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Discoveries by archeologists show that humans were making music from the earliest 
times. The flute pictured below was made from animal bone and discovered in 
Germany. Radio-carbon dating suggests that it is at least 42,000 years old, placing it 
in the period when the very first humans migrated to Europe.

Bone flute, found at Hohle Fels cave in Germany

If  the earliest humans were playing instruments, it is reasonable to assume that they 
also sang, but we know nothing about how any of  their music sounded, for there was 
no way to record it.

Moving forward in time, the importance of  music in the ancient world can be seen in 
contemporary art work. The following Egyptian tomb painting of  c.1415 B.C., suggests 
that women were at the heart of  music-making at this time.

Egyptian musicians playing (left) a harp and a lute, (right) double reed pipes and a lyre.

Written records of  early civilisations confirm the importance of  music. Psalm 150 in 
the bible encourages praising God with a whole orchestra of  instruments – woodwind, 
brass, percussion and strings:

Praise him with sound of  the trumpet. Praise him with harps and lyres. 
Praise him with tambourines and dancing. 
Praise him with stringed instruments and flutes. 
Praise him with loud cymbals. Praise him with crashing cymbals.

(date uncertain but probably 4th century B.C.)

Pictures of  music-making with which ancient 
Greeks decorated their pottery give an idea of  
the instruments used at the time, as shown in 
the illustration, right.

The literature of  ancient Greece reveals how 
music played an integral role in society. It 
was heard at marriages, funerals, religious 
ceremonies and singing contests, as well as being 
used in drama and to accompany the recitation 
of  poetry. A Greek without a knowledge of  
music risked being considered uneducated.

6 Music in the Ancient World

A music lesson, 5th century B.C. 



After 1450 music was commonly written on paper rather than parchment, and outlines 
were used for longer notes as solid blobs of  ink damaged paper. Later, for an unknown 
reason, oval note heads replaced the square and lozenge shapes. Dates below are very 
approximate as changes occurred over long periods and at different times in different 
places. The third column shows both English and American modern time names.

Black mensural notation 
before c.1450

White mensural notation 
after c.1450

Modern notation 
after c.1650

  duplex longa  


 maxima

  longa  

 longa

  brevis  


 brevis   


 
or

 
á

 
or

 


   breve (double whole note)

 
 semibrevis

 

 

semibrevis
 
w

 
semibreve (whole note)

  
minima

  
minima

 h 
minim (half  note)

  
or  semiminima  q crotchet (quarter note)

  
or  fusa  e quaver (eighth note)

  semifusa  s semiquaver (16th note)

 
¨

 
demisemiquaver (32nd note)

  hemidemisemiquaver 
 ª  (64th note)

  semihemidemisemiquaver
   (128th note)

Early polyphony
Plainsong is monophonic, a term meaning unharmonised melody. However, by the 
mid-9th century, some plainsong on special festivals was given extra solemnity by 
being harmonised with a second part, creating a polyphonic (‘multi-part’) texture. At 
first this was done in a simple note-for-note style, known as organum.

The following example comes from a manuscript written for use in Winchester Cathedral 
in c.1000 A.D., and which probably forms the oldest collection of  two-part music in 
Europe. The plainsong melody is shown below in black and the added part in red. The 
preponderance of  parallel 4ths between the two parts marked with green brackets in 
the third phrase is characteristic of  organum, as is the frequent crossing of  parts, with 
the added melody sometimes sounding above the plainsong and sometimes below.

The organum printed above forms the first 34 seconds of  the following recording, which 
continues with the Easter story sung in Latin, interspersed with the refrain ‘Alleluia’:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SgHzH5iDcGQ








 

 


Al

Solo

le- lu- ia,-

All

Al le- lu- ia.-
 All


An

Verse 1

ge- lus- do mi- ni- etc.
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Alongside this love of  riddles was a fascination with eye music – notation with a 
symbolic meaning that can be seen but not heard. For example, the two-part virelai 
La Harpe de Melodie (‘The Harp of  Melody’) by Jaquemin de Senleches ( fl.1382) was 
notated in the shape of  a harp, with instructions written on a banner wrapped around 
the pillar of  the harp for creating a third voice in canon (a melody heard against 
the same melody in another part but starting a few notes later). Other examples 
of  eye music from the period are shown below. On the left is En la maison Dedalus 
(‘In the house of  Dedalus’, Anon.), its notation illustrating a canonic path to a lady 
who is at the heart of  a maze that has no entry or exit. On the right is Belle, Bonne, 
Sage (‘Beautiful, Good, Wise’), a love song by Baude Cordier ( fl.1390). ‘Cor ’ is French 
for heart, creating a word play on Cordier and inspiring notation in the shape of  a heart.

The Italian Trecento
In Italy the 14th century is known as the trecento (from mille trecento, Italian for 1300) 
and is the term preferred to Ars Nova when referring to Italian music of  the period. 
Italy was then a collection of  city states, not a unified country, and several of  these 
cultivated secular polyphony. The main vocal forms were:

 � The madrigal – an unaccompanied strophic song for two or three voices. Not the 
same as the more famous 16th-century madrigal (see page 36).

 � The caccia (Italian for ‘hunt’) – a canon for two voices with an untexted tenor, in 
a lively or comic style on subjects such as hunting or battles. Some caccias include 
imitation of  hunting horns, some end with a section in hocket (see page 26 for 
a sacred work in the style of  a caccia).

 � The ballata – a dance-song with a verse and refrain structure that became the most 
popular vocal genre of  the period.

The leading composer of  the trecento, Francesco Landini (c.1325–1397), wrote in all 
three genres. His music is characterised by expressive melodic lines and a feature 
which, although found in much other music of  the period, is known as the Landini 
cadence (it is also called the ‘under-third cadence’ because of  the melodic rise to the 
final note from the note a third below (indicated by the red bracket):

A small amount of  monophonic dance music survives from the trecento, including 
the estampie and the saltarello, a fast dance still found in Italian folk music today. 
Like the estampie, it was structured in repeating phrases, each with a first and second 
ending. In the first two phrases of  the following anonymous 14th-century saltarello 
from Italy, notice that as well as the marked repetition, ideas are repeated between 
phrases, such as the five bars starting at R:
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Some of  the works in Monteverdi’s fourth and fifth books of  madrigals had been 
composed several years earlier, and had attracted criticism from Giovanni Artusi 
(c.1540–1613), a writer on music theory with a clear preference for traditional methods 
of  composition.

In 1600, ‘Artusi’s book concerning the imperfections of  modern 
music’ was published in which the author cited examples from 
two madrigals by Monteverdi to show the ‘crudity’ creeping into 
contemporary music. Many of  the complaints concerned the failure 
to use suspensions when introducing dissonance. The example 
left, from Monteverdi’s Cruda Amarilli (‘Cruel Amaryllis’) is one of  
those given by Artusi (without reference to its all-important text). 
In an emotional cry of  ‘alas’ the soprano enters on an unprepared 
discord (A against G in the bass) and then, instead of  resolving the 
dissonance, leaps straight to a dissonant F against the bass G.

