Lecture 20: The Romantic Period (1820-1900)

>Characteristics of Romantic music

1. Originality of style

2. Eloquent and emotional

3. Patriotic and striking

4. Program music

5. Expressive quality

6. Vibrant harmony

7. Wide scope of dynamics, pitch and tempo

8. Compositions in miniature form as well as on a grand scale

>The Romantic composer and society

In contrast with Classical composers, and those of the earlier periods, the typical Romantic composer was a freelance musician who wrote music to fulfill basically an inner need. His audience was the prosperous urban middle class that had started to make itself felt during the latter part of the classical period. As a result, many orchestra and opera groups were formed and, for the first time, regular subscription concerts became common. Another novel musical feature was the founding of music conservatories throughout Europe. Also, instrumental virtuosity came in vogue and the solo recital emerged as an integral part of the musical scene. The piano became a fixture in almost every middle-class home. In turn, there was great demand for piano music, songs, and piano transcriptions of operas and orchestral works. Although the era of musical patronage was essentially over, some composers like Tchaikovsky and Wagner were fortunate enough to find wealthy sponsors and thereby devote themselves entirely to composition.

>Establishment of the Romantic Idiom

Stylistic traits:

Predominant mediums: orchestra, piano, solo voice + piano accompaniment and opera chamber and choral music relatively unimportant

Rhythm: recognized as basic to expressiveness

Texture: remained prevailingly homophonic

Novel features: Largely in area of emphasis and dimension, eg: expanded tonal color, enlarged orchestra, long symphonies (1hour)

Beethoven as a transitional figure:

From about 1820 on, Beethoven’s works represent the link between classicism and Romantism establishing the main standards for Romantic composers: individually, subjectivity and emotional expression

>Opera

Italian opera continued as dominant type during first half of 19th C. with Rossini, Bellini, Donizeth and then particularly, Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901)

Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901) and the transformation of Italian opera.

Verdi is arguably the most popular of all opera composers today. At the age of 26, his first opera (Oberto) was produced at La Scala de Milan. Although it had a modest success, it placed him on the road to frame as an operatic composer, a road that lasted until 1893, when he completed his last opera (Falstaff) at the age of 80. Although he learned his trade from Rossini and Meyerbeer, he began to quickly transform the conventional Italian opera style through a more colorful, powerful, and eloquent orchestral music, while still retaining the voice at the musical center of gravity. A typically Verdian characteristic is his masterly use of chorus, as in Nabucco and I Lombardi. It was through the former (1842) opera, which indirectly expressed the Italian people’s yearning the freedom and for a united nation that he became a national hero. In his late thirties, three operas became cornerstones of the newly emerging Italian operatic repertory: Rigoletto (1851), Il trovatore (1853), and La Traviata (1853). However, in the mid-1860s, when Italian theaters started to open their doors to French (and later to German) operas, Verdi’s works began to sound old-fashioned. This may have contributed to the fact that, after Aida (1871), Verdi produced no operas for 16 years. Nevertheless, in the meantime he wrote the Messa da Requiem (1874), his non-operatic masterpiece. The turn of the century was a low point in Verdi’s music. However, in the later years there occurred a renaissance, and in the 1950s and 60s his operas became the core repertory of the global opera industry.

Major Works: Nabucco (1842);Rigoletto (1851); Il trovatore (1853); La traviata (1853); Simon Boccanegra (1857); Unballo in maschera (1859); La forza del destino (1862); Don Carlos (1867);Aida (1871); Requiem (1874); Otello (1887); Falstaff (1891).

>Listening

1. Giuseppe Verdi

2. La Traviata

Lecture 21: Opera (Contn’d)

Giacomo Puccini (1858-1924) and the verismo movement.

