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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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Romantic Era Introduction (1830 – 1910) 

 

The Romantic period was roughly from 1830-1910. Common characteristics of Romantic 

music include chromaticism, expression of emotions and large orchestral forces. The 19th 

century was a time of great contrast between freedom and oppression, faith and 

science, socialism and capitalism etc. Liberalism and democracy came to shape society, 

and in its wake, the freedom of the individual – freedom seemingly in all things! The 

freedom of the press, the freedom of expression and the freedom of thought were all 

demanded and celebrated. 

 

Popular forms of the Romantic period included programme music, the extension of the 

symphony and concerto forms, symphonic poem, solo piano music of greater virtuosity, 

lieder and song-cycles, opera and music dramas. Common characteristics of Romantic 

music include extended melodies, often using a lot of semitones (chromatic), a greater 

freedom in form, more adventurous modulations, and a wider range of dynamics. 

Romantic music tends to be very expressive, conveying strong emotions and great 

contrast. 
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Programme Music 
 
Programme Music is music that tells a story, or is in some way descriptive. In other 

words it is intended to create images or convey ideas to the listener. Throughout musical 

history there are many examples of composers writing music to evoke nature or 

emotions. It was during the Romantic period, however that the idea of composing music 

based on paintings literature, or historical events became really important. There are 

three main types of Programme Music for orchestra; the Concert Overture, the 

Programme Symphony and the Symphonic Poem (sometimes called tone poem). 

Concert Overture 
 
The Hebrides Overture (also known as Fingal’s Cave) by Mendelssohn depicts the 

crashing of the waves against Fingal’s Cave in the Hebrides. On the island of Staffa, 

Mendelssohn discovered this vast cave, open to the sea and rising to a height of twenty 

meters. It lies there alone, black, echoing, and entirely purposeless. Mendelssohn jotted 

down a 21 bar passage that became the opening of his composition. It perfectly captures 

the air of hushed mystery, dark mists and the restless sea. Two main musical ideas are 

presented and developed - the “lapping wave” subject that opens the overture, and a 

long-breathed, rising melody for the lower strings and woodwinds. Listen to the opening 

of the piece: 

 

In your own words describe how this music ‘sounds’ different to the music of Mozart: 
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Programme Symphony 
 

Sometimes referred to as the first recognizable piece of the Romantic period is Hector 

Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique. The first performance was at the Paris Conservatoire in 

December 1830. Leonard Bernstein described the symphony as the first musical 

expedition into psychedelia because of its hallucinatory and dream-like nature, and 

because history suggests Berlioz composed at least a portion of it under the influence of 

opium. According to Bernstein, 'Berlioz tells it like it is. You take a trip, you wind up 

screaming at your own funeral.' The work is in 5 movements:  

 

1. Reveries – Passions 

2. A Ball 

3. In the country 

4. March to the scaffold 

5. Dream of a witches’ Sabbath 

 

The symphony is a piece of program music that tells the story of an artist gifted with a 

lively imagination who has poisoned himself with opium in the depths of despair because 

of hopeless love. The composer gives the five movements a sense of unity by using a 

musical theme to link the movements. This known as an ‘idée fixe’. 

 

Here is the idée fixe from the Symphonie Fantastique: 

 

 
This theme is reinvented and reused throughout the whole symphony. This was a very 

different way of structuring music. Where the Sonata Form, Rondo and Theme and 

Variations ruled in the classical period, the new method of Motivic structure within a 

piece became very popular in the Romantic Era. 
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The 2nd movement evokes the atmosphere of a ballroom by using the waltz: 

 
 

The idée fixe appears again, transformed into waltz time: 

 
In the 4th movement; The March to the scaffold; the young man dreams that he has killed 

his loved one, that he is condemned to death and led to his execution at the guillotine. 

