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An Introduction to Beautiful Music 

“The aim and final end of all music should be none other than the glory of God and the 

refreshment of the soul. If heed is not paid to this, it is not true music but a diabolical 

bawling and twanging.” – J. S. Bach 
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Unit One:  The Basics of 

Beautiful Music 
“[Because] music can render the character of the soul of a certain quality… …clearly it must be 

employed [in politics] and the young must be educated in it.”1 – Aristotle 

 

                                                      

1 Aristotle’s Politics, Book 8, Ch. 6, 1340b 12-14 
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Lesson 1   Joseph is Exposed to Classical 

Music 

Let us follow Joseph on his journey towards appreciating Classical Music with the help of his friend, Gregory. 

As high-school boys, Joseph and Gregory had met two years ago at a homeschooling theater performance of 

Shakespeare’s famous “Taming of the Shrew”.  This play was a favorite of both.  Joseph, of a more boisterous 

personality, enjoyed the dramatic scene in Petruchio’s house where he starves Kate, disguising this “tough love” 

under the excuse that the servants burned the food.  Gregory, however, possessing a romantic and emotional 

personality, enjoyed the scene where Lucentio, under the guise of a wise tutor, woos Bianca.  Gregory also greatly 

enjoyed the music between the scenes; he commented many times that the music was a great addition to the 

performance.  “I felt it so much more deeply, and it seemed so real!”, he said. 

Since then, the friendship between the boys grew weekly.  They both lived on small farms as each of the boy’s 

parents tried to be as self-sufficient as possible.  Joseph always gave Gregory a hard time because of his more 

studious habits and affectionate personality.  Gregory was always amused by Joseph’ flighty disposition and his 

desire to be “manly”, as he always said.  Both were good young men even with their differences, reliably helping 

their parents around the farm; they were real joys of their parents.  Each was always there to help the other during 

those moments of headache on the farm.  But tonight, these friends had one of those disagreements which are likely 

to arise between two young men.  Gregory was very excited about attending a performance of Mozart’s twenty-

second Piano Concerto which his parents were going to the following evening.  Joseph on the other hand was 

determined to go to the county rodeo which was fated to be the same evening.  “A rodeo is so much more manly”, 

Joseph said.  He added, “Gregory, you just don’t understand the importance of being manly!  Concerts are for 

girls.”   Gregory explained however, “I am sorry Joseph, but this is such a great program!  I am sure you would 

love it!  Anyway, you do not have a ride to the rodeo, and my parents are going to the Concert”, he added with a 

smile.  He looked his friend in the eye and said: “Come-on, just go to the concert”, as he thought to himself, “I 

know the great music will make such a good impression on Joseph.”   “Ok, fine, I’ll go” Joseph said, looking away. 

So they went.  When Joseph (who was about to experience his first classical music concert) entered the building, he 

felt so small and insignificant.  This is to be expected, for a concert hall is a building designed for large crowds to 

view live performances of beautiful music.  Such buildings, often but not always very beautiful in themselves, need 

to be carefully designed so that the sound from the stage blends and travels well to all parts of the audience.  

Otherwise, some listeners might for example, hear mostly violins while others get the trumpets! 

Once Joseph took his seat, 

he started looking around. 

One of the first things he 

noticed were the large, 

strange circular objects 

hanging from the ceiling 

above the stage.  He later 

learned that these are 

called dampeners and 

their purpose is to reduce 

noise and echo, resulting 

in much better blended 

sound.  He also noticed the 

great, dark blue stage 

curtain bunched up at the sides.  Noticing that many in the audience were older people, Joseph whispered to 

Gregory, “I feel like an old man or something”.  Gregory in return whispered with a wink, “No need to feel out of 
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place.  Beautiful music is definitely for us young people, too!  This place should be packed with young people, but 

they do not know what they’re missing!”  

The musicians 

“Hey, this might not turn out so badly”, thought Joseph, as the two boys took their seats while clapping for the 

orchestra members, now streaming out onto the stage.  Each person was carrying his or her own instrument, except 

for such large instruments as the timpani (large tonal kettle drums), which were already on stage.  Joseph had seen 

a violin before as his older brother played fiddle, but he said to himself, “Wow, what are those long, black, whistle-

like instruments?  How many shining keys they have!”.  “Nice!” he thought when the brass section took their seats.  