Of the younger contemporaries and successors of Verdi, the one who stands highest is Puccini. Unlike Verdi, there is in Puccini a good deal of verismo (violent, passionate realism) that first appeared in Italian literature at the end of the 19th C and beginning of the 20th C. It is characterized by the true-to-life portrayal of rural or urban poverty. Although the subjects are often melodramatically treated, the characters are alive. The first to establish this new tradition in opera was Pietro Mascagni (1863-1945) in 1888 in his single-act Cavalleria Rusticana. It is after this opera that Puccini first found his individual voice. He brought out in succession the three verismo operas for which he is best known: La Boheme (1896), Tosca (1900) and Madame Butterfly (1904). The qualities that have kept Puccini’s operas as freshly alive today as when they were written are his marvelous sense of theater, his melodic gift, and his emotional sincerity.

Major works: Manon Lescaut (1893); La Boheme (1896); Tosca (1900); Madame Butterfly (1904); Turandot (1926).

Richard Wagner (1813-1883) and the “universal artwork”.

Wagner was not simply a composer but, unlike Verdi and Puccini, a “musical dramatist” striving to unite poetic drama, music, scenery and dance into a “universal artwork” (Gesamtkunstwerk in German). This Romantic vision of opera is akin to that of the ideal ancient Greek drama. His early operas (Rienzi, The Flying Dutchman, Tannhauser, Lohengrin) are transitional works and do not fully live up to his ideal. The work that truly does that, is Der Ring des Nibelunger (The ring of the Nibelung), a quartet of musical dramas comprising Das Rheingold, Die walkure, Siegfried, and Gotterdamerung. (despite the fact that the ring is based on Nordic legend, it has a pragmatic message: Man destroys himself through his craving for money and power). Wagner created everything single-handedly: plot, characters, text, symbolism and music. It took him 28 years to complete the Ring, with work on it being interrupted for the composition of two “normal” operas: Tristan and Isolde and Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg. He designed a theater in Bayreuth (in Bavarian Germany) for the performance of the Ring. It was opened in 1876 and has since been the venue of the celebrated Bayreuth festivals.

 Wagner’s emphasis on opera as drama, with the shift of focus from the voice toward the orchestra, and with the music expressing the drama and revealing the psychology of the characters, revolutionized the technique of composition and ultimately led to the Expressionism of Arnold Schonberg and Abban Berg.

Major works: Parsifal (1882), in addition to the operas mentioned above.

Listening

1. Giacomo Puccini

2. Madame Butterfly, extract from act 2

3. Richard Wagner

4. Liebestod, from Tristan und Isolde, Liebestod (Wagner)

Lecture 22

>Orchestral music

Beyond Beethoven, development in four directions:

1. Adherence primarily to classical forms and ideals

2. Search for new realms of dramatic content, color and expressionism

3. Movements toward National expression, eg: music of the Russian “five” (kushka): Balakiev, Borodin, Cui, Mussorgsky, Rimsky, Korsakov.

4. Orchestral forms of orchestra expanded

Programmatic content (eg: as in Belioz’s Symphonie Fantastique) a frequent element

New orchestral forms: Concert overture, symphonic (or tone), poem, symphonic suite, symphonic variations.

>Hector Berlioz (1803-1869), the ultimate Romantic

Only three years after Beethoven’s death, Berlioz composed his Symphonie fantastique, an entirely un-Beethovenian work with a literary program (the work is subtitled “Episodes in the life of an artist”) about unrequited love, based on Berlioz’s personal experience. (The lady in question, an Irish Shakespearian actress, had initially rejected him but later, after the symphony’s success, became his wife). It also established the “program symphony” as a genre, in which the composer outlines the events and moods expressed in each movement in the symphony. Berlioz wrote three other program symphonies: Harold en Italie, Romeo et Juliette, and Symphonie funebre et triomphale. Subsequently, he immersed himself largerly in the composition of choral works (operas, cantantas and songs) some of which relate to literature, in the true Romantic tradition. His music was not sufficiently appreciated in Paris, and he had to turn to musical journalism (in which he was brilliant) to support his family. Outside France, however, his works became quickly known, and he was in great demand as an orchestral conductor. As such, he influenced a whole generation of musicians, including Liszt and Wagner.

Major works: Ouvertures – Le corsair (1831) and Le carnaval romain (1844); La damnation de Faust (1846); Te Deum (1849); Les Troyens (1856-8), in addition to the works mentioned above.