Criticism of  modern music for its dissonance was not new and has continued to this 
day. Monteverdi replied to Artusi’s complaints in the introduction to his fifth book 
of  madrigals, published in 1605 (in which he provocatively included Cruda Amarilli 
as the first piece). Amplified two years later in the preface to another publication, 
Monteverdi explained that there were now two types of  music:

 � the prima pratica (first practice), being the equal-voiced polyphony of  the 16th 
century, with its strict regard for the rules of  harmony, and

 � the seconda pratica (second practice), which was the new style emerging in the 17th 
century, with its focus more on melody and bass, and with its increasing sense of  
musical drama in which the words should govern the harmony and not be its servant.

This was, in effect, a recognition that the musical style of  the Renaissance was giving 
way to the new style of  the Baroque. Monteverdi himself  was a key figure in the new 
style, so we will delay consideration of  his later madrigals and other works until the 
next chapter.

The glory of Venice
The small city of  Venice is built on islands in a tidal salt lagoon at the head of  the 
Adriatic Sea (see the map above). Its position as a major trading port between Asia 
and Europe, and its monopoly in supplying salt (needed to preserve food) to northern 
Italy created immense wealth for the city in the middle ages. It won control over a 
large area of  its surrounding mainland as well as Cyprus, Crete, and other islands and 
ports in the eastern Mediterranean.

The ruler of  Venice, known as the Doge, was elected for life from among the aristocratic 
families of  the city. The magnificent basilica of  St Mark was originally the Doge’s 
private chapel, adjoining his palace, where he and his retinue of  some 130 supporters, 

An archlute is a lute with a very long neck to support an 
additional set of  bass strings. These are played as open strings 

as it would be impossible to reach frets on such an extended 
fingerboard. An archlute was often used for accompanying in 
17th and early-18th century music. The theorbo and cittarone 

are similar, but not identical, plucked-string instruments.

Venosa

Rome

Naples

Trento

Mantua
Ferrara

Venice

Florence






ahi las so!-




las so!- -
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The culture of  Italy had long been admired in England. It was the seat of  the 
Renaissance, and the home of  great architecture, painting, sculpture and literature. 
The Italian sonnet was the inspiration for sonnets by English poets such as Edmund 
Spenser and Shakespeare, and the latter set some or all of  the action of  13 of  his 
plays in Italy (including ‘Two Gentlemen of  Verona’, ‘Romeo and Juliet’ and ‘The 
Merchant of  Venice’). It would be only a few years before the advent of  the grand 
tour, when aristocratic young Englishmen would visit Italy and Greece to experience 
the culture at first hand.

By 1597 the ability to sight-sing a part in a madrigal was such a necessity in polite 
company that the madrigalist Thomas Morley felt able to publish an anecdote 
about the social embarrassment of  a gentleman discovered by his fellow dinner 
guests to be unable to sing from music notation: ‘every one began to wonder; yea, 
some whispered to others demanding how I was brought up’! 

Madrigals were often printed in a table-book which could be read by four singers 
sitting around a table, as shown below. Beneath the melody on the left is a lute part 
in tablature (notation which shows finger positions on the strings) so that the piece 
could instead be sung as a solo with lute accompaniment.

Dowland’s First Booke of  Songes or Ayres, in table-book format

The composer largely responsible for the popularity of  the English madrigal was 
Thomas Morley (1557/8–1602). He was organist of  St Paul’s cathedral in London, 
a singer in the Chapel Royal, and he possibly knew Shakespeare, who lived nearby in 
the same part of  the City of  London.

Morley is especially remembered for the lighter forms of  madrigal, known in English 
as the canzonet and ballett (pronounced to rhyme with ‘mallett’, whereas the type of  
dance called ballet is pronounced to rhyme with ‘café’). Although the nomenclature 
was not always used consistently, most balletts have two repeated sections, each ending 
in a fa-la-la refrain. A structure of  two repeated sections is called binary form and 
can be represented as 


A


B


. The repeats have different words although the refrain 

with which each section ends is always the same.

Many of  the pieces in Morley’s ‘First Booke of  Balletts to Five Voyces’ (1595) are 
total re-workings of  balletti by Italian composers published a few years earlier, set to 
entirely new English words, as can be seen by comparing the first sections of  Questa 
dolce sirena (‘The sweet siren’) by Giovanni Gastoldi (c.1550–1591) and Morley’s ‘My 
bonny lass she smileth’, printed overleaf  on facing pages.
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have no valves and can therefore play only a limited selection of  pitches created by 
the player’s varying lip pressure. They have small pin holes that can be covered by the 
fingers to correct intonation. The orchestra also includes a serpent – a bass instrument 
with curly wooden tube and fingerholes, played through a brass mouthpiece (see right).

François Couperin (1668–1733), known as Couperin le Grand (Couperin the Great) to 
distinguish him from other members of  his musical family, was a leading composer 
of  keyboard music. As organist to the king he taught the harpsichord to children of  
aristocrats and in 1716 he published L’art de toucher le clavecin (‘The art of  harpsichord 
playing’), an influential guide to keyboard technique and now an important source of  
information on how ornaments were played at the time.

Couperin had his own version of  the suite, called an ordre, that included character 
pieces with descriptive titles as well as dances. His 27 ordres for harpsichord were 
published in four volumes between 1713 and 1730. The character pieces include titles 
such as Le Rossignol en Amour (‘The nightingale in love’), Les nonètes – Les blondes, Les 
brunes (‘The Young nuns – the blondes, the brunettes’) and La Commére (‘The old 
gossip’), as well as totally enigmatic descriptions such as Les Barricades Mystérieuses 
(‘The mysterious barricades’).

The idea of  character pieces appealed to other French composers of  the period. The 
following movement from a suite by Louis-Claude Daquin (1694–1772) is a rondo 
unsurprisingly entitled Le coucou (‘The cuckoo’). It is played on a piano in the following 
video (which also shows the score):

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YQ-vdoEPT1c

Couperin’s near contemporary, Elisabeth Jacquet de la Guerre (1665–1729) 
was a harpsichordist, composer and the first Frenchwoman to write an opera. 
She was born Elisabeth Jacquet, played the harpsichord from the age of  five 
and was a singer at the court of  Louis XIV. 

Her Pièces de clavessin (‘Pieces for harpsichord’), published in 1687, consist 
of  four suites. They have the structure explained on page 87 except that 
each starts (like those of  some of  her contemporaries) with a prelude printed 
without barlines or clear indications of  rhythm. This allowed the player to 
give the impression of  an improvised opening. Here is the opening of  the 
prelude to Jacquet’s first suite in D-minor, which can be heard at the start 
of  the recording below:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V-C-iR2eUeQ

Jean-Philippe Rameau (1683–1764) was the last major French composer in the 
Baroque era. He was a near contemporary of  Vivaldi, Bach and Handel, all three of  
whose works are discussed later in this chapter.

Rameau’s first publication was a suite for harpsichord, printed in 1706, but he remained 
little known until he moved to Paris in 1722 for the publication of  his highly influential 
Traité de l’harmonie (‘Treatise on Harmony’) which laid down the principles on which 
we still understand harmony today.