He felt himself clapping for the conductor as he came on stage – obviously the leader of the orchestra as seen by 

the place he took out in front, and also by the fact that the performers kept very still and respectfully waited for him 

to give the signal to begin.  “But why is the piano out in the front?” he asked Gregory.  “Because this is a piano 

concerto”, Gregory whispered in return.  “Hmm…”, was the only response.  Joseph did not understand, and was 

trying to piece things together:  “Piano…  Concert…  Oh, I get it!  A concert featuring the piano!”   He correctly 

realized that a concerto is a musical composition with a large orchestra, but with emphasis on a particular 

instrument.  Sure enough, the audience exploded in applause when the pianist eventually walked on stage, bowed, 

and took his seat on the black piano bench at the beautiful Steinway, perhaps the finest type of piano in the world. 

 
The orchestra setup for the Mozart concerto Joseph and Gregory attended that night.  You will learn more about 

each kind of instrument in a future chapter.  The “first violins” are the lead violinists – they usually play the 

melody and have the more technically demanding parts.   Each conductor can vary this arrangement, sometimes 

greatly.   For example, often the first and second violinists sit near each other on the left, not on opposite sides. 

The Program and some musical terms 

Gregory then showed Joseph the program for the concerto – a small booklet listing the order of the pieces to be 

played, and usually containing some background information about the conductor and performers themselves.  

Programs can be very interesting and helpful to read when attending a concert.  The first entry in the program was 

“Mozart, Piano Concerto 22 in E-flat major, K 482”.  Joseph now understood the first three words “Mozart, Piano 

Concerto” but did not know what the rest meant: “22 in E-flat major, K 482”.   We will help him:  
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“22” Mozart, in his short life, besides countless other works, wrote 27 gorgeous piano concertos!  Joseph 

was about to get treated to the 22nd. 

“in E-

flat” 

Good music is always rooted in a main tone – a main key.  To understand this, hum to yourself the 

song, “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star”.  The main key or tone of that song is the very first note you 

started with.  All the other notes are related to that tone, as a tree depends on its roots. There are 12 

possible keys in music: C, D, E, F, G, A, B and variations of those called ‘sharps’ and ‘flats’ 

“major” Besides being rooted in a particular tone, a composition usually has a predominant ‘flavor’ or ‘mode’.  

The main modes are major, which sounds happy or minor which gives a sad or pensive feel. 

“K 482” The great composers like Mozart and Bach were not appreciated sufficiently in their lives!  After they 

died however, other men eventually took their huge collection of works and carefully organized them 

into lists, giving numbers to the various works.  In Mozart’s case, his works were organized in 1862 by 

a German named Ludwig von Köchel.  We emphasize the ‘K’ in Kochel to help you understand why 

the concerto Joseph was listening to is labelled “K 482”.  Kochel’s system of organization was 

chronological, and thus the higher the “K number”, the later in his life when Mozart composed it.   

Mozart’s first piece, numbered “K 1”, was written when he was only five years old!  His final work 

was his famous “Requiem”, with an assigned Kochel number of 626.  So, you can see that the piano 

concerto Joseph heard that night, with a number of K 482, was written by Mozart fairly late in his life.  

Mood and feeling 

Under the title of Mozart’s Piano Concerto, were written some words Joseph did not recognize:  “Allegro, Andante, 

Allegro”.  “What do these foreign words mean?” he asked Gregory.  “Different movements”, was the whispered 

reply.  What Gregory meant was that each of those strange Italian words indicated a movement – one particular 

part of a larger, ordered composition, often very different from the surrounding parts.  Movements usually are 

separated by a break of silence, but not always; sometimes they flow from one into another.  These Italian words 

are not only to help the audience understand; rather, they are first and foremost instructions to the musicians.  These 

words tell the musician the general feeling or mood he should try to impart when playing the piece.  For example, 

‘allegro’ means “play it quickly and with gusto”; ‘andante’ means “slowly, or at a walking pace”; and ‘allegro’ 

means “lively, happy”. 

Joseph hears his first Mozart! 