>Listening

1. Polovtsian Dances, from the opera Prince Igor (Aleksander Borodin)

2. Hector Berlioz

3. Symphonie fantastique, first movement (Hector Berlioz)
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>Orchestral music (continued)

Piotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893), the most famous Russian composer

After a false start as a government clerk, Tchaikovsky began to study music at 21 at the St Petersburg Conservatory. His progress was so rapid and thorough that, upon graduation at 25, he was appointed professor of harmony at the music, he immersed himself in composition, and by 30 he had produced a symphony, an opera, a symphonic poem, and his first great orchestral work, Romeo and Juliet Overture.

Tchaikovsky’s popularity has grown with the years, with the best of his output finding much appreciation with a very wide audience. He is certainly the greatest master of the classical ballet, particularly in the Swan Lake and Sleeping Beauty. The last three of his six symphonies are deservedly famous, with the sixth still provoking controversy regarding the manner of his death. The First Piano Concerto and his Violin Concerto are no longer considered as simply vehicles for virtuosity but as fine works. Notale amongst his other orchestral compositions are his Romeo and Juliet Overture and the exquisite Serendae for strings. Of his 11 operas, Eugene Onegin and the Queen of Spades are considered masterpieces. In addition, mention must be made of his three excellent String Quartets and same fine examples amongst his 110 songs.

Major Works: Manfred Symphony (1886); The Nutcracker (1891-2), in addition to the works mentioned above.

>Listening

1. Serendae for Stings, Op 48

2. Piano concerto #1 in B flat minor

3. Symphony #6 in B minor

4. Swan Lake – Tchaikovsky (ballet music)

5. Orchestral piano music
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>Piano music

It became particularly popular through technical development of instrument and newly affluent middle class

Small expressive pieces very popular, as well as sonatas, theme and variations, stylized dances and waltzes

The violinist Paganini set style of virtuosic music.

>Frederyk Chopin (1810-1849) the innovator

It is arguably Chopin the innovator that underlies that living freshness and timeless quality of his music. Perhaps the first significant work that reveals his remarkable originality is his stunning La ci darem la mano Variations of Op2 for piano and orchestra, composed at the age of 17 when he was still in his second year at the Warsaw Conservatory. On the day he left Warsaw for ever, that is on 2 November 1830, he signed and dated two works which he called “Exercise 1 “ and “Exercise 2”. They were to be the first two etudes of his Op10, and are so totally different in structure and so revolutionary in concept as compared to the classical studies of, say, Czerny and Cramer that they represent a quantum jump as it were in the genre.

Chopin’s ascension toward full maturity started at the outset of his Paris years in 1831. By 1840, he had explored old forms and, from their elements, built new structures that were to become unmistakably his own. The latter are particularly relevant to his Nocturnes, Ballades, Scherzi and Preludes. Beyond his musical maturity, he surpassed his previous masterpieces through greater harmonic subtlety and a refinement of the already refined. Perhaps his greatest period spanned the last eight years of his life and produced such chef-d’oeuvres as the Fourth Ballade, the Berceuse, and the Polonaise-Fantaisie.

Major Works: two pianos concertos; last two sonatas; 4 scherzos; 25 preludes; 27 etudes; 19 nocturnes; 14 waltzes; 10 polonaises; 56 mazurkas; 4 ballades

>Listening

1. Etude in C minor (revolutionary)

2. Nocturne in F sharp minor

3. Ballade #4 in F minor

4. Polonaise in A flat major
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>Piano music (Cont)

Franz Liszt (1811-1886) the greatest instrumental virtuoso.

Like Chopin, Liszt started his career in Paris as a piano teacher of the elite. He quickly established a notable reputation as a prodigious virtuoso. His encounter in 1832 with Paganini’s quasi-demonic artistry made him determined to achieve for piano technique what Paganini had for the violin. Moreover, painfully aware of his lack of formal schooling, he also began an intensive course of self-education.