Rameau didn’t turn to opera until 1733, by which time he was 50, but thereafter he 
wrote more than 30 works for the stage, including the tragédie en musique, Castor et 
Pollux (1737), and the opéra-ballet, Les Indes galantes (‘The amorous Indies’, 1735). The 
following rondo from the latter is entitled Danse du grand calumet de la paix (‘The dance 
of  the great pipe of  peace’):

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3zegtH-acXE
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The order ACSG (an acronym memorised by generations of  students as ‘A Children’s 
Suite Guide’) rarely varied, but some dances might be paired with another of  the same 
type (e.g. Sarabande I followed by Sarabande II) which could be complementary in 
style or more often a double (that is, II would be a variation on I).

The four dances were sometimes prefaced by an introductory movement, such as a 
prelude (an opening piece in no set form), fantasia, toccata or even, in the case of  
Bach’s orchestral suites, an entire French overture.

In addition, one or more optional movements were often included, typically before 
the gigue. These were known as galanteries and were generally more modern dances, 
each again having its own characteristic rhythm:

There were many other possibilities, including less familiar dances such as the forlana 
(originally a lively folk dance from Venice) and the canaries (a fiery dance from the 
Canary islands). Another choice was to include a short instrumental movement entitled 
‘Aria’, featuring a cantabile melody.

All the movements in a Baroque suite are in the same home key, although there is 
often a change of  mode for a double (i.e. if  the main key is D minor, a double might be 
in D major). Each dance is normally in binary form. Occasionally two or three (rarely 
all) of  the movements have vaguely similar melodic ideas, but it is mainly use of  the 
same key that unifies a suite. The gavotte from Bach’s French Suite no.5 is played on 
the piano on this recording:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ffZnrJpQmZY

For further examples of  Baroque suites, see pages 89, 93 and 96.

In 1723 Bach was appointed by the town council of  Leipzig to a position that he 
would retain for the rest of  his life. The Kantor of  St. Thomas Church and School, 
responsible for music in the town’s four principal churches and for the musical training 
of  pupils in the Thomasschule, the boarding-school attached to the Thomaskirche. The 
duties included providing an orchestrally accompanied cantata on Sundays and church 
feast days throughout the year, performed by the pupils of  the school, who could be 
supplemented by the seven professional musicians – plus an apprentice on the town’s 
payroll – and by suitably accomplished students from Leipzig’s famous university.

The cantata was normally performed as part of  the three-hour Lutheran Sunday service 
by about 16 singers (including four soloists) and 18 instrumentalists. Its text was usually 
a reflection on the Gospel reading for the day, and the performance normally followed 
that reading. A typical pattern, lasting around 20 minutes, is chorus – recitative – aria 
– recitative – aria – chorale.

Allemande
Serious in character, in moderately slow 4 time with 
phrases that start on a short up-beat, as shown right. 

Courante

Flowing in style and in triple metre. 
The French courante in 0 time generally has a 
contrapuntal texture while the Italian courante is 
faster, in 3 and has a more homophonic texture.

Sarabande
Slow triple time, often emphasising the second beat 
of  the bar with a longer note as in bar 2, right.

Gigue
The gigue (French for ‘jig’) can be written in fast 
compound time or in simple time with triplets.

Gavotte
Moderate tempo in 8 (or C) time, with phrases that 
begin in the second half  of  a bar, as shown right.

Bourrée
8 (or C) time but quicker than a gavotte, with phrases 
begin on the last crotchet of  a bar, as shown right. 

Minuet
Moderate tempo in 3 time, with phrases that begin 
on the first beat of  the bar, as shown right.



The composers who wrote in the mature Classical style are sometimes described as 
composers of  the Viennese classical school because the four most famous of  their 
number (Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert) all lived in or close to the Austrian 
city of  Vienna for at least part of  their lives.

Pre-classical styles
Music with a lightly accompanied melody and periodic phrasing was developed by 
French composers of  the style galant (‘courtly style’) which had become fashionable 
in the late Baroque period. Its emphasis on music that is pleasing and entertaining, in 
contrast to the grandeur and dignified seriousness of  the late Baroque, can be heard 
in the compositions of  Bach’s sons as well as in the early works of  Mozart.

The preference for lighter types of  music gave rise to ensemble pieces with titles such 
as divertimento, cassation, serenade and nachtmusik (‘night music’), often indicating 
works intended for use as background music at indoor or outdoor social gatherings 
rather than as concert pieces.

Bach’s youngest son, Johann Christian Bach (1735–1782) moved to London in 1762, 
remaining there until his death 20 years later. Known as the ‘London Bach’ he achieved 
great success and was appointed music master to Queen Charlotte, wife of  King George 
III. His earliest keyboard concertos were for harpsichord, but J. C. Bach was giving 
public piano concerts by 1766, and four years later he published his Op.7 concertos 
for ‘keyboard’ to maximise sales potential to both pianists and harpsichordists. The 
following recording of  Op.7 No.5 is played on a piano:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DXGNfxyq9QA

A further ingredient in the development of  the Classical style came from the wilting 
chromaticism of  the German Empfindsamkeit (the ‘sensitive’ or ‘sentimental’ style’). 
Another of  Bach’s sons, Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach (1714–1788), provides an example 
in the third of  ‘Six Clavier Sonatas for Connoisseurs and Amateurs’ of  1774:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sa73qRBfOWs

C. P. E. Bach worked as a musician at the court of  the King of  Frederick the Great, 
of  Prussia in Berlin, before being appointed Kapellmeister to the city of  Hamburg.

Sonata form
One structure tends to dominate in Classical music. Known as sonata form, it was used 
for the first (and often other) movements of  such multi-movement works as sonatas, 
symphonies, concertos and chamber music pieces (string quartets and similar works) 
as well as for single-movement compositions such as overtures. It continued in use 
throughout much of  the 19th century.

• 1805 Battle
of Trafalgar

• 1815 Battle
of Waterloo

• 1789 French revolution• 1775 Start of
American revolution

• 1760 George III
crowned king

• 1742 first performance
of Handel’s Messiah

Symphonies, violin concertos, piano concertos, violin sonatas, piano sonatas,
string quartets and other chamber music, opera, orchestral church music

Sammartini

C.P.E.Bach
W.F.Bach

J.C.Bach

Haydn Mozart

Pre-classical

Bach’s sons:

Classical

Mannheim school

Gluck
Opera

Vienna then Paris:
Rossini
Opera

Italy:

Stamitz

Viennese classical: Beethoven Schubert



Cantabile
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The second subject consists of  a group of  two themes (an increasingly common 
practice in sonata form movements of  the 19th century). The first, played by strings, 
portrays the two pairs of  lovers in the play. The second represents the tradesmen who 
are rehearsing a play to perform at the Duke’s wedding. One of  them (Nick Bottom) 
is transformed by magic into a donkey and Mendelssohn portrays his braying with a 
‘hee-haw’ pattern in the music. The exposition ends with a codetta theme for natural 
trumpets and horns, suggesting the hunting horns of  the royal hunt in the forest that 
occurs near the end of  the play.

