Study Guide for Romantic Music (1820-1900)

Historical Context
Romanticism was a movement in art, literature and music that stressed emotion, imagination and the individual. This was a reaction to classicism which stressed reason, logic, balance and forms.  Romanticism emphasized freedom of expression and feelings. Emotional subjectivity was a basic quality of romantic art and music.  Personalities were projected in their art and music. This was also a reaction against the Industrial Revolution which took freely from nature to use for production of goods and for commerce.  The Romantics wanted to protect nature and held it in high esteem.
Economic:  the industrial revolution continued during this period.  An increase of trade and growth of industry led to a growing, financially well off middle class.   There are fewer courts or churches left in Europe with means fewer court and church positions.  Therefore, musicians now make a living as free-lance musicians by teaching, performing, conducting, composing, and writing articles for journals. During the 19th Century, the middle –class and cities expanded dramatically and more people wanted to hear and play music. More concert halls were built and subscriptions were sold.  The general public was captivated by virtuosity.  So, virtuoso musicians such as Franz Liszt on the piano and Paganini on the violin began to give solo concerts (not just with orchestra) and began to tour Europe and astonished audiences with their feats.
Private music making also increased during the romantic era.  The piano continued to become a fixture in every home and there were great demands for songs and solo piano pieces.

A side note about Romantic Composers in the romantic period: they were not trained at an early age as in previous times when music was a family trade.  In the romantic period, composers would become musicians at a later age and come from families of doctors, lawyers, school teachers. Music Schools called conservatories opened so that these young composers could be educated and trained to become professional musicians. At these conservatories, music was composed for music's sake and musicians no longer had to please other people but only themselves. Now musicians composed for themselves; to meet an inner need and to please themselves and were as a result, very creative. Therefore, music in the romantic era had a diversity of style and took on the personality of the composer leading to a dissipation of a central style.  In the past, music of each period had a uniform, consistent style and all sounded alike and similar.  It was difficult to pin-point a single composer and there for it would be recognized as Baroque Music or Classical Music.  However, in the Romantic Period instead of recognizing music as generic, we now recognize as from Beethoven or Berlioz, for example.
Political changes: Continued to be a time of Revolutions in pursuit of democracy and to  break away from monarchies.   This was the time of revolutions in France, Belgium, Poland and in Europe.  It was also the time of the American Civil War.  These political changes led to musical changes because composers wanted a way to escape the grim realities of war in Europe.  Romantic music dealt with fantasy and dreams to take people’s minds away from the day to day realities of war.  Music was a means to transcend the restrictions of a person's ordinary existence.  Political changes also led to philosophical changes.

Philosophical Changes:   During the romantic period, an increasing emphasis on the individual and subjective experience replaces the emphasis on human reasoning of the enlightenment. A rebellion against the age of reason occurs.  Romantic composers emphasized freedom of expression and emotional subjectivity in music.  This was in contrast to the classical notions of balance, logic and form.  Romanticism in music was a celebration of “self” emphasizing individualism, emotion, and imagination.   Other themes in romantic art (other than "self") included: Nature, Solitude, fantasies and dreams, the unknown, night, the supernatural, remote places and times, the middle ages (450-1450), and the irrational and exotic. 

Technological changes: manufacturing techniques became more advanced and therefore, musical instruments were improved and enlarged.  Pianos were made with cast-iron frames and thicker strings, giving it a deeper and more brilliant tone.  Brass instruments were made with more valves making them much more maneuverable.  The orchestra also becomes larger during the romantic period with 60-100 members verses the 20-60 musicians found in the classical orchestra.  These instruments could play louder and have more dynamic ranges. 
Musical styles found in Romantic Music:

1) Individuality of style

· Romantic composers put emphasis on self-expression and individuality of style. Tried to depict their inner-most self and create unique sounds and reflect their personalities.

2) Expressiveness and subjectivity

· Romantic composers explored a world of feelings that included flamboyance and intimacy, unpredictability and melancholy, rapture and longer. 
· Romantic love was often depicted as a theme in music. 
· Fascination with fantasy, dreams and the exotic were also themes.
· Nature was a common theme.