Then it began. At first only the orchestra played, with a loud and full sound, and after about two minutes the pianist 

joined them.  “Wow, the musicians move their bodies so much!” thought Joseph, as he reacted to the powerful high 

point of the first theme.  “They really seem to love it.  It affects them so much.”   But let us not take Joseph’s word 

for it.  Let us now also listen to what Gregory and Joseph enjoyed that night: part of the first movement.  Pay 

special attention to the strong opening lead by the string section.  Notice the many different sections and kinds of 

instruments.  We will study these parts of the orchestra more closely later.  Imagine that the orchestra is a group of 

friends talking about an interesting topic, while the piano is like their “big brother” whom they all look up to.  It is a 

great conversation: 

Listen to track #1: Mozart Piano Concerto 22 in E-flat, K 482, First movement (listen 
at least 5 minutes) 

After about thirteen minutes or so this first movement came to an end.  “Now the second,” whispered Gregory, 

pointing to the word ‘Andante’ in the program.  “Slow and sad; try to feel it.  It is very moving!”   Joseph, who was 

struck by the power of the first movement, was not sold yet.  “Slow and sad, eh?  That’s just Greg and his girlish 

emotions again”, he said to himself.   But let us now listen to the second movement that Joseph heard - the slow, 

moving “Andante movement” and see if it is just girly emotions.  Notice the change of mood.  It moves the soul 

very differently than the first movement: 
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Listen to track #2: Mozart Piano Concerto 22 in E-flat, K 482, Second movement 
(listen at least 5 minutes) 

Sure enough, Gregory was right!  This piece was very different from the previous; it was so sad and even dark.  

Joseph had to admit he indeed felt something strange inside, something deep inside.  “Hmmm”, as he turned and 

looked at Gregory.  He was quite surprised to find his friend’s eyes shining, even near tears.   “Hmmm”, as he 

turned back to watch. 

Such was Joseph’s first experience of Mozart’s soul-moving music.  The two friends then enjoyed the very lively 

third and final movemenet.  I can assure you that even Joseph clapped heartily after the concerto was finished.  This 

concerto, with its beautiful melodies supported by orderly and moving musical progressions, is a great product of 

the ‘Classical’ time period of music (we will study later the distinction between musical time periods). 

A bonus:  Joseph hears his first Baroque music 

The organizers of concerts sometimes vary the program with music from 

different time periods – perhaps to appeal to a wider audience.  The 

program these friends attended that night was no exception: besides the 

Mozart, the program included a piece from the Baroque period (again, we 

will study these different time periods, such as the Baroque and Classical, 

later).  This piece was “Monkey’s Dance” from the opera “The Fairy-

Queen” by the English composer Henry Purcell.  (An opera is a form of 

theater in which beautiful music, usually performed by a live orchestra, 

accompanies actors on stage, acting out a play, whereas a concert places the 

emphasis directly on the music and the musicians.) 

Let us listen to the Purcell piece now.  It is a very different kind of music 

from the Mozart, in form, rhythm, and ensemble.  (A musical ensemble is a  

group of musicians playing together.  An ensemble can be very large, such 

as a full orchestra, or as small as two musicians!)  I don’t think one could dance to the Mozart Concerto movements 

we heard, do you?   But what about the following track? 

Listen to track #3: Purcell “Monkey’s Dance” from the Opera “The Fairy-Queen”  
(list to entire track - different orchestra than Mozart tracks) 

That was beautiful!  Joseph however, found it a bit stuffy and not quite as gripping as the Mozart.  This is very 

understandable!  Baroque music is indeed so very different from our modern music, or even from the excitement of 

Classical, that Joseph was not ready for this change.  This will come in time, if he keeps listening. 

Did you notice in the Purcell excerpt that there is a much ‘smaller’, ‘thinner’ sound than the Mozart?  This is 

because there are so few musicians playing compared to the larger orchestra playing the Mozart. 

What this introduction to beautiful music means for you! 

Dear student, what you did today is of great importance for achieving some understanding and appreciation of fine 

music.  We uge you, like Joseph, to learn to listen - and really listen by engaging your mind by focusing on some 

particular aspect of the music.  Fine music is like any fine art – fine painting, sculpting, etc.: there is so much there 

for the whole person to notice and enjoy – there is food for the mind, emotions, and even the passions.  It is almost 

too much to take it all in at once.  Rather, every time an observant person listens carefully to a great piece of music, 

it seems there is more to notice and learn, whether changes in tones, different instruments, or modal changes.   
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We will become familiar with these aspects throughout this course so that you can properly and easily focus your 

mind to get the most out of this glorious music. 

