
The CLASSICAL

PERIOD



Term „CLASSICAL“

• Conforms to the ideals of the Apollonian cult of 

Ancient Greece

• Objectivity, clarity of form, emotional restraint, 

adherence to certain structural principles

• Beg. of the 19th century: contrary to the music 

of the new romantic streams 

• In music: the period of 3 Viennese masters: 

Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven →

the term „The Viennese school“  

• Timing: 1730 (1750) – 1810 (1827 = death of B.)



General Historical 

Background 

• The rise of the lower and middle

classes in a democratic spirit

which asserted itself in the

French Revolution (1789-99) 

→ the Napoleonic Wars

(1803-1815)

-----------------------------------------

The predominant

philosophy: rationalist: Kant, 

Diderot, Voltaire, Rousseau

Artists: Goya



Immanuel Kant 

1724 - 1804



General Musical Characteristics



General Musical Characteristics



General Musical Characteristics

G. B. Pergolesi: Stabat Mater (1736)

J. Haydn: Symphony No. 94, 2nd movement, „Surprise“ (1791)



General Musical Characteristics

• In general, classical music can be described as:

– Objective

– Showing emotional restraint

– Polish

– Refinement

– Certain amount of superficiality

• The classical spirit is more clearly manifest in 

instrumental music than it is in opera and 

other forms



BAROQUE → CLASSICISM

• New streams: cca 1730 

1. Galant style (France)

2. Giusto italiano (Italy)

• Rococo = the ante-classical period = a florid style 

of ornamentation characterized by curved lines and 

decoration

• After 1750: Empfindsamkeit

(music: Sturm und Drang)

• Important role on the formation of classicism: 

„Mannheim school“

→ CLASSICISM



General Musical Characteristics

• Clarification of FORMAL STRUCTURE 

• Remarkable simplicity in harmony

• HOMOPHONY 

• New type of MELODY is developed (often folk-

like in its clarity and simplicity)

• More regular phrases



STRUCTURE

• New: the term THEME = the structuralised idea

• 2 contrast motives! = Distinct thematic material

(derived from the

affect theory)

Bass melody – much more 

calm, easier

(baroque: fast changing of harmony x

classicism: long phrases built on the

same function)

• Metrum!



FORMS   

• Sonata form

• Symphony

• Rondo

• Variation

• 3-parted aria 

da capo

• Recitativ

• Opera

• Oratorium

• Cantata

• Mass

• Song

• Sonata

• Brass trio

• Piano trio

• String quartet

• Divertimento

• Symphony

• Concerto

...



OPERA 

of the 18th 

century

P. D. Oliviero: 

Interno del Teatro Regio di 

Torino

(1753)



OPERA SERIA

A



OPERA BUFFA 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NsUeywPFEgQ

(cca 18:00)

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


OPERA of the 18th century

→ opera seria ~ opera buffa

• Cca 1760: 

Christoph Willibald GLUCK 

Reform: against schematism, the most 

important: general dramatic effect: 

„I have to forget beeing a musician

before starting composing.“ 

ORFEO ED EURIDICE (1762)

• no coloratures→new clarity, naturality



Gluck: Aria of Orfeo / 3rd act 



INSTRUMENTAL WORKS

• More important than vocal music (a new quality)

• Objectivity, clarity of form… more apparent 

in the instrumental music than they are in 

dramatic music

• Sonata form (symphony, concerto, chamber 

music, keyboard sonata)

– 1st movement: Exposition, Development, 

Recapitulation

– 2nd movement: often in a slow tempo (Largo…)

– 3rd movement: Minuet (optional)

– 4th movement: Finale (a lively tempo)



Example of a later SONATA FORM 

W. A. Mozart: Keyboard sonata C major, 1st movement
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XXIu0MRuIQU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XXIu0MRuIQU


ORCHESTRAL MUSIC
SYMPHONY = the most important single 

contribution of the Classical period

• Originally an ouverture 

• String quartet + contrabass + horns + oboes

• 3 – parted 

• Number of works – very high 

• after 1740: besides Italy: Wien, Berlin, London, 

Paris…

• Development of the symphony: 

G. B. SAMARTINI, J. Ch. BACH

C. Ph. E. BACH, Fr. BENDA, J. K. VAŇHAL



MANNHEIM SCHOOL

• Group of composers centered around a famous

court orchestra

• The principal contribution: new dynamic effects

* The Mannheim Sigh, Roller, 

Rocket, Birds, Grande Pause…)

* rise of symphony

* new instruments used

• The leading composers:

• Jan Václav STAMIC

(1717 - 1757)



The Mannheim Sigh



The Mannheim Roller



INSTRUMENTAL CONCERTO

• Developed directly from

the baroque concerto

• Dominance: concerto 

for a solo instrument 

and orchestra

• 3 movements – 1st movement: Exchange of the

material between orchestra (orchestral ritornels) 

and the solo instrument (solo part, cadenza)

• Instruments: violin, piano (new role), violoncello, 

flute, organ (decline)



CHAMBER MUSIC

• Music written for a small group of solo

instruments continued to be an important in the

classical period

• The chief difference = the use of basso continuo 

abandoned

• STRING QUARTET = by far 

the most important medium 

(2 violins, a viola, and a cello)

• The keyboard Sonata



OPERA BUFFA after 1750

W. A. MOZART 
(1756 – 1791)

Le nozze di Figaro (1786)

Don Giovanni (1787)

Cosi fan tutte (1790)

Singspiel

Die Entführung aus dem 
Serail (1782)

Die Zauberflöte (1791)



NEXT CLASS:

The 

FIRST VIENNESE 

SCHOOL
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