· Middle Ages as a theme as well as Mythology
· Nationalism was a common theme with the revolutions for freedom that went on.  Composers used folk songs, dances, legends and history of their homelands as themes in their music.  So, national flavors could be heard in their music such as Polish, Russian, Czech, or German rather than a universal sound of the classical period.

3) Expressive Tone colors:

· Romantic composers reveled in rich and sensuous sounds, using tone color to obtain variety of mood and atmosphere.  
· The orchestra became larger and more varied in tone color.  For example there were only about 20-60 players in the classical orchestra but in the romantic period the orchestra would have 100 musicians. In the classical period, strings were the prominent instruments, in the Romantic period the woodwind, and brass and percussions sections became larger and more active. 

· Orchestras became more brilliant and appealing through the use of others instruments such as cymbals, triangles, the harp, piano, and tuba.  

· Instrumentalists were asked to employ unusual techniques when they played. For example, strike the strings with the wood of their bow rather than the strings.  

· Composers found new ways to combine tone colors to achieve poignant and intense sounds.  

· The piano was improved becoming louder, more singing, and had more keys. 
4) Colorful harmonies

· Romantic composers explored new chords and new ways to use familiar chords to gain a greater emotional intensity. 

· Composers emphasized rich, colorful and complex harmonies.  

· Chromatic harmony because more prominent. (using tones not heard in the major, minor scale)  Chromatic chords add color and motion to romantic music.

· Dissonant and unstable chords were used (harsh sounding chords) more often than in the classical period 

· Used many keys and rapid modulations leaving a sense of tonal instability and tonal gravity less strong than in the classical.

5) Expanded range of dynamics

· Romantic music called for a wider range of dynamics. The music moved from incredibly soft to extremely loud in a matter of seconds to gain more expressiveness.

· Crescendos and decrescendos were used more frequently as well as sudden dynamic changes. 

· The range of pitch was expanded, composers asked instrumentalists to play very high for brilliance and very low for depth.

· The piccolo and contrabassoon became important and the expanded piano. 

· Changes in mood in romantic music are created through the use of accelerando, ritardandos and subtle variations on pace.  Fluctuations of tempo are known as rubato (slightly holding back and pressing forward of the tempo).
6) Forms: Miniature and Monumental
· The romantic period was the age of contradictions.  Some pieces were very short and intimate meant for home use and the next minutes they were gigantic works for orchestra with 100 that lasted several hours. 
· Classical symphonies lasted about 24 minutes, romantic symphony are lasting 45 minutes or longer.

7) Programmatic music became extremely popular during the Romantic Period.
8) Instrumental music that told a story, poem, idea or scene without using words, only using instruments.  Beethoven led the way in this with his Pastoral Symphony.  Another example is Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet and orchestral piece that depicts the story including a feud between rival families, a lover theme, a funeral march. 
9)  Cyclical works became important.  Cyclical music is when a composer would use the same theme in all movements.  And then, use a technique as Thematic Transformation where a theme would be varied and take on different characters and moods.

Musical Genres in the Romantic Period

Same forms as in the Classical Period

1) Opera 2) Symphony 3) Sonata 4) Chamber Music 5) Concerto  6) Masses 7) Opera
The Genres new to the Romantic period were:

1) The Art Song: a composition for solo voice and piano.  The accompaniment is an integral part of the composer’s conception and it serves as an interpretive partner to the voice. These songs were composed to be sung and enjoyed in the home. 

The genre flowered in part due to the popularity of the piano and the flowering of Romantic Poetry by Goerthe and Heine. Songs were a fusion of music and poetry. A song with a German text is called a Lied.  The plural is Leider (songs).  

Common themes of the poems would be despair of unrequited love and lost love.  Also, nature such as the beauty of flowers, trees, brooks, supernatural and folktales were themes.  

Songs are: Strohpic (stanza-repeating the music for each stanza of the poem) or Through-Composed-new music for each stanza). Song Cycles were groups of song with common story line or musical theme. 
2) Character pieces for the piano: these are pieces written for the piano in a three part form: ABA and were designed to express two contrasting moods, an example is dramatic verses lyrical.  These piano pieces are short and designed to invoke a definite mood or programmatic idea. 

