
MusIQ Club Level 7 History Assessment: 
The Classical Era 

 
The years from 1750-1820 are called the Classical Era because the popular trend in 
Europe in all the arts was a revival of the culture of the ancient Greeks and Romans.  
The main idea was that excellence had been achieved in the past, and could be 
achieved again, by following the traditions. Classicists viewed their art as having value 
inherently, rather than as an extension of themselves.  They used their art to 
communicate in general, rather than to express themselves. 
 
Classicists were interested in order, stability, balance and clarity.  These concerns are 
evident in the architecture of the day – spacious palaces and formal gardens, with 
balanced proportions and fine detail.  In music these ideas were expressed by clear, 
singable melodies in symmetrical 4 bar phrases.  The forms of larger works were well 
organized with clearly shaped sections.  It was during this time that the Sonata-Allegro 
form was developed and used extensively in Sonatinas and Sonatas. 
 
Patronage System 
The Classical masters were Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert.  During this time 
the arts were still financed primarily by the patronage of the aristocracy (A patron was 
a rich person, perhaps a prince or a duchess, that hired a composer/musician to be 
responsible for providing the music for his ceremonies and parties.) This was the last 
generation of composers to be offered regular employment in the palaces of Europe.  
Some composers, such as Haydn, fit well into this system that provided security. 
Others such as Mozart found it more difficult to adjust to a system that viewed 
composers as servants rather than geniuses, and therefore experienced great 
difficulty. Some composers wrote for public concert halls and opera houses that were 
opening in many European cities. Others continued to work as church musicians 
and/or town directors of music. 
 
Revolutions Bring Change 
Politically, these were years of great conflict. In the New World the United States 
fought for its independence from England in the American Revolution (1775-1783). 
Almost all European countries fought to maintain or expand their borders. Napoleon 
Bonaparte in particular tried to capture all of Europe for France. In 1789 the French 
Revolution began as people revolted against the system where most of the 
population lived as peasants, working hard and going hungry, while the royalty were 
unimaginably wealthy and lazy. 
 
The Industrial Revolution had a positive effect on the music industry. With the 
invention of the printing press music was more readily available and therefore more 
affordable. Instruments also were more plentiful. As factories were built and more 
people moved from the country to cities to find factory jobs, a middle class emerged. 



This allowed more people the opportunity to study music and be involved in 
performing and teaching. Women gained a larger role as professional musicians – 
singers, instrumentalists, and teachers – during this time. 
 
The Piano 
Although the piano (pianoforte) had been invented in 1709 by Christofori in Italy, it 
wasn’t until the Classical period that many improvements were made by Christofori 
and other craftsmen.  The pianoforte was the first keyboard instrument that was 
capable of subtle crescendos and diminuendos. The pianoforte also allowed the 
performer to bring out the melodic line over the accompaniment by playing some 
notes louder than others (called voicing). The pedal enabled the performer to overlap 
tones and play legato even when the hand could not reach all the notes. 
 
Forms 
The Sonata is an instrumental piece with three or four sections called movements. The 
first movement is fast and in sonata-allegro form, the second is slow in one of various 
forms, the third (if included) is a Minuet or Scherzo in ternary form, and the fourth is 
fast and usually in rondo form. Many sonatas were written for piano, and they were 
technically very demanding as they included many scales and arpeggios, two-and 
three-note slurs, precise articulation, and accompaniment figures such as the Alberti 
bass (a specific way of writing and playing a broken triad). It was also very important to 
carefully balance the melody and accompaniment parts. Pianists today still have to 
develop very good technique to play these pieces well. 
 
A good way to describe sonatas in one word is “contrast”. Sonatas contrast fast against 
slow, loud against soft, happy themes against sad themes, and in sonata-allegro form 
especially, tonic sections against dominant sections. Everything about a sonata is in 
contrast to something that has happened earlier, or is going to happen later in the 
piece, like the different sections are competing to have the last word in the piece. 
 