The movement opens with a descending scale played on cellos and double basses, 

suggesting the tread of heavy footsteps: 

 
The second theme: a strict march featuring syncopated and dotted rhythms creates a 

military and warlike mood: 
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The rest of the movement is based on continued reference to these two themes. Then, 

suddenly we hear a shrill clarinet playing the idée fixe once again as a final thought of the 

beloved. However, the theme is cut short by a sudden orchestral fortissimo chord as the 

guillotine falls. Listen carefully for the musical depiction of the severed head tumbling 

unceremoniously into the waiting basket: 

 
 

This was clearly a very different type of symphonic work to what would have been 

composed by Haydn or Mozart 50 years earlier. But, what it is very clear, is the influence 

of Beethoven on these types of compositions (e.g. Pastoral Symphony). Also, the score 

calls for a total of over 90 instruments, the most of any symphony written to that time. 

Gustavo Dudamel has conducted performances of the work with orchestras of over 200 

players! 

 

The Romantic Orchestra 

 

Woodwinds 

2 flutes (one doubling piccolo) 

2 oboes (one doubling cor anglais) 

2 clarinets (one doubling E♭ clarinet) 

4 bassoons 

 

Brass 

4 horns 

2 cornets 

2 trumpets 

3 trombones 

2 ophicleides  

Percussion 

2 timpani 

Cymbals 

Snare drum (used in 4th movement) 

Bass drum 

Bells in C and G 

Strings 

2 harps 

Violins I, II 

Violas 

Celli 

Double Basses  
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Symphonic Poem 
 

A symphonic poem or tone poem is a piece of orchestral music, usually in a single 

continuous section (a movement) that illustrates or evokes the content of a poem, short 

story, novel, painting, landscape, or other (non-musical) source. The symphonic poem is 

in some ways related to opera. Whilst it does not use a sung text, it seeks, like opera, a 

union of music and drama.  

 

In 1850, Liszt was probably the most famous musician on earth. At the height of his fame 

as a virtuoso pianist, he’d travelled the world (when he visited Liverpool, he stayed at the 

Woodside Hotel in Birkenhead and dined on oysters). Audiences of thousands screamed 

and fainted, and when Liszt dropped a glove, respectable society ladies scratched and 

kicked each other to get at it. They called it “Lisztomania” (it’s the origin of the term 

“Beatlemania”). Franz Liszt (1811-1886) is credited with founding this form of 

composition and her composed 13 to kick start the new style. Prometheus, was 

reworked from an earlier work and premiered in 1855. The story of Prometheus, is that 

“he stole and gave to mankind a 

godlike gift – the creative fire. 

For his crime, the gods 

rewarded him with relentless 

punishment and hatred, and 

demanded that he worship 

Zeus, and end his love for 

humanity. A vicious tormentor, 

Zeus’s blood-thirsty eagle, came 

every day, sent down from 

Olympus to tear apart his flesh 

with claws, and bloodily devour 

his liver”. This is a typical story that 19th century composers would we fascinated with. 

Many tales of death, destiny and suffering were taken as inspiration for compositions in 

the Romantic Era.  
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Task 

Four emotions, Liszt explained, “constitute its entirety, its soul: Boldness, Suffering, 

Endurance and Redemption.” Complete the table below, stating the instruments used for 

each section and describing what they are playing. 

Boldness 

 

 

 

 

Suffering 

 

 

 

 

Endurance 

 

 

 

 

Redemption 

 

 

 

 

 

Describe Liszt’s use of harmony in the opening of Prometheus 

 

 

 

 

In the Allegro (quick section), what compositional device is used in respect of the 

texture? 

 



	  

	  

11	  	   GOWER COLLEGE SWANSEA 
MUSIC 

	  
	   	  

	  

 

	  
	   	  

Romantic Piano Music 
Common characteristics of Romantic music include extended melodies, often using a lot 

of semitones (chromatic), a greater freedom in form, more adventurous modulations, and 

a wider range of dynamics. Romantic music tends to be very expressive, conveying strong 

emotions. The innovators in this style were Franz Lizst and Frederic Chopin. Listen to an 

excerpt from a Waltz in A flat by Chopin played on the piano.  