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=614ew5HY8vM

In 1842 Mendelssohn was commissioned to write a complete set of  incidental music 
for ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’. Its 14 items include the original overture of  1826, 
songs, melodramas and instrumental pieces. They include three entr’actes: a scherzo 
containing more fairy music, to play after Act One of  the play, a nocturne for the 
sleeping lovers containing a beautiful horn solo, to be heard after Act Three, and 
(Mendelssohn’s most celebrated work) a wedding march to follow Act Four:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z85QVFf3-2M

In 1829 Mendelssohn directed a performance in Berlin of  Bach’s St Matthew Passion 
– probably the first time it had been heard (certainly beyond Leipzig) in a century. 
Although the work was shortened and altered, the event was to trigger the gradual 
rediscovery of  Bach’s mainly long-forgotten music.

Later that year, Mendelssohn made the first of  ten visits to Britain, where he became 
one of  the country’s favourite composers. After the London concert season ended he 
went on a walking tour of  Scotland, where the wild atlantic scenery of  the west coast 
inspired another descriptive concert overture, ‘The Hebrides’ (also known as ‘Fingal’s 
Cave’ after the dramatic cavern that Mendelssohn saw on the remote Isle of  Staffa). 
The same holiday furnished Mendessohn with ideas for his ‘Scottish’ symphony, a 
work not actually completed until 1842.

In the autumn of  1830, Mendelssohn embarked on a ten-month tour of  Italy, which 
provided inspiration for his ‘Italian’ symphony. He conducted its first performance at 
a London Philharmonic Society concert on 13 May 1833 but, despite its subsequent 
popularity, Mendelssohn was never entirely satisfied with the work and didn’t allow its 
publication during his lifetime. The joyful first movement seems to capture the sunny 
Italian climate (Mendelssohn once described the symphony as ‘blue sky in A major’), 
the slow movement provides an impression of  a religious procession the composer 
had witnessed, and the finale is a saltarello, a wild Italian folk dance. Listen to the 
first movement:
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 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4pO7_IxbDsU

Mendelssohn’s piano music ranges from concert works such as the Rondo Capriccioso 
of  1830 (with more fairy music in its Presto section) to eight books of  Lieder ohne 
Worte (‘Songs without words’) for the home pianist. Often described as lyric pieces, 
most have a ‘melody and accompaniment’ texture consisting of  a song-like tune in 
the right hand and supportive accompaniment in the left. Some have titles to suggest 
a particular character, such as Frühlingslied (‘Spring song’, 1844). Here are recordings 
of  the Rondo Capriccioso and Frühlingslied:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V7geOBeMbZU

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QPwNbEySjG4

March 1845 saw the première of  Mendelssohn’s last orchestral work, the popular 
violin concerto in E minor. Shortly after, Mendessohn received a commission from 
the Birmingham Festival Committe in England to compose a new oratorio for their 
1846 festival. The result was ‘Elijah’, given a hugely successful first performance in 
Birmingham Town Hall on 26 August 1846, conducted by the composer. It quickly 
became, along with Handel’s ‘Messiah’ and Haydn’s ‘Creation’, one of  the three staples 
of  the English oratorio repertoire.

‘Then did Elijah’ is a dramatic chorus from towards the end of  ‘Elijah’, depicting the 
prophet in a fiery chariot, driven by fiery horses, ascending in a whirlwind to heaven. 
Listen to this recording from 1947:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x-imZMoakQo&t=47m39s

For Mendelssohn, ‘Elijah’ was the climax of  a wonderfully successful career, but it 
was his last great triumph. A series of  heart attacks, probably exacerbated by a heavy 
schedule of  travel, teaching, performing and conducting, led to his death the following 
year at the age of  only 38.

In some ways, Mendelssohn was a conservative composer, influenced by the Classical 
forms of  Mozart although not unaware of  the innovations of  Beethoven and Weber. 
However, his ear for colour and pictorialism placed him firmly among the most popular 
composers of  the early romantic period, particularly in Britain.

Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847) Summary of principal works

Symphony no.3 (‘Scottish’), Symphony no.4 (‘Italian’), Violin concerto 
Overtures: The Hebrides, A Midsummer Night’Dream (+ incidental music) 
Chamber music: octet, string quartets and string quintets, piano quartets 
Piano music: Songs without words, Rondo capriccioso 
Oratorios: St Paul and Elijah (plus cantatas, psalms and other church music) 

In June 1842 Mendelssohn had visited Buckingham Palace to deliver 
a letter from the King of  Prussia to Prince Albert. He quickly became 
friends with Queen Victoria and Albert, who were both accomplished 
pianists and singers. On a second visit to the palace a few weeks later, 
the queen sang her favourite Mendelssohn song, Italien (‘Italy’). How-
ever, the composer had to admit that it was actually one of  a number 
of  songs written by his elder sister, Fanny Mendelssohn (1805–1847), 
but published under his own name, because at the time it was not 
considered culturally acceptable for women to compose music.

This was, sadly, symptomatic of  Fanny’s musical career and that of  
many other women. She was a virtuoso pianist who had made more of  
an impression than her young brother when they performed together 
in 1818. However, while Felix was given every encouragement to 
develop a musical career by his parents, Fanny was not. Her father 
wrote to her that ‘Music will perhaps become (Felix’s) profession, 
while for you it can and must only be an ornament’. Fanny Cäcilie Mendelssohn
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The unusual style of  Schumann’s review began by introducing two imaginery characters, 
Florestan and Eusebius, who would increasingly come to symbolise the extrovert and 
introvert sides respectively of  Schumann’s personality. Each would have its own piece 
in Carnaval, written in 1834–5 and published (as Op.9) in 1837. It is a set of  21 short 
pieces for piano, representing characters at a masked ball during Carnival, a festival 
held during the weeks before Lent. Eusebius is tender, thoughtful and dreamy, while 
Florestan is bold, impetuous and passionate (notice the quotation from Papillons 
marked in the music of  his piece in the following score):

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e3wk-8zvF_M&t=7m13s

Other characters portrayed in Carnaval include the composers Chopin and Paginini as 
well as figures from traditional Italian commedia dell’arte. Schumann’s love of  concealed 
meanings permeates the work. It is subtitled Scènes mignonnes sur quatre notes (‘Sweet 
scenes on four notes’) and the notes concerned eventually appear after the eighth piece 
of  Carnaval, thus:

No.1 No.2
Sphinxes

No.3 
Es


C


H


A

 
As


C


H

 
A


Es


C


H

The title ‘Sphinxes’ refers to inscrutable mythological creatures that gave humans 
puzzles to solve. Schumann offers no clue to the meaning of  these notes in the score, 
or even whether they should be played. However, it turns out that Es(‘S’)CHA are all 
the German musical letters in Schumann’s surname while AEs(‘S’)CH and AsCH spell 
the home town (Asch) of  Ernestine von Fricken (represented in Carnaval as ‘Estrella’), 
the girl to whom Schumann was briefly engaged at the time.

Schumann’s cryptographic fragments don’t form complete motifs, but ‘AsCH’ often 
forms the trigger for a piece (and is used as a palindrone in the third example below):

Schumann’s own ‘signature’ (SCHA) is much harder to find, only 
appearing in disguise like a shadowy figure in a masked ball, often 
buried vertically within the harmony. Even in the piece entitled 
A.S.C.H.–S.C.H.A: Lettres Dansantes (‘Dancing letters’), ASCH is on 
view while SCHA remains hidden.