The Most Important Step in Achieving an Understanding 

of Classical Music 

In order to know and understand beautiful music, you must listen to it, and listen often.  

There are two ways that people listen to music.  

1.) People turn on music as background noise. They want to escape from the troubles of the day and so they 

dance along to a nice tune. In this way, music may allow a person to relax or to be entertained. Although 

this is good, there is so much more that music has to offer! 

2.) People listen to music by immersing themselves in the music. This is the way you must listen to the music 

in this course.  Free yourself from distractions, turn on the music, and focus on the notes. Listening takes 

concentration and attention, but everybody can do it! 

Along with each piece of music, this course will provide you with a listening guide with notes shown in purple 

background.  This guide will give you questions about the particular piece of music you are studying.  If you are 

having trouble concentrating on the music, it may be helpful to reflect on these questions while you listen. 
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Lesson 2   Is Classical Music Art or 

Entertainment? :  

Folk Music 

Over 200 years ago, society was very different from what it is today.  There existed the working class, which is a 

distinct group of people who toiled away all week in the fields and shops.  On the weekends they would entertain 

themselves with gatherings where they played simple melodies on pipes and drums and danced.  This music they 

performed and listened to is called folk music – simple music which arose to entertain and give relief to the hard-

working folk.  Let us listen to a  few samples; 

Listen to Track #4: Excerpt from Traditional Irish Folk Music (listen at least five 
minutes) 

You probably noticed that the themes are very basic and repetitive.  This makes it easy for simple people to play, 

and simple to learn and dance to.   

As we shall shortly see, class distinction in society is something unimaginable for us these days, because in our 

society there is little or nothing substantial which could give rise to distinctions. 

Classical Music 

While Folk music was thriving in small villages and in family cottages, there was another class enjoying a different 

life and different music in the grand castles and villas across Europe.  The noble class was composed of men and 

women who had been granted special titles or offices by kings or those in high command.  The ‘nobles’ as the 

members of this class were called, were usually both wealthy and well-educated.  They spent much time studying the 

writings of the great men throughout history, from Socrates and Aristotle to the (then) present day scholars like 

Galileo and Newton.  For their recreation, the nobles would enjoy the beautiful works of art made by the court painters 

and listen to the music, which was composed and performed by court musicians.  Court musicians are musicians 

directly paid by nobles, and whose job was to create beautiful music for the court’s enjoyment.  This is what wealthy 

and noble people did with their money then – they sponsored the composition of beautiful music.  It is because these 

wealthy nobles used their money by employing talented composers, that the world today enjoys some of the most 

beautiful music, as you will soon learn when reading about the lives of Mozart, Bach, and others. 

Further, unlike Folk Music, the purpose of higher music in that day included more than mere recreation. Rather, 

music was made to elevate the soul to noble and beautiful thoughts.  Boethius, a great Catholic philosopher and 

commentator on music says:  

“When someone more willingly hears a song with his ears and mind, is he not also captured by 

it involuntarily, so that his body produces some motion similar to the song experienced, and 

finally that one’s very soul, remembering for itself, enjoys some melody heard before?  [And so] 

it is undoubtedly evident indeed that music is joined to us by nature so that we cannot be freed 

from it even if we wish!”2 

                                                      

2 Boethius – Five Books on Music, Book 1, Ch. 1 
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The artists of this time knew their audiences, and they knew that it was the beauty of their music rather than 

glamour and glitz which would earn them a paycheck.   

The patronage system 

Unlike folk music, Classical music is not simple.  Folk music often began with peasants simply strumming some 

basic notes, and following a basic pattern.  We are certainly not belittling it – folk music is wonderful (although in 

our opinion, one should not let it be the “meat and potatoes” of one’s music diet).   Our point here is to contrast the 

simplicity and basic musical knowledge required for folk music with the great complexity of classical music.   

Because of this complexity, classical music can take a long time and great effort to create.  But the composer needs 

to eat and live, and so do his wife and children. 

Until Beethoven’s time (you will study his life and works in a later lesson), almost all classical music composers 

supported themselves by means of the patronage system.  This was a system in which a talented composer would 

by some means, attract the attention of a wealthy music lover.  That wealthy lover of the beautiful would then take 

the composer on as an employee, or sometimes even as a member of the household or princely court.  The patron 

would then tell the composer what kind of work he would like to be composed – for example, “I would like a 

comical opera.”   The patron would sometimes assign a deadline for the work.  If the composer failed to meet the 

deadline, he might be paid less or not at all; or the pleasant opposite might occur – a bonus would be awarded if 

finished on time. 

