
 

HISTORY OF  

MUSIC 
 

THE CLASSICAL ERA 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Created by J. Rogers (2015) 
 

 



!

!

2! ! GOWER COLLEGE SWANSEA 
MUSIC 

!
! !

!

 

!
! !

Table of Contents 

Early Classical Period (1750 – 1800)!....................................................................................!4!

Classical Harmony and Melody!............................................................................................!5!

The Symphony!......................................................................................................................!7!

Sonata Form!.........................................................................................................................!8!

Classical Concerto!.............................................................................................................!11!

Chamber Music!..................................................................................................................!14!

Solo Piano Music!.................................................................................................................!15!

Beethoven (1770 – 1827)!...................................................................................................!16!

Schubert!and!the!Lied!.........................................................................................................!18!

 

 

  



!

!

3!! GOWER COLLEGE SWANSEA 
MUSIC 

!
! !

!

 

!
! !

History of Music 
The History of Music can be broadly divided into separate periods of time, each with its 
own characteristics or musical styles. Musical style does not, of course, change overnight. 
It can often be a gradual process with styles overlapping, and newer styles emerging out 
of old. It is generally agreed, however, that the History of Music can be divided into the 
following six periods (approximate dates are given for each period): 
 
Medieval Music (up to about 1450) ! 
This is the earliest music we know. An important feature of this period is Plainchant; an 
early form of church music with Latin words, based on Modes.  
 
Renaissance Music (1450-1600) 
During this period, composers started to explore a variety of different textures (including 
Homophonic and Polyphonic textures) and forms, including: sacred music – Mass and 
Motet; secular music - Madrigal and Ballet; and dance music – Pavan and Galliard. 
 
Baroque Music (1600-1750) 
The music of this period has a reputation for being highly ornamented. Important features 
include; Ground Bass, Fugue, French and Italian Overtures, Concerto Grosso, Ripieno, 
Concertino, Basso Continuo, Ritornello, Opera, Chaconne and Passacaglia. 
 
Classical Music (1750-1830) 
Composers of this period placed much importance on form and structure. Important 
features include; Sonata, Sonata Form, Symphony, Concerto, Opera, Minuet and Trio, 
Rondo, Theme and Variations, Alberti Bass, Cadenza and Scherzo. 
 
Romantic Music (1830-1900) 
Music of the 19th century tended to be very expressive with many references to 
emotions, literature and the other arts. Important features include; Nationalism, Lied, 
Song Cycle, Word Painting, Symphonic Poem, Tone Poem, Idee fix, Leitmotiv and Opera. 
 
20th Century Music (1900 onwards) 
The 20th century has produced a wide range of musical styles. While some composers 
have taken quite a traditional approach to music, others have been very experimental. 
Important features include: popular styles such as Latin American, Blues, Ragtime, Swing, 
Samba, Salsa, Jazz, Boogie-woogie, Soul, Country and jazz-Funk; and more experimental 
music such as Impressionist, Nationalist, Expressionist, Minimalist, Aleatoric and Neo-
Classical. 
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Early Classical Period (1750 – 1800) 

 

 

The Classical period was roughly from 1750-1810. A common characteristic of Classical 

music is “graceful” melodies, in clear-cut and balanced phrases. Classical music was 

often homophonic, with an emphasis on the elegance and beauty of melody. 

Popular instrumental forms of the Classical period included the symphony, concerto 
and string quartet. The orchestra in the Classical period now featured the addition of 

the flute, oboe, the recently invented clarinet, and the bassoon, along with a couple of 

French Horns. The latter half of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th century saw 

the lives and careers of some of the giants of European Music – chiefly Haydn, Mozart and 

Beethoven. They lived through a time of tremendous social upheaval – the French and 

American Revolution, the Napoleonic Wars etc. The turmoil of the times eventually saw 

music transformed – it became bigger, louder and more ferocious than ever before. Yet 

before 1800, the remarkable fact is, that the music DOESN’T reflect the mayhem that 

surrounded it.  

This period brought with it seismic social, political and artistic change. In music, faith and 

morality (the ‘watch words’ of Bach and Handel) gave way to the pleasure principal. 

Rather than try to improve their listeners, composers like Haydn and Mozart started 

pampering them instead. The rewards for this approach transformed the social standing 

of the composer. In sixty short years, composers went from ‘below stairs’ to ‘high table’. 

The whole function of music, and too the audience, evolved dramatically. 

