet and within the trio by returning 
to the opening thematic material of that minuet and of that trio. The structure 
is called rounded binary because it is still binary; it still consists of two parts, 
each one repeated, but now “rounded out” by a return to phrase a after each 
iteration of phrase b. The small-scale structure mirrors the large scale A–B–A 
structure. As in the Baroque-era model, we will not hear the interior phrase 
repeats in the da capo of a Classical minuet and trio. Also, as in the Baroque-
era model, all three of the large sections of a minuet and trio form movement 
will end with closed cadences. The third movement—sometimes the second 
movement—of most four-movement Classical-era works is a minuet and trio 
form movement.

Mozart’s Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, of 1788, affords an example of 
a Classical-era minuet and trio form movement. Mozart’s compositions are 
invariably identi  ed with a letter K, followed by a number, sometimes called 
a Köchel number. Ludwig Köchel was a wealthy Austrian dilettante who 
took on the enormous and daunting task of cataloguing Mozart’s works. In 
the process, he unearthed a lot of music that might otherwise have been lost 
forever. As we would expect of any movement called a minuet, the third 
movement of Mozart’s Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, is in triple meter. 
[Piano example: triple meter.]
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The minuet has the following musical characteristics: triple meter, minor 
mode, disjunct melody, and syncopation. The syncopated accents, occurring 
on certain third beats, create terri  c rhythmic tension and ambiguity. 
[Piano example: syncopated beats.] There is nothing danceable about these 
syncopations. This minuet is scored for the entire orchestra, and it is loud. 
The rounded binary form is also unusual in that the return of phrase a is 
set in imitative polyphony. We designate this version of phase a as a1 to 
distinguish it from the original phrase a. This dramatic minuet concludes with 
a marvelous, unexpected, and quiet phrase, a codetta. [Musical selection: 
Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550 (1788), movement 3, minuet.] There is 
nothing predictable or formulaic about this music. This minuet is a point of 
departure for a powerful symphonic statement.

The trio, by contrast, is pastoral, sweet, and idyllic. It is in major mode, its 
melody is conjunct, and the dynamic is soft. By the Classical Era, the middle 
minuet, still called the trio, may be scored for more than three instruments.
Mozart’s trio in the Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, is scored for strings, 
 ute, oboe, bassoon, and French horns—wind instruments that imbue it 

with a genuinely pastoral quality. [Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony 
in G Minor, K. 550, movement 3, trio.] Signi  cant in this movement is 
the change of mood, mode, and dynamic with the advent of the trio. The 
trio effects a genuine sense of departure. But the big “rush” comes with 
the return of the minuet, a return that gives 
us a sense of thematic closure and arrival. 
[Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony in G 
Minor, K. 550, movement 3 (minuet and trio).] 
In being able to follow the musical form of 
this movement, we can appreciate something 
of what Mozart’s contemporaries knew and 
could anticipate as they listened to his music. 
We also have a context for comprehending 
the in  nity of nuance that Mozart built into 
his music. 

We now examine a completely different sort 
of movement in the minuet and trio of Haydn’s 
Symphony no. 88 in G Major of 1787. The Franz Joseph Haydn.
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minuet is a royal, pomp-  lled dance. It is in the bright and brilliant key of G 
major and is played by the entire orchestra (tutti). It sounds much more like 
a dance than did Mozart’s minuet. [Musical selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 
88 in G Major (1787), movement 3, minuet.] 

Haydn was the least neurotic of all the major composers. He had a great sense 
of humor and was so loved by the musicians he directed that they called him 
“Papa.” We can hear his joie de vivre in his music, as for example, in the 
gently comic, rustic trio of Symphony no. 88. [Piano example: drone-like 
accompaniment, associated with bagpipe music.] Haydn’s rustic  ddlers 
are not very good and the melody they play wanders a bit. [Piano example 
and musical selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 3, 
trio.] The nature of the contrast in Haydn’s minuet and trio is one between 
imperial music (minuet) and rustic humor (trio). [Musical selection: Haydn, 
Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 3 (minuet and trio).] 

We can draw the following conclusions regarding minuet and trio form. 

• It is a sectional form. 

• Although overall it is a relatively non-dramatic form, the da capo 
return to the minuet after the trio does constitute a genuinely 
dramatic moment.

• Adjacent sections are related as contrasts.

• The generic schematic is:

| | : a : | | : b a : | |   | | : c : | | : d c : | |   | | a | b a | |
 (minuet da capo). 
 A B A
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Classical-era Form—Rondo Form 
Lecture 22

Rondo form, based on the process of periodic thematic return, is the 
least formulaic of any of the Classical-era forms. In a Classical-era 
rondo-form movement, the rondo theme itself is the central musical 
element, not the departures from that theme (the contrasting episodes), 
as is the case in so many Baroque-era ritornello movements. 

Rondo form is based on the principle of periodic thematic return. It is 
the least predictable or formulaic of the Classical-era homophonic 
forms. There is a huge difference between rondo form and ritornello 

form. In Baroque ritornello form, the theme is usually not heard in its 
entirety following the initial statement until the very end of the movement. In 
Classical-era rondo form, the theme is the focal point of the movement, and 
it is stated in or near its entirety following each departure. The Classical-era 
rondo grew out of the French rondeau (often found in Baroque dance suites), 
which in turn grew out of medieval French refrain poems called rondeaux. 

Let’s study Beethoven’s Piano Sonata in G Major, op. 49, no. 2, movement 
2 (1795), as an illustration of rondo form. An opus number is a number 
assigned by a publisher; it indicates the order in which a composition is 
published. Works published posthumously are often designated “opus 
posthumous” or, in Beethoven’s case, “WoO,” meaning “without opus.” The 
theme of Beethoven’s rondo is memorable. [Piano example: Beethoven, 
Piano Sonata in G Major, op. 49, no. 2, movement 2 (rondo), theme.] It 
is in triple meter. Its internal phrase structure can be schematicized as 
a–b–a. [Piano example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in G Major, op. 49, no. 
2, movement 2 (rondo), theme.] It is constructed from a simple motive; 
this motive is articulated via a dotted rhythm (long-short rhythm). [Piano 
example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in G Major, op. 49, no. 2, movement 2 
(rondo), falling-rising semitone motive.] This simple idea de  nes the rondo 
theme. [Piano example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in G Major, op. 49, no. 
2, movement 2 (rondo), theme, phrase a.] Phrase b of the rondo theme also 
employs a semitone motive, but it is inverted—it rises, then falls. [Piano 
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examples: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in G Major, op. 49, no. 2, movement 2 
(rondo), theme, phrase a, phrase b, and entire theme.] 

The  rst contrasting episode (B) is characterized by non-thematic material, 
it includes no memorable tune. [Piano example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata 
in G Major, op. 49, no. 2, movement 2 (rondo),  rst contrasting episode.] It 
concludes with a brief extended dominant that creates considerable musical 
tension. [Piano example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in G Major, op. 49, no. 
2, movement 2 (rondo),  rst contrasting episode, extended dominant.] 

The second contrasting episode (C) is a peppy march tune in two phrases. 
[Piano example: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in G Major, op. 49, no. 2, 
movement 2 (rondo), second contrasting episode and third and  nal statement 
of the rondo theme.] 

A coda gives a convincing sense of conclusion by extending the  nal 
cadence. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Piano Sonata in G Major, op. 49, 
no. 2, movement 2 (rondo).]

The rondo from Haydn’s Symphony no. 88 is a perfect example of how 
Haydn manipulates our expectations of musical form in such a way as 
to amuse us. [Musical selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, 
movement 4 (rondo), theme.] This theme is upbeat and almost cartoonish. It 
consists of two motives: repeated notes and a turn. [Piano examples: Haydn, 
Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 4 (rondo), theme.] The rondo’s inner 
form is rounded binary form: | |: a : | | : b a : | |. Phrase b begins as an inversion 
of phrase a. [Piano examples: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, 
movement 4 (rondo), theme, beginning of phrase a and beginning of phrase 
b.] As we move through phrase b, the music starts sounding serious. [Piano 
example: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 4 (rondo), theme, 
phrase b.] 

We expect a resolution of the dominant chord to the key of G minor. [Piano 
example: chord of G minor.] Instead, Haydn sidesteps minor and glides 
right back into major by repeating the note D four times. [Piano example: 
Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 4 (rondo), key change; 
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musical selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 4 
(rondo), theme.] 

The  rst contrasting episode (B) is characterized by non-thematic material. It 
features a false restatement of the theme about halfway through. It concludes 
with a brief extended dominant. [Piano example: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in 
G Major, movement 4 (rondo),  rst contrasting episode.] The  rst contrasting 
episode consists of  ve parts. [Musical selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 
88 in G Major, movement 4 (rondo),  rst contrasting episode.] Upon its 
return, instead of delivering the concluding phrase a of the rondo theme, 
as expected, the rondo theme suddenly plunges into a violent, polyphonic 
development—we have been thrown into the second contrasting episode 
(C), generating a profound sense of dislocation. [Piano example: Haydn, 
Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 4 (rondo), second contrasting 
episode, long extended dominant; musical selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 
88 in G Major, movement 4 (rondo),  rst contrasting episode–rondo theme–
second contrasting episode–rondo theme.] The coda is characterized by 
motives drawn from the rondo theme. [Musical selection: Haydn, Symphony 
no. 88 in G Major, movement 4 (rondo).]

We can draw the following conclusions regarding rondo form.

• It is a relatively non-sectional form.

• It is relatively dramatic.

• Adjacent sections are related as contrasts.

• The generic schematic is: A–B–A–C–A + coda. 
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Classical-era Form—Sonata Form, Part 1
Lecture 23

The principle of dramatic thematic contrast inherent in sonata form 
is nowhere more apparent than in the fourth movement of Mozart’s 
Symphony in G Minor, K. 550.

Johann Christian Wolfgang Gottlieb Mozart was born in 1756 in Salzburg 
in what today is Austria. He died in Vienna in 1791. His prodigious 
talents as keyboardist, violinist, and composer were discovered early. 

His father, Leopold, was a professional musician. Throughout his early life, 
Wolfgang completely depended upon his father, who showered him with 
advice. Mozart left Salzburg and settled permanently in Vienna in 1781. 

Mozart’s 10 years in Vienna (1781 1791) was a time of unparalleled musical 
creation. Among other works, he composed 17 piano concerti, six operas, the 
clarinet concerto and quintet, the Requiem, seven symphonies,  ve string 
quintets, and 11 string quartets. He produced this tremendous output despite 
serious health problems. In the last 10 years of his life, Mozart produced 
the music of his “maturity”—music that de  es easy description, music of 
unerring beauty and perfect craft. Like Johann Sebastian Bach, it would 
seem that Mozart was incapable of writing a bad piece of music.

A sonata is literally a “sound” piece or “sounded” piece. In pre-Classical-
era usage, almost any instrumental work for small forces could be called 
a sonata. In the Classical era, sonata has two different meanings: (1) It is 
an instrumental genre: a multi-movement work for piano or piano plus one 
instrument. (2) It is a musical form: a speci  c musical form, called sonata 
form or sonata-allegro form.

Sonata form differs from the other Classical-era homophonic forms in that 
it features at least two main themes. Sonata form evolved as a dramatic 
con  ict/narrative between two or more themes. Technically, sonata form has 
its antecedent in Baroque-era binary dance form. Spiritually, sonata form 
was inspired by the dramatic procedures inherent in opera. 
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The  rst section of a sonata-allegro form movement is the exposition. 
The greater the contrast between the themes, the greater the potential for 
dramatic con  ict during the course of the movement. [Musical selection: 
Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550 (1788), movement 4, theme 1.] Theme 
1 is brutal, dramatic, and minor. [Piano examples: Mozart, Symphony in G 
Minor, K. 550, movement 4, theme 1, opening; major contrasted with minor 
mode.] The dynamic varies widely. The theme’s phrase structure is rounded 
binary: | |: a : | | : b a : | |. [Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, 
K. 550, movement 4, theme 1.] The theme consists of two highly contrasted 
motivic ideas that are expressively extreme. [Piano example and musical 
selection: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4, theme 1.]

Theme 2 is lyric and major and makes a huge contrast with theme 1. Theme 
2 is set in Bb major, uniformly quiet, and relatively conjunct. It has an inner 
phrase structure of | | a a1 | |. [Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony in G 
Minor, K. 550, movement 4, theme 2.] The themes also contrast in key. 
Theme 1 is in the key of G minor; theme 2 is in the key of Bb major.

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart performing in 1762.
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The modulating bridge is a non-thematic transition between the themes. It 
has two functions: (1) To effect a modulation—a change of key—and (2) to 
provide some necessary distance from the dramatic excesses of theme 1 and 
pave the way for the—generally—more lyric theme 2. [Musical selection: 
Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4, theme 1–modulating 
bridge–theme 2.] 

What is the nature of the modulating bridge? It is neither part of theme 1 nor 
a theme unto itself. We will study the modulating bridge in the next lecture. 
Meanwhile, to put the question of its nature into high relief, we listen to 
the entire exposition. [Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 
550, movement 4, exposition.] 
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Classical-era Form—Sonata Form, Part 2
Lecture 24

Sonata form is an instrumental manifestation of operatic procedure, 
with the character introductions, development, denouement, and 
curtain calls of the opera house corresponding to the exposition, 
development, recapitulation, and coda of sonata form. 

Sonata form is a compositional process that evolved to accommodate 
the presentation and interaction of multiple principal themes—usually 
two themes, occasionally three themes, and, on occasion, more than 

three themes. A sonata-form movement typically consists of four large 
sections. The  rst large section, called the exposition, typically presents 
two contrasting themes, separated by a modulating bridge that facilitates 
the second theme’s contrasting key. The second large section is called the 
development section, in which the themes are developed. The third large 
section is the recapitulation, in which the themes return in their original order 
but with important changes that reduce the degree of contrast between them. 
Most sonata-form movements end with a coda.

The fourth movement of Mozart’s Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, presents 
two themes that demonstrate a degree of contrast more typical of Beethoven 
than of Mozart. The “darkness” of the music in K. 550 does not, however, 
re  ect events in Mozart’s personal life when he wrote this work; he wrote 
two other symphonies at this time that are brilliant and upbeat. Mozart was 
the least autobiographical of composers. He did not seem in  uenced by 
external events when he wrote music. He composed in his head and wrote 
out the music—he called it “copying”—usually without any corrections 
or emendations. 

The modulating bridge is perceived as transitional music and not thematic 
music because its harmonic underpinning is unstable and it is characterized 
by sequences, motives, and other fragmentary melodic ideas. [Musical 
selection: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4, exposition, 
theme 1–modulatory bridge–theme 2.] The modulatory bridge concludes 
with an open cadence and a pause, indicating that theme 2 is about to begin. 
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[Piano examples: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4, 
exposition, modulatory bridge, open cadence, and theme 2, opening.] The 
exposition concludes with the cadence material. [Musical selection: Mozart, 
Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4, exposition.] 

The key to following a sonata-form movement is perceiving the difference 
between thematic, transitional, and cadential passages. The exposition will 
almost always be repeated. We need to hear the themes more than once to 
follow the developmental processes to which they will later be subjected. 
We need to anchor ourselves in two stable key areas prior to the harmonic 
instability characteristic of the development section. The composer tells us 
to repeat the exposition, and thus we should do so!

The development section is an extended action sequence in which 
the themes are fragmented, recombined, and transformed. Almost all 
development sections have these general characteristics. They are based on 
previously heard material, and they are characterized by harmonic instability 
(modulation) and thematic fragmentation. 

Developmental techniques (all of which Mozart employs in the development 
section of the fourth movement of his Symphony in G Minor) include 
dissonance—few satisfying resolutions, imitative polyphony, thematic 
fragmentation, and modulation.

The development section is in  ve parts. This is stunning music that begins 
with the rising, “primal-scream” motive of theme 1. [Piano examples: 
Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4, development section, 
part 1.] Theme 2 appears only in this  rst part of the development section. 
[Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 
4, development section, part 1.] Part 2 of the development section begins 
quietly. [Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, 
movement 4, development, parts 1 and 2.] Part 3 of the development 
section shifts to imitative polyphony that heightens the sense of dramatic 
urgency. Part 4 of the development section shifts back to homophony as the 
rising, primal-scream motive from theme 1 is played sequentially by the 
bass instruments. It culminates with a deceptive cadence that increases the 
harmonic tension. [Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 
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550, movement 4, development section, parts 3 and 4.] The  fth and  nal 
part of the development section is polyphonic; it starts quietly but quickly 
rises to forte (loud) and ends on a huge dissonance. [Piano example: Mozart, 
Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4, development section, part 5, 
dissonant diminished seventh chord; musical selections: Mozart, Symphony 
in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4, development section, parts 4 and 5; entire 
development section and beginning of recapitulation section.]

The development section is followed by the recapitulation of the themes. 
The themes return in their original order. Theme 2 is heard in the tonic 
key (G minor). [Musical selections: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 
550, movement 4, exposition, theme 2; recapitulation, theme 2.] In the 
recapitulation, the modulating bridge begins and ends in the same key. 
Mozart chose not to tack a coda on to the end of this movement. He rightly 
understood that it would have been unnecessary. [Musical selections: 
Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, movement 4.]

We can conclude that sonata form is relatively non-sectional and dramatic. 
The generic schematic is as follows: A–A–B–A1. A–A is the exposition; 
B is the development section; and Al is the recapitulation, plus coda. 
Although Mozart’s K. 550 does not include a coda, most sonata-form 
movements do. 
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Classical-era Form—Sonata Form, Part 3
Lecture 25

Haydn’s Symphony no. 88 in G Major affords us another insight into 
the humor and ingenuity of that master, while Mozart’s overture to 
Don Giovanni brilliantly evokes the two principal characters of the 
opera in its thematic material.

Sonata form evolved from Baroque binary dance form. Baroque binary 
dance form consists of two slightly contrasting phrases: | | : a : | | : 
b : | |. During the High Baroque, German composers, such as Bach 

and Handel, began to compose increasingly complex stylized dances with 
the following characteristics: During the opening section, a, the music 
modulates, so that section a ends in a different key from that in which it 
began. The great bulk of the contrasting b section is dedicated to modulating 
back to the home key, which is reestablished at the end of section b. Some 
composers, such as Bach, began to cultivate rounded binary form, so that 
after section b modulates back to the home key, section a returns to create a 
sense of thematic closure and to con  rm the home key. The repeated section 
a of this expanded binary dance form became the exposition and its repetition 
of sonata form. The modulatory section b became the development section 

of sonata form. The return to section 
a became the recapitulation, with 
both themes now being heard in the 
home key.

A brief review of sonata form is in 
order. The vast majority of sonata-form 
movements feature two contrasting 
themes. Sonata-form movements 
typically consist of four large sections, 

beginning with the exposition. In the exposition, the themes are presented. 
Theme 1 is typically dramatic, while theme 2 is typically the more lyric. 
The themes are always in different keys, and they are separated by a 
modulating bridge that anticipates the key change. In the second large section 
(development section), the themes are developed. In the third large section 

Haydn’s Symphony 
no. 88 and the overture 
to Mozart’s opera Don 
Giovanni exemplify 
sonata-form movements.
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(recapitulation), the themes return in their original order but now with theme 
2 in the home key. The coda is optional but is usually included in Classical-
era sonata-form movements.

Haydn’s Symphony no. 88 and the overture to Mozart’s opera Don Giovanni 
exemplify sonata-form movements that are more typical of the Classical 
Era in their degree of contrast than is the fourth movement of Mozart’s 
Symphony in G Minor, K. 550. The degree of thematic contrast is minimal in 
the brilliant  rst movement of Haydn’s Symphony no. 88 (1787). [Musical 
selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, theme 1.]

Theme 1 is brief and highly motivic. [Piano examples: Haydn, Symphony 
no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, theme 1, motive; entire phrase; musical 
selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, theme 1.]

Theme 2 is very brief, highly motivic, and in D major. The relatively 
moderate degree of contrast with theme 1 is more typical of the Classical Era 
than the violent thematic contrast found in the fourth movement of Mozart’s 
Symphony in G Minor, K. 550. [Musical selection: Haydn, Symphony 
no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, theme 2.] The motive that generates this 
second theme is very simple. [Piano example: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in 
G Major, movement 1, theme 2,  rst phrase.] The second phrase of theme 2 
is extended and irregular and makes a new level of contrast with theme 1. 
[Piano examples: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, theme 
2, second phrase; Happy Birthday as an example of rhymed theme.]

Theme 1 is rhymed, while the second phrase of theme 2 is 
prose-like. [Musical selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, 
movement 1, theme 2.] 

Atypically, Haydn’s exposition concludes with an open cadence rather than 
a closed cadence. Furthermore, Haydn’s modulating bridge and cadence 
material dominate the exposition, not his thematic material. [Musical 
selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, exposition.] 
The open cadence that concludes the exposition only resolves with the 
beginning of the exposition repeat. [Piano example: Haydn, Symphony 
no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, exposition, open cadence and theme 1, 
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motive.] Haydn’s development section is in two large parts, the  rst of which 
consists entirely of a sequence built on the motive that characterized theme 
1. [Piano example: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, 
theme 1, motive.]

The second part of the development section initially presents motives 
from themes 1 and 2 in imitative polyphony. [Musical selection: Haydn, 
Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, end of exposition, development 
section, recapitulation, theme 1.] The second part of the development brings 
together virtually every element of the exposition. The counter-melody in 
the solo  ute during theme 1 in the recapitulation is another masterstroke.

Haydn’s  rst movement begins with a favorite Haydn device: a slow, solemn, 
French overture styled introduction. It creates a genuinely humorous 
nonsequitur when the lighthearted theme 1 arrives. [Musical selection: 
Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 1 (in its entirety).]

Mozart’s overture to his opera Don Giovanni (1787) is a perfect microcosm 
of both the tragic and comic elements of the opera. The overture’s  rst 
theme seems to embody the personality of the opera’s protagonist, Don 
Giovanni (Don Juan). Theme 1 consists of two phrases. [Musical selection: 
Mozart, Overture to Don Giovanni, theme 1.] Theme 2, with its chicken-like 
character, seems to portray Don Giovanni’s servant, Leporello. [Musical 
selections and piano examples: Mozart, Overture to Don Giovanni, 
theme 2.] 