The Catholic Church – the first patron of beautiful music 

Most of the great composers we will study throughout this course worked under the patronage system.  In fact, this 

system still exists in some form today.  

The very first patrons however, were not laymen – they were high ranking clerics of the Catholic Church such as 

archbishops and bishops.  Even the modern-day, propaganda network of U.S. radio stations called NPR (National 

Public Radio) – certainly no friend of Traditional Catholic teachings – admits the following: 

“Classical music commentator Miles Hoffman notes that the first and most important patron of the musical 
arts was the Catholic Church, which for centuries commissioned new works from the best composers of the 
day.  During the Renaissance, one of the most famous beneficiaries of Church patronage was Giovanni 
Pierluigi da Palestrina, whose masses and motets set the standard for sacred music in Rome.”3 

Noble laymen also begin to commission beautiful works 

In time, even lay-nobles and royalty began to use their money for beautiful music.  The great German composer 

Johann Sebastian Bach worked under many different princes during his career:  

“Leopold, Prince of Anhalt-Köthen, hired J.S. Bach to serve as his Kapellmeister [director of music] in 1717.  
Prince Leopold, himself a musician, appreciated Bach's talents, paid him well, and gave him considerable 
freedom in composing and performing.  The prince was a Calvinist4 and did not use elaborate music in his 
worship; accordingly, most of Bach's work from this period was secular [non-religious], including 
the orchestral suites, the cello suites, the sonatas and partitas for solo violin, and the ‘Brandenburg 
Concertos’.  Bach also composed secular cantatas for the court…”5  

                                                      

3 “Financing the Classics – Beethoven’s Benefactor”   https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=17272855 
4 Calvinism is a system of heresies formulated by John Calvin, a contemporary of Luther.  Calvinism’s ‘doctrines’, which 

unfortunately thrive even today, are very much opposed to the true teachings of Catholicism.  For example, it claims that man’s 

nature is hopelessly corrupt (as opposed to the true Catholic teaching that human nature, because of Original Sin, is fallen, 

weakened, inclined to sin, but not hopelessly corrupt).  Because of such errors, Calvinism concludes that man must live 

excessively somber.  For example, singing, dancing, playing cards, and wearing fancy clothing are all forbidden. 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johann_Sebastian_Bach 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leopold,_Prince_of_Anhalt-K%C3%B6then
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kapellmeister
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Calvinism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orchestral_suites_(Bach)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cello_Suites_(Bach)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sonatas_and_Partitas_for_Solo_Violin_(Bach)
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Sometimes the nobleman was also a Catholic cleric 

In these older times, the clerics of the Catholic Church were sometimes also noblemen – that is, besides having 

received the Sacrament of Holy Orders as bishop, etc. – they also held titles of nobility.  These titles were usually 

granted to them, or their family, by some king or prince in the past.   This “double power” could be used for great 

good or great harm, depending on how good of a Catholic the man was. 

This was the case with Mozart, whose actual name was Johannes Chrysostomus Wolfgangus Theophilus Mozart!   

He worked under the Prince of Salzburg, Austria who was also an archbishop of the Catholic Church.  Let us listen 

to the following aria from Mozart’s Opera, “The Marriage of Figaro”.  (An aria is a long song by one singer, 

accompanied by an ensemble such as an orchestra). When listening to this aria, contrast it with the Irish Folk music 

you previously heard, as well as with modern “Pop” music.  The words to the aria are given below; try to follow 

along.  Ask yourself the following as you listen: 

 How do the notes and the melody of this song reflect the lyrics that are being sung? 

 Which parts of the song are more harsh and anxious sounding? Do these match with the agitated lyrics at 

those parts? 

 Listen for when the melody line from the beginning (Voi che sapete che cosa e amor) returns in the end of 

the song. 

 How does this song make you feel? 

Listen to Track #5: Mozart “Voi che sapete che cosa e amor”, Cherubino’s Aria from 
“The Marriage of Figaro”  

Italian English Translation 

Voi che sapete che cosa e amor, 

Donne, vedete, s'io l'ho nel cor, 

Donne, vedete, s'io l'ho nel cor. 

Quello ch'io provo, vi ridiro, 

E per me nuovo capir nol so. 