 

Give a suitable term to describe the following features of the music: 

Harmony  

Tonality  

Tempo  

Melody  

Mood  

Dynamics  
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Lieder and Song-cycles 
	  
Although most European countries began 

developing the art song genre by the beginning of 

the 19th century, the rise of Lieder in Austria and 

Germany have outweighed all others in terms of 

influence. German-language song composition at the 

end of 18th century shifted from accessible, 

Strophic form-songs, to settings in the 19th century 

of more sophisticated poetry for a more educated 

middle class. Since these songs were relatively small-

scale works, like the lyric poetry used for their 

musical settings, they were often published in 

collections, and consequently borrowed various poetic terms to mark their groupings – 

SONG CYCLES. Cycles could have a running plot throughout the collection of included 

songs, all settings could be by the same poet, include the same theme etc. If these 

collections had written in the 1970s they would be regarded, as ‘concept albums’ much 

like recordings by groups such as Pink Floyd. 

 

The genre was firmly established by the cycles of Schubert in woks like Die schöne Müllerin 

(1823) and Winterreise (1827). Schumann's great cycles were all composed in 1840. 

Arguably the most successful, and most beautiful, is Dichterliebe, 'A Poet's Love'. The 

texts for the 16 songs come from the Heinrich Heine, written in 1822–1823, published as 

part of the poet's Das Buch der Lieder. The very natural, almost hyper-sensitive poetical 

affections of the poems are mirrored in Schumann's settings, with their miniaturist 

chromaticism and suspensions. The poet's love is a hothouse of nuanced responses to the 

delicate language of flowers, dreams and fairy-tales. Schumann adapts the words of the 

poems to his needs for the songs, sometimes repeating phrases and often rewording a 

line to supply the desired cadence. Dichterliebe is an integral artistic work, and elevates 

the brilliance of the original poems to new astounding levels of creativity.  

 
 
 
 



	  

	  

13	  	   GOWER COLLEGE SWANSEA 
MUSIC 

	  
	   	  

	  

 

	  
	   	  

Below is the closing section of the first song of the cycle ‘Im wundershonen Monat Mai’. 

Study the harmony at the end of the song. What do you notice? 

 

 
 

Lieder (Art Songs) are known to use the piano accompaniment in a very sophisticated 

manner. This final song ‘Die Alten Bosen Lieder’, gives a heart wrenching close to the 

cycle, as the protagonist has passed through his/her range of emotions. The piano is 

central to this. Imagine the situation – “you have now passed through every stage of 

delight, disillusionment, bitterness. You have sought oblivion in nature, in dreams, in 

fantasies, which have led you away from the world of reality. But again and again the old 

torturing love has gripped you, again it has enslaved you. Now at last you decide to end 

this torment once and for all if you are not to be destroyed by it. You must end all that 

might have bloomed so wonderfully in your heart, if it had not been so cruelly broken at 

the hands of your beloved. The songs which you have sung in joy and sorrow must be 

silenced, the dreams which have tormented and comforted you must vanish.” 

 

The postlude (printed overleaf) is masterfully written. You listen to its melodies as if they 

were memories long vanished. It can no longer give you pain because it is no longer a part 



	  

	  

14	   	   GOWER COLLEGE SWANSEA 
MUSIC 

	  
	   	  

	  

 

	  
	   	  

of your being, it is only a sound from long ago which brings a smile to your lips, a smile of 

soft melancholy which can no longer wound you. Some argue that the soft melancholy in 

the finale reflect the singer’s acceptance of peace in turning their back on their previous 

lover. Others argue that the descending arpeggios represent the singer drowning - taking 

his/her own life to final arrive at the peace that they’ve long desired and end their love 

struck torment. 
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Opera and Music Dramas 
 

Italian Opera 
 

If it were left to the Italians, modern music would have made it to the 20th century with 

very little change from the music of Mozart. Italian Opera was THE pop music of its time. 

