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Unit 6
The Romantic Period (1820–1900)

By the end of the Classical period, 
Beethoven’s music combined Classical 
and Romantic elements, making his music 
a transition between the two periods. 
His works had lifted music beyond 
entertainment to something that could 
touch and lift the human spirit. Composers 
were seen as special artists creating 
works of lasting value. In all fields, artists 
expressed their personal feelings during the 
Romantic period.

The word romantic comes from a poem 
from the Middle Ages about a hero or 
heroic event. Romantics valued emotions 
and imagination over reason. Artists were 
inspired by the unpredictable power of 
nature, and seemed to find enjoyment in 
wanting and seeking the impossible.

View of Lucerne, 
Switzerland (1847) 

by Felix Mendelssohn

Some Romantic composers were involved in more 
than one art form, often painting or writing in 
addition to making music. Felix Mendelssohn (1809–
1847) was a pianist, conductor, composer, teacher, 
poet, and landscape painter.

The Life Stages (beach picture, scene 
in Wiek) by Caspar David Friedrich 
(1774–1840)

Ludwig van Beethoven

The final movement of Symphony No. 9 by 
Ludwig van Beethoven includes a choir in 
addition to the orchestra. The “Ode to Joy” text 
calls for people to join together in a “brotherhood 
of friendship.”  Totally deaf by the time of its 
premiere, Beethoven stood by the conductor and 
assisted with tempos. Afterwards, as the audience 
cheered with a standing ovation, a soloist had to 
turn him around to see the response. 

 Track 12:  Symphony No. 9 (1824)
by Ludwig van Beethoven

The Life Stages (beach picture, scene 
by Caspar David Friedrich 

Ludwig van Beethoven

Ludwig van Beethoven
addition to the orchestra. The “Ode to Joy” text 
calls for people to join together in a “brotherhood 
of friendship.”  Totally deaf by the time of its 
premiere, Beethoven stood by the conductor and 
assisted with tempos. Afterwards, as the audience 
cheered with a standing ovation, a soloist had to 
turn him around to see the response. 

Track 12:

A Premier Composer
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Romantic Italian Opera

Opera began in Italy and is still very 
popular there. For over 50 years, the Italian 
Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901) composed 
operas performed throughout Europe and 
the Americas. His 28 operas are filled with 
expressive melodies, dramatic music, and 
stories of love, hatred, and jealousy. 

Rigoletto is one of Verdi’s most beloved operas. 
The third act opens with a duke singing about 
how quickly a woman’s heart can change 
in “La donna è mobile.” This song has been 
popular since the 1851 premiere of the opera.

 Track 13:  “La donna è mobile” from 
Rigoletto (1851) by Giuseppe Verdi
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Track 13:  “La donna è mobile” from 
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The Paris opening of Verdi’s opera “Ernani” (1850) 
by Albert Besnard (1849–1934)
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Romantic Orchestral Music

During the Romantic period, the size of 
orchestras grew to around 100 musicians.  
Orchestras in the Classical period had 20  
to 60 instrumentalists. The larger, Romantic 
orchestras and new, more brilliant instruments 
produced large volumes of sound. New tone 
colors helped listeners imagine battles, scenes  
in nature, and other non-musical subjects. These 
compositions are known as program music.

Hector Berlioz (1803–1869) is known for the 
unique way he combined orchestral instruments 
in his symphonic music. Like many Romantics, he 
wrote program music that tells a story and used 
titles that suggest a scene or event. He was also 
one of the greatest conductors of his day. 

Engraving of Hector Berlioz conducting (1846)
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German composer Robert Schumann 
(1810–1856) believed children should have 
quality music to play. Inspired by his own 
family, he was one of the first famous 
composers to write educational piano music 
for young students. 

On his daughter’s seventh birthday, 
Schumann gave her the Album for the 
Young. Each of the 43 pieces in the 
collection has a title to help students 
discover the spirit of the music. 

The Romantic Piano

By the 1840s, improved grand pianos 
possessed a rich, full tone that could fill 
a concert hall. For homes, smaller spinet 
pianos were now affordable. Learning to 
play the piano became a part of many young 
women’s education, since skill at the piano 
was a symbol of culture and refinement.

The piano’s expressive ability and wide 
dynamic range made it the ideal Romantic 
instrument. An amateur could play alone 
or for family and friends, while a virtuoso 
could dazzle audiences from a concert stage. 
Piano music of different styles and levels of 
difficulty appeared. To better express specific 
emotions and moods, Romantic composers 
preferred short piano pieces over long 
sonatas. However, they continued to write 
concertos for concert performances.  

Robert Schumann, Frédéric Chopin, Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky 
shown in painting and photography

The new art of photography evolved 
in the first half of the 19th century. 
However, painted portraits were still the 
most prestigious medium for capturing 
the personality and image of a person 
of note. Images of Robert Schumann, 
Frédéric Chopin, and Peter Ilyich 
Tchaikovsky were captured in paintings 
as well as in a few rare photographs.