In the year in which Schumann finished Carnaval (1835) he became 
sole owner and editor of  the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (the ‘New 
Journal for Music’), a periodical to promote contemporary music 
that he had helped to establish the previous year. Schumann often 
wrote articles for the journal under the pseudonyms Florestan and 
Eusebius, who he saw as members of  a fictitious ‘Band of  David’ 
fighting against Philistines who preferred all that was shallow, 
mediocre or antiquated in the music of  the day. In fact, Schumann 
had already assembled his imaginary army in Carnaval, which ends 
with a heroic ‘March of  the Band of  David against the Philistines’. 
In it, Schumann quotes a vulgar 17th-century tune known as the 
‘Grandfather dance’ (also used at the end of  Papillons) to mock those 
who cling to outdated and inartistic ideals.

In 1837 Schumann gave his fanciful forces a more extended musical treatment in 
Davidsbündlertänze (‘Dances of  the League of  David’, Op.6). The 18 character pieces 
form a musical dialogue between Florestan and Eusebius: Schumann shows which 
by signing each with the letter E or F – or occasionally ‘E&F’. The increasingly 
personalised, and indubitably romantic, nature of  Schumann’s work is revealed in 
comments he had printed in the first edition of  the score: ‘Here Florestan stopped and 
his lips trembled painfully’ before the ninth piece and ‘Quite superfluously Eusebius 
added the following, while great joy radiated from his eyes’ before the eighteenth.

In fact, Opus 6 is more than just a rallying cry for the Band of  David and one of  the 
greatest of  all romantic piano works, it was also a vehicle for Schumann, speaking as 
always from behind his mask, to express his love for Clara Wieck, teenage daughter 
of  his one-time piano teacher and rapidly becoming the greatest pianist of  her time 
(see page140).

Passionato

 

Con affetto

 

Animato

 









A S
(Es)

C H

Florestan


As C H

Estrella


As C H C As

Reconnaissance

        

    

      

Eventually, and despite continuous ferocious opposition from 
her father, the pair would marry, but for now Schumann 
had to content himself  with basing Davidsbündlertänze on a 
motif  composed by Clara, heard at the start of  the work, and 
later telling her that the dances contained ‘many wedding 
thoughts’. Meanwhile, Schumann completed a number 
of  other piano works, including Kinderszenen (‘Scenes of  
childhood’, published in 1839). Unlike the later Album für 
die Jugend (‘Album for the young’, 1848), Kinderszenen are 
not teaching pieces but reflections of  an adult on childhood.

Robert and Clara finally married on 12 September 1840, 
the day before her 21st birthday. Schumann described 1840 
as his Liederjahr (‘Year of  song’) in which composition for 
the piano almost completely gave way to writing Lieder, In 
just this one year, Schumann wrote some 140 songs, many 
of  which form part of  five song cycles that match those of  
Schubert in stature and popularity. They include the 26 songs 
of  Myrthen, the song cycle that formed Schumann’s wedding 
present to his bride (‘Myrtles’ are flowers then used to make 
bridal wreaths), the eight songs of  Frauen-Liebe und Leben 
(‘A woman’s life and love’) and the 16 songs of  Dichterliebe 
(‘A poet’s love’). 

Many of  these Lieder are not so much love songs as songs 
about love. Dichterliebe consists of  settings of  short poems by 
Heinrich Heine published in 1823, that range from descrip-
tions of  the first blissful feelings of  love, through fear of  
rejection to ultimate resignation and renunciation of  love.

Timings in this paragraph refer to the video below. Dichterliebe begins with Im 
wunderschönen Monat Mai (‘In the ravishing month of  May’, 0'01") but already Schumann 
hints at the pain of  love with a piano introduction which starts on a dissonance that 
yearns for resolution, just like the suspensions in the first two lines of  each verse and 
the heart-tugging appoggiaturas in the second two lines. The piano postlude ends on 
an unresolved dominant 7th chord, for there will be no happy end to this story. The 
seventh song of  the cycle, Ich grolle nicht (‘I bear no grudge’, 7'16") is a poet’s rant 
against a lover who has rejected him, set by Schumann in the style of  a grand operatic 
aria (few singers resist the optional top note in the second verse). In the twelfth song, 
Am leuchtenden Sommermorgen (‘On a bright summer morning’, 14'34"), unexpected 
chord progressions underline the bewilderment and regret of  the poet walking alone 
in the garden, imagining the flowers looking at him in pity.

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L-Nkm8cBLgE&t=14m31s

Many of  the songs in Dichterliebe end, like the last one above, with a postlude (the 
opposite of  a prelude) for piano that seems to continue the poet’s thoughts in song 
without words. The entire cycle finishes with an extended postlude based on that heard 
at the end of  Am leuchtenden Sommermorgen, perhaps intended to provide consolation 
for the poet’s lost love: ‘when words fail, music speaks’ as Heine himself  wrote.

It has been suggested by the British musicologist, the late Eric 
Sams, that by now Schumann was encoding words into his music 
by use of  a musical cypher-wheel, one possible position of  which 
is shown left. It seems likely that the phrases below this, from the 
seventh song of  Myrthen and the eighth of  Dichterliebe (and found 
in many other of  Schumann’s works of  the period), are a musical 
encoding of  the name of  ‘Clara’. However, it remains a matter of  
controversy whether this code is responsible for things such as the 
unusual pattern of  accents in the ninth song of  Dichterliebe pointing 
to an encoding of  the word Nachtphantom, expressing Schumann’s 
nightmare vision of  scorned love.

Other songs by Schumann to enjoy include Widmung (‘Dedication’), 
Der Nußbaum (‘The nut tree’) and Die Lotusblume (‘The lotus flower’), 
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Schumann age 39, from a photograph of  March 1850 



Impressionism
In France during the final decades of  the 19th century, a reaction against Romanticism 
began in many of  the arts. A number of  visual artists felt limited by establishment 
views that paintings should be about historical or religious matters. They challenged 
such orthodoxy by painting outdoors and focusing more on the impression created 
by light playing on objects than on the objects themselves. They became known as 
impressionists after a critic, seizing on the title of  Monet’s painting ‘Impression, 
Sunrise’ (1872), ridiculed such artists (who included Renoir, Degas and Cezanne, as 
well as Monet) for painting nothing more than mere impressions. Monet’s painting, 
reproduced below, is neither a pastoral landscape nor a historical portrait, but an image 
of  the industrial port of  Le Havre, captured in a hazy dawn light.

Another trend in Fin de Siècle (‘end of  the century’) France is seen in the rejection by 
writers such as Verlaine and Mallarméof  the descriptive naturalism of  earlier poetry, 
instead choosing ‘to depict, not the thing, but the effect it produces’ as Mallarmé put 
it. A preference for ambiguity, allusions and veiled analogies, as if  hiding behind 
symbols, led in 1886 to such writers being described as symbolist poets.