Mozart did not indicate that the exposition should be repeated because the 
piece is an opera overture, not a self-standing movement. There is no coda 
at the overture’s conclusion: a brief transition segues into the opening scene 
of the opera. We shall learn in Lecture Twenty-Nine the reason for the heavy 
and tragic tone of the introduction that precedes the overture. 
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The Symphony—Music for Every Person
Lecture 26

The Classical-era symphony grew out of Baroque-era opera and 
became tremendously popular with the rising middle class of the late 
18th century. The accessible, tuneful style of music this middle-class 
audience demanded crystallized in the music produced in Vienna 
during the last third of the 18th century. 

The meaning of much musical terminology is ambiguous. Symphony 
or sinfonia can have either of the following meanings: (1) ensemble 
(vocal and/or instrumental) or (2) sounding together. After 1630 or 

so, the word sinfonia (along with the word sonata) was increasingly used to 
designate instrumental compositions. By the late 1600s, the word sinfonia
had come to represent, in Baroque Italy, a particular type of opera overture, 
now referred to as an Italian overture. By the Classical Era, the Italian-style 
opera overture had evolved into the sinfonia, or symphony, which would 
become the most important orchestral 
genre of its time. In the hands of Joseph 
Haydn and Wolfgang Mozart, it became 
a transcendent art form. 

A large group of instruments playing 
together is an orchestra, not a symphony. 
Our understanding of what constitutes 
a symphony dates back to the Classical 
Era. A symphony is a multi-movement work for orchestra designed to 
explore a range of moods, from an intellectually challenging  rst movement, 
to a lyric second movement, to a dance-like third movement, to a fast and 
playful  nal movement. Although many Classical-era symphonies are only 
three movements in length, the four-movement template became, ultimately, 
the standard. 

The antecedents of the four-movement symphony are found in Baroque opera. 
Baroque opera distinguished between lyric singing and action singing. Lyric 
singing is the domain of the aria, the equivalent of the dramatic soliloquy. 

A large group of 
instruments playing 
together is an orchestra, 
not a symphony. 
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Its expressive essence lies in its music, not in its words. Recitative is for 
narration, dialogue, or action. Its expressive essence lies in its words, not in 
its music.

The basic differentiation in sonata form between thematic music and 
transitional or developmental music is a direct re  ection of the difference 
between, respectively, aria and recitative. Following theme 1 comes the 
modulating bridge: action music, the instrumental equivalent of recitative. 
The dramatic potential of “instrumental opera” (that is, sonata form) is best 
realized in the symphony, a genre that co-evolved with sonata form. [Musical 
selections: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, theme 1 and 
modulating bridge.]

The Enlightenment/Classical style crystallized in Vienna during the last third 
of the 18th century. A growing middle class produced a body of conspicuous 
consumers of music, who demanded tuneful, accessible, and entertaining 
music. Orchestral music became the favored musical medium for the new 
middle-class listeners. They found orchestral music more accessible than 
Italian opera, more excited and spectacular than chamber music. They were 
attracted to big settings and big sound, which the symphony provided. 
[Musical selections: Mozart, Don Giovanni,  nale ensemble; Haydn, String 
Quartet, op. 76, no. 3 (1787), movement 1; Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C 
Minor, op. 67 (1808), movement 4, opening.]

Joseph Haydn is known as the “father” of the symphony. His 104 surviving 
symphonies were the essential repertoire on which the growing popularity 
of the genre was based. Haydn was conductor and composer at the court of 
Prince Paul Anton Esterhazy and his successor, Prince Nicholas Esterhazy, 
from 1761 until 1790. When Prince Nicholas died in 1790, Haydn received 
many offers of employment, including that of an English impresario. As a 
result, Haydn made two visits to England, in 1791–1792 and 1794–1795, 
where and when he composed his last 12 symphonies.

The  rst Haydn symphony to be performed in England in 1791, however, 
was one Haydn had composed in 1789. This is the brilliant Symphony no. 
92, a perfect example of the four-movement symphonic template that Haydn 
did more to standardize than any other composer. Symphony no. 92 derives 
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its nickname of Oxford from the fact that it was performed in Oxford in 1791 
when Haydn was awarded an honorary doctorate by Oxford University. It 
begins with an achingly lyric introduction; movement 2 is a lyric adagio, and 
movement 3 is, characteristically, in minuet and trio form—one of Haydn’s 
patented “imperial” minuets. [Musical selections: Haydn, Symphony no. 92 
in G Major (Oxford), movement 1, introduction; Haydn, Symphony no. 92 
in G Major (Oxford), movement 2, opening; Haydn, Symphony no. 92 in G 
Major (Oxford), movement 3, minuet, opening.]

The trio evokes the countryside, with its two French horns and two bassoons 
playing in the style of hunting horns as they alternate with the strings. 
[Musical selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 92 in G Major (Oxford), movement 
3, trio, opening.]

Movement 4 provides a perfect conclusion to the symphony. [Musical 
selection: Haydn, Symphony no. 92 in G Major (Oxford), movement 4 
(rondo),  nal statement of rondo theme and coda.]

Haydn composed his  rst symphony when the genre was a three-movement 
construct, consumed in private by the aristocracy. By the 1780s, Haydn was 
writing symphonies for public concerts. More than any other single factor, 
it was Haydn’s symphonies themselves that elevated and popularized the 
genre. At a time when audiences were accustomed to hearing new works at 
every concert, Haydn’s symphonies received repeated performances. Thus, 
they became the  rst large body of symphonic music by a single composer to 
constitute basic repertoire. 
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The Solo Concerto
Lecture 27

The Classical-era solo concerto  t perfectly with the Enlightenment 
view of the individual (the concerto soloist) in collaboration with, or 
sometimes pitted against, the collective (the concerto orchestra). During 
the Baroque Era, the violin family was perfected and the piano was 
invented. These instruments became the bene  ciaries of the concerto 
repertoire during the Classical Era. 

With its individual voice (soloist) heard with, and sometimes pitted 
against, the collective (orchestra), the Classical-era solo concerto 
is an almost perfect metaphor for the Enlightenment’s view of the 

individual in society. With this in mind, the Classical Era was, unsurprisingly, 
the golden age of the solo concerto.

The primary bene  ciaries of the Classical-era solo concerto were the violin 
and piano. Technical development during the Baroque Era brought the violin 
to a state of perfection rarely equaled and never surpassed. The Baroque Era 
also saw the invention of the piano.

The violin family was perfected in Cremona, Italy. By the late Baroque Era, 
the viola da braccio (“stringed instrument played on the arm”) family had 
replaced the viola da gamba (“stringed instrument played on the leg”) family. 
Da braccio instruments have thicker strings than da gamba instruments, 
as well as a sound post and bass bar. As a result, they have a much fuller 
and richer sound and are better suited to purely instrumental music. The 
viola da braccio family, known today as the violin family, includes the 
violin (soprano); the viola (alto); the violoncello, or ‘cello (tenor); and the 
contrabass or bass violin (bass). A series of violin builders in Cremona 
brought these instruments to perfection: Nicola Amati (1596–1684), Antonio 
Stradivari (1640–1737), and Giuseppe Guarneri (1698–1744).
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The piano (pianoforte or fortepiano) was invented by Bartolomeo Cristofori 
in Florence sometime around 1700. The piano was originally called a 
gravicembalo col pian e forte (“big harpsichord with soft and loud”), 
meaning that it could produce both loud and soft sounds. Piano strings are 
hammered, as opposed to the harpsichord’s plucked strings. Early pianos 
were small, with thin strings and a wooden harp, but they had a dynamic 
 exibility lacking in a harpsichord. [Musical selections: J. S. Bach, Fugue in 

C Minor from The Well-Tempered Clavier, book 1 (c. 1722), compared with 
Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K. 545 (1788), movement 1.] By 1770, 
the fortepiano (as early pianos are called today) had become the preferred 
keyboard, and by 1800, it had replaced the harpsichord almost entirely. By 
the 1860s, the piano as we know it today had come into existence.

Mozart, who was arguably the greatest opera composer and certainly the 
greatest concerto composer who ever lived, wrote more than 20 piano 
concerti, 17 of them during his Vienna years (1781–1791). Mozart, who 
composed most of his piano concerti for his own performances, wrote 
his Piano Concerto no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, of 1784, for his student 
Barbara Ployer.

Typical of a Classical-era solo concerto, this work is cast in three movements. 
The last movement is unusual in that instead of being in rondo form, as 
were the last movements of most Classical-era concerti, this movement is 
in double-variations form (that is, a theme and variations-form movement 
employing two themes). The  rst movement is in double-exposition form, 
which adapts sonata form to the medium of the solo concerto. Double-
exposition form was not Mozart’s invention but probably that of Johann 
Christian Bach, whom Mozart met when he toured in England as a child. 
Mozart, however, brought the form to its artistic maturity. Double-exposition 
form features two separately composed expositions: In the  rst (exposition 
1), the orchestra plays the themes; in the second (exposition 2), the soloist 
plays the themes. The themes typically do not modulate in exposition 1. 
Modulation occurs, instead, in exposition 2.
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The elegant theme 1 of the  rst movement is heard in the violins. [Piano 
example: Mozart, Piano Concerto no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, 
exposition 1, theme 1, opening; musical selections: Mozart, Piano Concerto 
no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, exposition 1, theme 1, and exposition 
2, theme 1.]

In a Mozart piano concerto, the soloist and the orchestra are collaborators. 
They explore different facets of a theme, but they do not disagree as to 
the essential nature of a theme. Theme 2 begins with a momentary tonal 
contrast wrought by a deceptive cadence. [Piano examples: Mozart, Piano 
Concerto no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, exposition 1, theme 2, 
expected resolution and deceptive cadence; musical selections: Mozart, 
Piano Concerto no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, exposition 1, theme 
2, and exposition 2, theme 2.] Note how the light orchestral accompaniment 
is sensitive to the small sound of the fortepiano.

A third theme, the soloist’s theme, is introduced. This idea became a staple 
feature of Mozart’s concerti. [Musical selections: Mozart, Piano Concerto 
no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, exposition 2, theme 3 (repeated).] 
In the orchestral exposition (exposition 1) of a double-exposition form 
movement, the bridge will not be modulatory, because the modulation and 
the new key are saved for the solo exposition (exposition 2). [Musical 
selections: Mozart, Piano Concerto no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, 
exposition 1, bridge theme, and theme 2, opening.]

The cadence material features two deceptive cadences before resolving to a 
closed cadence on the tonic of G major. [Musical selections: Mozart, Piano 
Concerto no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, exposition 1, cadence 
material, and exposition 2, theme 1, opening.]

Solo expositions in concerti are longer than orchestral expositions because 
they feature various episodes that allow the solo instrument to establish its 
“virtuosic bona  des.” 
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The development section of a double-exposition form movement has the 
added element of virtuosic passagework for the soloist.

The recapitulation in double-exposition form sees all three themes return 
in the home key. Theme 1 will be heard before theme 2, although the solo 
theme (theme 3) may appear anywhere.

The cadenza allows the soloist to perform a virtuosic, extended solo and 
usually interrupts the  nal cadence of the  rst and last movements of a 
Classical-era concerto. Mozart improvised his cadenzas, although most 
performers prepared them before performance. Fortunately for us, Mozart 
wrote out the cadenzas for his Piano Concerto, K. 453, because he had 
composed this concerto for someone else to perform. The cadenza begins 
after the orchestra pauses on a cadential 6/4 chord. [Piano example: Mozart, 
Piano Concerto no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, recapitulation, 
6/4 chord.] The soloist indicates the end of the cadenza with a trill on the 
dominant chord, a chord that resolves as the orchestra reenters to bring the 
movement to its conclusion. [Piano example: Mozart, Piano Concerto no. 17 
in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, end of cadenza; musical selection: Mozart, 
Piano Concerto no. 17 in G Major, K. 453, movement 1, recapitulation, 
cadence material, cadenza, movement conclusion.] 
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Classical-era Opera—The Rise of Opera Buffa
Lecture 28

The magni  cent opera seria of the Baroque Era was, by the 1730s, 
increasingly perceived as being elitist and socially irrelevant. In 
France, Jean-Jacques Rousseau spearheaded the support of a new type 
of opera (opera buffa), which had emerged in Italy, as the ideal opera 
for the new Age of Enlightenment. Opera buffa was inspired by the 
Italian commedia dell’arte, with its more realistic plots, smaller casts, 
and more tuneful music that focused more on everyday people than on 
the upper class. 

Opera was invented circa 1600 in Florence, Italy. Over the course of 
the 17th century, it devolved from courtly entertainment to debased 
popular spectacle. Various operatic reform movements attempted 

to reinvest opera with a degree of dramatic substance and veracity. The 
most in  uential and important of these opera “reformers” was the librettist 
Pietro Metastasio. 

By 1740, opera seria (“serious opera”), the dominant type of opera during 
this period, had been given its standard form by Metastasio, the Italian poet/
librettist most responsible for standardizing the format of late Baroque opera 
libretti. The dramatic conventions of opera seria included a story based on an 
ancient Greek or Latin author, a cast of characters that frequently included a 
pair of lovers and a magnanimous tyrant, and the theme of heroism or noble 
self-sacri  ce. The musical interest of opera seria rested on alternating arias 
and recitatives. Duets were rare and larger ensembles even rarer. Metastasio’s 
attempt to preserve dramatic integrity led to a stiff and predictable format. 
Singers exploited their importance by insisting on embellishing their arias 
without respect for dramatic or musical appropriateness, thereby further 
debasing the genre of opera seria. The relevance of Metastasian opera seria 
to the Age of Enlightenment was increasingly questioned by artists, writers, 
philosophers, and composers.
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The operatic reform that began during the 1730s re  ected the new in  uence 
of middle-class ideas and was spearheaded by the Swiss-born intellectual, 
philosopher, composer, and author Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778). 
Rousseau was a hugely in  uential 
anti-establishment intellectual at the 
cutting edge of the Enlightenment. He 
rejected Baroque opera seria as being 
arti  cial and elitist. The intellectual 
battle that was set off in France in 
1752 by Rousseau’s reformist ideas 
was known as the Guerre des Bouffons 
(“War of the Clowns”) because it was 
triggered by the presence, in Paris, 
of an Italian opera company that had 
enjoyed great success performing 
Italian comic operas (pl.: opere buffe, 
sing.: opera buffa). 

Opera buffa evolved from street 
theater, from the Italian commedia 
dell’arte. The commedia dell’arte 
featured certain easily recognizable 
archetypal characters. Social criticism 
was implicit in the plots, which pitted street-smart servants and members of 
the lower class against negatively portrayed members of the upper class.

Speci  cally, Rousseau and his followers embraced Giovanni Battista 
Pergolesi’s opera La serva padrona (The Maid as Mistress) as the new 
operatic ideal. The extraordinarily talented Pergolesi died at the tender age 
of 26. La serva padrona represented a conscious effort to reform opera by 
making it more natural, that is, more socially relevant.

Like other Baroque opere buffe, La serva padrona has the following 
characteristics. It is melodically simpler and more purposely “popular” than 
Baroque opera seria; it has no particular formula; the music and the text 
follow the story line; and it has a small cast.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, an 
in  uential anti-establishment 
intellectual of the Enlightenment.
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The plot of La serva padrona revolves around a ruse by a servant girl to 
trick her master into marriage. We join the opera at the point when the 
servant girl, Serpina, claims to have become engaged to the mute, Vespone, 
to make her master, Uberto, jealous. Uberto is horror-struck at the prospect 
of losing Serpina. As he thinks about this new and unwelcome situation, he 
becomes increasingly upset and confused. Pergolesi manages to make us 
not only understand these characters but to sympathize with them as well. 
Uberto’s musings on Serpina’s announced engagement to Vespone begin 
with a recitative in secco style. The recitative takes an unusual form when it 
becomes accompanied by the orchestra. This is something that in opera seria 
would have been done only for royal or divine characters. 

The orchestral accompaniment brilliantly heightens the meaning of Uberto’s 
words. Uberto’s recitative is followed by an aria, “Son imbrogliato io” 
(“I’m all mixed up”). This aria is in “patter” style, which sets the words 
syllabically, in a fast tempo, re  ecting the fact that Uberto is upset. [Musical 
selection: Pergolesi, La serva padrona (1733), recitative and aria (“Son 
imbrogliato io”).]

The year 1733, when Pergolesi composed his naturalistic and comic opera La 
serva padrona, was also the year in which Johann Sebastian Bach composed 
his equally comic and “everyday”-  avored Coffee Cantata, which is virtually 
a German-language opera buffa. That year seems as good a date as any to 
mark the start of the new Classical Era in music. 
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Classical-era Opera, Part 2—
Mozart and the Operatic Ensemble

Lecture 29

Mozart’s achievements in the genre of opera are unsurpassed, and no 
composer was better at writing ensembles than Mozart. 

The operas that Mozart wrote with the librettist Lorenzo Da Ponte are 
his greatest, and they include Don Giovanni, based on the life of the 
infamous Casanova, whom Da Ponte knew personally. We will look at 

ensembles from Don Giovanni as illustrations of Mozart’s prodigious ability 
to sustain dynamic dramatic continuity through the power of his music. We 
will see, as well, how the introduction to this opera’s overture presages the 
grim events of the  nal scene. 

Mozart wrote operas in all the major styles of his day, including the following 
mature operas:

Opera seria—Italian language:

• Idomeneo, 1780.

• La Clemenza di Tito (The Mercy of Titus), 1791.

Singspiel—German language:

• Die Entfürung aus dem Serail (The Abduction from the Harem), 1782.

• Die Zauber  öte (The Magic Flute), 1791.
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Opera buffa—Italian language:

• Le Nozze di Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro), 1786.

• Don Giovanni, 1787.

• Cosi fan tutte (Thus All Women Do), 1789.

Lorenzo Da Ponte (1749–1838) was the librettist of Mozart’s greatest opere 
buffe. Single-handedly, Da Ponte made opera buffa high literary art. Da 
Ponte’s colorful life began in Cenada, Italy, and ended in New York City. 
Along the way, he wrote the libretti 
for Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro, 
Don Giovanni, and Cosi fan tutte. 
The main character of Mozart’s Don 
Giovanni was based on the historical 
 gure of Casanova, whom Da Ponte 

knew personally. 

The bulk of the overture to Don 
Giovanni is in sonata form. [Musical 
selection: Mozart, Overture to Don 
Giovanni (1787), theme 1.] The 
introduction to the overture is dark and 
foreboding, presaging the grim events 
that occur at the end of this comic 
opera with tragic elements. [Musical 
selection: Mozart, Overture to Don 
Giovanni, introduction.]

The ensemble became an integral 
part of Italian comic opera in the years immediately prior to Mozart’s birth. 
Because of the dramatic interaction inherent in ensemble singing, ensembles 
tend to move the dramatic action forward. Classical-era operatic ensembles, 
unlike the chorus-like  nales of Baroque-era operas, demonstrate the 
forward-moving action of recitative and the melodic contour of aria, all of it 
accompanied by the orchestra. 

Mozart wrote operas in all the major 
styles of his day, including opera 
seria, singspeil, and opera buffa.
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No one wrote better ensembles than Mozart. Act 1, scene 1, of Don Giovanni 
is a superb example of Mozart’s ability to create continuous dramatic  ow. 
Four characters carry the dramatic 
action of this  rst scene. Don 
Giovanni (Don Juan) is an archetype: 
the male libido personi  ed, unfettered 
by conscience. Leporello is the Don’s 
manservant and his complement 
in terms of character: Leporello is 
not handsome, but he is fearful, and 
he has a conscience. Donna Anna 
is this evening’s object of Don 
Giovanni’s amorous impulses. The 
Commendatore is Donna Anna’s 
father and the commander-in-chief of 
the local military garrison.

The scene begins with a comic aria 
by Leporello, who bemoans his life 
as a servant in a typical opera buffa, 
patter-style aria. Leporello’s aria 
does not end with a closed cadence. 
Rather, the music modulates directly 
into the second part of this opening scene. Dramatic continuity demands 
rhythmic continuity. The same skills that made Mozart a great composer 
of sonata-form development sections made him a great opera composer. 
And the same skills that Mozart brought to bear on creating dramatic 
continuity on the opera stage made him a great composer of sonata-form 
development sections.

The second part of act 1, scene 1, consists of a trio in which Donna Anna 
and Don Giovanni sing in dialogue and Leporello sings to himself in the 
background. Donna Anna attempts to reveal the identity of the masked Don 
Giovanni, who has seduced her. Leporello, who has been hiding in the bushes 
around Donna Anna’s house, comments on the commotion.

No one wrote better ensembles 
than Mozart. 
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In the third part of the  rst scene, another trio ensues, in which Donna Anna’s 
father, the Commendatore, awakened by Donna Anna’s shrieking, challenges 
Don Giovanni in defense of his daughter’s honor. Again, Leporello provides 
commentary from his hiding place. 

In the fourth part of this  rst scene of Don Giovanni (another trio), Don 
Giovanni kills the Commendatore in a duel, and Leporello is horror-struck. 
The tragedy of the Commendatore’s death is immediately followed by a 
comic recitative in which Leporello and his master, Don Giovanni, are 
reunited and  ee the scene of the crime. [Musical selection: Mozart, Don 
Giovanni, act 1, scene 1.] 

Mozart puts all the music in the service of dramatic continuity and, indeed, 
the drama emanates from Mozart’s music. The sword thrust that kills the 
Commendatore is presaged in the introduction to the opera’s overture. [Piano 
examples: Overture to Don Giovanni, opening D-minor triad and chord 
representing the sword thrust (diminished seventh on B).] However, the real 
connection between the overture and the opera is between the overture’s 
introduction and the second-act  nale that concludes the opera.