Sonatinas are little sonatas. The form is the same, although the piece is usually shorter 
and may not have as many movements. 
 
A Symphony is an orchestral version of a sonata, with three or four movements 
(usually fast-slow-fast). Each composer brought his own personality to the rigid 
format. So while all symphonies are similar in structure, they are very different. The 
Symphony Orchestra had 30-40 members at this time. Today our orchestras may 
have over 100 players. An orchestra is grouped on stage by instrument family so that 
the sounds of the instruments blend well together. 
 
The Concerto is a piece written for orchestra and a solo instrument, usually in three 
movements (fast-slow-fast). The first movement is usually in sonata-allegro form and 
the last one is usually in rondo form. The solo instrument varied from piano to any 
instrument of the orchestra.  The title of the piece identifies the solo instrument, eg. 



Mozart’s Piano Concerto in C Major, K. 467. Today many concertos are performed on 
two pianos or a piano and the solo instrument.  The piano plays the orchestral music 
which has been transcribed for piano. 
 
Chamber Music was very popular in the Classical era. Chamber music is small 
ensemble music (2-10 players) with each player being part of a team. It was called 
chamber music because these groups performed in small chambers or salons rather 
than in large concert halls like the orchestras. The most popular combination was the 
strings quartet which consisted of two violins, a viola and cello.  Sometimes the piano 
was added to make it a string quintet.  Often duos were formed with a piano and other 
instrument. A great amount of music was written in this genre. 
 
W. A. Mozart (1756-1791) 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was born in Salzburg, Austria, in Europe. His father was a 
musician, composer, and music teacher. Wolfgang (or Wolferl, as his family called him) 
was a child prodigy (a prodigy is someone who is very good at something even 
though they are still very young). Mozart’s father started to teach him to play the 
piano when he was only 4 years old. At the age of 5 he started composing his own 
pieces, and by the time he was 6 he was an excellent pianist. He and his sister Maria 
Anna (known as Nannerl) traveled all over Europe performing in palaces for royalty.  
 
When he grew up, Mozart moved to Vienna, and tried to earn a living as a pianist and 
composer. However, he had a lot of trouble handling the fact that he was no longer a 
child prodigy. In the Classical Period, musicians were treated like servants, but Mozart 
did not and would not think of himself as a servant, and though he wrote many of his 
most famous compositions during this time and his music was well-loved, he 
struggled to make a living to provide for his wife and two sons. 
 
Mozart was only 35 when he died. During his short life, he composed over 600 works 
in all different musical forms, including operas, symphonies, concertos, and solo music 
for pianos and violins. 
 
Minuet in F Major, K.2 
This little minuet is one of Mozart’s first known compositions, written when he was 
only five years old. This piece, as well as several of Mozart’s other early compositions 
were written by hand in what is now called “Nannerl’s Notebook.” This is the booklet 
where Leopold Mozart wrote down pieces for his daughter to learn when she was first 
studying piano. Soon it became Wolfgang’s first piano book as well, and the blank 
pages were used to write down Mozart’s first piano compositions. Nannerl’s notebook, 
although missing some pages, can be seen at the Mozarteum library in Salzburg. 
 
 
 
 
 



MusIQ Club Level 7 Assessment 
History Assignment 

 
What are the approximate dates of the Classical Period?  _________________________ 

/1 
What 4 characteristics were important to the Classical artists and composers? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

/4 
Name 4 important composers from this period:  
 ____________________________________ 
 ____________________________________ 
 ____________________________________ 
 ____________________________________ 

/4 
List 3 forms used for composition in this period:  
 ____________________________________ 
 ____________________________________ 
 ____________________________________ 

       /3 
List 3 things that the pianoforte allowed performers to do that they could not do on a 
harpsichord:  
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 

 /3 
What is chamber music?   
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 

/2 
List 3 things about Mozart’s life that you find interesting: 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 

 /3 
  
 
 

/20 
 
 


