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INTRODUCTION



“There are a million things in music
 I know nothing about. I just want
 to narrow down that figure.”

ANDRÉ PREVIN


WHAT IS CLASSICAL MUSIC?


‘Classical music’ is an expression which depicts a certain type of musical style, but what sets it apart from many other genres is that it is written down. When a classical composer writes a piece of music, they do so with the exact notes they want each instrument or soloist to perform, and use specific musical directions, such as pitch, tempo and volume, to indicate how to do it. In brief, then, classical music is an amalgamation of order, design, content and form.


There’s also a period in music – from the mid 1700s to the early 1800s – which is described as the classical period. Confused? Don’t be, because a look at the way musical styles, including the classical period, have developed over the centuries will help you understand how the pieces we listen to today have evolved. 


For the purposes of this book, the musical periods featured are medieval, Renaissance, baroque, classical, Romantic and late Romantic, the twentieth century and modern. And with all these musical periods, change didn’t happen overnight – there were composers who bridged the end of one period and the beginning of another, and there were old-school composers who baulked outright at the new musical ideas that were evolving, so the dates are used as a general guide.
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MUSIC THROUGH
 THE AGES:
 PART ONE

MEDIEVAL PERIOD: C.500–1400

It was an age of startling musical contrasts, sacred and secular; of troubadours and minstrels; of songs of chivalry and courtly love; of dances; of being entertained at dinner with lutes, bagpipes and recorders. But the medieval period was also a great age of church music, and you’ll often hear musical terms such as plainsong, neumes, monophonic and polyphonic music, and modes, to describe this genre.

Plainsong, or Gregorian chant (attributed to Saint Gregory the Great, c.540–604), was a flowing, single melody chant without accompaniment. These early monophonic (one voice) chants were passed on orally, as the earliest medieval music had no notation system. But as single melody music gave way to the more complex polyphonic music (two or more voices singing in harmony), the need for a system of writing music down became apparent, and so the predecessor of our modern musical notation was born, in the shape of neumes – small square symbols which were written over the text to act as reminders of the tunes that were already known, but without note value or rhythm.

This period also saw the introduction of church modes, sequences of eight notes that helped classify the chants – a simple version of the scales we know today.

Notably, a lot of the attributes of medieval music formed the basis of some of the musical forms that we use today, and it was much the same with instruments, some of which have evolved to become recognised members of the classical orchestra.

Recommended listening

The songs of Saint Godric (c.1065–1170) demonstrate a monophonic melody line very well, as do the Gregorian chants ‘Dies Irae’ (‘Day of Wrath’) and ‘De Profundis’ (‘From the Depths’). The Gregorian chant ‘Deum Verum’ (‘True God’) is a good example of polyphonic music, as it introduces voices singing in harmony (that is, combining different pitches of note).

And for accompaniment

We’ve all heard of the harp, the bagpipe, the lute and the recorder. But are you familiar with the bladder pipe, the shawm, the rebec, the citole, the cittern or the oud? Here are just some of the medieval musical instruments that have inspired the instruments we use today:

[image: ] The bladder pipe is a simplified bagpipe, complete with a blow pipe, a chanter, a double reed and, yes, a bladder for a bag. Nice!

[image: ] The shawm comes from the woodwind family and was a forerunner of the oboe – it certainly sounds like a reedier version of one. It looked a bit like a recorder but with a trumpet-like bell shape at the end. They came in several sizes, from soprano to bass.

[image: ] The rebec looks like a mini boat-shaped fiddle and was around as early as the eleventh century. It has various numbers of strings and can be played on the arm, under the chin or on the lap.

[image: ] The citole was shaped like a holly leaf and the four strings were plucked with a quill. It’s thought that the cittern developed from the citole.

[image: ] The gittern looked more like a small lute, as did the pear-shaped oud.

One thing you can say about medieval musicians – they weren’t short of a stringed instrument or two.
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CLASSICAL CHUCKLES

Why do bagpipe players march when they play?

To get away from the sound.
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GRACE NOTE

The earliest known musical instrument, the Divje Babe Flute, is thought to be from the Neanderthal era. Part of a cave bear femur pierced with holes, it was discovered in Slovenia in 1995.



THE MEDIEVAL MAID

HILDEGARD OF BINGEN (1098–1179)

Also known as Saint Hildegard, this Benedictine abbess, visionary, poet and philosopher was one of the earliest known composers. Hildegard was born into a noble German family and, as the tenth child, was offered into the Church as a tithe. At eight years old, she was sent as a novice to the Benedictine monastery of Disibodenberg.

From a very early age, Hildegard experienced visions and received a call from God to write them down. This she did, along with medicinal and scientific writings, and a significant output of music.

Among her compositions, the earliest surviving morality play Ordo Virtutum (Order of the Virtues) is probably one of her better known works, along with her other major work, a collection of liturgical songs, Symphonia Armonie Celestium Revelationum (Symphony of the Harmony of Heavenly Revelations), liturgical meaning music performed as part of a church service. The poetical texts of these songs reflect the visionary concept of her faith and are addressed variously to the Redeemer, the Blessed Virgin Mary and the Apostles.

Recommended listening

Ordo Virtutum tells of the battle between the Devil and the virtues to possess a lost soul. The work’s single melody line is typical of monophonic music and it contains more than 80 separate melodies to accompany the words.