The second-act  nale consists of 23 continuous minutes of music and 
constitutes one of the longest ensemble  nales Mozart ever wrote. Don 
Giovanni is having dinner at his castle. Mozart and Da Ponte indulge in a couple 
of contemporary jokes, including one at the expense of Mozart’s own opera 
The Marriage of Figaro. [Piano example: Mozart, The Marriage of Figaro, 
“Non piu andrai.”] The overture introduction returns as the statue of the dead 
Commendatore arrives at Don Giovanni’s house. [Musical selections: Mozart, 
overture to Don Giovanni, introduction, and Don Giovanni,  nale, entrance 
of the statue.] The introduction of the overture had presaged this entire 
 nal scene, which constitutes the moment of judgment for Don Giovanni. 

[Musical selection: Mozart, Don Giovanni, entrance of the statue.] 
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The French Revolution 
and an Introduction to Beethoven

Lecture 30

Haydn’s music re  ects the Classical-era characteristics of balance, 
accessibility, tunefulness, rhythmic continuity, and artistic restraint. 
Beethoven’s music, on the other hand, is unrestrained, unpredictable, 
self-expressive, and self-referential. 

Comparing a symphony by Haydn with one by Beethoven reveals two 
very different sorts of music. [Musical selections: Haydn, Symphony 
no. 88 in G Major (1787), movement 1, theme 1; Beethoven, 

Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67 (1808), movement 1, theme 1.] Popular 
culture has so trivialized Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 that we no longer hear 
it the way Beethoven’s contemporaries did: as a searing, ferocious, cutting-
edge piece of modernistic art. [Piano example: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 
in C Minor, movement 1, four-note “fate” motive.] 

Our comparison highlights Haydn’s Symphony no. 88 as bright, accessible, 
and restrained, while Beethoven’s music is jagged and dark. [Piano examples: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, movement 1, opening in C minor contrasted 
with C major; Haydn, Symphony no. 88, movement 1, theme 1.] Haydn’s 
theme 1 is a tune with a clear beginning, middle, and end, while Beethoven’s 
theme is a mosaic of motives rather than a coherent tune. Haydn’s thematic 
phrases are rhymed—balanced and predictable; Beethoven’s are prose-
like—unbalanced and unpredictable.

Haydn’s theme has a rock-steady beat. Beethoven’s theme starts out with a 
discontinuous beat; there is something rhetorical about it. Moreover, Haydn’s 
rhythm is indivisible from pitch. In Beethoven’s theme, the rhythm is not 
only divisible from pitch but is the essence of the thematic motive. [Piano 
example: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, theme 1; musical selections: Haydn, 
Symphony no. 88 in G Major, movement 1, theme 1; Beethoven, Symphony 
no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, theme 1.]
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Haydn’s Symphony no. 88 is a sparkling example of the Viennese Classical 
style: It has a vocally inspired tune and balanced musical phrases and 
exhibits emotional restraint and good taste. Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5, 
while loosely structured on the lines of a Classical-era symphony, is a self-
referential work.

When the French Revolution broke out in 1789, Beethoven was an 
impressionable 18-year-old. Beethoven’s brutal childhood at the hands of an 
abusive father had terrible and lasting repercussions. He was awkward in the 
company of others and harbored lifelong illusions about his family heritage. 
He emerged from his shell mostly as a result of his musical talent. His entrée 
into the musical circles of Vienna was through his unique way of playing the 
piano, a style of playing that aimed always for increased sonority and power. 
He outplayed every other pianist. No piano was safe with him! 

Storming of the Bastille, July 14, 1789, marked the begining of the French 
Revolution, an event that left a strong impression on the young Beethoven.
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In 1792, Beethoven journeyed to Vienna to take lessons with Haydn. 
Beethoven had a problem with authority  gures, and Haydn was no 
exception. Beethoven had little respect for the older composer, even to the 
point of lying to Haydn about his income. Their relationship soured and the 
lessons stopped. Beethoven claimed he had learned nothing from Haydn or 
any other composer. Beethoven’s friend and student Ferdinand Ries later 
pointed out that “the rules [of composition] meant nothing to Beethoven.”

By 1801, Beethoven was enjoying success as a composer in Vienna. In 1802, 
however, Beethoven suffered his  rst great emotional crisis over his hearing 
loss, a loss that had begun around 1796. He expressed his darkest thoughts 
in a cathartic document known as the 
Heilegenstadt Testament, in which 
he cataloged his determination to 
 ght his fate and go forward through 

his music.

Starting with his Symphony no. 3 of 
1803, he began writing music the likes 
of which had never been heard before. 
This was music in which heroic self-expression became more important than 
the conventions and expressive niceties of Classicism. Inspired by the  gure 
of Napoleon, Beethoven molded for himself a heroic self-image that allowed 
him to funnel his rage, alienation, passion, and imagination into music that 
was as revolutionary as the times in which he lived. In his mature music, 
Beethoven combined the Enlightenment spirit of individuality and the spirit 
of revolutionary change that characterized Europe at the time with his own 
personality, which required that music be a mode of self-expression. 

In 1802 ... Beethoven 
suffered his  rst great 
emotional crisis over his 
hearing loss.
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Beethoven’s Creative Periods and Principal Works

Juvenilia: Youthful works written while still living in 
Bonn, up until 1792

Viennese Period: Beethoven absorbs and masters the Viennese 
Classical style, 1792–1802

 Symphonies nos. 1 and 2
 Piano Sonatas nos. 1–20
 Piano Concerti nos. 1–3
 String Quartets nos. 1–6

“Heroic” Period: Beethoven  nds his mature voice, 1803–14
 Piano Sonatas nos. 21–27
 Piano Concerti nos. 4 and 5
 Violin Concerto
 Fidelio
 String Quartets nos. 7–11

Late Period: A period of re  ection and transcendence
 Symphony No. 9
 Missa solemnis
 Piano Sonatas nos. 28–32
 String Quartets nos. 12–16



Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, 
op. 67, Part 1

Lecture 31

Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 falls into his so-called heroic 
period—1803–1815. This symphony exempli  es Beethoven’s artistic 
creed of self-expression and demonstrates his revolutionary approach 
to composition. 

Beethoven’s compositional life is generally categorized under four 
periods. The  rst period of juvenilia covers the music Beethoven 
wrote before moving to Vienna in 1792. In his Viennese period, 

1792–1802, we are told that he absorbed the Classical style of Mozart and 
Haydn. However, even in this period, Beethoven was very much his own 
man. His heroic period runs from 
1803 to 1815 and saw Beethoven’s 
expressive revolution in full swing. 
This is when he composed his third 
through eighth symphonies, the 
so-called middle string quartets, 
his fourth and  fth piano concerti, 
the violin concerto, and the opera 
Fidelio. Beethoven reinvented 
himself once again in his late 
compositional period—1816–1827. 
This period includes his last  ve 
piano sonatas, Symphony no. 9, 
the Missa solemnis, the Diabelli 
Variations for Piano, and his last six string quartets. Written when he was 
clinically deaf, physically and emotionally isolated, and in poor health, 
these awesome late works stand in a compositional place entirely of their 
own making.

149

Beethoven's “middle” string 
quartets were composed during 
his “heroic period.”
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Of all Beethoven’s compositions, three sets stand out in particular. They are 
virtual musical diaries that trace his development. They are his 9 symphonies, 
16 string quartets, and 32 piano sonatas.

Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 demonstrates his revolutionary approach 
to musical expression, structure, and thematic content. The compositional 
innovations manifest in Symphony no. 5 are based on a single Beethovian 
article of faith: that music, in essence, is a form of self-expression.

The time was ripe for the development of such an egocentric attitude 
toward music. The Enlightenment emphasized the “right” of individuals 
to pursue “happiness,” meaning self-realization. The French Revolution 
further provoked a spirit of social and political change. Napoleon generated 
upheavals that had an impact on society, politics, and economics. These 
events collectively encouraged artistic self-expression. 

Beethoven’s compositional innovations comprise the following: 

• Contextual use of form: Beethoven uses Classical-era forms only to the 
point that they serve his expressive needs.

• Pervasive motivic development—the manipulation, combination, 
and metamorphosis of motives—lies at the heart of Beethoven’s 
musical language.

• Ongoing dramatic narrative: Beethoven conceived individual moments 
within a composition as interrelated chapters in a large-scale story.

• Rhythm is used as a narrative element divorced from pitch.

• Originality is an artistic goal unto itself. As Beethoven himself put it: 
“Art demands that we never stand still.”
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We will approach Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 from two mutually 
reinforcing perspectives: as an absolute piece of music and as metaphorical 
drama. The music of movement 1 grows from skeletal melodic minimalism 
to lyric triumph over the course of the exposition. Theme 1 begins with a 
statement of purpose rendered by an orchestral unison. The opening four-
note motive of theme 1 is known as the “fate” motive, although Beethoven 
had once said that it was inspired by birdsong. [Piano examples: Beethoven, 
Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67 (1808), movement 1, fate motive; four-
note motive sequenced downward.] 

Theme 1 has four component parts based on the four-note fate motive. 
[Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 
1, theme 1.] The modulating bridge grows directly out of theme 1. [Musical 
selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1, theme 
1 and modulating bridge.] Theme 2, initiated by a horn call, is contrastingly 
lyric and in the key of Eb major. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony 
no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1, theme 2.]

The amazing motivic development that lies at the heart of this movement 
becomes a metaphor for spiritual growth. [Piano examples: Beethoven, 
Symphony no. 5, movement 1, four-note motive and subsequent sequences 
and permutations.]

Theme 2 is nothing less than the fourth-generation descendent of the 
fate motive, produced by an evolutionary process. When the exposition 
concludes, we cannot help but feel that the movement has triumphed over 
its dark beginnings. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C 
Minor, op. 67, movement 1, theme 2 and cadence material.]

In the development section, the thematic growth and sense of growing 
optimism is annihilated by motivic fragmentation and disintegration. [Piano 
example: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, development section, two fate motives.] 
In the  rst part of the development section, the fate motive is imitated 
and sequenced. In the second part of the development section, the texture 
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thickens and intensity builds until the disparate parts are squeezed into a long 
series of vicious, pounding dissonances. In the third part of the development 
section, two horn calls thunder forth. [Musical selection: Beethoven, 
Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1, development section, parts 
1–3; piano example: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, development section, 
part 3.] The fourth part of the development section sees further dissolution 
and destruction as a third horn call is dismembered. [Piano examples: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, development section, part 4, disintegration of 
the horn call.] The  fth part of the development section sees a sudden burst 
of fate motives attempting to “revive” the movement. [Musical selection: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1, development 
section, parts 3–5, recapitulation, opening.]

In the recapitulation, theme 1 returns,  rst in a “washed-out” version, then, 
reinvigorated. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, 
op. 67, movement 1, development section, parts 3–5, recapitulation, theme 
1.] Theme 2 reappears in the entirely new, unexpected, and unorthodox key 
of C major. The recapitulation is not supposed to end in triumph. [Musical 
selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1, 
development, parts 3–5, recapitulation, modulating bridge, theme 2, and 
cadence material.]

The coda provides answers. It turns out to be a second development section 
that presents new-sounding melodies in contrast with the disintegration that 
characterized the  rst development section. The  rst part of the coda begins 
with a series of furious chords that hammer away on the fate motive rhythm 
as the mode turns back to minor. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony 
no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1, coda, part 1.] In the second part of the 
coda, two horn calls thunder forth and a third is cut short. [Piano examples: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, coda, parts 2 and 3.] 

Unlike the  rst development section, however, the coda weaves the two notes 
of the horn call into new-sounding material. [Piano example: Beethoven, 
Symphony no. 5, coda, new-sounding material based on the horn-call 
motive; musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, 
movement 1, coda, parts 2 and 3.] In part 4 of the coda, we hear an utterly 
new-sounding theme that is derived from the truncated horn call. [Piano 
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examples: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, truncated horn call, sequencing and 
addition of new notes to become a new-sounding theme; musical selection: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1, coda, parts 4 
and 5, opening.] What sounds like a second recapitulation ends abruptly with 
a hammering cadence built on the fate motive rhythm. [Musical selection: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1, coda, part 5.]

All of Beethoven’s mature compositional innovations are in evidence in 
this movement. 
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Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, Part 2
Lecture 32

The second movement of Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5, in double-
variations form, allows Beethoven opportunities for thematic contrast 
in this symphony of contrasts. For his third movement, Beethoven 
employs a scherzo, a formal procedure abstracted from minuet and 
trio form. The scherzo provides the turning point in the drama of this 
work, in which the brilliant mode of C major overcomes the C-minor 
mode that represents darkness and despair. 

The second movement of Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 is in double-
variations form. Double-variations form employs two themes, which 
are introduced and varied one at a time. This form affords Beethoven 

the opportunity for contrast, something he exploits “to the nines” in this 
movement. Theme A is harmonically stable, while theme B is not. [Musical 
selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 2, 
theme A.]

Theme B contains an element of mystery. [Piano examples: Beethoven, 
Symphony no. 5, movement 2, theme B, phrase a and modulation to C 
major.] We are unprepared for the modulation to the brilliant version of 
theme B in C major after a series of dissonant harmonies. But theme B 
suddenly evaporates and the harmony modulates to Ab major for a return of 
theme A. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, 
movement 2, theme B.] 

Instead of a minuet and trio for the third movement, Beethoven uses a fast-
moving, triple-meter form he called a scherzo (“joke”). The scherzo is better 
suited to the dramatic progression of movements in this symphony than a 
minuet and trio ever could be. The scherzo has the same A–B–A structure 
as the minuet and trio, with the opening A section being scherzo 1, B being 
the trio, and the closing A section being scherzo 2. The scherzo opens in C 
minor and begins with two phrases that are analogous to the statement of 
purpose that began the symphony. There is a palpable sense of danger in 
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these phrases. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, 
op. 67, movement 3, scherzo 1, theme, phrase 1.]

The hammered, four-beat rhythm of the fate motive (phrase 2) rears its ugly 
head again. [Piano examples: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, movement 3, 
scherzo 1, theme, phrase 2 (hammered, four-note motive); musical selection: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 3, scherzo 1, 
theme, phrase 2.] This scherzo is about the awesome, dark power of C minor 
and it stands as a direct challenge to C major. [Musical selection: Beethoven, 
Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 3, scherzo 1.] 

The trio begins with fast, fugue-like music that is brilliant and comic. C 
major is making fun of C minor. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony 
no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 3, trio.] This is sensational music in 
which the physicality of the dance becomes a metaphor for life.

In scherzo 2, the C-major mode triumphs and emasculates the C- minor mode. 
Scherzo 2 ends with a deceptive cadence. [Musical selection: Beethoven, 
Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 3, scherzo 2.] Scherzo 2 
leads to a transition that itself leads to the brilliant and triumphal fourth 
movement. The addition of three trombones, piccolo, and contrabassoon 
imbues the movement with an explosive quality and power that is physically 
palpable. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 
67, movement 3, conclusion, movement 4, opening.] 

With the powers of darkness and despair conquered, the symphony’s  nal 
movement now celebrates the victory. The fourth and  nal movement of 
Symphony no. 5 is in sonata form. Its exposition is a non-stop celebration. 
[Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, 
movement 4, exposition.] The motivic development in this exposition is 
equal to anything we observed in the  rst movement. [Piano examples: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, movement 4, motivic development.] Beethoven 
could take an almost trite motivic idea and turn it into something profound 
and, in this case, triumphant. The development is based not on the motives 
of his main thematic material but on an accompanimental idea: the bass line 
under the second phrase of theme 2 of this movement. [Piano examples: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, movement 4, exposition, bass  gure.] Part 2 of 
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the development section is built around theme 2, with the gradual emergence 
of the bass  gure. [Piano example: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, movement 4, 
development, part 2.] Part 3 of the development section sees the bass  gure 
begin its rise to the “surface” of the music to become fully thematic. Part 4 of 
the development section is dominated by three alternating motivic elements, 
which include yet another manifestation of the four-note fate motive. [Piano 
example: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, movement 4, development, part 4, 
motives; musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, 
movement 4, development, parts 2–4.] Part 5 of the development section 
builds to a huge climax. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 
in C Minor, op. 67, movement 4, development, parts 4–6.] In part 6 of the 
development section, we hear, out of nowhere, the ghostly appearance of the 
C-minor “hunting horns of Hades” theme from the third-movement scherzo. 
But C minor is not back. This quotation is merely a quiet acknowledgment of 
what has been overcome. The recapitulation moves forward into a triumphant 
celebration of C major. 

The celebration is topped by a long coda that serves to balance the lengthy 
coda of the  rst movement and af  rms the key of C major. In the fourth part 
of the coda, the music becomes gradually faster and louder. In the  fth part of 
the coda, the cadence theme charges to the fore, as more instruments join in 
and the momentum continues to build. In the sixth part of the coda, fanfarish 
brass and winds intone the  rst part of theme 1. Finally, in the seventh and 
last part of the coda, an exuberant cadence features nothing but dominant 
and tonic harmonies for 40 measures to bring the symphony to its thrilling 
conclusion. [Musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 
67, movement 4, coda, part 4–conclusion.]

As the music historian Donald Grout put it: “It was not the Classical element 
in Beethoven’s style that so in  uenced the next generation of composers. 
Rather, it was the revolutionary element, the free, impulsive, mysterious, 
demonic spirit, the underlying conception of music as a mode of self-
expression, that chie  y fascinated the Romantic generation.”
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We can interpret Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 allegorically or as an abstract 
piece of music. But there is no doubt that the catharsis represented by the 
defeat of C minor by C major is tremendous. Beethoven’s Fifth is, by any 
standard, a magni  cent achievement. 
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Introduction to Romanticism
Lecture 33

For many composers working in the 19th century, or the Romantic 
Era, expressive content came to shape form. Beethoven’s music 
both anticipated and inspired the self-referential and self-expressive 
approach to composition. 

It is dif  cult, and even non-productive, to try to draw absolute distinctions 
between Classical and Romantic-era music. The Romantic Era of the 19th

century saw an intensi  cation and extension of the expressive elements 
of Classicism but did not mark a musical stylistic break with Classicism. 
Although Beethoven’s mature music marked a revolutionary expressive 
break with what came before him, Beethoven still used Classical-era genres, 
such as the symphony, and Classical-era forms, such as sonata form. In his 
own lifetime, Beethoven was considered an anomaly. His impact was not 
truly felt until after his death.

The essence of Romanticism in music lies in its expressive content. Although 
theme 1 of the  rst movement of Mozart’s Symphony in G Minor, K. 550, 
may be perceived as violent—especially by Mozart’s own contemporaries—
it can still be described in purely musical terms: as a theme in G minor, 
structured in rounded binary form. [Musical selection: Mozart, Symphony 
in G Minor, K. 550 (1788), movement 1, theme 1.] The opening of the fourth 
movement of Beethoven’s Symphony no. 6 is a different matter. [Musical 
selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 6 in F Major, op. 68 (1808), movement 
4, opening.] This theme is not a melodic entity. Its expressive message is 
extramusical. It is about a thunderstorm. [Piano examples: Beethoven, 
Symphony no. 6, movement 4, succession of motives depicting a thunderstorm; 
musical selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 6 in F Major, op. 68, 
movement 4, opening.]

In its extramusical expressivity, the fourth movement of Beethoven’s Sixth 
Symphony anticipates the program music cultivated by Romantic composers, 
and as much as his music itself, it was Beethoven’s conception of music as 
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a self-expressive art that so inspired the Romantic generation of composers 
who came after him.

What differentiates Romantic-era music from Classical-era music is an ever-
growing expressive palette, longer melodies, more complex harmonies, and 
bigger pianos and orchestras, used in the service of expanded expressive 
content. In the music of the Classical Era, form shaped expressive content. 
Increasingly, in the music of the Romantic Era, expressive content shaped 

form. In its mystery and its incomparable 
power of suggestion, music became the most 
Romantically representative of all the arts of 
the 19th century.

There are four main Romantic-era 
expressive trends. The Romantic Era was 
fascinated by extreme emotional states. A 

comparison between the following two pieces of music will illustrate this 
point. [Musical selections: Haydn, Symphony no. 88 in G Major (1787), 
movement 1, theme 1; Tchaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet (Overture-Fantasy, 
1869), love theme.] The emotional mood of Haydn’s theme is more a product 
of its Classical style than any particular self-expressive agenda on Haydn’s 
part. Tchaikovsky’s love theme is representative of Romantic-era melodies 
in general. In comparison with Classical-era thematic melodies, Romantic 
thematic melodies are longer, more harmonically complex, and less regular 
in terms of phrase structure, as they seek to describe ever greater and deeper 
expressive content.

Another Romantic-era trend is nationalism. We compare the following two 
pieces of music. [Musical selections: Benda, Symphony in C Major (c. 
1750), movement 1; Smetana, Ma Vlast (1878), “Vlatava.”] Benda’s music 
exempli  es the sort of cosmopolitanism that was basic to the Classical style. 
Smetana’s music is explicitly Slavic. Such explicit musical nationalism 
would have been unthinkable during the Classical Era.

The Romantic Era was fascinated by nature, particularly the wilder aspects 
of nature, which came to be idealized and became a metaphor for man’s 
powerlessness over his own fate. 

The Romantic Era was 
fascinated by extreme 
emotional states.
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The fourth Romantic-era trend is the Romantic fascination with the macabre 
and supernatural. This was the era of gothic writers, such as Edgar Allen 
Poe and Mary Shelley, and their musical counterparts in composers, such as 
Berlioz with his Symphonie fantastique and Franz Liszt with his Totentanz.

The music of the Renaissance, Baroque, and Classical Eras is characterized 
by what is known as a period style. This is a relatively uniform approach 
to musical language in terms of style. Starting with Beethoven, however, 
composers began to cultivate individual styles. This piece by Corelli is 
identi  able as Baroque-era music. [Musical selection: Corelli, Trio Sonata, 
op. 2, no. 3 (1689), fugue.] Beethoven’s music, however, is identi  able not as 
Classical-era music but, rather, as a piece by Beethoven. [Musical selection: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67, movement 1.] Beethoven not 
only created a personal sound, but many of his works are also self-referential. 
Thus, he was a great inspiration to 19th -century composers who wanted to 
express themselves through the sound of their music.