Jonathan Rogers
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The vast output from Classical composers was very rarely unsettling or unnerving. In their search 

for elegance, they produced a ton of music of great beauty, and in their search for sensuality, they 

made music attractive, sensitive and often very touching. It can be argued, however, that this 

music had a lack of purpose and meaning, and a lack of direct relevance to the times in which it 

was produced. Haydn and Mozart’s obedient following of their favourite formulaic and ordered 

structures could not have happened at a more disobedient time in history. This order and balance 

is reflected widely in the harmony and structure employed by composers of the time. 

Classical Harmony and Melody 
 

A new approach to chords was very noticeable when making comparisons with the Baroque era. 

Complication was replaced with simplicity. Unlike their predecessors, composers of the late 18th 

century decided that there were far too many chords available and that they needed far fewer for 

their purposes. 

Classical composers 

were interested in 

great blocks of one 

chord followed by 

great blocks of 

another. Not only did 

they restrict 

themselves to a menu 

of only half a dozen 

chords, there were 

three chords they 

used obsessively – I – 
IV and V.  The 

example on the right 

is taken from ‘Orfeo 

ed Euridice’ by Gluck. 

Highlight in 3 

separate colours the 

music that is 

harmonised with 

chords I, IV and V 

respectively. 

Jonathan Rogers

Jonathan Rogers

Jonathan Rogers

Jonathan Rogers
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The decision to limit the amount of chords used didn’t mean that composers wrote music that 

was unimaginative or bland. It was merely due to the fact that their priorities lay elsewhere within 

the music. Composers, like architects of the time, were obsessed with clear form and structure. 

This allowed melody to be the focus of all music, and huge efforts were made to highlight 

melody in a very clear and unfussy manner. Many of Haydn and Mozart’s melodies follow a very 

formulaic and symmetrical pater, ensuring that melodies were balanced and ordered. 

 

Study the melody below from one of Haydn’s Symphonies. What do you notice about the way in 

which the melody has been created? Can you add chords above the stave (in Roman Numerals) in 

the appropriate places? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a similar way, annotate the compositional devices that Mozart uses below. Mark in the phrases 

also.  
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The Symphony 
The word Symphony literally means “sounding together”. In the Baroque period the term 

was used to describe a number of different kinds of instrumental pieces. In the Classical 

period, however, the Symphony as we know it today was developed. 

The Symphony is a large-scale work for full orchestra, generally comprising four separate 

movements, although it is possible to find symphonies with different numbers of 

movements. The four movements of a Classical Symphony, contrasted in speed and 

mood, generally followed the same basic plan: 

Movement Characteristics 
1 A fairly fast tempo (sometimes with a slow introduction) Making use of 

structure known as Sonata Form. 

2 A slow tempo, more lyrical and song-like. Often in Ternary Form 

(ABA), or Theme and Variations. 

3 Haydn and Mozart wrote a Minuet and Trio at this point; a bright 

dance with three beats in the bar. Beethoven transformed it into a 

much faster and more vigorous Scherzo. 

4 A fast tempo, and often light-hearted in mood. Commonly structured 

in Rondo Form, or Sonata Form, or even a mixture of both.  

Notice that three movements of a Concerto are just like the movements of a Symphony, 

but without the Minuet and Trio. 

 

When we consider the manner in which Haydn and Mozart developed their melodies, it is 

understandable why the Symphony became such a popular genre. Symphonies became 

‘explorations’, a journey to find out what would happen if you took a few tunes and 

experimented with them. A symphony is a peculiar thing – 40 musicians, all 

simultaneously interpreting different instructions by the same person, with no narrative 

or plot or literal meaning. Nor is it generally a description of anything. Merely, 4 loosely 

related sections of music at slightly different speeds, strung together for the thought 

provoking fun of it. The odd thing about the symphony is that is that, at this point, it had 

no direct parallels in any other artistic field. It’s abstract, more than 100 years before the 

concept became fashionable in visual art.  

 

Jonathan Rogers
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Sonata Form 
 

Sonata Form is one of the most important forms used by composers. It is the form used 

in the first movements of Sonatas, Symphonies, String Quartets and Concertos. 

The basic plan of sonata form is as follows: 

Exposition Development Recapitulation Coda 
1st subject (tonic) 

 

Transition 

(changing key) 

 

2nd subject 

(new key) 

 

Developing ideas from 

the Exposition 

Adding new ideas. 