More than just popular, everyone went to the opera in Italy and knew all the tunes from 

the latest arias and choruses. Singable tunes poured out of composers such as Bellini, 

Rossini, and chiefly Verdi who wrote 28 operas over a 51-year period. Music was 

accessible and therefore simply and carefully composed, much like the music of the late 

Classical Era. 

 

Below are four examples of well-known tunes from 19th century Italian Opera. Listen to 

each example and indicate with a Roman Numeral the correct chord at each asterisk.  

 

  

What do you notice? 
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Music Dramas 
The German composer Richard Wagner was a colossal figure towards the end of the 19th 

century. An anti-semite, much of his music was adopted by Hitler’s Third Reich in the 

1930s in much of the Nazi party’s political propaganda. His compositions, particularly 

those of his later period, are notable for their complex textures, rich harmonies and 

orchestration, and the elaborate use of leitmotifs,— musical phrases associated with 

individual characters, places, ideas or plot elements. His advances in musical language, 

such as extreme chromaticism and quickly shifting tonal centres, greatly influenced the 

development of classical music. His Tristan und Isolde is sometimes described as marking 

the start of modern music. 

 

In Tristan and Isolde, Wagner presents arguably his most famous Leitmotif of all – the 

Tristan Chord.  

 

 

This chord has provided unending discussion amongst musicologists and typifies Wagner’s 

use of unresolved chromaticism to create tension and drama. Indeed, Wagner called his 

operas Music Dramas, as he took responsibility for all aspects of the art form. He had his 

own opera house built, the Bayreuth Festspielhaus, which embodied many novel design 

features. It was here that the Ring and Parsifal received their premieres and where his 

most important stage works continue to be performed in an annual festival run by his 

descendants. It was Wagner who invented the idea of ‘hiding’ the orchestra beneath the 

stage (in the concert pit) and dimming the lights in the auditorium – something we now 

take for granted. 
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Leitmotifs in The Ring 
 

Wagner wrote a massive cycle of four operas called Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring 

of the Nibelung). The Ring cycle is intended to performed on four successive evenings 

consisting of: 

 

Part 1: Das Rhinegold (The Rhinegold), in one act 

Part 2: Die Walkure (The Valkyrie), in three acts 

Part 3: Siegfried, in three acts 

Part 4: Gotterdammerung (The Twilight of the Gods), in three acts 

 

Instead of structuring the operas with individual recitatives and arias, Wagner uses a 

technique that he calls “endless melody”, in which the music flows continuously. To give 

the music a sense of structure he uses leitmotivs (or leading-motifs): short recurring 

themes which represent elements in the story such as: 

 

• Characters (e.g. Siegfried or Brunnhilde) 

• Objects (e.g. the Gold, the Ring, and the Sword) 

• Places (the river Rhine, or Valhalla, home of the gods) 

• Emotions (e.g. Love, Destiny, Death etc.) 

 

Appraising Exercise  

 

Nowadays, Leitmotifs can be compared with film themes from motion picture 

soundtracks. Study carefully the eight short excerpts of music from film scores, all 

recognisable musical motifs. The motifs are all printed below. For each excerpt of music 

you should: (a) identify the correct motif and (b) identify the melodic interval between the 

first two notes choosing from	  (Semitone / Major 2nd / Perfect 4th / Perfect 5th) 

 

* For a bonus, can you circle the mistake!	  	  
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1. This is the motif from ________________ starting with the interval of a___________ 

2. This is the motif from ________________ starting with the interval of a___________ 

3. This is the motif from ________________ starting with the interval of a___________ 

4. This is the motif from ________________ starting with the interval of a___________ 

5. This is the motif from ________________ starting with the interval of a___________ 

6. This is the motif from ________________ starting with the interval of a___________ 

7. This is the motif from ________________ starting with the interval of a___________ 

8. This is the motif from ________________ starting with the interval of a___________ 
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