After a long period of  study at the Paris Conservatoire, the composer Claude Debussy 
(1862–1918) received a scholarship to study in Rome, a condition of  which was to 
submit examples of  his work to the sponsors of  the award, the Académie des Beaux-Arts 
in Paris. The second of  his submissions, Printemps (‘Springtime’, 1887) occasioned 
one of  the first instances of  ‘impressionism’ being applied to music – albeit in the 
same perjorative sense that it had first been used in art – when the Secretary of  the 
Académie condemned the composition for ‘its vague Impressionism’:

‘One has the feeling of  musical colour exaggerated to the point where it causes 
the composer to forget the importance of  precise construction and form. It 
is to be strongly hoped that he will guard against this vague impressionism, 
which is one of  the most dangerous enemies of  truth in works of  art.’

While Debussy disliked his work being described as ‘impressionist’, the impression 
of  nature re-awakening in spring was exactly what he wanted to convey in Printemps, 
with its washes of  colour and wisps of  melody. (The work, described as a symphonic 
suite, was written for wordless female chorus and orchestra, but the manuscript of  the 
full score was later lost. The version heard today is a reconstruction of  the original 
scoring, made under the composer’s supervision in 1912.)

Impression, Sunrise by Claude Monet (1872)
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Debussy’s first published composition was the song Nuit d’étoiles (‘Night of  Stars’), 
probably written at the age of  18 in 1880. He went on to compose a cycle of  six songs 
to texts by Verlaine in 1888, mostly written in Rome and later entitled Ariettes oubliées 
(‘Forgotten Songs’). They were followed in 1890 by another cycle, Cinq poèmes de 
Charles Baudelaire. The lyrics were taken from Baudelaire’s collection of  lyric poetry, 
Les Fleurs du mal (‘The Flowers of  Evil’). First published in 1857, Baudelaire’s poems 
focus on the conflict between beauty and decay in the changing nature of  industrialized 
Paris and are widely seen as the root of  symbolist poetry.

It was also probably in 1890 that Debussy wrote his Two Arabesques for piano and 
the Suite bergamasque (the latter being much revised for publication in 1905). The third 
movement of  the Suite bergamasque is one of  Debussy’s most famous piano pieces. Its 
title, Claire de lune (‘Moonlight’), like that of  the complete suite, is taken from Verlaine’s 
1869 poem, Claire de lune :

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FoD_AxKoJDs

This sequence of  early works reveals Debussy developing a style that became manifest 
in his orchestral work of  1894, Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune. Stéphane Mallarmé’s 
poem L’après-midi d’un faune (‘The Afternoon of  a faun’), first published in 1876, is 
full of  elusive ambiguity and is heavy with alliteration and assonance. It describes a 
faun – a mythical creature, half-human and half-goat – alone in a forest playing his 
pan-pipes on a hot summer afternoon. He is aroused by passing nymphs, who he 
unsuccessfully pursues, and they disappear like a vanishing vision. Tired by his 
exertions the faun falls into an intoxicating sleep in the summer heat, leaving all to 
wonder if  the event wasn’t just an erotic dream – or perhaps just a symbol of  how 
music (the music of  the pan-pipes) can, without apparent reason, arouse passions.

Mallarmé met Debussy in 1890 and asked him to contribute music to a theatrical 
project centred on the L’Aprés-midi poem. The project never went ahead and Debussy 
completed only the first of  three planned movements, under the title Prélude à l’après-
midi d’un faune. It is, in effect, a short tone poem and not a prelude to anything else. 
Its first performance in 1894 excited little attention but by the turn of  the century it 
was recognised as a key work of  impressionism, although its dream-like interpretation 
of  the poem also relates strongly to poetic symbolism. Similarity with impressionist 
art arises from Debussy’s:

 � shimmering orchestration and use of  unusual but distinctive timbres, such as the 
lower range of  the flute (used in the opening bars, shown below),

 � disguise of  any clear pulse by the juxtaposition of  very long and very short note 
values, frequently changing time signatures and whole-bar rests, and

 � blurring of  tonality with chromatic and whole-tone scales (neither of  which can 
define a key), unexpected chords and unresolved dissonance.

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=43rzoDrD4e0

The title of  Debussy’s three-movement orchestral work Nocturnes, completed in 1899, 
was a tribute to the name used by the artist Whistler for a series of  atmospheric 
paintings, rather than a reference to the specific type of  short piano work favoured 
by Chopin and others. Debussy himself  wrote that the work is intended to convey all 
the various impressions and special effects of  light that the word ‘nocturne’ suggests.

Debussy in 1880

A faun sculpted by 
Alexander Carlson
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Stravinsky’s music had not been so popular in Russia as it had in Paris and with war 
looming in 1914, he moved to Switzerland, later living in France and (from 1939) the 
USA. The war years restricted opportunities for performance, particularly of  large-
scale works, and so in 1918 Stravinsky wrote L’Histoire du Soldat (‘The Soldier’s tale’), 
a play with numerous musical interludes that could be economically staged by only 
11 performers (three actors, a dancer and seven instrumentalists).

Following the success in 1917 and 1919 of  works for the Ballets Russes based on 
arrangements by modern Italian composers of  music by Scarlatti and Rossini, Diaghilev 
asked Stravinsky to arrange some keyboard pieces and chamber music by Pergolesi for 
a ballet about the amorous escapades of  Pulcinella, a character from the old Italian 
commedia dell’arte tradition who was the origin of  Mr Punch in Punch and Judy. Rather 
than merely orchestrating 21 of  the pieces (most of  which were later discovered to 
be not by Pergolesi but by other Italian composers of  the 18th century), Stravinsky 
decided to set his own stamp on them by in effect re-composing them. This included 
deliberately weakening bass lines, destabilizing cadences, accenting certain notes to 
create syncopation, adding dissonances and thickening textures with extra parts, pedal 
points and ostinati. In short, they were no longer Baroque but Neoclassical in style.

With money still tight in the immediate post-war years, Stravinsky scored Pulcinella 
for a relatively small orchestra (35 players), without clarinets and with strings divided 
into Baroque-like concertino and ripieno groups. However, Stravinsky’s orchestration 
is clearly 20th century in concept, as can be heard in the excerpt below, in which a 
circus-like trombone part and a double-bass solo are used to give a slapstick quality 
to the outlines of  a cello sonata by Pergolesi.

Pulcinella was first performed at the Paris Opera on 15 May 1920 and its success led 
Stravinsky to produce not only the usual concert suite (consisting of  eight of  the 21 
numbers in the ballet and omitting three solo vocal parts from the original ballet score), 
but also two pieces based on themes from the ballet entitled Suite italienne for violin 
and piano (one of  which he also arranged for cello and piano). The first recording 
below is from the concert version of  Pulcinella, the second is of  the same music from 
the ballet, where it is danced by Pulcinella and his loutish look-alikes:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Co59z073eg

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ShIYpjSYoZI&t=35m45s
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Sets and costumes for the 1920 Ballet Russes production of  Pulcinella were designed by Pablo Picasso
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Copland’s score for the ballet Appalachian Spring received its 
first performance in 1944. The following year it won him the 
Pulitzer Prize for Music (an annual award that would belatedly 
go to Charles Ives in 1947 for his Symphony No.3, actually 
written in the first decade of  the 20th century). The ballet tells 
a simple story of  a spring celebration of  19th-century American 
pioneers and the frequently diatonic music features variations on 
a contemporary Shaker tune called Simple Gifts. Other folk-like 
melodies in the score are the original work of  Copland.