The rise of the individual, marked by the Enlightenment,  nds full  ower 
in the art of the 19th century, during which artists no longer saw themselves 
as servants to their patrons but as creators who must follow their muse, 
wherever it might take them. 
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Formal Challenges and Solutions 
in Early Romantic Music

Lecture 34

The paradox of the spontaneity and creative freedom of the composer 
at odds with the concept of preordained musical forms was recognized 
and dealt with in a variety of ways by Romantic composers. Some 
Romantic composers continued to use Classical-era forms, and some 
used them contextually. Some abandoned them altogether, replacing 
them with new forms that included compositional miniatures. 

The spontaneity, individuality, and creative freedom treasured in the 
Romantic Era were at odds with the idea of strictly preordained forms. 
Many, if not most, Romantic-era composers continued to employ 

Classical-era forms in some way or other. Many composers abandoned 
Classical-era forms altogether. 

The contextual use of form that had been Beethoven’s response presented 
problems. Few composers were capable of manipulating form the way 
Beethoven had and still manage to maintain a coherent dramatic and 
structural line. The Classical-era forms provided a point of reference for a 
composer and his audience. To reject them meant creating a new way of 
achieving a standard of formal coherence.

A number of solutions to the challenge of form emerged. Miniature 
compositions avoided the challenge of large-scale musical form entirely. 
Huge, multimedia stage works (Romantic-era oratorios) required the 
overall form to be determined by the text. But such works were costly and, 
ultimately, the genre could not compete with opera. Program music, in 
which instrumental music is based on a literary source, allows the literature 
to dictate the form. The challenge here arises from the audience’s degree 
of familiarity with the literary source. To meet this challenge, Romantic-era 
composers of program music sought long-range structural unity through the 
cyclical use of themes.
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Miniature compositions include the German lied. A lied is a German 
song (pl.: lieder). Ballads, long poems based on Romantic adventure and 
supernatural events, became the ideal literary vehicle for Romantic-era 
composers of lieder.

Schubert (1797–1828) wrote his lied ballad Der Erlkönig (The Elf King) 
at the age of 18. The text was written by the German poet and polymath 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832). The text,  lled with characters, 
action, and supernatural events, tells a 
heartbreaking and powerful story. The 
piano is a full partner to the vocal part. It 
brings out the expressive urgency of the 
story. Its portrayal of the horse’s hoof beats 
and, perhaps, the father’s pounding heart 
continues through almost the entire song, 
providing tremendous continuity. [Musical 
selection: Schubert, Der Erlkönig (1815).] 
Despite its brevity and minimal performing 
forces, this lied is genuinely operatic.

By the 1830s and early 1840s, the 
Paris-based piano builders Erard and Pleyel 
were turning out proto-modern pianos with 
iron harps and steel strings. These pianos 
represented a new instrument in comparison 
with earlier, wooden-harped pianos, and 
they demanded a new body of compositions 
that could exploit and de  ne their potential. Along with Franz Liszt, Frederic 
Chopin (1810–1849) de  ned what these new instruments were capable 
of doing. 

The majority of Chopin’s compositions are for solo piano, and the bulk of this 
output consists of sets of miniature compositions. Each miniature evokes, in 
Joseph Kerman’s words, “a single whiff of emotion.” Each miniature is  lled 
with a level of subtlety and expressive nuance that makes this body of work 
unique in the repertoire. They are masterworks of the  rst order. The three 
works we will hear also illustrate Chopin’s brilliant and idiosyncratic use 

Frederic Chopin explored 
the capabilities of the 
 rst modern pianos.
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of the piano. [Musical selection: Chopin, Etude in C Minor, op. 10, no. 12 
(Revolutionary, 1831). This turbulent work is schematicized as A, A1, A, A2.]

Chopin’s Mazurka in A Minor, op. 17, no. 4, is a stylized version of a 
three-step dance of Polish origin. Its large-scale form is A–B–A. [Musical 
selection: Chopin, Mazurka in A Minor, op. 17, no. 4 (1833).] Chopin 
cultivated a personal musical sound, and in this he was a quintessential 
Romantic composer. 

The energized joy that characterizes the next piece is generated by the 
incredibly fast passagework played by the pianist’s right hand. This is music 
inspired by, and tailored to, the capabilities of the new piano. [Musical 
selection: Chopin, Etude in Gb Major, op. 10, no. 5 (Black Key, 1830–
1832).] 



189



190

Le
ct

ur
e 

34
:  

Fo
rm

al
 C

ha
lle

ng
es

 a
nd

 S
ol

ut
io

ns
 in

 E
ar

ly
 R

om
an

tic
 M

us
ic

WordScore Guide ©Robert Greenberg, 1997



The Program Symphony—
Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique, Part 1

Lecture 35

Program music allowed many Romantic composers to meet the 
challenge of creating musical structures that were both compatible 
with Romanticism’s need for expressive individuality and, at the same, 
provided a source of compositional cohesion that audiences could 
understand and follow. 

The rise of the middle-class individual that characterized the 
Enlightenment saw its denouement in the Romantic-era cult of 
individual expression. Romantic-era artists saw themselves as 

beholden to nobody but themselves. When Franz Liszt said, “My talent 
ennobles me,” he was speaking for the entire generation of post-Beethoven 
composers who believed that God and nature had endowed them with 
a gift and a vision that had to be nurtured at all costs. Perhaps the single 
greatest challenge facing the post-Beethoven generation of composers was 
how to reconcile their desire for expressive individuality with the need to 
create musical structures that their audiences could follow. Some composers 
continued to use Classical-era forms but with a new  exibility, some turned 
to miniature compositions, and some turned to program music based on 
literary sources.

Romantic-era program music is of different types. One type of program 
music comprises miniatures that collectively tell a programmatic story, such 
as Robert Schumann’s piano works Papillons, Carnaval, and Kreisleriana. 
Another type of program music is structured along the lines of a sonata-form 
movement, such as Felix Mendelssohn’s overture to A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. Yet another type of program music is the program symphony, as 
exempli  ed by Hector Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique of 1830.

Hector Berlioz (1803–1869) was determined to make music into an inclusive 
art form—a combination of literature and instrumental music. Berlioz was 
a fascinating character and the archetypal Romantic “artiste.” His memoirs 
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reveal his sense of self-importance, his sense of humor, and his razor-sharp 
wit. He was of the  rst generation of composers whose inheritance included 
Beethoven’s legacy of self-expression and originality. He was essentially a 
self-taught composer and, as such, was able to make conceptual leaps and take 
creative risks that a proper music education would probably have inhibited 
him from doing. After abandoning 
medical studies, he entered the Paris 
Conservatory, graduating at the age 
of 27 in 1830, the year he completed 
his Symphonie fantastique. 

The Symphonie fantastique is an 
experimental work in which Berlioz 
attempted to unite four of his great 
loves: Shakespeare’s plays and 
Shakespeare’s dramatic sensibility, 
Beethoven’s symphonies, the opera 
and the storytelling aspect of opera, 
and himself—Symphonie fantastique 
is an autobiographical work.

The Symphonie fantastique owes its 
gestation to a Shakespeare revival 
and to the Anglo-Irish actress Harriet 
Smithson. The early 19th century saw 
a revival of Shakespeare’s works 
in Europe. Romantic composers were attracted, according to musicologist 
Joseph Kerman, to the “fast scene changes, juxtapositions of tragedy with 
farce, turbulence, and loose prose and form” of Shakespeare’s plays. 

When Berlioz saw a Parisian performance of Hamlet in 1827, he was bowled 
over by the play and by the actress Harriet Smithson (1800 1854), who 
played Ophelia. Berlioz nursed an infatuation for Harriet Smithson that 
lasted several years before they even met. They eventually were married—in 
1832—but the marriage was not a happy one. The binding element of the 
Symphonie fantastique was its autobiographical element, namely, Berlioz’s 
at-that-time unrequited love for Harriet Smithson. 

Hector Berlioz, the archetypal 
Romantic “artiste.”
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The Symphonie fantastique tells the story of a young man who is hopelessly 
in love with a woman who does not return his feelings. The object of the 
young man’s infatuation is linked to a musical idea that appears whenever 
she appears in the symphony’s storyline. This theme, referred to as the 
idée  xe (“  xed idea”), provides 
coherence to this  ve-movement 
masterpiece. [Musical selection: 
Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique 
(1830), movement 1, idée  xe.] 

The idée  xe appears in every 
movement, though its character 
changes as the image of his beloved 
changes in the young man’s mind. In 
the  rst movement, entitled “Reveries and Passions,” the idée  xe appears 
“noble and shy.” [Musical selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, 
movement 1, idée  xe.] This theme rises and falls without quite “getting 
there.” [Piano example: idée  xe.] This great theme describes perfectly 
the ache of unful  lled passion. [Musical selection: Berlioz, Symphonie 
fantastique, movement 1, idée  xe.]

The second movement is entitled “A Ball.” It is a brilliant piece of 
psychodrama, in which the young man’s tormented inner world is represented 
by the idée  xe and the external environment (the ball) is represented by a 
dazzling waltz. The idée  xe and the waltz alternate between background 
and foreground as we follow the young man’s thoughts. [Musical selection: 
Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, movement 2.]

The third movement is entitled “Scene in the Country.” Here, the idée 
 xe alternates with “storm” music culminating in a terrible “sob” as the 

young man decides there is no hope that his beloved will ever return his 
feelings. [Musical selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, movement 3, 
idée  xe.] 

The Symphonie fantastique 
owes its gestation to a 
Shakespeare revival and 
to the Anglo-Irish actress 
Harriet Smithson.
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The Program Symphony—
Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique, Part 2

Lecture 36

Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique features a unique theme, the so-called 
idée  xe, that represents the female protagonist of the story and lends 
thematic unity to the  ve movements of this sprawling work, even as it 
changes in character. 

Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique has rightly been called the “most 
remarkable  rst symphony ever written.” From the moment of its 
premiere, Berlioz became the enfant terrible of French music. The 

idée  xe theme that represents the beloved in the Symphonie fantastique
undergoes various changes. In the  rst movement, it appears as theme 1 of a 
sonata-form movement. [Musical selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, 
movement 1, idée  xe.] 

In the second movement, the idée  xe is “feathered in” over waltz music as 
the young man cannot get “her” out of his mind. [Musical selection: Berlioz, 
Symphonie fantastique, movement 2, idée  xe.]

In the third movement, the young man turns to nature for solace in his 
unrequited love. Nature becomes a metaphor for the “storm of doubt” in 
his heart. [Musical selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, movement 3, 
idée  xe.]

In the fourth movement (“March to the Scaffold”), believing that his beloved 
will never love him, the young man overdoses on opium. He hallucinates 
that he has murdered his beloved and is witnessing his own execution. The 
coda to movement 4 marks the arrival of the young man at the scaffold. The 
details of this scene are graphically portrayed in the coda material. [Musical 
selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, movement 4, coda.]

In the  fth movement (“Dream of a Witches’ Sabbath”), the beloved joins 
a troop of monsters who are celebrating the young man’s funeral. The idée 
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 xe is now changed to portray a shrill harridan. [Musical selection: Berlioz, 
Symphonie fantastique, movement 5, idée  xe.]

The fourth movement of the Symphonie fantastique (“March to the Scaffold”) 
is the most famous of all the movements. Loosely structured in sonata form, 
this movement features an exposition repeat but lacks a proper modulating 
bridge, a real development section, and a proper recapitulation. For Berlioz’s 
critics, such loose structure exempli  ed Berlioz’s technical ignorance. 
But what Berlioz did compose was something more relevant to the story 
being told and something more compositionally adventurous. The fourth 
movement re  ects the historical in  uences of the French Revolution, as well 
as the tradition of the Napoleonic-era military marching bands. Theme 1, 
depicting the young man’s resignation and regret, consists of a descending 
minor-mode scale. [Piano example: G minor, descending scale.]

Berlioz’s extraordinary development section turns this theme into a 
Klangfarbenmelodie (“noise-color melody”). Different instruments play 
different notes of the theme. [Piano examples: theme 1, noise-color melody 
version.] Pitches of the melody seem to pop out from every direction as 
various instruments across the orchestra play various pitches. [Musical 
selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, movement 4, noise-color melody 
(repeated).]

Theme 2 is the famous Scaffold March. This is marching-band music and 
represents the clamorous environment surrounding the condemned man as he 
is conducted through the crowds to the guillotine to be executed. [Musical 
selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, movement 4, Scaffold March.]

There is no real development section. The score’s indication that the 
exposition should be repeated is rarely followed, as this is program music  rst 
and foremost and an exposition repeat would obscure the ongoing narrative 
of the program. [Musical selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, 
movement 4.]

The opening moments of the  fth movement (“Dream of a Witches’ 
Sabbath”) are among the most explicitly pictorial in the entire work. The 
squeaky string motive evokes a picture of scurrying rats as the ghoulish 
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scene opens. [Musical selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, movement 
5, introduction.] The beloved—now changed into an old hag—joins the 
orgy and dances an obscene jig. The witches’ orgy parodies the Dies irae 
plainchant. [Musical selection: Thomas of Celano, Dies irae (c. 1225).] 
Berlioz’s parody consists of three phrases, each heard three times, beginning 

slowly and getting faster. [Musical 
selection: Berlioz, Symphonie 
fantastique, movement 5, Dies irae.] 
Berlioz created a sensation with his 
parody of one of the most important 
Catholic plainchants as the hymn of 
Satan worshippers. 

Following the “funeral” represented by 
the parody, the witches dance around 

the casket (“Witches’ Round Dance”), represented by a fugue. A “skeleton 
dance” follows a recapitulation of the Dies irae and “Witches’ Round 
Dance.” The strings use the back part of the bow (col legno technique) to 
produce a clicking sound. The coda features an explosive version of the Dies 
irae theme that leads to a frenzied passage, bringing the symphony to its 
conclusion. [Musical selection: Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, movement 
5, second half.] 

The Symphonie fantastique 
rede  ned the genre of 
symphony and became 
a vanguard work for the 
Romantic Era.
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Program—Part One
Reveries—Passions

The author imagines that a young musician, af  icted with that 
moral disease that a well-known writer calls the vague des 

passions, sees for the  rst time a woman who embodies all the 
charms of the ideal being he has imagined in his dreams, and he 
falls desperately in love with her. Through an odd whim, whenever 
the beloved image appears before the mind’s eye of the artist, it is 
linked with a musical thought whose character, passionate but at the 
same time noble and shy, he  nds similar to the one he attributes to 
his beloved. This melodic image and the model it re  ects pursue 
him incessantly like a double idée  xe. That is the reason for the 
constant appearance, in every moment of the symphony, of the 
melody that begins the  rst Allegro. The passage from this state of 
melancholy reverie, interrupted by a few  ts of groundless joy, to 
one of frenzied passion, with its movements of fury, of jealousy, its 
return of tenderness, its tears, its religious consolations—this is the 
subject of the  rst movement.
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19th-Century Italian Opera—Bel Canto Opera
Lecture 37

In contrast to French opera of the 19th century, which constituted a 
relatively isolated tradition, the Italian and German opera traditions 
were far more in  uential and internationally popular. Italian opera 
was a business venture and conservative in nature. 

Italian and German opera, the most in  uential and enduringly popular 
of the 19th-century opera traditions, are very different from each 
other. Italian opera of the 19th century was grounded in tradition and 

commercialism. German opera of the 19th century was grounded in innovation 
and experimentation.

French opera of the 19th century was a relatively insular tradition that had 
little in  uence outside France itself. Baroque French opera, because of its 
role as an instrument of state propaganda, was characterized by grandiosity 
and spectacle. Under Christoph Gluck, the drama of French opera was 
intensi  ed and its music simpli  ed. In France, grand opéra applied to 
certain operas written between about 1820 and 1850. Written as spectacles 
for a middle-class audience, their most important composer was Giacomo 
Meyerbeer. French opéra comique contained spoken dialogue and featured a 
smaller cast and more modest staging than grand opera. French lyric opéra is 
a hybrid of grand opéra and opéra comique. Georges Bizet’s Carmen is the 
perfect example.

By the early 19th century, Italian opera had become a universally popular, 
conservative, and highly commercialized entertainment. Much of its 
popularity was due to the rise of opera buffa. The musical style of early-
19th-century Italian opera was based on the Italian conviction that opera is a 
manifestation of song and its primary purpose is to be tuneful, unsentimental, 
and spontaneous. This operatic style is known as bel canto (“beautiful song”). 
The three main bel canto composers were Gaetano Donizetti (1797–1848), 
Vincenzo Bellini (1801–1835), and Gioacchino Rossini (1792–1868). 



205

The business considerations of Italian opera demanded rapid production 
to ensure pro  tability. In order to meet tight deadlines, composers often 
borrowed from earlier operas. Rossini’s The Barber of Seville of 1816 uses 
material from  ve of his earlier operas. Despite the material borrowed from 
previous works, The Barber of Seville is universally acknowledged to be one 
of the greatest opere buffe ever composed.

Rossini was 24 years old when he wrote The Barber of Seville. His librettist, 
Cesare Sterbini, based his text on the  rst of a trilogy of plays by Pierre 
Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais. Rossini’s and Sterbini’s opera was not 
the  rst to be based on Beaumarchais’ play. An opera of 1782 by Giovanni 
Paisiello had long been an audience favorite. Despite the fact that Rossini 
took pains to apologize to Paisiello for writing his own version of the opera, 
the premiere of his Barber of Seville on February 20, 1816, was a  asco. 
Fans of Paisiello’s opera showed up to hiss and whistle throughout the 
performance of Rossini’s work. From the 
opera’s second performance on, however, the 
superiority of Rossini’s work was given the 
recognition it deserved.

An example of Rossini’s bel canto style is 
provided by Rosina’s cavatina “Una voce 
poco fa” (“A voice a short while ago”) from 
act 1, scene 2. A cavatina is a type of aria 
intended to show off a singer’s ability to hold a long phrase with beauty of 
tone, nuance, and color. This cavatina illustrates Rossini’s skills at melodic 
 uency, his wit, and his  air for comic delineation. Rosina is the ward of old 

Dr. Bartolo, who wants to marry her and acquire her inheritance. Rosina is 
in love with Count Almaviva, who has disguised himself as a young soldier 
because he wants Rosina to love him for himself, not for his social status 
and wealth. 

The opera opens with Count Almaviva serenading Rosina, after which 
Rosina sings “Una voce poco fa.” This is her entrance aria. As such, it must 
tell us who and what she is. The cavatina is in two parts, the  rst of which is 
an accompanied recitative; the second part is the aria proper. The orchestral 
introduction that precedes the cavatina illustrates three different sides of 

In order to meet tight 
deadlines, composers 
often borrowed from 
earlier operas.
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Rosina’s character: tough, sweet, and playful. [Piano examples: Rossini, 
The Barber of Seville, “Una voce poco fa,” orchestral introduction, three 
different phrases; musical selection: Rossini, The Barber of Seville, “Una 
voce poco fa,” orchestral introduction.] Rosina’s virtuosic accompanied 
recitative reveals a person who is in control and lively. [Musical selection: 
Rossini, The Barber of Seville, “Una voce poco fa,” andante.] Rosina’s aria 
has the character of a popular song, but it brilliantly portrays Rosina’s witty 
and mercurial character, as well. [Musical selection: Rossini, The Barber 
of Seville, “Una voce poco fa,” moderato.] Singers in Rossini’s day were 
expected to embellish their arias to a certain extent. The following excerpt 
is an example of a considerably embellished aria, which makes Rosina’s 
character even more interesting. [Musical selection: Rossini, The Barber of 
Seville, “Una voce poco fa.”] 
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Il barbiere di Siviglia (1816)
—Giacchino Rossini

The Barber of Seville
—Giacchino Rossini

Rosina Rosina
Una voce poco fa A voice a short while ago
Qui nel cor mi risuonò. here rang in my heart.
Il mio cor ferito è già, My heart is already wounded,
E Lindor fu che il piagò. and Lindoro is the culprit.
Si, Lindoro mio sarà, Yes, Lindoro will be mine
Lo giurai la vincerò I swore that I would win,
Il tutor ricuserò, the guardian I shall refuse.
Lo l’ingegno aguzzerò. I shall sharpen my wits.
Alla  n s’accheterà, In the end he will have to let 

me go,
E contenta io resterò. and I shall be happy.
Sì, Lindoro mio sarà... Yes, Lindoro will be mine...
lo sono docile, son rispettosa, I am docile, I am respectful,
Sono obbediente, dolce 

amorosa;
I am obedient, sweetly loving;

Mi lascio reggere, mi fo guidar. I let myself be governed, to be 
led.

Ma se mi toccano dov’è il mio 
debole,

But if they touch my weaker 
side,

Sarò una vipera, e cento 
trappole

I can be a viper, and a hundred 
tricks,

Prima di cedere farò giocar! I’ll play before I give in!
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19th-Century Italian Opera—Giuseppe Verdi
Lecture 38

Giuseppe Verdi did not consciously set out to be an innovator, but his 
creative genius gradually transformed the conventions of the bel canto 
tradition that served as the basis for his early operatic endeavors. 

The career of Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901) is practically the history of 
Italian opera between 1850 and 1900. Verdi composed 26 operas, of 
which the  rst was Oberto (1839) and the last was Falstaff (1893). 

Verdi was not an operatic reformer or innovator by design. His operatic 
reforms came through his gradually evolving re  nement of dramatic line, 
literary truth, and compositional technique. By the end of his career, he had 
brought Italian opera to a level of dramatic 
and technical excellence never surpassed.

The success of Verdi’s operatic career 
was secured by his opera Nabucco. With 
his operas Rigoletto, Il trovatore, and La 
traviata, he left his contemporaries far 
behind. Verdi’s  rst opera, Oberto, was 
such a success that he was commissioned 
to compose three more operas for the La 
Scala opera house in Milan. Between 1838 
and 1840, however, Verdi suffered the 
deaths of his daughter, son, and wife. His 
grief was so great that his operatic career 
almost came to an end. The director of La 
Scala, however, insisted that Verdi ful  ll 
his commission. 