Musically, Liszt’s early years were spent largely in composing to display his own incomparable piano mastery. He spent 8 years (1839-1847) touring most of Europe as the greatest piano virtuoso the musical world had seen. Eventually, he felt that his relentless touring was a drawback to sustained compositional work. It was really after he settled in Weimar (central Germany) in 1848 as Kapellmeister (musical director) that his reputation as a significant composer was established.

His period there (1848-1861) was the most productive of his life, witnessing 12 symphomic poems, A Faust Symphony, two piano concertos, the Piano Sonata, and a host of other important piano works. His move to Tome in 1861 saw the completion in 1862 of his oratorio St Elizabeth (begun in Weimar in 1857) and his largest work, the oratorio Christus in 1867.

From 1869 onwards, Liszt’s life was shared between Budapest, Rome and Weimar. His compositional style now went through a profound change, with some piano works such as La lugubre gondola and Nuage gris “throwing their lance far into the future”. His output has sometimes been criticized for its vast stylistic range, which sometimes borders on the common place. His life, governed by the passions of music, love and religion was inextricably linked to his work. In turn, the latter can be fully explained only through the differing aspects of his personality.

Major works: Annees de pelerinages (1836-77); 19 hungarian rhapsodies (1846-85); 2 piano concertos; funerailles for solo piano (1849); tone poems: Mazeppa, Tasso, Les preludes and Orpheus (1851-4); Piano sonata (1853); Dante Symphony (1856); Faust Symphony (1857); Mephisto Waltz #1 (1861)

>Listening

1. Transcendental Etude #10 in F minor

2. Sonetto 104 del Petrarca

3. Jeux d’eaux a la Villa d’Este

4. Hungarian Rhapsody #12
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>Songs and Choral music

German lied (song, based on poetry with piano accompaniment) flourished with rise of German romantic poetry of Goethe, Schiller, Helne and others.

Principal elements: Schubert, Mendelssohu, Schumann, Brahms (and later Wolf and Richard Strauss)

Most important characteristics: piano accompaniment as an integral and equal part of it

In choral music, some function of sacred and secular in oratorios. However, Requiem mass, with it’s vividly dramatic content, attractive to Romantic composers. Most important of Romantic-requiems: those of Berlioz (1837) and Verdi (1874). Brahms’s Ein Deutsches Requiem is so-called because text is based on Luther’s translation of Bible.

>Franz Schubert (1787-1828) founder of the Romantic lied

Schubert stands singly amongst the great composers for having failed to win international recognition in his lifetime. His brief life does not completely explain the neglect of his genius. For a satisfactory explanation, one must turn to his personality. He was shy of the limelight, not self-assertive, no virtuoso performer, did not mingle with the aristocracy, and was perhaps the first assiduous freelance composer. His industry, however, was phenomenal. He left more music than any other composer. His creative fluency was superior to that of Mozart or Beethoven and this is evident when one compares his compositional life (17) with that of Mozart (28) and of Beethoven (40).

The bulk of Schubert’s output (operas, operettas, symphonies and other orchestral works, chamber music, piano compositions) was essentially in the Classical tradition. His contribution to musical Romanticism was in the lied (song), which he turned into a major art form. He wrote more than 600 songs, and he gave the piano part a new significance, blending it with harmonic and motivic subtlety in support of the vocal melody. This is amply displayed in his two great song cycles: Die Schone Mullerin (1823) and Winterreise (1828)

Major works: Symphonies #8 (unfinished, 1822) #9 (the great, 1828); string quartet in C (1828); Piano quintet in A (the trout, 1819); Octet in F (1824); String quartet in C (1828); Piano quintet in A (the trout, 1819); Octet in F (1824); String quartet #14 (Death and the maiden 1824); Fantasy for piano (the wanderer 1822); Fantasy for piano duet (1828); over 600 songs, in addition to the works mentioned above.