Like Copland’s two earlier ballets, as well as ballet scores by 
many other composers, the music is most frequently heard today 
in the form of  a concert suite for orchestra, constructed from a 
selecton of  numbers in the complete ballet.

America, particularly the mid-west during the 1930s, is also the theme of  Copland’s 
opera, The Tender Land, first produced in New York in 1954. It was originally intended 
for television, which may have contributed to its initially poor reception on stage. 
Copland and his librettist subsequently revised the work.

One of  Copland’s most famous shorter works is Fanfare for the Common Man. Written 
for brass and percussion, it was commissioned by the conductor of  the Cincinnati 
Symphony Orchestra, who had suggested naming it ‘Fanfare for Soldiers, or sailors or 
airmen’ since America had just joined the war against Germany and its allies. However, 
the title chosen by Copland is said to have been inspired by a speech in 1942 from 
the American vice-president, who had referred to the dawning of  a new age after the 
Second World War as the ‘Century of  the Common Man’:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sk8Ht0jAQ-U

Samuel Barber (1910–1981) trained as a singer as well as a composer, and his music 
is characterised by its lyrical qualities and, at least in his earlier works, by a largely 
Romantic tonal language. His most famous work today is the Adagio for Strings 
(1936), an arrangement for string orchestra of  the slow movement of  a string quartet 
Barber had composed earlier that same year. It starts with an expressive and largely 
stepwise theme that slowly unwinds in the first-violin part, accompanied by sustained 
harmonies in the lower strings, the whole permeated by poignant suspensions:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=85U7xNaaZD8

A number of  early-20th century European composers had drawn on elements of  
popular music and jazz, but often to express little more than a short-lived, dada-
like frivolity or a frisson of  modernity in their music. In contrast, some American 
composers set about creating a convincing fusion of  jazz and classical forms in works 
for the concert hall and stage. One of  the first was George Gershwin (1898–1937) 
who began as a popular song writer in Tin-Pan Alley (see page 283), and was soon 
contributing to the newly-developing genre of  the Broadway musical.

In 1924 Paul Whiteman, who had pioneered the idea of  orchestrating jazz for the 
larger dance bands of  the 1920s, commissioned Gershwin to write a concerto-like 
piece for solo piano and jazz band. The result was Rhapsody in Blue, orchestrated by 
Whiteman’s arranger, Ferdinand Grofé, for a band of  23 musicians (including eight 
violinists). It was first performed in New York on 12 February 1924, in a concert 
described as ‘An Experiment in Modern Music’, by Whiteman and his band, with 
Gershwin at the piano (apparently improvising some passages). Grofé later arranged 
the work for full orchestra: both versions are popular today.
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All of  these features are illustrated by the song whose sheet music 
cover is pictured right, and which became indelibly associated with 
George Leybourne (1842–1884) who had performed at Wilton’s 
and many similar music halls.

Leybourne was a Lion comique – an entertainer who specialised 
in poking fun at upper-class toffs by singing about their alleged 
idleness, womanising and drinking.

It is immediately apparent that Leybourne (who also wrote the 
words) is billed in larger type than composer Alfred Lee (1839–
1906) on the cover of  Champagne Charlie (shown right), a comic 
song first performed in Leeds in 1866.

Champagne Charlie has a short introduction followed by a 
utilitarian verse in mainly even quaver rhythm – essentially just 
simple recitation. The essence of  the song is its 16-bar chorus, 
sung twice so that the audience can join in with the soloist after 
first hearing him sing it alone.

The chorus is made all the more memorable by the variations of  
its opening motif  (bracketed in red below) that appear in every 
alternate bar:

The version printed above and recorded below is from a 1944 film about George 
Leybourne and differs in some details from the original song.

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Cdz4Y7KPuQ

As can be seen from the four bars printed above, Champagne Charlie reflects the 
style of  a march (see page 195), with its firmly stepping bass line and trumpet-like 
fanfares between phrases. The other most common style for popular song in this period 
emulated the Viennese waltz (see page 154) – fast triple metre, with a ‘one in the 
bar’ feel. This is the style of  ‘Daisy Bell: A Bicycle Made for Two’, written in 1892 by 
Harry Dacre, the pen-name of  Frank Dean (1857–1922). Like some other music hall 
songs, it celebrates a fashion of  the day – in this case, the tandem bicycle. Although 
the lyrics are intended for a man, it was made famous by the music hall singer Katie 
Lawrence (1868–1913).

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B0sZLt-7PLg

Women were especially popular in music halls. Vesta Tilley, the stage name of  Matilda 
Powles (1864–1952), was famous as a male impersonator while perhaps the greatest 
music hall star of  all was Marie Lloyd, the stage name of  Matilda Wood (1870–1922), 
loved for her use of  saucy innuendo and double entendre and renown for songs such 
as ‘The boy I love is up in the gallery’, ‘Oh Mr Porter what shall I do (I want to go to 
Birmingham and they’re taking me on to Crewe)’ and ‘My old man (said follow the 
van)’. The last of  these, despite its humour, reflects the hardship of  working class life, 
telling of  a couple unable to pay their rent having to make a moonlight flit.

Songs about Cockney life and usually sung in dialect, such as ‘My old man’ were 
among most popular types of  music hall song. Others include ‘Boiled beef  and carrots’ 
(1909), ‘If  it wasn’t for the ‘ouses in between’ (1899) about the east-end home from 
which ‘wiv a ladder and some glasses you could see to ’Ackney Marshes if  it wasn’t 
for the ’ouses in between’, and the song about a legacy which turns out to be worthless 
called ‘Any old iron’ (1911).










Cham pagne- Char lie- is my name, Cham pagne- drink ing- is my game,
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from the most popular cakewalk of  the day, At a Georgia Campmeeting (1897), by 
Kerry Mills (1869–1948).

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLR2ZI0evgs

To maximise sales, the sheet music cover of  At a Georgia 
Campmeeting (shown left) advertises the piece as a 
‘characteristic march which can be used effectively as a two-
step, polka or cake walk’.

On listening to the music, you may well think it sounds 
like ragtime, a more generic term that appeared in 1896 
to describe pieces with the type of  ‘ragged’ or syncopated 
rhythm originally associated with banjo music and later 
copied in piano music. In fact, there is little musical 
difference between any of  the genres listed on the cover of  
the sheet music. The two-step was a ballroom dance based 
on the type of  march made popular by John Philip Sousa 
(1854–1932), leader of  the US Marine Band, and still played 
by military bands today. Several features of  the march, 
including the duple metre, regular phrasing and chordal 
‘oom-pah’ accompaniment, were adopted by ragtime, but 
the most distinctive borrowing was the structure.