It was the second La Scala commission 
that changed Verdi’s musical career forever. This was the opera Nabucco, 
premiered in 1842. Its revolutionary theme echoed the increasingly powerful 
Italian nationalist movement for which Verdi’s name eventually became 
a symbol.

Giuseppe Verdi’s works are 
unsurpassed in the canon of 
Italian opera. 
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What set Verdi apart from his bel canto colleagues was his preoccupation 
with human drama and emotions. With the operas Rigoletto (1851), La 
traviata (1853), and Il trovatore (1853), Verdi began to break the mold of 
the structural formulas and the predictable divisions of aria, recitative, and 
ensemble of the bel canto tradition. For Verdi, dramatic continuity was of 
singular import.

Four characteristics inform Verdi’s mature operas: (1) Human relationships 
lie at the heart of Verdi’s mature operas. (2) The old divisions of aria, 
recitative, and ensemble are deemphasized in favor of dramatic line. (3) The 
orchestra plays a much more important role than in typical bel canto opera. 
(4) Verdi’s libretti are based on literary 
masterpieces and, as such, are often of high 
quality in their own right. 

These characteristics are evident in Verdi’s 
opera Aïda of 1871. For all its magni  cence 
and its royal characters, Aïda is about the 
feelings, actions, and relationships of  esh-
and-blood people. The plot involves a love 
triangle in which an Ethiopian princess-
turned-slave is in love with the Egyptian 
general Radames, who is also loved by the Egyptian princess Amneris. 
Jealous of Radames’s love for Aïda, Amneris tricks Radames into a 
treasonable act, for which he is sentenced to be entombed alive. Aïda decides 
to share his fate, and in the so-called Tomb Scene, they sing an exquisite duet 
that echoes one of Romanticism’s most sacred expressive concepts, namely, 
that of transcendent, trans  gurational love. Verdi’s music is unworldly and 
beautiful, and in this  nal scene, we identify deeply with the characters 
of the drama. [Musical selection: Verdi, Aïda (1871), act 4, scene 2 
(Tomb Scene).]

Verdi’s characters resonate with us as few operatic characters do. In all of 
Verdi’s operas, from Nabucco to Falstaff, we see a combination of primitive, 
earthy, elemental emotional force, delivered with directness and clarity and, 
beneath all its re  nement of detail, a fundamental simplicity of utterance. 

In all of Verdi’s 
operas ... we see 
a combination 
of primitive, 
earthy, elemental 
emotional force.
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19th-Century German Opera—
Nationalism and Experimentation

Lecture 39

German-language opera developed late in comparison with Italian and 
French opera because it evolved not by imitating and adapting Italian 
opera plots and musical style but by experimentation with uniquely 
German elements. 

The  rst German-language opera was Heinrich Schütz’s Dafne of 
1627, but it did not start a German-language tradition. Italian opera 
seria dominated German and Austrian stages through the  rst half of 

the 18th century. Traditional operatic singing was an outgrowth of the Italian 
language. German-language opera could not develop as a unique tradition 
until it embraced the unique character of German-language vocal music and 
employed plot elements that distinguished it from Italian opera.

The  rst stirrings of pan-German nationalism began after the Seven Years’ 
War, or French and Indian War, of 1756–1763. Prussia’s enormous gain in 
in  uence at the cost of Austria and what remained of the Austrian-supported 
Holy Roman Empire stirred pan-German nationalism and marked the 
beginning of the modern German state. A musical manifestation of this new 
nationalism was the cultivation and growing popularity of singspiel (“a play 
with singing”).

Mozart’s The Abduction from the Harem of 1782 and his Magic Flute of 1791 
elevated the genre to a level of high art, but they did not spawn a “school” or 
imitators. It was not until the uniquely German aspects of the singspiel were 
combined with the gothic elements of Romanticism that a truly German 
national opera came into being. That landmark event was the production of 
Carl Maria von Weber’s opera Der Freischütz (The Freeshooter) in 1821. 
This opera spawned an entire German-language Romantic school of opera, 
capped 40 and 50 years later by the “music dramas” of Richard Wagner. 
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German Romanticism grew out of a late-18th-century German literary 
movement known as Sturm und Drang (Storm and Stress). Sturm und Drang 
 ourished in the 1770s and early 1780s. It arose as a revolt against Classical 

restraint and drew inspiration from Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s emphasis on 
emotionalism and free expression. The movement’s leading author was the 
incredibly in  uential Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, whose German-language 
poetry would be set to music by the next four generations of composers. 
The Sturm und Drang movement’s emphasis on “feeling” and its secondary 
emphasis on mystery and the supernatural profoundly in  uenced a number of 
young, early-19th-century German composers, of whom the most important 

was Carl Maria von Weber. The lack 
of a German operatic tradition meant 
that German-language opera lent itself 
well to experimentation. 

Von Weber’s Der Freischütz was 
the de  nitive work that established 
German Romantic opera. Der 
Freischütz exempli  es characteristics 

of German Romantic opera. The plots are drawn from medieval history, 
legend, or fairy tale. The stories typically involve supernatural beings 
and events. The dramatic background features a wild, mysterious nature. 
Supernatural incidents are essential plot elements that are intertwined with 
the fate of human characters. The human characters in German Romantic 
plots are agents for supernatural forces, and their con  ict represents the 
con  ict between good and evil. The triumph of good over evil is often 
interpreted in terms of salvation or redemption, which imbues these operas 
with a religious overtone.

Der Freischütz well illustrates the trends and content of pre-Wagner German 
Romantic opera. The plot concerns Samiel, a wild huntsman who is really 
the devil in disguise; Max, a young huntsman who is in love with Agathe; 
and Caspar, Max’s friend, who has sold his soul to the devil, Samiel. To win 
the hand of Agathe, Max has to win a shooting contest. Max has inexplicably 
lost his shooting eye and he turns to Caspar, who promises to make Max 
some magic bullets that will not miss their target. To get them, Max has 

German Romanticism grew 
out of a late-18th-century 
German literary movement 
known as Sturm und Drang.
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to meet Caspar in the haunted Wolf’s Glen. In the Wolf’s Glen Scene, we 
learn Caspar and Samiel’s plan that the  rst six bullets will hit their intended 
target, but the seventh will kill Agathe. 

The Wolf’s Glen Scene is one of the most famous and in  uential in the 
entire history of opera. It is a superb depiction of supernatural horror. The 
core of this scene is its melodrama, a genre of musical theater that combines 
spoken dialogue with music. During the melodrama, Caspar’s lines are 
spoken against a background of continuous orchestral music. The drama 
gradually builds to an intense climax. This is true German-language musical 
theater: The syllabic vocal melodies follow the idiosyncrasies of the German 
language; as in singspiel, there is a lot of spoken dialogue; and the elements 
that drive this scene are supernatural evil and a wild and uncontrolled nature. 
[Musical selection: Weber, Der Freischütz, “Wolf’s Glen Scene.”] 

The impact of this opera on its contemporary audiences, especially the 
Wolf’s Glen Scene, was enormous. It is unimaginable that Berlioz could have 
written his Symphonie fantastique without Der Freischütz as a model. 
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19th-Century German Opera—Richard Wagner
Lecture 40

The revolutionary Richard Wagner rejected the traditions of Italian 
and French opera to create an all-inclusive music drama, characterized 
by continuous music and continuous drama, and a conception of the role 
of the orchestra as the “inner voice of truth,” revealing psychological 
insights through the use of leitmotif. 

Richard Wagner (1813 1883) was the single most in  uential, 
revolutionary, and controversial composer of his time. His music 
rede  ned what was expressively possible in the opera house and, 

by extension, the symphony hall. At the age of 15, with little or no musical 
experience, Wagner decided he wanted to become a composer. By the age of 
20, he had acquired a compositional technique equaled by few and second to 
none. Wagner’s two great musical in  uences were Beethoven’s Symphony 
no. 9 and Weber’s Der Freischütz. He was unique among major opera 
composers in that he controlled virtually every aspect of his music. He even 
wrote his own libretti.

Having decided that French and Italian operas were “degenerate art forms,” 
Wagner set about revolutionizing opera to create a comprehensive art form 
he would call “music drama.” Gesamtkunstwerk, Wagner’s word for his all-
inclusive art form, draws on all the resources of drama, poetry, instrumental 
music, song, acting, costumes, and scenery. Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde of 
1859 illustrates the practical application of his theories. It is one of the most 
in  uential pieces of music of the 19th century.

The music drama is based on a medieval story of unconsummated and tragic 
love. A tremendous degree of sexual tension underlies the entire opera. In 
musical terms, this is manifest in the lack of closed cadences throughout the 
opera, as well as its overture. [Musical selection: Tristan und Isolde (1859), 
overture.] The irresolution and dissonance here is a musical metaphor for 
unresolved sexual passion.
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Wagner’s mature music dramas exhibit three major innovations, all of which 
are evident in Tristan und Isolde. There are no arias and no recitatives in 
the traditional sense, only continuous music 
in the service of continuous drama. The 
orchestra performs a role analogous to that of 
the chorus in an ancient Greek drama: It acts 
as a narrator, interpreting the drama unfolding 
on the stage.

To accomplish this, Wagner invented the 
leitmotif. This is a musical theme that is 
associated with a particular person, object, 
idea, or feeling. For example, the key leitmotif 
in Tristan und Isolde is the so-called drink-
death leitmotif: It represents the drink that 
Tristan and Isolde think is poison that will kill 
them instantly but is actually a love potion that 
will, ultimately, lead to their deaths. On its 
initial sung appearance, it is associated with 
the words “I drink to you.” [Piano example: 
drink-death leitmotif, initial version.] Before 
the sung version, the leitmotif appears in the overture. [Musical selection: 
Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, overture, drink-death leitmotif.] 

The drink-death leitmotif represents three elements, each of which depicts 
something different. The  rst element depicts the physical lifting of the 
cup; the second element depicts the downward  ow of the liquid, and this 
downward  ow also illustrates the third element: The chromatic descent to 
a harmonic dissonance is a musical metaphor for death. [Piano examples: 
drink-death leitmotif’s three elements; musical selection: Wagner, Tristan 
und Isolde, overture, drink-death leitmotif.] The drink-death leitmotif is also 
linked with a chromatically rising motive (a second leitmotif) that represents 
mutual longing. [Piano examples: drink-death leitmotif and mutual longing 
leitmotif; musical selection: Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, overture, drink-
death and mutual longing leitmotifs.] The linkage of these two leitmotifs 
creates three additional meanings: that the drink itself will be the cause 
of mutual longing, that death and desire are mirror images of each other, 

Richard Wagner, the most 
in  uential, revolutionary, 
and controversial composer 
of the 19th century.
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and that only through death can transcendent love be realized. It is this 
sort of multilayered meaning that makes Wagner’s music so dramatically 
compelling. The deceptive cadences in Tristan und Isolde are equally 
signi  cant. [Piano examples: Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, overture, drink-
death and mutual longing leitmotifs with improvised resolution and actual 
deceptive cadence; musical selection: Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, overture, 
drink-death and mutual longing leitmotifs and deceptive cadence.]

These and the many other leitmotifs in Tristan und Isolde are altered, 
fragmented, and developed both vocally and by the orchestra, with each 
permutation offering a new meaning. The orchestra becomes the unconscious 
truth behind the words of the characters.

Wagner was powerfully in  uenced by the ideas of the 19th-century German 
philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) Schopenhauer claimed that 
only instrumental music could express the full range of human emotions that 
lie beneath surface appearances. In Wagner’s interpretation of this philosophy, 

the orchestra and the leitmotif became 
the voice of “inner truth.” Thus, 
Wagner’s music dramas unfold on two 
levels: The singers represent the world 
of the everyday, replete with half-truths 
and delusions, while the orchestra, by 
employing leitmotifs, tells the truth.

In act 1, scene 5, of Tristan und Isolde, 
Tristan and Isolde fall in love. We hear 
another important leitmotif associated 
with the concept of Tristan’s honor. 

[Piano example: G–Ab–C–B.] After Tristan and Isolde drink the love potion, 
they sing one of the most beautiful duets of all time, and it is Wagner’s music, 
not the banal text, that makes this so powerful. [Piano example: “I drink to 
you” leitmotif; musical selection: Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, act 1, scene 
5.] In his music dramas, Wagner creates entire worlds of experience and 
meaning, an alternative reality that crystallizes the mystical and sensuous 
essence of Romanticism.  

In his music dramas, 
Wagner creates entire 
worlds of experience and 
meaning, an alternative 
reality that crystallizes the 
mystical and sensuous 
essence of Romanticism. 
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The Concert Overture, Part 1
Lecture 41

The 19th-century revival of Shakespearean drama resonated with 
Romantic artists and inspired a great deal of program music, including 
Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet. 

Program music is instrumental music that describes some extramusical 
content. The following excerpt does not evoke any particular 
extramusical content. It can be described in purely musical terms. 

[Musical selection: Mozart, Eine kleine Nachtmusik, K. 525 (1787), 
movement 2.] We can try to understand the following excerpt in purely 
musical terms, but ultimately, we will fail because the theme is not a musical 
idea; it is a programmatic idea—the idea of a storm. [Musical selection: 
Beethoven, Symphony no. 6 in F Major, op. 68 (1808), movement 4.] In the 
piece by Mozart, expressive content follows 
musical content; in Beethoven’s symphony, 
the musical content follows expressive intent. 
This is, essentially, the difference between 
Classicism and Romanticism.

Instrumental program music can become 
remarkably speci  c in the hands of a clever 
composer. [Musical selections: Tchaikovsky, 
Romeo and Juliet, Overture-Fantasy (1869), 
love theme; Mahler, Symphony no. 1 (1888), 
movement 3.] In this excerpt from Mahler’s 
First Symphony, we should be aware of the 
incredibly strange juxtaposition of different 
sorts of music. [Musical selection: Mahler, 
Symphony no. 1, movement 3.] What does this mean? First, we hear a funeral 
march. [Piano example: Mahler, Symphony no. 1, movement 3, funeral 
march based on “Frère Jacques” in minor mode.] Next, we hear klezmer
music (Jewish dance-band music of central and eastern Europe), followed 
by circus-like music, followed by a hushed return to the funeral march. What 
does this all mean? This passage of music was inspired by an ironic woodcut 

Gustave Mahler as a boy. 
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by Moritz von Schwind. It depicts the funeral of a huntsman, whose bier is 
being carried by various animals. The scene and Mahler’s music also have 
a metaphorical meaning associated with Mahler’s view of life as a travesty. 
[Musical selection: Mahler, Symphony no. 1, movement 3.]

Program music is an extremely generic term, covering several different 
types of music. A program symphony is a multi-movement work for 
orchestra that tells a single story, as for example, Beethoven’s Symphony 
no. 6 and Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique. A concert overture or symphonic 
overture is a one-movement, self-standing 
composition for orchestra, written in sonata 
form or a close approximation, such as 
Mendelssohn’s Overture to A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream. A symphonic poem or tone 
poem is a one-movement composition for 
orchestra in which the form is determined by 
the literary story.

Romantic artists identi  ed closely with 
Shakespearean drama, which inspired many 
musical works in the 19th century. Among 
19th-century works inspired by Shakespeare 
are Verdi’s operas Macbeth, Otello, and 
Falstaff; Berlioz’s Romeo and Juliet and 
Beatrice and Benedict; and Mendelssohn’s 
Overture to A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 
Mendelssohn wrote his Overture to A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream when he was 
only 17 years old. It focuses entirely on the 
play’s theme of enchantment and magic. This work is in sonata form. The 
cadence material that brings to a close the exposition, and the recapitulation 
is based on the character of Timothy Bottom, the rustic-turned-donkey and 
every child’s favorite character in the play. [Musical selection: Mendelssohn, 
Overture to A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1826), Bottom’s theme.] The use 
of a drone motive depicts Bottom’s rustic status. [Piano example: drone 
 fth (B–F#).] Mendelssohn has combined program music with sonata form 
in using his cadence material to depict the rustic, braying Timothy Bottom. 

Felix Mendelssohn was 
among the Romantic 
composers inspired by 
Shakespeare’s plays.
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[Musical selection: Mendelssohn, Overture to A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
cadence material/Bottom’s theme.]

Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840–1893) received a German-style musical 
education and created a hugely successful body of work that re  ected a 
combination of his Western training and his Russian heritage. Tchaikovsky 
received his German-style musical education at the St. Petersburg 
Conservatory of Music. His output includes six symphonies, a violin 
concerto, three piano concerti, two operas, and three ballets, along with 
various smaller works for orchestra, piano works, and chamber music. He 
was a neurotic who was terri  ed all his life that his homosexuality would be 
discovered by a society that regarded homosexuality as a criminal perversion. 
He was the bene  ciary of the patronage of a wealthy widow, Nadejda von 
Meck, for 17 years. Their letters provide a picture of a composer and his life 
unparalleled in the literature except for Mozart’s letters. Madam von Meck’s 
patronage allowed Tchaikovsky to compose whatever he wanted whenever 
he wanted. His death was mostly probably a suicide, committed because his 
homosexuality was about to become public.

Tchaikovsky’s compositional style is an amalgamation of diverse elements. 
Tchaikovsky’s music combines his Russian cultural and emotional heritage, 
his Western compositional technique, and his proclivity for Romantic 
musical subjectivism. Tchaikovsky saw his music as both autobiography and 
confession. Moreover, his remarkable melodic gift produced some of the 
most beautiful and enduring melodies ever written. Tchaikovsky’s Romeo 
and Juliet of 1869 is cast in sonata form and based on the characters and 
action of Shakespeare’s play of the same title. 
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The Concert Overture, Part 2
Lecture 42

The vast majority of Romantic-Era composers continued to use 
Classical-Era forms in one way or another whenever it suited them 
to do so. 

Many composers wrote both program works and more traditional 
works, such as symphonies that employed, to some degree 
or another, Classical-Era forms. The only major 19th-century 

composer who wrote no program music was Johannes Brahms. Brahms 
used Classical-Era forms in a modern way with a Beethoven-like  exibility. 
The expressive impact of those who wrote program music and those who, 
like Brahms, adhered to Classical-Era forms is, in the end, very much the 
same. The power and force of Romanticism-inspired musical expression 
remains dominant.

The introduction to Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet begins with a hymn 
theme. [Musical selection: Tchaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet, hymn theme.] 
For the actual sonata form of his overture, Tchaikovsky designed his two 
principal themes, which represent, respectively, the vendetta between 
the Capulets and the Montagues and the love between Romeo and Juliet. 
[Musical selection: Tchaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet, vendetta theme.]

The love theme has three distinct parts. The  rst part introduces the famous 
love theme itself. This  rst appearance seems “furtive,” as if Romeo and 
Juliet were stealing sideways glances at each other. The second part of 
this theme is the so-called sighing motive. [Piano examples: sighing 
motive; tritone.] The dissonance of the tritone symbolizes the tragic 
outcome of Romeo and Juliet’s passion for each other. The third part of 
this theme brings the love theme back in its entirety. [Musical selection: 
Tchaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet, theme 2 (love theme).] The sighing motive 
becomes a very important element during the conclusion of the movement. 
[Musical selection: Tchaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet, theme 2 (love theme), 
sighing motive.]
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The second part of the coda presents a funereal version of the love theme. A 
chorale emerges in the winds. It combines the sighing motive with the mood 
and rhythm of the hymn theme. The third part of the coda sees another version 
of the love theme: A strumming harp symbolizes the lovers’ transcendental 
love. The Overture-Fantasy concludes with a monumental and shattering 
series of major chords. [Musical selection: Tchaikovsky, Romeo and 
Juliet, coda.]

The recapitulation, about two-thirds of the way through, depicts the fateful 
sword  ght in which Romeo slays Tybalt, an act that will seal Romeo’s and 
Juliet’s fate. [Piano examples: D-minor chord; G#; tritone dissonance; 
sighing motive.] The sighing motive contains the same tritone dissonance 
of D–G# as the tritone in the passage depicting Romeo’s sword thrust. As 
such, the sighing motive presages the moment of truth when Romeo kills 
Tybalt. [Musical selection: Tchaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet, recapitulation, 
duel scene, coda, opening (funeral march).]

In this work, Tchaikovsky marries form and function. The work makes sense 
as an abstract piece of music. At the same time, it brilliantly captures the 
essence of Shakespeare’s drama, although Tchaikovsky, unlike Shakespeare, 
gives his work a Romantic, transcendent ending. [Musical selection: 
Tchaikovsky, Overture-Fantasy, Romeo and Juliet.] 
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Romantic-era Musical Nationalism
Lecture 43

When the European revolutions of 1848 failed, nationalism came to be 
expressed in non-political ways. In music, it was manifest in works that 
incorporated elements of folk music, or folk-like music, and folklore. 

In 1848, revolutions spread across Europe. The middle and working 
classes wanted constitutional government, an end to social injustice, and 
in the case of those countries suffering under the rule of the Austrian 

Habsburg dynasty, national independence. All these revolutions failed; overt 
political nationalism was outlawed. As a result, nationalist aspirations turned 
to the arts for expression.

Musical nationalism incorporated folk music, or folk-like music, and 
folkloric stories into concert works, song, and opera. The musical 
nationalism of the 19th century was very different from the language-
based nationalism of the Baroque Era. In 
the 16th–18th centuries, national identity 
rested principally on the idiosyncrasies of 
the native language. In the 19th century, 
nationalism was folkloric. This was as much 
a political movement as an artistic one. 
Important 19th-century musical nationalists 
included Frederic Chopin, who used the 
melodic and rhythmic elements of Polish 
music, as well as Polish dance forms, such 
as the mazurka and the polonaise. [Musical 
selection: Chopin, Polonaise in Ab Major, 
op. 40, no. 3 (1838).]

