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Transition from Classical to Romantic: The Evolution of Music

Beethoven: A Bridge Between Eras

After the death of Beethoven in 1827, composers began expanding the possibilities
of music, moving away from the Classical ideals of balance, symmetry, clarity,
humanism, and Enlightenment values. Beethoven, as a pivotal figure, represents a
bridge between the Classical style and the Romantic attitude.

Key Points:

Early Beethoven: Influenced by Haydn, characterized by clarity and
transparency.
Late Beethoven: Pushes formal constraints to their limits, showcasing a strong
individual subjectivity.

Beethoven's Ninth Symphony: Breaking the Mold

One of the most significant compositions in this transition is Beethoven's Ninth
Symphony, a monumental work that combines an orchestra with soloists, a choir,
and introduces new instruments like the trombone, piccolo, and contrabassoon.

What makes the Ninth Symphony groundbreaking?

Incorporation of solo and choral elements in a symphony.
Expanded orchestral palette with new instrumental colors.
Impact: Set a new standard for what a symphony could be, challenging future
composers to explore new expressive possibilities.

"What do you do after a piece of music that completely throws open the doors?
All bets are off." — Reflection on Beethoven’s innovation.
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Romanticism: A New Artistic Vision

The Romantic Composer as Visionary
The Romantic era redefined the role of the composer, moving beyond satisfying
immediate audience demands to exploring deeper, more visionary ideas.

Characteristics of the Romantic Attitude:

Individual Subjectivity: Emphasis on personal expression and visionary
concepts.
Detachment from Functionality: Music no longer tied strictly to church
services, dance, or entertainment.
Vision for the Future: Composers like Beethoven saw their work as being
understood by future generations, not necessarily their contemporaries.

Mysticism and the Sublime
The Romantic era introduced a focus on the mystical and the sublime, favoring
ambiguity, mystery, and the acceptance of uncertainty. This contrasted with the
empirical and rational focus of the Classical era.

"The artist might say, 'Well, maybe later you will or maybe you won't. But I still
have to say what I have to say.'" — On the visionary role of the Romantic artist.

Negative Capability: John Keats' Influence
English Romantic poet John Keats introduced the concept of negative capability,
which became a central tenet in Romantic art.

"Negative capability... when man is capable of being in uncertainties,
mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason." —
John Keats

Implications for Music:

Art embraces ambiguity and mystery.
Departure from the need for clear rational explanations.
Acceptance of emotions and experiences that transcend logic.
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Expansion of Instrumental Possibilities

With the rise of the Industrial Revolution, there were significant advancements in
instrument building and music publishing.

Changes in Instruments:

Piano: Transitioned from wooden-framed to steel-framed pianos, allowing for a
broader range and louder dynamics.
Woodwinds and Brass: Introduction of key mechanisms and valves expanded
the chromatic range and flexibility.
Orchestral Growth: Composers now had access to orchestras with 120
instruments, allowing for richer and more diverse compositions.

New Virtuosity: Liszt and the Rise of the Genius Performer
Composers like Franz Liszt exemplified the Romantic emphasis on technical
mastery and dramatic expression. His Étude Transcendentale showcases extreme
difficulty, accessible to only a few elite performers.

"With that, you see the rise of this almost demonic extreme of virtuosity."

The Role of the Audience and the Artist
The Romantic era saw a shift in the audience's role:

Public Concerts became more common, making music accessible to a wider
audience.
Music Publishing allowed compositions to be widely distributed.
Divergence in Audience Tastes: Some sought novelty, while others preferred
the canon of great works from the past, leading to a museum-like culture in
music.

The Romantic Ideal of Individual Expression
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As music evolved, so did the concept of classical music itself, with composers like
Beethoven becoming canonized figures in Western culture. This era saw a
departure from the Common Practice Period, where a shared musical language
united Europe.

Challenges for the Romantic Composer
Composers faced new pressures:

Competing with the Past: Artists were now compared to the achievements of
Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven.
Isolation and Innovation: Romantic composers often operated on the fringes of
societal norms, driven to create new forms of expression despite audience
expectations.

Chromaticism and the Fraying of Tonality
The Romantic era's emphasis on individual expression led to increasingly complex
harmonies and chromaticism, challenging traditional musical structures.

Example: Chopin’s Prelude in E minor demonstrates a departure from clear tonal
direction, embracing ambiguity and unpredictability.

"You start to see pieces that are just wandering all over the place
chromatically, that no longer have a strong sense of direction."

Conclusion: The Romantic Legacy

The Romantic era transformed music into a medium of deep individual exploration
and spiritual elevation. It expanded the boundaries of musical expression,
creating new challenges and opportunities for future composers. While
Romanticism eventually gave way to modernism and other movements, its
influence remains deeply ingrained in our cultural perception of the artist as a
visionary.

"The artist is no longer merely continuing a tradition or a craft, but is, in fact,
inventing the future."
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In the next lecture, we will explore how these Romantic ideals paved the way for
modernism and the profound shifts in music that followed.