Sento un affetto pien di desir, 

Ch'ora e diletto, ch'ora e martir. 

Gelo e poi sento l'alma avvampar, 

E in un momento torno a gelar. 

Ricerco un bene fuori di me, 

Non so chi il tiene, non so cos' e. 

Sospiro e gemo senza voler, 

Palpito e tremo senza saper, 

Non trovo pace notte ne di, 

Ma pur mi piace languir cosi. 

Voi, che sapete che cosa e amor 

Donne, vedete, s'io l'ho nel cor, 

Donne, vedete, s'io l'ho nel cor, 

Donne, vedete, s'io l'ho nel cor. 

You who know what love is, 

Women, see whether it's in my heart, 

Women, see whether it's in my heart. 

What I am experiencing I will tell you, 

It is new to me and I do not understand it. 

I have a feeling full of desire, 

That now, is both pleasure and suffering. 

At first frost, then I feel the soul burning, 

And in a moment I'm freezing again. 

Seek a blessing outside myself, 

I do not know how to hold it, I do not know 

what it is. 

I sigh and moan without meaning to, 

Throb and tremble without knowing, 

I find no peace both night or day, 

But even still, I like to languish. 

You who know what love is, 

Women, see whether it's in my heart, 

Women, see whether it's in my heart, 

Women, see whether it's in my heart. 
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The Marriage of Figaro   
Florida Grand Opera / CC 
BY 

(https://creativecommons.or

g/licenses/by/2.0) 
https://upload.wikimedia.or

g/wikipedia/commons/c/ca/

The_Marriage_of_Figaro_
Act_III_%2846876975222

%29.jpg 

 

The effects of classless societies  

The following points cannot be strongly enough emphasized, for the impact of these truths not only aids the 

continual decay of music, but affects many areas of life: 

We moderns of today live in societies where class distinctions are practically non-existent.  We of course have the 

wealthy, the middle class, and the poor.  But these distinctions are based on something as shallow as, “How much 

money do you have?”   In fact, the wealthy of today often live in basically the same way as the poor: the wealthy 

and the poor youth are almost all listening to Pop music, watching the same television programs, playing video 

games, etc.   But long ago, the different classes lived completely different lives: they knew they had different 

obligations toward society and because of this, they had different hobbies, interests, work, and types of leisure.     

The noble class has, sadly enough, ceased to exist in most countries, or exists as a mere shell of what it once was.  

It is now replaced by classless societies as described above – with distinctions based solely on one’s wealth.  The 

demise of the noble classes took place sometimes through general decay of society as in the Roman Empire, and at 

other times with the systematic and willful destruction of anything noble, beautiful, or Catholic – as in the bloody, 

godless French Revolution which sought out and killed on the guillotine any nobleman, noblewoman, or child it 

could hunt down.   (To learn more about this, you might enjoy the fictional and easy-reading book Scarlet 

Pimpernel by Baroness Orczy.) 

With the destruction of these classes was also destroyed the products those classes directly produced, or at least in 

great part supported, such as composers, fine arts, etc.  This is one reason there are few classical composers now, 

and a steadily decreasing number of people who appreciate beautiful and complex music.   This is perhaps why 

Joseph saw mostly elderly folks at the concert that night. Those (mostly) elderly people still regularly attending 

those concerts and making donations to orchestras are keeping alive what the nobles of old would have supported 

and fostered. 

Popular Music 

“Popular music is music with wide appeal that is typically distributed to large audiences through the music industry. 

These forms and styles can be enjoyed and performed by people with little or no musical training.  Popular music 

stands in contrast to both art music and traditional or "folk" music.”6 

                                                      

6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Popular_music  (emphasis added by us) 

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Popular_music
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This so-called “Pop” music is a modern trend, which results directly from the destructions of the class distinctions in 

society.  If the distinctions between the roles of classes in society are removed, then also will the distinctions between 

the styles of music be eliminated eventually.  A common type of music must be produced that will appeal to everyone, 

because not everyone is capable of producing or even appreciating the complexities of artistic music.  This is indeed 

what we have with Popular music: basic harmonies and themes are used in the style, and the character and meaning 

of the music relates to every human. 

What, then, is the final purpose of beautiful and fine 

music? 