Exploring new keys 

 

1st subject (tonic) 

 

Transition (altered) 

 

 

2nd subject 

(tonic) 

 

An extended ending 

section comprising 

some themes 

previously used 

 

Listen to the first movement of Eine Kleine Nachtmusik by Mozart played by a group of 

strings. Try to follow the sonata form structure. 
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Having listened to this movement, complete the following statements: 

 

1. This exposition section starts is in the key of _______________ 

2. In the transition (bridge) the music modulates to the _______________key 

3. The 2nd subject in the exposition is in the key of ________________ 

4. The 2nd subject in the recapitulation is in the key of ________________ 

5. What ornaments are prominent in this piece? (Refer to specific bar numbers) 

_________________________________________________________ 
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Listen to the first movement of the piano piece; Sonatina No. 1 by Clementi. This 

movement follows a simple sonata form structure. While you listen, try to identify the 

main sections: Exposition, Development and Recapitulation, 1st subject and 

2nd subject. Annotate the score accordingly. 

 
 

 

Jonathan Rogers
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Classical Concerto 
 
As we know from studying the Baroque period, the concerto was introduced in the 

Italian tradition of Corelli and his contemporaries to contrast large groups of instruments 

against smaller groups. This was called the Concerto Grosso. Vivaldi then developed 

the Solo Concerto and it was this version of the concerto form that was transformed 

in the Classical Period. The Concerto is a large-scale work for a solo instrument and 

orchestra, generally comprising three separate movements.  

 

The three movements of a typical Concerto, contrasted in speed and mood, generally 

followed the same basic plan: 

 

Movement 1 

A fairly fast tempo, making use of structure known as Sonata Form. During this 

movement there is usually a Cadenza. 

 

Movement 2 

A slow tempo, more lyrical and song-like, often in Ternary Form (ABA), or Theme 
and Variations. 

 

Movement 3 

A fast tempo, and often light-hearted in mood, commonly structured in Rondo Form 

or Sonata Form, or even a mixture of both. 

 

This fast – slow – fast structure was founded in Italy and still continues in many 

concertos even to this day! 

 

Sonata Form was strictly followed in the Classical Concerto, and the role of the 

orchestra and the soloist was virtually identical in every case. One key feature was the 

treatment of subject 1 material. In ALL cases the, the First Subject would be introduced 

by the Orchestra only, whilst the soloist would be TACET (not required to play at all). 

Jonathan Rogers
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Only when the orchestra had finished the statement, would the soloist be introduced – 

again playing the first subject material. Look at these examples from Haydn’s Cello 

Concerto in C.  



An important feature of a Concerto is the 

Cadenza. A Cadenza is a passage in the music 

designed to give the soloist the opportunity to 

demonstrate their musical technique. The Cadenza 

is played without orchestral accompaniment and 

often ends with a trill, as a signal to the orchestra to 

play again. During the classical period, Cadenzas 

were not written out by the composer – instead the 

soloists were invited to improvise when instructed! 

Soloists were encouraged to base their cadenza 

ideas on themes that had appeared earlier in the 

concerto. In the Classical period, Cadenzas were placed towards the end of the 

recapitulation before the orchestra would rejoin to finish the movement in a Coda-like 

ending. 
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Chamber Music 
 
Chamber music is music written to be performed by a small group of musicians, in a small 

room rather than in a big hall. In most chamber ensembles, only one musician would be 

playing each part. A very popular chamber ensemble in the Classical and Romantic 

periods was the String Quartet. The String Quartet contains a very specific combination 

of instruments: two violins, one viola and one cello. The overall structure of a String 

Quartet is just like that of a Symphony; four movements contrasted in speed and mood. 

Listen to an excerpt from the 2nd movement of the Emperor String Quartet by Haydn 

and answer the questions below. 

 

1. Name the key of the piece: ______________________ 

2. Explain the time signature: ___________________________ 

3. Name the ornament in bar 3:_________________ 

4. Name the cadence at bar 4:_________________ 

5. What happens to the key in the 2nd line? _____________________ 

6. Name the ornament in line 3, bar 2:_________________ 

7. Name the cadence at the end:_________________ 
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Solo Piano Music 
 
The piano was the new keyboard instrument in the Classical period. A popular musical 

feature used by Classical composers is the Alberti bass. This is a type of broken chord 

accompaniment repeated in the left hand and was often used to support the characteristic 