The Hungarian composer Franz Liszt 
(1811–1886) was an extraordinary piano 
prodigy who became a virtuosic legend in 
his own lifetime after being inspired by the 
technical prowess of the violinist Niccolo 

Franz Liszt’s Hungarian 
Rhapsodies drew on 
contemporary Roman music. 
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Paganini. Liszt wrote 19 Hungarian Rhapsodies in an attempt to elevate what 
he believed to be Hungarian folk music. In reality, these pieces are settings 
of contemporary tunes played by gypsy bands. 

This is not genuine Magyar music. This is dance music with motivic ideas 
that create a sense of central European music. This rhapsody constitutes a 
perfect example of post-1848 folkloric nationalism: music that features 
the inclusion of folk or folk-like 
music into a concert musical setting. 
Liszt intended his rhapsodies to be 
a personal and political statement. 
[Musical selections: Liszt, Hungarian 
Rhapsody, no. 2 (c. 1853), opening; 
midway through the rhapsody.]

By the 1860s, the ethnic sounds of 
European concert music had become 
part of a shared musical language, 
the composer’s country of origin 
notwithstanding. This use of one 
nation’s nationalist musical sound 
by a composer from another nation 
is called exoticism. An example of 
exoticism is the German composer 
Johannes Brahms’s set of Hungarian 
dances. [Musical selection: Brahms, 
Hungarian Dance no. 5 (1868).] Brahms was a “Hungarophile” whose 
mature compositions are  lled with references to Hungarian gypsy-like 
music. [Musical selection: Brahms, Violin Concerto in D Major (1878), 
movement 3, rondo theme.]

Franz Liszt came to de  ne the instrumental virtuoso as a hero, even as a god. 
Liszt was the consummate showman, who caused riots at his performances. 
Though many of his contemporaries considered him a charlatan, he was, 
nevertheless, one of the greatest pianists who ever lived. Moreover, he was a 
composer capable of  rst-rate work, as exempli  ed by his Totentanz (Dance 
of Death). This work exhibits the Romantic proclivity for the macabre 

Johannes Brahms’s Hungarian 
dances are an example of 
musical exoticism. 

Li
br

ar
y 

of
 C

on
gr

es
s, 

Pr
in

ts
 a

nd
 P

ho
to

gr
ap

hs
 D

iv
is

io
n,

 (L
C

-U
SZ

62
-3

99
04

).



241

and expressive excess, which were, at that time, considered artistic assets. 
Totentanz is a theme and variations–form work inspired by a series of 
woodcuts by Hans Holbein the Younger (1497–1543) depicting death and 
its victims during the 14th-century 
plague known as the Black Death. 

In reality, Totentanz is two works in 
one: a theme and variations–form 
movement disguised as a piano 
concerto. The theme on which the 
variations are based is Thomas 
of Celano’s plainchant trope Dies 
irae. The piano plays the role of the 
skeletal grim reaper pictured in Holbein’s woodcuts. [Piano example: Liszt, 
Totentanz, grim reaper material; musical selection: Thomas of Celano, Dies 
irae (c. 1225).] Liszt’s music is extremely virtuosic, excessively vulgar, and 
absolutely riveting. [Musical selection: Liszt, Totentanz (1849), theme and 
variations 1–3.]

Nationalist composers comprise the bulk of composers between 1860 and 
the beginning of World War II in 1939. Their music is informed to a great 
degree by their native or folk music and their national heritage. They include 
Russian nationalists, whose music we examine in the next lecture. 

All these revolutions failed; 
overt political nationalism 
was outlawed. As a result, 
nationalist aspirations turned 
to the arts for expression.
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Russian Nationalism
Lecture 44

Russian concert music began with Mikhail Glinka, who was rightly 
revered by the composers of a group known as the Russian Five. 
These 19th-century composers were musical amateurs, yet they forged 
a characteristically national style of Russian music that employed 
Russian folk music and avoided the type of German-style thematic 
development that dominated western European music. 

Russian musical nationalism was not so much a reaction to the events 
of 1848 as a reaction to Russia’s entry into the European mainstream
 during the early 19th century. Russia was thrust into the forefront of 

the European community as a consequence of Napoleon’s defeat in 1812 and 
the Decembrist Revolt of 1825. The Decembrist Revolt was an attempt to 
create a constitutional monarchy based on the ideals of the French Revolution. 
It failed, but the spirit of individual freedom 
and nationalism that it engendered inspired the 
Russian intellectual and artistic classes. After 
1825, many Russian writers and musicians 
began to cultivate a uniquely Russian artistic 
tradition. Preeminent among these Russian 
nationalists was the poet Alexander Pushkin 
(1799–1837), who provided an inspiring 
literary heritage, as Goethe had done for the 
German language. His work was turned into 
operas by Modest Mussorgsky, Peter Ilyich 
Tchaikovsky, and Mikhail Glinka.

The history of genuinely Russian concert 
music begins with Glinka. Glinka’s opera A 
Life for the Tsar, which premiered in 1836, 
uses a very  exible and highly idiosyncratic style of recitative derived from 
the rhythms and in  ections of the Russian language. Glinka’s opera Ruslan 
and Ludmilla of 1842 is considered his great masterwork. It is  lled with just 
the sort of folk-inspired melodies, orientalisms, rhythmic irregularities, and 

Alexander Pushkin, a 
Russian nationalist poet. 
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orchestral effects that we now think of as being characteristically Russian. 
[Musical selection: Glinka, Ruslan and Ludmilla, overture.]

Ruslan and Ludmilla provided a model of Russian national music for the 
next generation of Russian composers, who included Mily Alexandrovich 
Balakirev (1837–1910) and the so-called Russian Five. Despite his minimal 
musical training, Balakirev became the successor to Glinka. During the 1860s, 
he gathered around him a group of young, self-taught amateurs known as the 
Russian Five. In addition to Balakirev, they were Cesar Cui (1835–1918), 
Modest Mussorgsky (1839–1881), Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844–1908), 
and Alexander Borodin (1833–1887). They eventually changed the face 
of Russian music forever. They made a virtue of their technical ignorance 
and raised the  ag of their dogmatic nationalism at every opportunity. They 
particularly scorned the western European academic tradition, which they 
saw as a threat to Russian nationalism.

A characteristically Russian music emerged from the Five. The music of 
the Five employs Russian folk or folk-like melodies. It is overwhelmingly 
expository in nature; it contains very little development in the German 
sense. It is rhythmically powerful, sharply accentuated music, based 
on the rhythmic character and asymmetries of the Russian language. 
[Musical selection: Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition (1874), opening 
movement (“Promenade”).]

By the 1880s, the once-amateurish Rimsky-Korsakov had become the most 
technically accomplished composer of the Five. In 1871, Rimsky-Korsakov 
accepted a position at the St. Petersburg Conservatory of Music. Rimsky-
Korsakov’s acceptance of the conservatory position caused a rift within 
the Five, because the conservatory’s education program was based on the 
western German/Austrian musical tradition.

For Russian music, however, it was a giant step forward. Rimsky-Korsakov 
was  nally obliged to learn proper compositional technique, for which he 
found he had a genius. He managed to bridge the gap between the Five 
and their nationalist agenda and the traditional western European musical 
establishment. He became an in  uential teacher whose students included 
Igor Stravinsky, Sergei Proko  ev, and Alexander Glazunov, who in turn 
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taught Dmitri Shostakovich. These names constitute a “Who’s Who” of 20th-
century Russian composers.

Rimsky-Korsakov’s Russian Easter Overture of 1888 is an example of 
Russian nationalism at its very best. The composer’s extraordinary ear for 
timbre is evident in this work, which is based on sonata form and tells the 
story of a Russian Easter Day. It draws on melodies from the Obichod, a 
collection of Russian religious music, published in 1772. These Russian 

religious melodies, which are woven together 
seamlessly with originally composed music, are 
motivically related to each other, endowing the 
overture with a tremendous degree of thematic 
unity. [Piano example: Rimsky-Korsakov, 
Russian Easter Overture, introduction, Easter 
hymn (“Let God Arise”).]

The hymn is followed by music that seems 
to depict a sunny landscape. Metaphorically, 
this passage suggests the resurrection of Christ 

(represented by the hymn) and the coming of spring (represented by the 
birdsong in the solo violin). [Musical selection: Rimsky-Korsakov, Russian 
Easter Overture (1888), opening.]

Rimsky-Korsakov borrowed another hymn tune from the Obichod. [Piano 
example: “An Angel Wailed.”] This hymn is played by a solo ‘cello 
accompanied by chirping  ute and harp and is followed by a  ute cadenza. 
[Musical selection: Rimsky-Korsakov, Russian Easter Overture, “An Angel 
Wailed” and  ute cadenza.]

Rimsky-Korsakov’s music is not a medley of tunes; the tunes are fused into 
a seamless and singular expressive statement. [Musical selection: Rimsky-
Korsakov, Russian Easter Overture, introduction.] Theme 1 of the overture’s 
sonata-form exposition is another borrowed Easter hymn. [Piano example: 
Easter hymn, “Let Them Also That Hate Him Flee Before Him.”] This hymn 
is motivically related to “Let God Arise.” [Piano examples: excerpts from 

After 1825, many 
Russian writers 
and musicians 
began to cultivate 
a uniquely Russian 
artistic tradition.
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“Let God Arise” and “Let Them Also That Hate Him Flee Before Him.”] The 
two hymns seem to merge into one. [Musical selection: Rimsky-Korsakov, 
Russian Easter Overture, exposition, theme 1.] Theme 2 presents the fourth 
of the borrowed melodies, an Easter hymn tune entitled “Christ Is Arisen.” 
This  ttingly brings us to the climax of the overture. [Musical selection: 
Rimsky-Korsakov, Russian Easter Overture, theme 2 (“Christ Is Arisen”).]

The motivic relationship between theme 2 and every other borrowed theme 
is uncanny. [Piano examples: “Christ Is Arisen,” “An Angel Wailed,” “Let 
God Arise,” and “Let Them Also That Hate Him Flee Before Him” motivic 
relationships; musical selection: Rimsky-Korsakov, Russian Easter Overture, 
exposition, theme 2.]

At the end of the overture, “Christ Is Arisen” offers a magni  cent, bell-
ringing climax to the celebration of a Russian Easter Day.

The fourth part of the coda is a jubilant  nale depicting the ecstatic joy of 
Christ’s resurrection that lies at the heart of the Easter celebration. The  fth 
part of the coda features a trumpet and trombone fanfare. All the bells of 
Russia seem to be ringing in these  nal moments. [Musical selection: Rimsky-
Korsakov, Russian Easter Overture, coda, theme 2 and conclusion.] 
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An Introduction to Early 20th-Century Modernism
Lecture 45

New music has always been dif  cult for its contemporary listeners. 
The self-expressive revolution began with Beethoven and became 
increasingly extreme as the 19th century progressed. Eventually, 
composers needed extreme musical means to express extreme states. 

We should treat contemporary art very carefully and with respect 
because what is new, different, and dif  cult in a work of art is 
very often what makes it original, powerful, and lasting. The 

music of many of the greatest composers in the Western tradition was not 
well received by its contemporary listeners. It is not until the early 19th

century that we encounter music in which the principal expressive aim is 
to serve the emotional and self-expressive 
needs of the composer himself. [Musical 
selection: Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C 
Minor, op. 67 (1808), movement 1.]

Beethoven was, like Napoleon Bonaparte, 
a quintessential man of his time, a middle-
class man who attained the rank of hero 
through his own industry and genius 
(the post-Enlightenment meritocracy in 
action!). The same societal conditions that allowed Beethoven to frame his 
seemingly revolutionary attitude toward music led to that expression-at-all-
costs movement known as Romanticism. With Beethoven as their poster 
child, the Romantics valued extreme expressive content above all things, 
including, not infrequently, musical coherence and any degree of artistic 
self-criticism. 

Among the expressive trends of the Romantic Era were a celebration of 
extreme emotional states, a fascination with the grotesque and the macabre, 
and folkloric nationalism. Tchaikovsky created music that is emotionally 
extreme. Franz Liszt’s Totentanz of 1849 is a strange and wonderful hybrid 
of symphonic poem, theme and variations form, and piano concerto (and 

The increasingly 
extreme range of 
Romantic expression 
required increasingly 
extreme musical means.
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horror show!), based on the medieval plainchant of Dies irae. [Musical 
selections: Romeo and Juliet, Overture-Fantasy (1869), love theme; Liszt, 
Totentanz (1849), excerpt.]

From the mid-19th century on, national and ethnic self-identi  cation became, 
for many non-German, non-Austrian, and non-Italian composers, an 
increasingly important mode of personal self-expression. Folkloric musical 
nationalism became both a political and autobiographical statement. Bedrich 
Smetana’s Ma Vlast was a product of the nationalist artistic fervor that 
followed the failed revolutions of 1848. [Musical selection: Smetana, Ma 
Vlast (1878), “Vlatava.”]

The increasingly extreme range of Romantic expression required increasingly 
extreme musical means. Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde uses suspended tonality 
to create a musical metaphor for Tristan and Isolde’s unconsummated sexual 
longing. Wagner had to temporarily go beyond the traditional tonal language 
to make his expressive point. He had to employ the “abortive gesture”: He 
had to do the technically “wrong thing” for an expressive reason. To create 
new levels of expression, Romantic composers often had to go beyond the 
bounds of the traditional musical language. Just as musical form became 
“contextual” for Beethoven, for Wagner, in Tristan und Isolde, the very tonal 
system on which Western music had been based for more than 300 years 
became contextual, as well.

We begin our examination of the “abortive gesture for expressive reasons” 
with Mahler’s Symphony no. 9. We listen to the  rst movement; the  rst 
thing we hear in the introduction is a repeated note. [Musical selection: 
Mahler, Symphony no. 9 (1909), movement 1, opening.]

Theme 1 is  lled with sighing melancholy, created by a hanging dissonance 
that never resolves. [Piano examples: theme 1; harmonic irresolution.] In 
this most autobiographical of symphonies, Mahler explicitly depicts real-life 
events: heartbeat, echo of heartbeat,  brillating tremolos, and resignation. 
[Musical selection: Mahler, Symphony no. 9, movement 1, opening.]

Two-thirds of the way through the  rst movement of Mahler’s Symphony 
no. 9, the music slips and spirals down into an “abyss,” at the bottom of 
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which we hear a terrible dissonance. [Musical selection: Mahler, Symphony 
no. 9, movement 1.] This music represents Mahler’s own heart attack and 
death! [Piano example: tritone F#–C.] We know the heart attack is fatal 
because it is followed by a funeral march. To express his own heart attack 
and death, Mahler employed a sound that was 
as brutal as the event he was describing—
the interval of a tritone. [Piano examples: 
major and minor triads contrasted with a 
triton; musical selection: Mahler, Symphony 
no. 9, movement 1.]

The so-called abortive gesture was a way to 
express things that had otherwise not been 
expressed. Sooner or later, the expressive 
desires of composers were going to outstrip the 
expressive ability of traditional tonal language. 

The late 19th century and early 20th century were 
marked by accelerated technological, scienti  c, 
and intellectual change, which had a profound 
impact on music. These changes included the  rst automatic telephone 
switchboards, the production of the  rst car, the discovery of X-rays and 
helium, the discovery of radium and polonium, the  rst magnetic recordings 
of sound, the  rst heavier-than-air  ight, and the  rst 78-rpm records. 

The turn of the 20th century saw more than just technological change and 
scienti  c discoveries. It saw the emergence of ideas that virtually shattered 
precepts and concepts that had been cornerstones of Western thought and 
science for centuries. Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, and Max Planck 
forced us to reconsider the ways we perceived the workings of the mind and 
the nature of time, matter, and the universe. At the turn of the 20th century, 
dominated by this heady sense of change, the desire to be relevant to the 
time was overwhelming. Cutting-edge composers had, increasingly, to turn 
to the abortive gesture to achieve their expressive aims, because traditional 
tonal language had proven to be outmoded. The time was ripe for a new 
musical syntax. 

Mahler used the “abortive 
gesture” to brutal effect 
in his Ninth Symphony.
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Early 20th-Century Modernism—Claude Debussy
Lecture 46

The big break with the tonal tradition came with the French composer 
Claude Debussy, whose music grew from the French language’s 
proclivity for color, nuance, and blurred sound. Debussy was a 
stunningly original composer for whom timbre was as important as 
melody, rhythm, and harmony. 

The challenge of  nding new modes of compositional discourse 
occupied many of the best musical minds at the turn of the 20th 
century. The  rst big break with the German-Austrian-Italian tonal 

tradition occurred in France. Traditionally, French music was similar 
to Russian music in its general emphasis on thematic material and de-
emphasis on development. Moreover, French music generally displayed a 
much slower harmonic turnover than 
German music, with more attention paid 
to timbre. This attention to timbre was a 
direct outgrowth of the French language, 
a language free of sharp accents and harsh 
consonants, characterized by metrical and 
rhythmic  exibility.

A comparison of music by Brahms and 
Debussy illustrates the essence of French 
music. Brahms’s music is a manifestation 
of the German language, with its clarity 
of articulation at every level. [Musical 
selection: Brahms, Violin Concerto in 
D Major, op. 77 (1878), movement 3.] 
In this music, timbre is less important 
than pitches, rhythms, and harmonies. 
Debussy’s music re  ects the emphasis of 
the French language on the vowel. [Musical selection: Debussy, Prelude to 
the Afternoon of a Faun (1892).] The theme of this music is the actual sound 
of the instruments. [Piano example: falling/rising chromatic fragment.] For 

Claude Debussy.
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Debussy, tone color was as important a musical element as rhythm, melody, 
and harmony. 

There were four great in  uences on Debussy’s music: (1) the French 
language, with its blurred edges and in  nity of nuance; (2) Romanticism; (3) 

Romantic literature, especially the symbolist 
poets Mallarmé, Verlaine, and Rimbaud; and 
(4) French Impressionist painting, in which 
the idea of an image is more important than 
the image itself.

Debussy’s incredibly original approach 
to timbre, rhythm, melody, harmony, and 
musical form created a music the likes 
of which no one had ever heard before. 
Debussy’s Nuages (Clouds) from his Three 
Nocturnes for orchestra of 1899 is a musical 
impression of moonlit clouds scudding 
across a night sky. Debussy approached the 

orchestra as a huge chamber group of individuals who could be used singly 
or grouped as sparingly or as grandly as he wished. Such an approach offered 
him a seeming in  nity of possible instrumental combinations and colors.

Nuages is cast in seven distinct parts. [Musical selection: Debussy, 
Three Nocturnes (1899), Nuages, part 1.] In the  rst part of Nuages, we 
hear undulating winds playing an ostinato: a repeated motivic pattern. 
[Piano examples: ostinato motive played by winds; English horn motive.] 
This sequence of individual sounds constitutes the principal theme of 
the movement. Timbre has become, here, a thematic element. [Musical 
selection: Debussy, Three Nocturnes, Nuages, part 1.]

Part 2 of Nuages presents the undulating ostinato (now in the strings) and the 
English horn motive simultaneously. No contrasting ideas are introduced; 
no differentiation is made between thematic and transitional music; no 
modulation takes place. Harmonically, this music is utterly static. 

Debussy’s incredibly 
original approach 
to timbre, rhythm, 
melody, harmony, and 
musical form created 
a music the likes of 
which no one had 
ever heard before.
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In part 3, the undulating ostinato (in the strings) continues non-stop over the 
English horn motive, underlain by pizzicato low strings. A low B is sustained 
for almost the entirety of part 3. This sort of sustained pitch is called a pedal. 
[Musical selection: Debussy, Three Nocturnes, Nuages, parts 2 and 3.] This 
music organizes time very differently from traditional tonal music. [Piano 
examples: tonic–subdominant–dominant–return.] Debussy’s music has no 
sense of harmonic progress.

Part 5 offers a necessary contrast. A new theme appears in pentatonic mode, 
which consists only of  ve different pitches. [Piano example: pentatonic 
scale.] (Parts 1 through 4 use an eight-note pitch collection called an 
octotonic collection. [Piano example: octotonic collection.] Nowhere in 
this piece does Debussy use major and minor pitch collections in a thematic 
capacity.) The pentatonic theme of part 5 is played in unison by a solo  ute 
and harp, which create a timbre that sounds like a brand-new instrument. 
[Musical selection: Debussy, Three Nocturnes, Nuages, part 5, opening.]

After a brief reference to a new theme, the music melts away until, with 
the onset of part 6, the English horn motive resumes. [Musical selection: 
Debussy, Three Nocturnes, Nuages, parts 5 and 6, opening.] The piece ends 
by simply evaporating, with no dominant resolution to the tonic. Debussy 
also uses chords in a completely untraditional way; he feels no obligation 
to resolve dissonances. [Piano examples: descending, parallel dominant 
chords from Nuages, part 4; resolutions versus unresolved sequence.]

Debussy was one of the most original and in  uential composers in the history 
of Western music. He had, of course, virulent critics, but among the younger 
generation of composers who owed much to him was Igor Stravinsky, whom 
we discuss next. 
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Early 20th-Century Modernism—Igor Stravinsky
Lecture 47

Debussy was a powerful in  uence on Igor Stravinsky, who absorbed 
the French composer’s use of pedals and ostinati and his avoidance of 
traditional pitch collections. But Stravinsky goes further in his creation 
of complex webs of interactive thematic lines, and unlike that of 
Debussy, Stravinsky’s music exudes a powerful sense of kinetic energy 
and drive through the use of asymmetrical rhythms. 

Mozart would not have recognized Debussy’s Nuages as being music. 
Mozart would have appreciated his own work, Beethoven’s, and 
Mahler’s music. But he would never have identi  ed Debussy’s 

music as such. [Musical selections: Mozart, Symphony in G Minor, K. 550 
(1788), movement 4; Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C Minor, op. 67 (1808), 
movement 1; Mahler, Symphony no. 1 (1888), movement 3; Debussy, Three 
Nocturnes (1899), Nuages.] 

Debussy’s music demonstrates  ve great innovations: 

• He created tonality via assertion rather than via harmonic function. 
[Piano example: dominant–tonic progression.] Debussy sustains a 
single pitch or repeats a motive for long enough to have it accepted 
as a tonal center. [Piano example: Debussy, Prelude for Piano, no. 10 
(1910), book 1 (The Sunken Cathedral), ostinato. ] 

• He elevated timbre to a level equal to that of rhythm, pitch, 
and harmony.

