Music Through the Ages
The Classical Era
1750-1825

During the Classical period, musicians, writers and artists returned to the simple beauties of nature, looking once again to ancient Greece as their role model. Architecture was plain and uncluttered, and music was polished, tuneful, elegant and simple – free of the Baroque Era’s frills.


During the Classical period, wealthy individuals began to pay to attend concerts, and composers found a new audience. Musicians were finally able to make a living without relying on the patronage of the nobility and the church. The most famous composers of this period were Mozart, Haydn and Beethoven.


Classical music was written with greater simplicity than music of the Baroque period. Usually there was only one melody at a time, following clear-cut forms and patterns. Two of J.S. Bach’s sons, Carl Philip Emanuel and Johann Christian, were leaders in the search for a new musical style. They turned away from the elaborate contrapuntal style of their father, and instead of making all voices equally important, they made the soprano line the most important voice.


Whereas music of the Baroque was based on the idea of unity (a single theme usually ran throughout the piece), classical music was based on contrasts. Classical composers began experimenting in dynamics and contrast. Within a single work one could find loud and soft, slow and fast, wide spaces between bass and soprano, and contrasts of mood. Classical music had starts and stops, and all these separate pieces were fitted together like a puzzle. The sonata was the perfect musical form for contrasts and surprises. A sonata is written in two, three or four movements, each with its own key, tempo, and themes.


A new musical form called the symphony was developed during the Classical period, a long work in three or four movements for an orchestra. Other popular compositions were the overture, theme and variations, opera and concerto.


The first piano was built in the early 18th century by Cristofori, and by the end of the 18th century it had quickly replaced the harpsichord, for one could play both loudly and softly on it. The piano could be heard above the sound of the small Classical orchestra, and became a favourite vehicle for showing off the skill of the pianist, who was often the composer himself. Mozart wrote 25 piano concertos that are supreme in their field, and did for the concerto forms what Haydn’s work did for the string quartet.


Mozart was one of the greatest musical talents ever born. His father travelled with him throughout Europe as a “boy wonder”, playing the piano for royal families. But rather than be a music director in a royal court, Mozart was one of the first great composers to work for himself, but he died very young and in poverty. He wrote over 600 compositions during his short life.


Haydn was known as the “father of the string quartet” and developed a style for what has remained the most popular form of chamber music. Haydn’s string quartets often include music for two violins, a viola and a cello. Both Mozart and Beethoven studied with Haydn for a while. Beethoven however, was a difficult student because he refused to accept the rules of composition that Haydn taught.


Beethoven, a composer whose music served as a bridge between the Classical and Romantic periods, is best remembered for his famous nine symphonies. He is even more remarkable, because he began to lose his hearing at age 30, and was completely deaf by the time he was 50.


An orchestra of the Classical period might have up to 40 members, with more strings, brass, woodwinds and percussion instruments added for special effects. The string group became the foundation of the symphony orchestra. Many early symphonies were written mainly for strings along with two horns or flutes and timpani. Eventually, more and more instruments were added. The clarinet, first used by the composer Stamitz, enriched the woodwinds section. Composers began to use “Turkish” instruments also, such as the snare drum, bass drum, triangle and cymbals.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Questions: 
(worth 35 marks)

*Answer the following questions in complete sentences on a sheet of loose leaf:

1. What were the years that the Classical period encompassed? (1)
2. To whom did the Classical musicians look as their role model? (1)
3. What are the characteristics of Classical art and music? (2)
4. Why were musicians during this time able to make a living without the patronage of nobility and church? (2)
5. Who were three of the most famous composers of the Classical period? (1)
6. What is the main difference between the music of the Baroque and Classical eras? (2)
7. Which line/voice was the most important? (1)
8. What did Classical composers experiment with? (1)
9. How did they use contrast in their music? (2)
10. What do they say is the perfect form for contrast and surprises? (1)
11. What instrument was invented during the 18th century and quickly became the most popular instrument of the era? (1)
12. Tell me three things about Mozart. These could be from the sheet or things that you already know. (3)
13. Name the four instruments in a string quartet. (2)
14. Who became known as the “Father of the String Quartet”? (1)
15. Why was Beethoven a difficult student for Haydn? (1)
16. Do you think that people can actually make rules for composing a song or a piece of music? Why or why not? (2)
17. Using the provided text, look up the years of the Romantic era and of Beethoven’s life. (2)
18. Why do you think that Beethoven was considered the “bridge” between the Classical and Romantic eras? (2)
19. How many musicians were usually in an orchestra? What instruments would you expect to hear in such a group? (2)