With all this talk of nobles and fine music, one might wonder why those nobles caused so much fine art to be 

made?   What was their goal?  What pleasure did they get out of it?   After all, the nobles paid large amounts of 

money to support the arts, such as paying the composers themselves, paying the musicians to practice and play 

them (the musicians often lived in the same households as the nobles), paying the singers, the instrument makers, 

etc.  The costs must have been high!   The nobles therefore must have had a purpose in mind.    

Assuming the nobles were good men, and were thinking correctly, then, asking why the nobles supported the arts 

is, finally, the same question as, “What is the purpose of fine art, in general?” 

One theory: Fine art is for the sake of some further good 

Perhaps the nobles considered all those gorgeous paintings, sculptures, poetry, and classical music compositions as 

useful tools – they are merely means to some further end.  In this theory, fine art would be like the carpenter’s 

hammer: nobody considers a hammer as a final goal in itself.  Rather, the hammer exists and is useful only to make 

other things, such as a house. 

But if this theory is correct, and fine art is a means to some further end, then what could that further goal have 

been? 

Possibility 1: Intellectual Pleasure? 

The nobles were very educated in general.  They were. after all, often deep thinkers, and loved learning.  Now fine 

art is such that one can analyze it 

in many different ways and learn 

and enjoy new things every time.   

For example, in a Mozart 

symphony, one can analyze the 

melody, the harmony, the 

rhythm, the multiple layers of 

music going on at once, or the 

repetition or variation of 

patterns.   Although you yourself 

are probably not familiar enough 

with fine music to be able to do 

such analysis, take it on human 

faith that those who can, derive a 

great pleasure from learning and 

marveling at the beauty and 

complexity of the order in the 

music.  Could this desire for 

intellectual enjoyment have 

motivated the nobles? 

 
A page from a handwritten and autographed Mozart musical score.  We added an arrow to his 

signature.  This page is from his “Prague Symphony”, K. 504.  Each row of the score is for a 

different musical instrument.  In large orchestras with many instruments, there can be many 

more rows on the score. 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart / Public domain   
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Autograph_score_of_the_Prague_Symphony_by_Mo

zart.jpg 
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We think this was probably one motivation, but it could not have been their main one.  If the main goal had been 

intellectual pleasure, the nobles could have caused the music to have been only played for themselves, but they did 

not – they had large orchestra chambers.  Or, even more extreme, the nobles could have selfishly kept the complex 

musical scores of the genius composers and pondered them over candlelight.  But again, this is not what happened; 

the nobles gathered large groups of people to actually listen to and enjoy the music itself.  

Possibility 2:  Fame and Honor? 

The Catholic Faith teaches infallibly that human nature is fallen – meaning that our entire nature is affected 

negatively.  Yet our Faith, ulike the Calivinists heresy, teaches that human nature is still good, that we have free 

will, and that we can avoid sin.  Yet, thanks to Adam’s sin, 

 Man’s intellect is darkened (he has a hard time seeing the truth and is often in error) 

 His will is weakened (he often does not even want to do the right thing, even when his intellect presents the 

right good to the will) 

 His passions are disordered (they rebel and want to “do their own thing” even when the intellect and will 

see and want the right thing.) 

Pride and honor-seeking are very nasty effects of the above disorders.  Pride existed even before the Fall, and it was 

the sin of Satan. Pride is a vice which causes us to either want to think better of ourselves, or to have others think us 

better than we really are.  Pride also causes us to think we are the cause of the good things, when it is really God 

Who, finally, causes all Good.  “Without Me, you can do nothing”7, says Our Lord.  And in another place, “Not to 

us, O Lord, not to us; but to thy name give glory.”8   But man easily forgets such verses and seeks the glory for 

himself. 

Perhaps then, it was the pride of fame that motivated all the nobles to create beautiful art?  Perhaps they wanted to 

think highly of themselves, and have others think highly of them?   Perhaps they contested with each other as to 

who could be responsible for causing the most beautiful art?   Such contests would almost certainly not be in the 

spirit of “All Glory to God”. 

We think there were indeed sometimes such petty, proud rivalries and honor-seeking amongst some of the nobles; 

we could include some such stories here.  This is unfortunate, but who amongst us is wholly free from such base 

motives, even when dealing with things much less noble than the finest music the world has ever known?    

Yet, if someone tried to make the case that pride was their main motivation, we would consider such an attempt a 

“cheap shot” against the nobles, selling them far short of the credit due to them for what they did.  