3) Program Music:  Romantic composers were attracted to program music, instrumental music associated with a story, poem, idea, or scene.  Programmatic orchestral works depict the emotions, characters, and events of particular stories or the sounds and motions of nature.  Such nonmusical ideas are usually specified by the title or by the composer’s explanatory comments (program) in the concertgoer’s program. There are several categories of program music and are as follows:

a) A Program Symphony: a symphony with a program, a composition in several movements.

b) A Symphonic poem or Tone Poem, is also a one-movement composition.  Symphonic Poems take many traditional forms such as sonata form, rondo, or theme and variations, as well as irregular forms and combines them together without pause or break.  Franz Liszt developed the symphonic poem in the late 1840’s and 1850’s and it became the most important type of program music after 1860.  During the late 19th century, symphonic poems became an important means of expression for nationalism in music.

Conservative Romantics Composers:  Schubert, Schumann, Mendelssohn, and Brahms

Radical Romantic Composers:  Chopin, Berlioz, Liszt and Wagner

The Story for Berlioz’s Symphony Fantastique: This Story is autobiographical.  He saw Harriet Smithson, an actress, performing in a Shakespeare Play and feel in love her.  She didn’t feel this way about him yet he continued to be obsessed with her, writing him letters.  He composed this piece based upon his love for her.  She later listened to it and read the story (program) behind the symphony and she becomes interested in him. The two eventually get married but have a difficult marriage.  The symphony has a main theme called the Idee Fixe (Fixed Idea) that is used in each movement.  This Theme represents Harriet Smithson.

There are five movements instead of four that were conventional for symphonies at the time:
First movement: (Reveries – Passions) 

In program notes from 1845, the Berlioz writes:[4]
The author imagines that a young musician, afflicted by the sickness of spirit which a famous writer has called the vagueness of passions (le vague des passions), sees for the first time a woman who unites all the charms of the ideal person his imagination was dreaming of, and falls desperately in love with her. By a strange anomaly, the beloved image never presents itself to the artist's mind without being associated with a musical idea, in which he recognizes a certain quality of passion, but endowed with the nobility and shyness which he credits to the object of his love.

He remembers first the uneasiness of spirit, the indefinable passion, the melancholy, the aimless joys he felt even before seeing his beloved; then the explosive love she suddenly inspired in him, his delirious anguish, his fits of jealous fury, his returns of tenderness, his religious consolations.

Second movement:  (A Ball) 

Berlioz writes “He meets again his beloved in a ball during a glittering celebration.”

Third movement:  (Scene in the Fields) 

In the 1855 program notes, Berlioz writes:[4]
One summer evening in the countryside he hears two shepherds dialoguing with their ranz des vaches; this pastoral duet, the setting, the gentle rustling of the trees in the light wind, some causes for hope that he has recently conceived, all conspire to restore to his heart an unaccustomed feeling of calm and to give to his thoughts a happier colouring; but she reappears, he feels a pang of anguish, and painful thoughts disturb him: what if she betrayed him... One of the shepherds resumes his simple melody, the other one no longer answers. The sun sets... distant sound of thunder... solitude... silence.

Fourth movement:  (March to the Scaffold)
Description of the movement by Berlioz in 1855:[4]
He dreams that he has killed his beloved, that he is condemned to death and led to execution. The procession advances to the sound of a march that is sometimes sombre and wild, and sometimes brilliant and solemn, in which a dull sound of heavy footsteps follows without transition the loudest outbursts. At the end, the idée fixe reappears for a moment like a final thought of love interrupted by the fatal blow.

Fifth movement:(Dream of the Night of the Sabbath) 

In both the program notes, Berlioz wrote:[4]
He sees himself at a witches' sabbath, in the midst of a hideous gathering of shades, sorcerers and monsters of every kind who have come together for his funeral. Strange sounds, groans, outbursts of laughter; distant shouts which seem to be answered by more shouts. The beloved melody appears once more, but has now lost its noble and shy character; it is now no more than a vulgar dance tune, trivial and grotesque: it is she who is coming to the sabbath ... Roar of delight at her arrival ... She joins the diabolical orgy ... The funeral knell tolls and the witches dance.