• He used non-Western and nontraditional pitch collections.

• He used traditional tonal structures in nontraditional ways. [Piano 
example: parallel dominant chords from Nuages.]

• Through melodic and harmonic stasis, he creates an entirely new sense 
of musical time.
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Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971) found the model of Debussy’s music irresistible. 
Stravinsky was born and brought up in Russia but moved to Switzerland at 
the outbreak of World War I, then lived the rest of his life in France and the 
United States. His long musical career was marked by the creation of one 
masterwork after another. After studying with Rimsky-Korsakov, Stravinsky 
came to the attention of Serge Diaghilev, founder of the Ballets Russes. 

Diaghilev commissioned Stravinsky to write the score for a ballet called 
The Firebird. At the time of this commission, in 1909, Stravinsky’s 
compositional style was in  uenced by his orchestral studies with Rimsky-
Korsakov, a harmonic language derived from Wagner, a Debussy-inspired 
attitude to the thematic possibilities of pure timbre, and his Russian roots 
and the rhythmic asymmetry of Russian-language folk music. Much Russian 
folk music, which is essentially a re  ection of the Russian language, is 
typi  ed by asymmetrical meter. Western music is characterized by regular 
meters (groups of two beats, three beats, or four beats). [Vocal example: 
regular rhythmic patterns.] Russian folk music is often characterized by 
irregular groups of beats (asymmetrical 
groupings). [Vocal example: asymmetrical 
groupings.] Such rhythmic asymmetry is a 
basic element of Stravinsky’s compositional 
style, and it became a signature element in 
his music.

Stravinsky’s score for The Firebird draws 
on tradition but also displays moments of 
innovation. The traditional element in The 
Firebird is provided by Russian folk music. [Musical selection: Stravinsky, 
The Firebird (1910), “Khorovode.”] The innovative element in The Firebird 
is Stravinsky’s use of asymmetrical rhythm. [Musical selection: Stravinsky, 
The Firebird, “Infernal Dance.”] These asymmetrical accents create a sense 
of tension and narrative all by themselves, divorced from harmony and 
melody. This is something new.

Stravinsky’s early experiments with rhythmic asymmetry culminated in 
The Rite of Spring of 1912. This is probably the single most in  uential 
composition written during the 20th century. The Rite of Spring is a ballet 

The Rite of Spring 
… is probably the 
single most in  uential 
composition written 
during the 20th century.
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depicting the spring rituals of Bronze Age Russia, for which Stravinsky 
needed a new musical vocabulary. [Piano examples: E-major chord in slow 
triple meter; dominant chord in slow triple meter; combination chord in 
asymmetrical meter.]

Stravinsky came up with melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic constructs that 
sounded both new and ancient at the same time! The Rite of Spring was 
in  uenced by primitivism, inspired by West African tribal art. But more 
than anything else, it is about asymmetrical rhythm. [Musical selection: 
Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring (1912), “Dance of the Adolescents.”] This 
music is characterized by a repeated chord that is accented in such a way as 
to appear to be completely asymmetrical. [Piano example: “Dance of the 
Adolescents” chord.] Stravinsky’s bi-tonal chord is one of the most famous 
harmonies in the entire repertoire. What gives it character and excitement 
is its asymmetrical accentuation. During the “Dance of the Adolescents,” 
it is repeated in four sets, each set featuring a different accentuation. 
Another noteworthy element in this passage is the underlying ostinato. 
[Piano example: ostinato.] Equally signi  cant is the way Stravinsky layers 
fragments of melody atop the fourth set of 108 repeated chords. [Piano 
example: layered melodic fragment played by bassoons.] 

The layering of ostinati, repeated ideas, and melodic fragments is key to 
understanding how The Rite of Spring is put together. [Musical selection: 
Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, “Dance of the Adolescents.”] The lessons 
Stravinsky learned from Debussy are clear. They include his use of pedals 
and ostinati in place of traditional harmonic progressions. [Piano example: 
ostinato.] Debussy’s in  uence is also evident in Stravinsky’s avoidance of 
pitch collections that could evoke modern-sounding European music. Unlike 
Debussy, however, Stravinsky layers pedals and ostinati to create complex 
webs of interactive lines. Also, because of its rhythmic elements, The Rite 
of Spring never takes on the sense of stasis that we hear in so much of 
Debussy’s music. 

Another example of an asymmetrical rhythmic tour-de-force is the 
conclusion to another of the mating rituals in the  rst half of The Rite of 
Spring. [Musical selection: Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, “Game of the 
Abduction” (repeated).]
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What Debussy did for timbre, Stravinsky did for rhythm. He established an 
entirely new rhythmic paradigm by demonstrating how rhythm alone could 
be used as a thematic, dramatic, narrative, and developmental device. 

Asymmetrical Accentuation in Stravinsky’s
Dance of the Adolescents 

and
Game of the Abduction

Dance of the Adolescents:

9 + 2 + 6 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 3//5 + 2 + 6 + 2 // 9 + 2 
+ 6 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 3

Game of the Abduction:

3 + 10 + 3 + 9 + 11 + 2 + 6 + 6 + 6 + 6 + 2 + 6
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Early 20th-Century Modernism—Arnold Schönberg
Lecture 48

Arnold Schönberg saw himself not as a revolutionary but as someone 
who was taking the next inevitable step in the history of German/
Austrian music. 

Arnold Schönberg’s music is a clear and purposeful continuation of 
the great tradition of German music. Schönberg’s musical heritage 
included the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century. The Lutheran 

Church encouraged the use of polyphony and instrumental music, and its 
emphasis on vernacular worship and congregational singing also helped 
foster a characteristically German-language style of melody. Furthermore, 
the Lutheran Church fostered a concept of musical composition as an 
inherently spiritual act. [Musical selection: Bach, Brandenburg Concerto 
no. 2 in F Major, BWV 1047 (c. 1721), movement 3.] The emphasis on craft 
and complexity, rigorous polyphonic writing, instrumental virtuosity, and 
expressive profundity in the Brandenburg concerto preclude this work from 
having been written by anyone other than a German composer. Schönberg’s 
musical heritage included Classical-era instrumental forms. Schönberg’s 
musical heritage also included Beethoven’s tenets of musical unity through 
motivic development, music composition as self-expression, and originality 
as an artistic goal. Finally, Schönberg inherited the late-19th-century tradition 
of German Romanticism and its expressive tendency to turn inward to the 
often dark recesses of the human psyche for inspiration.

As an example of this Romantic heritage, we turn to the second movement 
of Mahler’s Symphony no. 5 of 1902. This work is about our conscious and 
unconscious reactions to death. Its second movement is about rage, grief, and 
frustration in the face of mortality. [Musical selection: Mahler, Symphony 
no. 5 (1902), movement 2.] Mahler’s symphonies are examples of the  rst 
generation of what we now call German Expressionism, which explores 
the innermost regions of the human psyche. The music of Schönberg and 
his students Alban Berg and Anton Webern (known as the Second Viennese 
School) represents the core repertoire of German Expressionist music.
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A self-taught composer Schönberg believed that the greatest goal of the artist 
was “to express himself.” He was convinced that the future of German music 
lay in what he called the “emancipation of dissonance.” Between 1908 and 
1913, he experimented with suspending the rules of traditional tonal harmony 
in favor of melody, polyphony, and motivic development and transformation. 
He sought to eliminate the difference between consonance and dissonance by 
studiously avoiding traditional tonal constructs. 
The so-called freely atonal works he composed 
between 1908 and 1913 include Five Pieces for 
Orchestra, Erwartung, and Pierrot Lunaire—
works that changed the course and history of 
Western music. [Musical selection: Schönberg, 
Pierrot Lunaire, op. 13, no. 1 (1912).] This is 
self-referential music.

Pierrot Lunaire is the crowning achievement 
of Schönberg’s era of “emancipation of 
dissonance,” or his freely atonal period. In its 
impact on the music of the 20th century, it ranks 
with Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring. Schönberg 
created the vocal part of Pierrot Lunaire using 
a technique drawn from German cabaret music, 
something he called Sprechstimme (“speech voice”). It is a recitative-like 
technique. A key to understanding Pierrot Lunaire is to conceive of it as a 
collection of sophisticated cabaret songs. 

The poems come from a collection entitled Moonstruck Pierrot by the Belgian 
poet Albert Giraud. Each of the poems of Pierrot Lunaire is structured as a 
rondeau of 13 lines: Lines 1 and 2 are repeated as lines 7 and 8; line 1 is 
repeated as line 13. Thus, there is a structural consistency and balance shared 
among all the songs of Pierrot Lunaire.

The instrumental ensemble that Schönberg employed in Pierrot Lunaire has 
become so standard today that it is known as a Pierrot ensemble. It consists 
of  ve instruments: piano,  ute doubling on piccolo, clarinet doubling on 
bass clarinet, violin doubling on viola, and a ‘cello.

Music offers us 
spiritual truth 
and extraordinary 
beauty. It goes 
beyond the power 
of words. … Our 
lives will be more 
complete for the 
effort of having 
listened well.
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Pierrot Lunaire employs a virtual encyclopedia of Schönberg’s freely atonal 
compositional techniques, including extremely complex and highly motivic 
pitch organization, a great deal of word painting, and polyphonic constructs 
of all sorts, including canons and fugues.

Pierrot is the white-faced archetypal clown character found in much 
of European culture. Pierrot Lunaire can mean “moonstruck Pierrot,” 
“melancholy Pierrot,” or “lunatic Pierrot.” The  rst song is entitled “Moon 
Drunk.” It features an ostinato that has come to be called the Pierrot motive 
because it reappears constantly in one form or another, helping to tie the 21 
songs of the work into a single composition. [Piano example: Pierrot motive 
(repeated).] The text alludes to moonlight, the “wine that only eyes may 
drink.” The song is full of word painting. Schönberg’s music magni  cently 
intensi  es the poetry. [Musical selection: Schönberg, Pierrot Lunaire, op. 
13, no. 1.]

The third song, entitled “The Dandy,” depicts Pierrot trying to decide 
which makeup he should wear. He decides on moonbeams. Schönberg’s 
instrumentation and music ingeniously match the metallic sound of the 
poetic language and images. The song is scored for piccolo, clarinet, and 
piano. [Musical selection: Schönberg, Pierrot Lunaire, op. 13, no. 3.]

Song no. 18 is entitled “The Moon Spot” and is orchestrated for piccolo, 
clarinet, violin, ‘cello, and piano. The poem describes Pierrot going to a 
party. Pierrot mistakes a speck of moonlight on his black evening jacket 
as a spot of whitewash and tries frantically to remove it. But it disappears 
only with the coming of morning. [Musical selection: Schönberg, Pierrot 
Lunaire, op. 13, no 18.] 

Music, like the other arts, is a distillation and intensi  cation of life itself. 
Music offers us spiritual truth and extraordinary beauty and drama. It goes 
beyond the power of words. It is a mirror of times and places. Our lives will 
be more complete for the effort of having listened well. 
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Timeline

c. 500 B.C.E. ................................... Pythagoras publishes his theory that 
music is a microcosm of the cosmos and 
ruled by the same mathematical laws 
that operate throughout the universe.

408 B.C.E. ....................................... Euripides writes Orestes around 
this time. The Stasimon Chorus offers 
an example of the use of music to 
heighten the emotional impact of a 
scene in a play.

320 B.C.E. ....................................... Aristoxenus writes his book on 
harmonic elements.

1st century C.E. ................................ The Epitaph of Seikilos, a skolion, 
or drinking song, of great brilliance, 
beauty, and humanism is written around 
this time. 

313................................................... Constantine issues the Edict of Milan, 
granting Christianity rights equal to 
those enjoyed by other religions in the 
Roman Empire. Christian churches later 
became major controlling forces in the 
development of musical styles.

476................................................... Traditional date given for the fall of the 
Roman Empire, which opened the way 
for the Age of Theocracy.

590–604........................................... The reign of Pope Gregory I, in whose 
honor the Gregorian chant was created.
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c. 600 ............................................... The beginning of the Age of Theocracy, 
or the absolute authority of the Roman 
Catholic Church, including control of 
musical form and content.

700................................................... The well-known and oft-referenced 
plainchant hymn Ave maris stella is 
created around this time.

1090–1290....................................... The Crusades.

c. 1135 ............................................. Birth of Leonin.

c. 1200 ............................................. Leonin writes the Alleluia pascha 
nostrum; birth of Thomas of Celano.

1201................................................. Death of Leonin.

c. 1255 ............................................. Death of Thomas of Celano.

c. 1300 ............................................. Birth of Guillaume de Machaut.

1304................................................. Birth of Francesco Petrarch.

1374................................................. Death of Francesco Petrarch.

1377................................................. Death of Guillaume de Machaut.

c. 1400 ............................................. The approximate end of the Age of 
Theocracy and the beginning of the 
Renaissance.

c. 1440 ............................................. Birth of Josquin Desprez.

1450................................................. The printing press is invented.
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c. 1500 ............................................. Josquin writes his Petite Camusette 
and his Ave maris stella Mass, a 
paraphrasing of the ancient Ave maris 
stella plainchant.

1516................................................. Birth of Cipriano de Rore.

1517–1560s ..................................... The Protestant Reformation, launched 
by Martin Luther’s 1517 protest against 
aspects of the Catholic Church.

1521................................................. Death of Josquin Desprez.

1525................................................. Birth of Giovanni da Palestrina.

1540s–1590s ................................... The Counter-Reformation, or the 
Catholic Church’s response to the 
Protestant Reformation.

c. 1550 ............................................. Birth of Emilio de Cavalieri.

1555................................................. Palestrina composes his Pope Marcellus 
Mass to demonstrate that polyphony 
could be made compatible with the 
sober, conservative musical doctrines of 
the Counter-Reformation.

c. 1557 ............................................. Birth of Thomas Morley.

1561................................................. Birth of Jacopo Peri.

c. 1561 ............................................. Birth of Carlo Gesualdo.

1565................................................. Death of Cipriano de Rore.

1567................................................. Birth of Claudio Monteverdi.
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1575................................................. Birth of Thomas Weelkes.

1594................................................. Death of Giovanni de Palestrina.

1596................................................. Tsai-Yu of China describes the 
principle of equal temperament, though 
traditionally, Andreas Werckmeister is 
credited with inventing this concept in 
1700.

1600................................................. Jacopo Peri’s Euridice, the  rst 
complete opera to survive to modern 
times.

1600–1750....................................... Baroque Era.

1601................................................. Morley assembles a collection of 
English-language madrigals entitled The 
Triumph of Oriana.

1602................................................. Death of Emilio de Cavalieri and 
Thomas Morley.

1607................................................. Monteverdi composes his  rst opera, 
Orfeo, which is generally considered to 
be the  rst great operatic masterpiece.

1613................................................. Death of Carlo Gesualdo.

1623................................................. Death of Thomas Weelkes.

1632................................................. Birth of Jean-Baptiste Lully.

1633................................................. Death of Jacopo Peri.

1637................................................. The  rst public opera house opens in 
Venice, Italy.
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1643................................................. Death of Claudio Monteverdi.

1643–1715....................................... Reign of King Louis XIV of France (the 
“Sun King”).

1653................................................. Births of Johann Pachelbel and 
Arcangelo Corelli.

1659................................................. Birth of Henry Purcell.

1678................................................. Birth of Antonio Vivaldi.

1685................................................. Births of Johann Sebastian Bach and 
George Frederick Handel.

1687................................................. Death of Jean-Baptiste Lully.

1695................................................. Death of Henry Purcell.

1698................................................. Birth of Metastasio.

1700................................................. According to conventional Western 
history, Andreas Werckmeister invents 
the concept of equal temperament.

c. 1700 ............................................. Bartolomeo Cristofori develops the  rst 
working drawings for a piano.

1706................................................. Death of Johann Pachelbel.

1710................................................. Birth of Giovanni Battista Pergolesi.

1712................................................. Birth of Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

1713................................................. Death of Arcangelo Corelli.

1714................................................. Birth of Christoph Willibald Gluck.
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1732................................................. Birth of Franz Joseph Haydn.

1736................................................. Death of Giovanni Battista Pergolesi.

1740s–1750s ................................... During the  rst years of the Age of 
Enlightenment, Baroque opera style 
begins to fall out of favor.

1741................................................. Death of Antonio Vivaldi.

1748................................................. The  rst public subscription concert hall 
is built in Oxford, England.

1749................................................. Births of Lorenzo da Ponte and Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe.

1750................................................. Death of Johann Sebastian Bach.

1750–1827....................................... Classical Era.

1752................................................. Rousseau’s opposition to French opera 
begins the “War of the Buffoons,” a 
pamphlet and verbal battle over the 
form that opera should take. Rousseau 
and his supporters embraced Pergolesi’s 
La serva padrona as the ideal form 
for opera.

1756................................................. Birth of Wolfgang Mozart.

1759................................................. Death of George Frederick Handel.

1770................................................. Birth of Ludwig van Beethoven.

1778................................................. Death of Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
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1782................................................. Giovanni Paisiello and Giuseppe 
Petrosellini are the  rst to turn The 
Barber of Seville by Beaumarchais into 
an opera; death of Metastasio.

1786................................................. Birth of Carl Maria von Weber.

1787................................................. Death of Christoph Willibald Gluck.

1789................................................. The French Revolution begins.

1791................................................. Death of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

1792................................................. Birth of Gioacchino Rossini.

1797................................................. Births of Gaetano Donizetti and 
Franz Schubert.

1801................................................. Birth of Vincenzo Bellini.

1803................................................. Birth of Hector Berlioz.

1804................................................. Birth of Mikhail Glinka.

1809................................................. Death of Franz Joseph Haydn; birth of 
Felix Mendelssohn.

1810................................................. Births of Frederic Chopin and 
Robert Schumann.

1811 ................................................. Birth of Franz Liszt.

1813................................................. Births of Giuseppe Verdi and 
Richard Wagner.

1824................................................. Birth of Bedrich Smetana.
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1826................................................. Death of Carl Maria von Weber.

1827................................................. Death of Ludwig van Beethoven.

1827–1900....................................... Romantic Era.

1828................................................. Death of Franz Schubert.

1832................................................. Death of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.

1833................................................. Birth of Johannes Brahms.

1835................................................. Death of Vincenzo Bellini.

1838................................................. Death of Lorenzo da Ponte.

1839................................................. Birth of Modest Mussorgsky.

1840................................................. Birth of Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky.

1844................................................. Birth of Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov.

1847................................................. Death of Felix Mendelssohn.

1848................................................. Riots and revolutions break out in 
the spring in Paris, Vienna, Hungary, 
Berlin, Bohemia, Milan, Venice, 
Tuscany, and Sardinia. King Louis-
Philippe abdicates amid insurrection in 
Paris and  ees to England. Metternich 
resigns and  ees amid insurrection in 
Vienna. The revolutionary tide turns in 
June, and all revolutions are crushed by 
autumn. Death of Gaetano Donizetti.

1849................................................. Death of Frederic Chopin.
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1856................................................. Death of Robert Schumann.

1857................................................. Death of Mikhail Glinka.

1860................................................. Birth of Gustav Mahler.

1862................................................. Ludwig von Köchel publishes a 
chronological catalogue of Mozart’s 
music; birth of Claude Debussy.

1864................................................. Birth of Richard Strauss.

1868................................................. Death of Gioacchino Rossini.

1869................................................. Death of Hector Berlioz.

1874................................................. Birth of Arnold Schönberg.

1881................................................. Death of Modest Mussorgsky.

1882................................................. Birth of Igor Stravinsky.

1883................................................. Death of Richard Wagner.

1884................................................. Death of Bedrich Smetana.

1886................................................. Death of Franz Liszt.

1893................................................. Death of Tchaikovsky.

1897................................................. Death of Johannes Brahms.

1901................................................. Death of Giuseppe Verdi.

1908................................................. Death of Rimsky-Korsakov.

1911 ................................................. Death of Gustav Mahler.
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1918................................................. Death of Claude Debussy.

1949................................................. Death of Richard Strauss.

1951................................................. Death of Arnold Schönberg.

1971................................................. Death of Igor Stravinsky.
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Glossary

Aria: Originally a song sung by a single voice with or without 
accompaniment. Now taken to mean a lyric song for solo voice generally 
having two contrasting parts, ending with a literal or elaborated repeat of 
part I. The aria  rst developed into this form in the early operas; the arias 
found in an opera, cantata, or oratorio usually express intense emotion.

Bel canto: A style of singing that emphasizes the beauty of sound throughout 
the entire voice range. Speci  cally, an elegant Italian vocal style characterized 
by  orid melodic lines delivered by voices of great agility, smoothness, and 
purity of tone. 

Cadence: A harmonic or melodic formula that occurs at the end of a phrase, 
section, or composition that conveys a momentary or permanent conclusion; 
in other words, a musical punctuation mark.

Canon: Strict counterpoint in which each voice exactly imitates the previous 
voice at a  xed distance.

Cantata: A poem set to music to be performed by voices and instruments; 
usually has several movements, airs, recitatives, and choruses.

Chord: The simultaneous sounding of three or more different pitches.

Closed cadence: Equivalent to a period or exclamation mark; such a cadence 
ends on the tonic and gives a sense of rest and resolution.

Coda: The closing few measures of a composition; usually not a part of the 
main theme groups of the standard form of a composition but a  nishing 
theme added to the end to give the composition closure.

Concert overture: Music preceding an opera or play, often played as an 
independent concert piece.



280

G
lo

ss
ar

y

Conjunct: Refers to a melodic contour that generally features steps between 
notes; such a melody will usually sound smooth and controlled.

Deceptive/false cadence: Equivalent to a colon or semicolon; such a cadence 
does bring resolution but not to the expected tonic harmony.

Disjunct: Refers to a melodic contour that generally features leaps between 
notes; such a melody will usually sound jagged and jumpy.