RENAISSANCE PERIOD: C.1400–1600

It’s difficult to put an exact date on the start of the Renaissance Period, as it was out with the Middle Ages and in with a huge cultural and social rebirth which took years to evolve. Music continued to be very church-orientated, with the rise of the anthem, the mass and the motet (a form of sacred polyphonic vocal music, usually accompanied). Despite this, the Church was beginning to lose its stranglehold; witness the Reformation, and the freedom it brought, which inspired an enthusiastic interest in art, science, astronomy and mathematics.

This freedom began to be reflected musically. One of the most significant advances for the music of the period was the invention of the printing press in 1450 which meant music could be published, taking in a wider audience and helping to spread composers’ reputations.

It was still mainly choral music, and based on modes, but polyphonic music continued to evolve and become more complicated, with three or four voice parts being added to new compositions to give a piece a richer, fuller texture. Harmony and chord progression began to have more flow, and some church music was accompanied by instruments – the development of instrumental music had begun.

The Renaissance saw an increase in secular music too, inspiring a rich variety of dances, instrumental and vocal pieces – notably chansons and madrigals (a part-song often set to a short poem, and usually about love), which were popular in Italy and France; the Italian composer Claudio Monteverdi wrote nine books of them.

Typical of this period, pieces of music were often accompanied by a consort, which was a group of musicians playing instruments of the same family but in different sizes – a whole consort. However, it could also be a broken consort, made up of different families of instruments such as viols, recorders and citterns.

Recommended listening

Monteverdi’s music bridges the Renaissance and early baroque eras, so his Vespers is a good example of the progress music had made from the single, unaccompanied form of melody. The work includes soloists and choruses (with ten vocal parts at times) and is accompanied by strings, cornets and sackbuts. Expect lively rhythms and flowing melody.

And for accompaniment

[image: ] A cornamuse is a member of the woodwind family and, unlike the crumhorn (which is curved like a large grappling hook), is straight. Both have two reeds – as opposed to a saxophone or a clarinet, which has one – and unlike their modern counterparts, the reeds are housed in the windcap at the top of the instrument, not in the mouthpiece. They sound very similar to each other – very reedy – but the crumhorn has a deeper timbre.

[image: ] Invented around 1590, the serpent was named after its shape. Although it’s classed as a wind instrument, it’s related to the modern tuba – and sounds a bit like one too.

[image: ] The sackbut – translated from the old French saquier (to pull) and bouter (to push) – is a wind instrument that looks like a trombone.

[image: ] The viol or viol da gamba, which became one of the most popular Renaissance instruments, is a fretted stringed instrument that looks rather like a cello and is played between the legs. They were often played in consorts.

[image: ] Keyboard-like instruments, such as the clavichord, the harpsichord and the virginal, were making an appearance.

[image: ] A rackett is a double-reeded wind instrument, and looks like a cross between a stubby telescope and a blowtorch.


GRACE NOTE

Henry VIII was a talented musician and composer who owned a large collection of 78 flutes, 76 recorders, ten trombones, 14 trumpets and five bagpipes. Many of his compositions, including Masses and ballads, have been lost, although some of his songs, such as the jaunty ‘Pastime with Good Company’, are still performed today.



THE RENAISSANCE RAKES

PALESTRINA, GIOVANNI PIERLUIGI DA (C.1525–94)

This Italian Renaissance composer was a prolific writer of motets, Masses, hymns and madrigals. After a time as an organist and teacher, he ended up as singing master for the Cappella Giulia, the choir of Saint Peter’s Basilica, a position later taken up by the baroque composer Scarlatti from 1715 to 1719.

His personal life was tragic and turbulent, losing his brother, two of his sons and then his wife to the plague. He apparently considered the priesthood but instead married a wealthy widow, which ensured his financial comfort while he composed.

Recommended listening

The smooth choral entrances and triumphant musical statements of the Gloria or the quieter, more restrained interweaving musical lines of the Kyrie from Palestrina’s Missa Papae Marcelli (Pope Marcellus Mass) c.1555.

TALLIS, THOMAS (C.1505–85)

An English composer whose birthplace was probably in Kent, Tallis served several monarchs during his lifetime. He is best known for his church choral music, and given the religious ferments during his lifetime, he was obviously skilled at adapting his musical styles to suit both Catholic and Protestant tastes. Wise man.

From 1542, he entered royal service and was a Gentleman of the Chapel Royal, where he composed and performed music for Henry VIII, Edward VI, Queen Mary and Queen Elizabeth I, remaining there until his death in 1585. He shared the duties of chapel organist and composer with William Byrd, who was a pupil of Tallis.

Byrd and Tallis formed a business partnership in 1575 after Queen Elizabeth I granted them a 21-year patent to publish and print music. They published a collection of 34 cantiones sacrae (sacred songs) between them but they didn’t sell very well.

Upon Tallis’ death, Byrd wrote, ‘Tallis is dead and music dies.’

Recommended listening

Sample his contrasting harmonic styles with the simple four-part anthem ‘If Ye Love Me’, then move on to the stunning 40-part devotional motet ‘Spem in Alium’ (‘Hope in any Other’).
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