The form of  most American marches of  the period was a 
short introduction followed by repeated strains in a pattern 
such as 


A


B


CD


C


. The section here printed in red 

provided a contrast in the subdominant key and was known 
as the trio, similar to the contrasting trio of  early minuets, 

which had originally been played by just three instruments. However, unlike the minuet 
there was generally no da capo in the American march. Instead, it often ends with a 
grand statement of  the main trio theme (C) in the subdominant, never returning to the 
tonic key. The most likely reason was that the trio had become so long and weighty 
that anything further risked seeming like an anti-climax.

The Stars and Stripes Forever (1896) is typical of  Sousa’s extended-trio marches. 
After a four-bar introduction its form is 


A


B


C


DC


. Strains A and B are each 

16 bars, while the trio in the subdominant consists of  strains C (32 bars) and D (24 
bars). A counter-melody for piccolos is added when strain C is repeated. Strain D 
contains a ‘dogfight’ – the colloquial name for an interlude in a march featuring loud 
and rapid dialogue between high and low instuments. In the following recording the 
trio starts at 2'05" and lasts for the remaining two-thirds of  the march, which ends in 
the subdominant key.

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a-7XWhyvIpE

The American march form of  a short introduction followed by repeated strains, 
ending in the subdominant, was widely used in ragtime. It was used by Kerry 
Mills in at At a Georgia Campmeeting which, after an introduction, is structured 


A


B


A


C


D


(red type again indicates sections in the subdominant key).

Piano rags built from repeated strains characterise the work of  the most famous 
of  ragtime composers, Scott Joplin (1867/8–1917). Some, such as The Easy 
Winners (1901) end in the subdominant. Others, such as Maple Leaf  Rag (1899) 
return to the tonic after a middle section in the subdominant but still reveal their 
marching ancestry with directions such as Tempo di marcia (‘at the speed of  a 
march’) and subdominant strains labelled ‘trio’.
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Scott Joplin



The recording listed beneath the chart below is based on the ragtime song Livery 
Stable Blues (also known as Barnyard Blues) by New Orleans’ composers Ray Lopez 
and Alcide Nuñez, the start of  which is shown below:

Following the four-bar introduction printed on the upper pair of  staves above, there 
are 10 statements (known as choruses) of  a 12-bar blues, the start of  the first of  which 
is shown on the lower pair of  staves above. The piece ends with a short coda.

The following chart gives the timings of  the 10 choruses on the recording below. 
Choruses 3, 4, 7 and 8 can also be recognised by pairs of  thumps on a bass drum, 
while choruses 5, 6, 9 and 10 feature imitations of  barnyard noises from cornet, 
clarinet and trombone.

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5WojNaU4-kI

From 1916 onwards millions of  African-Americans left the rural south of  the USA 
to look for work in Chicago and other industrial cities in the north. Among the many 
who undertook the ‘great migration’ was Louis Armstrong (1901–1971), who left 
New Orleans in 1922 to join Joe ‘King’ Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band in Chicago, later 
forming his own Hot Fives and Hot Sevens groups. Armstrong later switched from 
cornet to trumpet, developing a virtuoso style with a huge range and variety of  tone, 
as well as having a famously gravelly singing voice.

Muskrat Ramble was recorded by Louis Armstrong and the Hot Fives in 1926 and is 
based on a piece of  that name by the band’s trombonist, Kid Ory (1886–1973). Typical 
of  the Chicago style of  trad jazz, there are solo sections for each frontline player as 
well as ensemble sections in New Orleans polyphony. The trombone flourish in the 
last two bars is known in jazz as a tag (it is too short to be described as a coda).

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8gy7zNkpRVw

The 1920s saw solo pianists develop ragtime into a looser, more jazzy style known as 
stride piano, named after the wide leaps required in the left hand to alternate between 
low bass notes and mid-range chords.

The chief  exponents of  stride piano were James P. Johnson (1894–1955), whose 
composition The Charleston became the dance craze of  the 1920s, and ‘Jelly Roll’ 
Morton (1890–1941). Morton composed Kansas City Stomp in 1919 and recorded 
it as a piano solo in 1923 and then in 1928 as an arrangement for his band, Jelly 
Roll Morton’s Red Hot Peppers. A stomp is an energetic dance with a heavy beat, 
characterised by stamping steps. The stride piano style can clearly be heard in the first 
strain following the introduction:
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Intro 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Coda

0'01" 0'07" 0'25" 0'42" 0'59" 1'18" 1'36" 1'55" 2'12" 2'30" 2'47" 3'05"

32-bar 
ensemble

16-bar 
trombone solo

16-bar 
cornet solo

16-bar 
clarinet solo

32-bar 
ensemble

2-bar 
tag

0'01" 0'45" 1'05" 1'28" 1'48" 2'33"
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It became increasingly common for white vocal groups to cover African-American 
material. One of  the most famous songs from the Doo-wop era is Sh-Boom, written by 
The Chords, an African-American group, who recorded it in 1954, but which became 
much better known in the cover released that same year by the Crew-Cuts, a white 
Canadian group. Their version includes scoring for swing band and some prominent 
examples of  stop time.

Perhaps most characteristic of  Doo-wop is the chord sequence that underpins many 
of  the phrases in Sh-Boom. It consists of  the chords I–vi–ii7–V7 and is so common in 
the genre that it is known as the Doo-wop progression. The main part of  the song is 
in 32-bar song form (AABA), with the A sections based on the Doo-wop progression 
and the B section (‘Ev’ry time I look at you …’) based on a circle of  5ths:

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q9G0-4TWwew

Country music
In the first half  of  the 20th century, the increasing use of  new media 
for music, particularly radio broadcasting and gramophone records, 
introduced audiences to a much wider range of  popular music genres 
than ever before, with the result that a number of  these developed in 
parallel, often later interacting with each other.

Country music was originally the commercial name for American folk 
music, the earliest type of  which was known as ‘Hillbilly’ after the rural 
settlers in the Appalachian Hills whose ancestors had brought many 
of  the tunes with them from Britain. We have already seen (page 274) 
how a traditional British folksong could be modified by exposure to 
Blues-like elements in America.

Appalachian folk dance tunes were traditionally played on the fiddle 
(a folk term for the violin) while folksongs were originally sung 
unaccompanied or backed with instruments such as the guitar, the 
plucked dulcimer and later the harmonica (‘mouth organ’).

When recordings and broadcasts of  Country music first became popular 
in the 1920s and 30s, the accompanying instrumemnts would often also 
include the banjo (a plucked-string instrument of  African ancestry), the 
string bass, the autoharp (a zither-like instrument designed particularly 
for playing chords) and the steel guitar – a guitar held horizontally, with 
one or more plectrums on the fingers of  one hand used to pluck the 
strings, while the other hand moves a steel bar up and down the strings 
to produce a distinctive gliding sound between notes. The picture (left) 
shows a type of  steel guitar called a ‘dobro’ that has a metal resonator 
to amplify the sound, but electric guitars started to appear in the 1930s. 
In the 1950s, the electric ‘pedal steel’ provided a more sophisticated 
instrument, with the player able to sit at a console over which the 
strings run and to which pedals were added to create special effects.
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Portable gramophone from the 1940s

Steel guitar: the large metal plate 
below the guitarist’s right hand 

is designed to amplify the sound.