Dominant: The note and chord  ve notes above a given tonic note/chord. 
The dominant harmony is the chord most closely related to the tonic chord in 
a given key; the dominant chord will almost always immediately precede an 
appearance of the tonic chord.

Duplum: In 12th-century organum, the duplum was the part immediately 
above the tenor. If a third part was present, it was called the triplum. In the 
13th century, the duplum came to be known as the motetus.

Frequency: The rate of vibration of a string, column of air, or other 
sound-producing body.

Fugue: Important Baroque musical procedure, in which a theme (or subject) 
is developed by means of various contrapuntal techniques.

Functional harmony: Harmonic usage that was standardized and codi  ed 
into a fully coherent system during the Baroque period. This method is 
still used by modern arrangers and orchestrators. The basic concept used 
in functional harmony is the fact that all harmonic sounds used in music 
may be classi  ed in three large groups. These groups derive their names 
from the three important roots of the traditional harmonic system: the tonic, 
dominant, and subdominant. In this way, they are comparable to the three 
primary colors used by the artist: red, yellow, and blue.

Fundamental frequency: The rate of vibration of the full length of a sound-
producing body and the sound created by that full-length vibration.

Gesamtkunstwerke: Wagner’s projected all-inclusive art form. 
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Hocket: A medieval practice of composition in which two voices would 
move in such a manner that one would be still while the other moved and 
vice versa. Sometimes, this was achieved by breaking a single melody 
into short one- or two-note phrases, then dividing the phrases between the 
two voices so that a quick back-and-forth movement of the melody would 
be heard.

Homophonic texture/monophony: Texture in which one melodic line 
predominates; all other melodic material is heard as being secondary 
or accompanimental.

Idée  xe: A recurring theme that appears in many movements of the 
same composition.

Intermezzi/Intermedi: (1) An instrumental interlude between the acts of a 
performance. (2) A comic play with music performed between acts, popular 
in the 16th and 17th centuries in France and Italy. (3) A short lyric composition, 
often for the piano. (4) In the old dance suite, this term refers to two to four 
short dance movements between the sarabande and the gigue.

Isorhythm: A medieval principal of construction that was used most often in 
motets. This construction is based on a repeating rhythmic pattern in one or 
more of the voices.

Klangfarbenmelodie: A term coined by composer Arnold Schönberg to 
describe a style of composition that employs several different kinds of tone 
colors to a single pitch or to multiple pitches. This is achieved by distributing 
the pitch or melody among several different instruments.

K. numbers: Köchel numbers, named after Ludwig von Köchel, who 
catalogued Mozart’s works.

Leitmotif: A recurring motif in a composition (usually an opera) that 
represents a speci  c person, idea, or emotion. This term was  rst applied to 
the operas of Richard Wagner.
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Madrigal: A vocal music form that  ourished in the Renaissance, 
originating in Italy. The madrigal is generally written for four to six voices 
that may or may not be accompanied (in modern performance, madrigals 
are usually presented a cappella). Madrigals are usually set to short love 
poems, though the words are occasionally about death, war, or other topics; 
they were extremely popular in England and Italy and were also produced 
in France, Germany, and Spain. The madrigal is characterized by word 
painting and harmonic and rhythmic contrast. In the madrigal, each line has 
its own tune, rather than the entire composition having a single tune with 
harmonic accompaniment.

Melisma: A group of many notes (usually at least  ve or six) sung melodically 
to a single syllable. Melismas are found especially in liturgical chant.

Melody: Any succession of pitches.

Minuet: A dance of the 17th and 18th centuries, graceful and digni  ed, in 
moderately slow, three-quarter time.

Monophonic texture/monophony: Texture consisting of only a single, 
unaccompanied melody line (Gregorian chant, for example).

Motet: A polyphonic vocal style of composition. The motet was popular in 
the Middle Ages, when it consisted of a tenor foundation on which other 
tunes were added. The texts of these voices could be sacred or secular, Latin 
or French, and usually had little to do with each other, with the result that the 
composition lacked unity and direction. During the 14th century, isorhythm 
and other rhythmic re  nements came into use, somewhat unifying the sound 
and texture of the motet. By the Renaissance, the separate voices of the 
motet had adopted the same text (by this time, the texts were religious almost 
without exception), and each voice was considered a part of the whole rather 
than a whole in itself, thus  nally giving the motet unity and grace.

Motive/motif: A brief succession of pitches from which a melody grows 
through the processes of repetition, sequence, and transformation.
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Musica reservata: “Serious music,” emphasizing clearly articulated words 
to ensure that the expressive message of a piece of music is understood by 
the audience.

Note: A sound with three properties: a single, singable fundamental 
frequency; timbre; and duration.

Octatonic scale: A scale of eight pitches per octave arranged by alternating 
half steps and whole steps. There are only three different arrangements of 
this scale.

Open cadence: Equivalent to a comma; such a cadence pauses on the 
dominant harmony without resolving the tonic harmony, creating tension 
and the need to continue.

Oratorio: Large-scale dramatic composition originating in the 17th century 
with text usually based on religious subjects. Oratorios are performed by 
choruses and solo voices with an instrumental accompaniment and are 
similar to operas but without costumes, scenery, or action.

Organum: Term referring to the earliest kind of polyphonic music. Organum 
developed from the practice of adding voices above a plainchant (cantus 
 rmus); at  rst, these added voices ran parallel to the plainchant at an interval 

of a fourth or  fth. Later, they began to move about more freely. Organum 
was in use from the 12th through the 13th centuries.

Pentatonic scale: A scale of  ve tones. It is used in African, Far Eastern, and 
Native American music. The pentatonic scale has been used in 20th-century 
compositions, as well.

Pitch: A sound with two properties: a single, singable fundamental frequency 
and timbre.

Plagal cadence: So-called “amen” cadence; when used, a plagal cadence 
will generally occur as a musical postscript following a closed cadence.
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Plainchant: Also called the Gregorian or Old Roman chant, this is one of 
the earliest surviving styles of music in Western Europe, attributed to Pope 
Gregory I. In reality, Gregory probably had little to do with the chant we 
know today, because the chants that survive in manuscripts date from the 11th 
to the 13th centuries, and Gregory died in the year 604. The surviving chants 
are modal with monophonic melodies and freely  owing, unmeasured vocal 
lines. Most chants belong to the Mass or to the daily of  ces.

Polyphonic texture/polyphony (contrapuntal texture or counterpoint): 
Texture consisting of two or more simultaneous melody lines of 
equal importance.

Pythagorean comma: The discrepancy between the opening pitch and the 
last pitch in a circle of  fths, making the  nal pitch about an eighth of a 
tone sharp.

Schmerz: German; pain or sorrow, angst.

Singspiel: German-language musical comedy, usually romantic or farcical in 
nature, with spoken dialogue. Popular in the 18th century.

Sonata: Piece of music, typically in three or four movements, composed 
for a piano (piano sonata) or a piano plus one instrument (violin sonata, 
for instance).

Sprechstimme: A vocal style in which the melody is spoken at approximate 
pitches rather than sung on exact pitches. The sprechstimme was developed 
by Arnold Schönberg.

Sturm und Drang (“Storm and Stress”): Pre-Romantic artistic movement 
bent on expressing great personal feelings and emotions. 

Texture: The number of melodies present and the relationship between those 
melodies in a given segment of music; the three textures discussed in this 
course are monophony, polyphony (counterpoint), and homophony.

Theme: The primary musical subject matter in a given section of music.



285

Timbre: Tone color.

Tonal/Tonality: The sense that one pitch is central to a section of music, as 
opposed to atonal/atonality.

Tone poem: Also called a symphonic poem. A one-movement orchestral 
genre that develops a poetic idea, suggests a scene, or creates a mood. The 
tone poem is generally associated with the Romantic Era.

Tonic: The home note and chord of a piece of tonal music. Think of the 
term as being derived from tonal center (tonic). For example, if a movement 
is in C, the note C is the tonic note, and the harmony built on C is the 
tonic chord.

Trio: (1) Ensemble of three instruments. (2) Composition for three 
instruments. (3) Type of minuet, frequently rustic in nature and paired with a 
second minuet to form a movement in a Classical-Era symphony.

Triple meter: A metrical pattern having three beats to a measure.

Tune: A generally singable, memorable melody with a clear sense of 
beginning, middle, and end.
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Biographical Notes

The Ancient World/The Early Church

Aristoxenus (c. 364–304 B.C.E.): Greek philosopher and writer on music 
and rhythm; discovered harmonic elements in 320 B.C.E.

Pietro Bembo (1470–1547): Statesman and poet who brought about a 
revival of Petrarch.

Josquin Desprez (c. 1440–1521): Most important composer of the mid-
Renaissance period, whose music epitomizes the High Renaissance style 
with its dense polyphony and homogeneous-sounding harmony. 

Euripides (c. 480–406 B.C.E.): Greek playwright; the Stasimon Chorus 
in his Orestes offers an example of music used to heighten the emotional 
impact of a scene in a play.

Carlo Gesualdo (c. 1561–1613): Extraordinarily original amateur Italian 
madrigalist who excelled in word painting and adventuresome harmonies.

Leonin (c. 1135–1201): One of the great exponents of  orid organum, a type 
of polyphony developed by the Ars Antiqua school of composers based at 
Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris. 

Martin Luther (1483–1546): Began the Protestant Reformation when, in 
1517, he publicized his 95 Theses challenging Roman Catholic tenets and 
practices regarding penance and indulgences.

Guillaume de Machaut (c. 1300–1377): Renaissance composer and poet 
considered representative of the Ars Nova, or the music of the 14th century, 
characterized by isorhythm.
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Thomas Morley (1557/8–1602): English composer who published The 
Triumph of Oriana, a collection of 23 madrigals in honor of Queen Elizabeth 
I, in 1601.

Giovanni de Palestrina (c. 1525–1594): Renaissance composer considered 
to be the “savior” of Roman Catholic Church music. Palestrina is said to 
have composed his Pope Marcellus Mass to demonstrate that polyphony was 
compatible with the musical doctrines of the Counter-Reformation.

Francesco Petrarch (1304–1374): Italian poet whose work was considered 
the ideal for early madrigalists. One of Petrarch’s sonnets was used as the 
text for Cipriano de Rore’s Datemi pace.

Pythagoras (c. 560–480 B.C.E.): Greek philosopher who theorized that 
music is a microcosm of the cosmos and ruled by the same mathematical 
laws that operate throughout the universe.

Cipriano de Rore (1515/16–1565): Flemish composer who worked mainly 
in Italy; his madrigal Datemi pace shows his talent for venturesome harmony 
to illustrate the text, his concern for clear articulation of the text, and his free 
interplay of homophony and polyphony. 

Seikilos: Greek composer who wrote the Epitaph of Seikilos, a skolion, or 
drinking song, around the 1st century C.E.

Thomas of Celano (c. 1200–1255 C.E.): Franciscan monk believed to have 
composed the Catholic plainchant prayer for the dead Dies irae around 
1225.

Thomas Weelkes (c. 1575–1621): English madrigalist whose 
madrigal tribute to Queen Elizabeth I As Vesta Was from Latmos Hill 
Descending exempli  es his mastery of musical word painting.

Tsai-Yu: Ming dynasty prince who described the principle of equal 
temperament in 1596, though traditionally Andreas Werckmeister is credited 
with inventing this concept in 1700.
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The Baroque Era (1600–1750)

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750): One of the greatest composers 
who ever lived, Bach’s unsurpassed genius graced all genres of Baroque 
instrumental and vocal music except opera. His music combines intellectual 
rigor and structural control with exuberant and profuse melodic content. His 
in  uence on later generations of composers was profound.

Giulio Caccini (c. 1546–1618): Italian composer and member of the 
Florentine Camerata, a Renaissance intellectual club that focused on new 
ideas in drama and music that would lay the foundations for the evolution 
of opera.

Emilio de Cavalieri (c. 1550–1602): Italian composer and member of the 
Florentine Camerata, whose members’ ideas laid the foundations for the 
evolution of opera. His Dalle più alte sfere (1589) highlights madrigal effects 
and virtuoso techniques for the solo singer. 

Arcangelo Corelli (1653–1713): Major Italian composer of the 
Baroque Era. 

Bartolomeo Cristofori (1655–1731): Developed the  rst piano 
around 1700.

George Frederick Handel (1685–1759): Outstanding German composer of 
the Baroque Era whose works are characterized by grandeur and sustained 
power, simple melodies, and breadth and clarity of harmonic structures. 
Handel was responsible for the phenomenal popularity of the English-
language oratorio.

Louis XIV of France (1638–1715): King of France (1643–1715); his 
palace at Versailles is an architectural example of Baroque extravagance 
and control.

Jean-Baptiste Lully (1632–1687): Major composer to Louis XIV’s court; he 
laid the foundation for the French operatic tradition and created the French 
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overture, which became ubiquitous across Europe for the next 100 years 
and more. 

Pietro Metastasio (1698–1782): Italian poet/librettist most responsible for 
standardizing the form of the libretto in Baroque-Era opera.

Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643): Brought opera out of its experimental 
stage; his opera Orfeo is a spectacular synthesis of virtually every expressive 
device and musical genre available in his time. Most importantly, it features 
the most melodically interesting and dramatically effective recitative ever 
written before or since.

Erdmann Neumeister (1671–1756): In  uential Lutheran theologian and 
poet who helped to shape the nature and content of the Lutheran church 
cantata.

Johann Pachelbel (1653–1706): German composer and organist who was 
a dominant  gure in late-17th-century keyboard music. His repertory is the 
stylistic ancestor of Bach’s, particularly his technique of chorale variation.

Giovanni Battista Pergolesi (1710–1736): Italian composer whose opera 
La serva padrona laid the foundation for the development of opera buffa. 

Jacopo Peri (1561–1633): One of the members of the Florentine Camerata, 
whose ideas laid the foundations for the evolution of opera. Peri’s opera 
Euridice (1600) is the  rst complete opera to survive to modern times.

Henry Purcell (1659–1695): Major English composer, known for his opera 
Dido and Aeneas, published in 1689.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778): Anti-establishment Swiss-born 
intellectual at the cutting edge of the Enlightenment. Rousseau led the 
rejection of Baroque opera seria in favor of opera buffa, with Giovanni 
Battista Pergolesi’s La serva padrona as the operatic ideal.
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William Shakespeare (1564–1616): Traditionally said to be the greatest 
English-speaking playwright. Shakespeare’s works provided subjects for 
many composers.

Antonio Vivaldi (1678–1741): Italian composer and violinist. His importance 
lies in his concertos, for their boldness and originality and for their central 
place in the history of concerto form.

The Classical Era (1750–1827)

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827): German composer and pianist who 
radically transformed every musical form in which he worked; considered a 
key transitional  gure between the Classical and Romantic Eras because of 
his Classical training and technique and Romantic range of expression. His 
music combined the spirit of the Enlightenment, the spirit of revolution, and 
the turmoil of the Napoleonic Era with his own personality.

Frantisek Benda (1709–1786): Composer and violinist in the court of 
Prussia’s Frederick the Great. 

Christoph Willibald Gluck (1714–1787): German composer who 
synthesized elements of Italian opera with French operatic traditions to leave 
an indelible impact on French opera. 

Franz Joseph Haydn (1732–1809): Major Austrian composer who is 
regarded as the father of the symphony and string quartet because he de  ned 
and standardized the external and internal structures of those musical genres. 
His inventive genius, solid craftsmanship, and exuberant wit exerted a 
profound in  uence on younger composers, such as Mozart.

Ludwig von Köchel (1800–1877): In 1862, von Köchel published a 
chronological and thematic register of the works of Mozart. It is sometimes 
known today as the Köchel catalogue, and the so-called K numbers are still 
used to refer to Mozart’s works.

Wolfgang Mozart (1756–1791): One of the greatest of all Western 
composers, Mozart possessed an impeccable sense of form and symmetry 
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that was allied to an infallible craftsmanship and graced with what many 
have considered a “divine” inspiration. His musical genius produced a 
proli  c number of masterpieces in every genre, representing the Classical 
style at its zenith.

Lorenzo da Ponte (1749–1838): Supremely gifted librettist of Mozart’s 
great opera buffa: The Marriage of Figaro (1786), Don Giovanni (1787), 
and Cosi fan tutte (1789).

Franz Schubert (1797–1828): Austrian composer considered to be one of 
the masters of the lied. Altogether, he wrote more than 600 songs, of which 
about 200 are different settings of poems, particularly those by Goethe 
and Schiller. 

The Romantic Era (1827–1848)

Hector Berlioz (1803–1869): French composer who introduced the idea 
of an idée  xe, a single melody that unites an entire work but is gradually 
transformed throughout the course of the work. The  rst composer to closely 
associate his music with extra-musical programs.

Johannes Brahms (1833–1897): Major German composer whose 
compositions synthesize Classical forms with subtle, often highly 
impassioned expressive content and a propensity for intricate rhythms; 
considered a master of the German lied.

Frederic Chopin (1810–1849): Polish-born composer who devoted himself 
almost exclusively to solo piano compositions that are masterpieces of 
subtlety and expressive nuance, unique in the repertoire. Chopin was the 
quintessentially Romantic composer, whose music was inspired by, and 
perfectly tailored to, the newly developed piano. 

Gaetano Donizetti (1797–1848): Italian composer who played an invaluable 
role in the development of bel canto Italian opera, planting the seeds that 
enabled it to  ourish in the latter half of the 19th century. 
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Mikhail Glinka (1804–1857): Commonly regarded as the founder of 
Russian nationalism in music. His Russian operas offered a synthesis of 
Western operatic form with Russian melody.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832): Genius of Romantic 
intellectualism; epitomized the concept of Sturm und Drang. Schubert, in 
particular, based many of his compositions on Goethe’s poems.

Franz Liszt (1811–1886): Hungarian composer who created the symphonic 
poem, which attempts to translate literary works into musical terms. As 
a pianist, he had no equal, and as a composer, he suggested to a younger 
generation of musicians the new course that music was to take.

Gustav Mahler (1860–1911): Bohemian composer whose output consists 
almost entirely of late-Romantic-style symphonies and lieder. He used the 
Classical forms of sonata and scherzo to frame a highly expressive harmonic 
and melodic palette, re  ecting the  n-de-siécle mood of anxiety that took 
hold of Europe during his Era. 

Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847): German composer, pianist, organist, and 
conductor who combined a Classical upbringing with Romantic inclination to 
create music of great craftsmanship, restraint, poetry, inventive orchestration, 
and melodic freshness.

Alexander Sergeyevich Pushkin (1799–1837): Preeminent Russian 
nationalist poet and author who, through the model of his own work, 
provided a literary heritage for the Russian language, which spilled over into 
Russian opera.

Gioacchino Rossini (1792–1868): Major Italian opera composer of the bel 
canto style. His well-known opera The Barber of Seville is based on the  rst 
play of the Figaro trilogy by Beaumarchais, from which Mozart had drawn 
30 years before in Vienna.
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Robert Schumann (1810–1856): German composer, pianist, conductor, 
and critic. Schumann was noted for his poetic works, which fuse Classical 
structure with Romantic expression. His songs, particularly his song-cycles, 
are among the glories of lieder.

Bedrich Smetana (1824–1884): Bohemian composer who holds an 
important place in the development of musical nationalism, a key trend in 
Romantic music. Among his most signi  cant works is Ma Vlast (1878).

Richard Strauss (1864–1949): German composer who shone in two 
major areas: tone poem and opera. Almost single-handedly, he carried the 
Wagnerian opera tradition and the Romantic Lisztian tone poem into the 20th 
century. He is also one of the great composers of lieder.

Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840–1893): Widely popularized Russian 
composer, whose music is characterized by extreme tunefulness and 
emotional fervor, typical of Romantic musical trends. 

Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901): Proli  c Italian composer whose career 
practically constitutes the history of Italian opera between 1850 and 
1900. Verdi’s style evolved slowly and almost entirely eliminates the 
differentiation between aria and recitative, elevating the orchestra and 
favoring characterization and dramatic truth over the vocal prettiness of the 
bel canto style.

Richard Wagner (1813–1883): German composer who brought German 
Romantic opera to its culmination. Some of his most in  uential musical 
innovations include continuous music, the leitmotif, the Gesamtkunstwerke, 
and the development of the orchestra into full partnership with the voices.

Carl Maria von Weber (1786–1826): German composer whose opera Der 
Freischütz became the de  nitive work that established 19th -century German 
opera, characterized by the use of spoken dialogue and plots that hinge on 
the supernatural.
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Romanticism to Modernism (1848–1913)

Mily Balakirev (1837–1910): Self-appointed leader of a group of  ve post-
Glinka Russian dilettante composers (the Mighty Five or Russian Five) who 
banded together for the stated mission of glorifying the spirit and music of 
Mother Russia through their concert works. The other members of this group 
were Alexander Borodin (1833–1887), Caesar Cui (1835–1918), Nicolai 
Rimsky-Korsakov (1844–1908), and Modest Mussorgsky (1839–1881).

Claude Debussy (1862–1918): French composer who was the founder and 
most important representative of the Impressionist Movement in music, 
marking a signi  cant break with the German musical tradition of his time.

Modest Mussorgsky (1839–1881): One of the  ve composers in Balakirev’s 
group inspired by Russian folk melodies and rhythms; his opera Boris 
Godunov is the pinnacle of Russian opera.

Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844–1908): The most technically 
accomplished of the  ve composers in Balakirev’s group, his compositions 
embraced Russian nationalism, while  ourishing as self-standing works of 
great structural integrity. His extraordinary ear for timbre made him one of 
history’s greatest orchestrators.

Arnold Schönberg (1874–1951): Viennese-born composer who developed 
the concept of emancipation of dissonance, through which he attempted to 
“free” his music from the shackles of traditional tonality. Pierrot Lunaire 
(1912) was the capstone to Schönberg’s freely atonal period.

Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971): Russian-born composer whose works are 
marked by nationalism and revolutionary use of rhythm and melody. His 
Rite of Spring (1912) is one of the most extraordinary musical compositions 
of the 20th century.
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