A Note in History
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The Polish composer Frédéric Chopin (1810–
1849) wrote almost exclusively for the piano, 
with his waltzes among his most popular works. 
Schumann wrote that a dancer of Chopin’s waltzes 
ought to be at least a countess since they should 
be performed with regal elegance.

The “Minute Waltz” title, nicknamed by one 
of Chopin’s publishers, meant a “small” waltz. 
Actually taking about two minutes to perform, 
this piece has been played by many amateur 
and concert pianists.

 Track 14: Waltz in D-flat Major (“Minute Waltz”) 
(1847) by Frédéric Chopin

The Russian composer Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky 
(1840–1893) created one of the most popular 
piano concertos of all time, Piano Concerto 
No. 1 in B-flat Minor. The first performance 
was held in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1875. The 
solo piano part has many virtuosic passages and 
beautiful themes. 

 Track 15:  Piano Concerto No. 1 in B-flat Minor 
(1875) by Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky

In the early 1800s, clothing styles changed and men had 
stopped wearing wigs. Franz Schubert (1797–1828) is seen 

wearing trousers at the piano whereas the man in front 
right is wearing the old-style stockings and knee breeches. 

Schubertiade (1897) by Julius Schmid (1854–1935) 
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 BERLIOZ      CHOPIN      MENDELSSOHN      SCHUMANN      TCHAIKOVSKY      VERDI

Summary: The Romantic Period

Society changed with the American and French 
Revolutions (1776 and 1789) when royalty 
was replaced with elected leaders. People then 
believed they could individually shape their 
destiny and achieve great things. 

•	 Romantic artists expressed personal 
feelings in their works, since emotions and 
imagination were valued over reason.

•	 Composers wrote for the public and the 
new middle class, not for patrons. 

•	 Large ensembles with powerful 
instruments filled concert halls, and 
touring virtuosos drew big audiences. 

•	 The piano evolved into a powerful 
instrument. Romantic piano music is 
some of our most-loved today. 

1. ___________________ was as a pianist, conductor, composer, teacher, poet, and landscape painter.

2. ___________________ composed the Italian opera Rigoletto.

3. ___________________ is known for the unique way he combined the orchestral instruments. 

4. ___________________ wrote Album for the Young for his daughter.

5. ___________________ composed mostly for the piano, including waltzes.

6. ___________________ was the Russian who wrote the Piano Concerto No. 1 in B-flat Minor.

Complete the Sentence

Write the name of the composer. Choose from these composers:

Listening Guide

 Track 12:  Symphony No. 9 by Ludwig van 
Beethoven (Romantic symphony)

In this excerpt from the final movement of the 
symphony, the famous “Ode to Joy” theme is 
sung by a choir.

 Track 13:  “La donna è mobile” from Rigoletto 
by Giuseppe Verdi (Romantic opera)

The orchestra plays the Duke’s theme before he 
enters. Excitement builds as he sings.

 Track 14: Waltz in D-flat Major (“Minute Waltz”) 
by Frédéric Chopin (piano)

The opening and closing of this waltz has a 
constantly swirling melody. The middle section
is more song-like. 

 Track 15:  Piano Concerto No. 1 in B-flat Minor 
by Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky 
(Romantic concerto)

The pianist uses the full range of the piano to 
play brilliant chords in the dramatic opening.

a 19th-century “square” piano
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Teacher: You may cut and remove the answer key from the book.

1. ___  Western art music

2. ___  music notation

3. ___  style periods

4. ___  folk music
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• non-religious music

• a person or organization that 
financially sponsors the arts

• music for church

• where monks and nuns live

• one voice

• travelling musicians  
from the Middle Ages

• many voices 

• a highly decorated book of  
music from the Middle Ages
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illuminated manuscript •
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4. CONCERTO GROSSO

 A. alternating groupings of instruments

 B. a humorous piece

 C. type of solo violin piece

5. BAROQUE

 A. something not working     

 B. measures air pressure

 C. irregularly shaped pearl 

1. SINFONIA

 A. a small country in Europe

 B. sounding together

 C. a type of melody 

2. SONATA

 A. an instrumental piece

 B. a kind of harmony

 C. a type of sacred music

3. SONATA DA CAMERA

 A. early photography   

 B. chamber sonata      

 C. outdoor sonata
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1. MENDELSSOHN 

2. VERDI

3. BERLIOZ 

4. SCHUMANN

5. CHOPIN

6. TCHAIKOVSKY

Unit 7 Page 48:

(Primitivism)

(Neoclassicism)

(Jazz Influence)

(Expressionism)

(Impressionism)
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E R G

N

E V

S K Y

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

1. ___ Broadway

2. ___ postmodern

3. ___ synthesizer

4. ___ minimalism

5. ___ mixed media

6. ___ prepared piano
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1.  F O R T E P  I A N O

2.  S Y M P H O N Y 

3.  S O N A T I N A

4.  H A Y D N

5.  M O Z A R T

6.  C O N C E R T O   

7.  C R I S T O F O R I  
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