>Johannes Brahms (1833-1897), the Classical Romanticist

After Brahms’s famous visit at Schumann’s Dusseldorf home in 1853, Schumann pronounced him as the prophet of a new age. Of course, Schumann was wrong for, as it turned out, Brahms’s music is a fusion of late-baroque counterpoint, Classical symphonism and Romantic expressiveness. The “foreground” is Romantic, the “background” pre-classical and classical. These qualities pervade through his entire output, from the passionately temperamental early piano sonatas (1852-53), to the imposing Piano Concerto #2 (1878-81), to the dramatic vigor of the Double Concerto (1887), and on to the more richly reflective Clarinet Quintet (1891)

Brahms’s Ein deutsches Requiem (1857-68), his largest work, was started soon after Schumann’s death in 1856 and was completed it seems under the impact of the loss of his mother (1865). It is a non-liturgical but emphatically Biblical work, with texts (extracted from Luther’s German Bible) selected by the composer. It is still considered as one of the most significant compositions of the 19th C choral music.

Major works: Four symphonies; 2 piano concertos; Ein Deutches Requiem (1868); alto rhapsody (1869); Violin Concerto (1878); chamber and piano works; about 200 songs

>Listening

1. Gretchen am Spinnrade, and Erlkonig (Schubert)

2. Im wunderschonen Monat Mai; Aus meinen Tranen spriesen; die rose, die Lilie, die taube, die sonne, (Schubert)

3. Ein deutshed requiem, fourth movement (Brahms)
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>Chamber music

Great Viennese tradition of chamber music reached its climax with Beethoven

Classical ideal of conciseness, unity and balance, were incompatible with musical Romanticism, which was inclined toward coloristic effects and expressive possibilities of orchestra

Chamber music nowhere as important as it had been during 18

Chief exponents were the more conservative composers-Mendelssohn, Schumann and Brahms, not the avant-gardists like Liszt & Wagnes

>Robert Schumann (1810-56) the poet

Schumann wrote exclusively for the piano up till 1840, the year of his marriage to Clara Wieck, a pianist of international reputation. He had already made an impact through his sets of piano pieces such as Carnaval (1830), Papillons (1832), Etudes symphoniques (1834), Kreisleriana (1837), and Faschingsschwank aus Wien (1838). During 1840, he turned his attention to song, producing more than half his output in the genre. The flowing year, he focused on orchestral music, and in 1842 he moved on the chamber music. Probably the best known works in that domain are his Piano Quartet and Piano Quintet (both 1842). However, much of his chamber output is neglected. There are fine compositions for string quartet and piano trio, as well as notable sets of pieces for clarinet, oboe, cello (all 1850) and viola (1851), all with piano accompaniment

Major Works: Piano music including Carnaval (1835), Kinderszenen, Fantaisie and Kreisleriana (all 1838); about 250 songs, including sing-cycles Dichterliebe, Frauenliebe und leben (1840); 4 symphonies; Piano concerto (1841-5)

>Johannes Brahms and his last works

Brahms intended his Quintet in G major, Op111 to be his last composition and to bring to a close almost 40 years of chamber music writing. On 11 December 1890 he sent his publisher Simrock an alteration to the finale, adding casually, “with this note you can take leave of my music, because it is high time to stop”. But he did not stop. About three months later he heard the Meiningen Court Orchestra and was very moved by the beauty of the playing of the 37-year-old clarinetist Richard Muhlfeld. It was thus that he was inspired to write four chamber works with clarinet (2 specifically for Muhleld), one of which was the Clarinet Quintet in B minor, Op115, composed in the summer of 1891. Its warmth of tone and autumnal beauty is well recognized. The thematic richness, the profound range, intensity and originality of expression are products of a life-long involvement with chamber music. Together with the Clarinet trio in A minor, Op114, also written for Muhlfeld in the summer of 1891, it introduces the last phase of Brahms’s work which ended with the Choral Preludes for organ, Op122, composed in May-June 1896, barely a year before his death.

>Listening

1. Piano Quintet in E flat major, Op44, 1st movement (Schumann)

2. Clarinet Quintet in B minor, Op115, 2nd movement (Brahms)

3. Piano Quartet #2 in A major,Op26, 4th movement (Brahms)