“graceful” melodies, in clear-cut and balanced phrases. Listen to an excerpt from the 

second movement of Sonata in C (K.545) by Mozart played on the piano. Listen for and 

highlight on the score the following: Alberti Bass, Simple harmonies, Clear-cut phrases, Major, 

decoration (ornamentation) of the phrase. 
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Beethoven (1770 – 1827) 
 

Beethoven was a colossal figure in the Classical period. Some may argue that Beethoven 

should be classed in a period of his own, as he almost singlehandedly bridges the gap 

between the Classical and Romantic eras. What is different about Beethoven’s later 

works to those of Haydn and Mozart, is the ‘attitude’ of the music – whereas they aimed 

to reveal human emotions through the filter of well balanced melodies and structures, 

Beethoven’s approach is far more serious. Grief is grief, pain is pain and music in 

Beethoven’s opinion was the art best placed to confront such emotions. For the majority 

of the 19th century, most composers that followed him came to the same conclusion.  

 

This was Beethoven’s great legacy – not how he changed musical form or language – but 

how he recalibrated what music as for. Singlehandedly, he transformed it from gentile, 

after dinner entertainment into a state of mind that everyone, irrespective of class, could 

relate to. Whereas once, music was driven by faith, beauty or elegance, now it was fuelled 

by a composer’s own psychology. By making the music about ‘him’ and his feelings, 

Beethoven was taking music in a new direction. Not only was music co-opted into the 

personality of the composer, so too was the nature all around him. Nature was ascribed 

Human emotion. It became a metaphor for the feelings of the artist. Two famous 

examples of this are his 6th Symphony ‘Pastoral’ and his ‘Moonlight’ Sonata: 
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What is the main compositional device employed in this piece? 

 

 

Describe the movement of the melodic line and the speed of the harmonic rhythm. 

 

 

What chord is used halfway through bar 3 (shown below without the broken chords)? 

 

 

 

 

Beethoven’s darker use of harmony allows him to convey greater emotion in his descriptive 

compositional style. Another composer who was very adept at conveying emotion in his music 

towards the end of the classical era was Franz Schubert.!!

 

 

! !
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Schubert!and!the!Lied!
 

After the invention of the Piano, many upper middle class families in Europe purchased 

instruments in the 19th century. As a result, there was a market for simple songs to be composed 

and this style was mastered in Austria by Franz Schubert. The song form was an ideal genre in 

which he could display his descriptive style. Lied is the German word for song. The plural is 

Lieder (songs) Many musicians use the terms Lied or Lieder to refer to songs by 19th century 

composers for voice and piano. Listen to An die Musik (To Music) by Franz Schubert.  

 

What is the structure of this song? 
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In most examples of Lieder, however, the piano is not merely an accompaniment. The voice and 

piano are treated as equals. The piano is often used to set the mood. The next example is one of 

those amazing Schubert songs that accomplishes this admirably. Das Zügenglöcklein (The Passing 

Bell), tells the story of the small bell that was rung in Austrian parishes in Schubert's time when a 

parishioner passed away. The accompaniment requires the pianist to pick out with his/her right-

hand's little finger the ‘ringing of this bell’ (a repeated Eb throughout the piece) which lifts the 

accompaniment from the musically excellent to the sublime! 

 

 

Answer the following questions: 

 

1. The structure of the song is ___________________. 

2. The introduction is in the key of ___________________. 

3. The first section of the song ends with a ______________ cadence. 

4. The texture at the start of the second section is ___________________. 
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The main characteristics of Classical Music: 

1. Lighter, clearer texture than Baroque music, less complicated; mainly homophonic – 

melody above chordal accompaniment 

2. An emphasis on grace and beauty of melody and form, proportion and balance, 

moderation and control; polished and elegant in character with expressiveness and formal 

structure held in perfect balance. 

3. More variety and contrast within a piece: keys, melodies, dynamics, rhythms; frequent 

changes of mood and timbre 

4. Melodies tend to be much shorter than those of the Baroque, clear-cut phrases and 

clearly marked phrases 

5. Orchestra increases in size and range; harpsichord continuo falls out of use, woodwind 

now becoming a self contained section 

6. Piano replaces the harpsichord as the principal keyboard instrument – early piano music 

contains thinner textures employing ‘alberti bass’ figures (Haydn and Mozart) but later 

becoming richer and more sonorous (Beethoven) 

7. Importance given to instrumental music: Sonata, trio, string quartet, symphony, concerto, 

serenade etc. 

8. Sonata form the most important design – used to build up the first movement of most 

large-scale works and also in single pieces (e.g. Overtures) 
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