Why would this be selling these people short? It is perhaps true that men were admired for creating beautiful music, 

and that composers delighted in the admiration. It is evident from the music, however, that composers were not 

merely trying to show off their skill and genius. They were trying to create music that was beautiful.  

For example, Johann Sebastian Bach, who is one of the best and most famous composers (we will discuss his works 

in a later lesson), was not very well known when he was alive.  He wrote over a thousand compositions, many of 

which were not discovered until after his death.  This genius of a composer was mainly known as an organist while 

he was alive.  In fact, in 1721, Bach gave the six Brandenburg Concertos he had written to Christian Ludwig, the 

Margrave9 of Brandenburg.  The Margrave did not pay Bach for these beautiful works of art.  Surprisingly, the 

Margrave did not even thank him.  Without recognition or glory, Bach continued to write beautiful music. 

Possibility 3:  Money? 

Today, the force which has taken the place of the nobles of long ago are the large music and recording companies.  

They encourage and help the musicians to compose and lure them with the prospect of huge sales of media and 

                                                      

7 Gospel of St. John, 15:5, Douay-Rheims bible 
8 Psalms, 113:9, Douay-Rheims bible 
9 margrave: a hereditary title of honor in the remnants of the old Roman Empire 
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internet downloads.   Both the recording companies and the musicians often make millions of dollars. 

Unfortunately, they often sell the raunchiest noise which passes off as ‘music’. 

But could this have been the case with the nobles?  We think not – there was really no way to make money on the 

music.  There was no way to mechanically make recordings of the music for the enjoyment of the masses in those 

days.  There was no internet to buy and instantly download audio files.  It is true that sometimes the nobles sold 

copies of the scores.  But this could not have produced much income.  Rather then, it seems the nobles simply paid 

for these arts, and received little money in return.   Money could not have motivated them. 

So what did motivate them? 

We have tried to rule out several false motives above.  Yet we have not given any proposed answer to the question 

of the true motivation of the nobles.  The question remains:  why did they spend great sums of money to cause 

beautiful music to be made?  

To answer this, we would like you to continue reading this book, and carefully listening to the musical samples we 

provide.   We think you might come up with your own answer to this question, and you can compare your thoughts 

with ours, which we will give later. 
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Unit Two:  The Principles 

of Music: Melody, Rhythm and 

Harmonic Intervals  
Think of your favorite tune that you whistle when you are having lots of fun or maybe when you are having a hard 

time with something.  You are whistling a melody; it is a recognizable chain of pitches in some kind of order.  

Although you might not realize it, every melody also has rhythm and harmony (at least implied harmony).   These 

three are called the principles of music because a principle is the beginning, the starting point, or the source of a 

thing. 
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Lesson 3   What is Melody? 

Melody is a series of pitches that follow one after another. Think of any tune that you sing or hear on the radio. 

Each tune has a melody. A melody can be simple or complex. It can be as simple as “Hot Cross Buns”, which is 

often the very first song that music students will play on an instrument. 

 

The melody in this song has only three different pitches, however the pitches are played in different orders and with 

different rhythms. You can tell pitches apart by looking at the different positions that the notes have on the staff. A 

note can be either on a line, or in between two lines. 

This is an example of a simple melody: one that is easy to sing and to remember. On the other hand, a melody may 

be more complex, jumping from one pitch to another which is several lines and spaces away. It may contain a 

greater variety of pitches and a more complex rhythm. It is important to remember, however, that not every group 

of notes can be called a melody. A melody must have some sense of connection and must be rooted in a certain 

“home” note in order to be satisfying.  

Do you remember when we were discussing Mozart’s Concerto No. 22 in E Flat Major?  We said that this piece of 

music was based on one “root” or “home” pitch, namely, E flat.  Every good melody has a certain note to “go home 

to”, in order that the tune may be resolved and satisfying.  Usually this note is the last note of the melody.  For 

example, the “root” in the above, “Hot Cross Buns” melody is the last note, which is a “G”. 

Example melodies 

Let us begin with something similar to the Hot Cross Buns example above – melody with nothing to accompany it. 

Gregorian Chant – melody with no explicit harmony 

Melody was the first step on the road towards beautiful music.  The melody is the basis of music as we see it today. 
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Lesson 5   Can you Feel the Rhythm? 

What makes a Rhythm? 
In order to come to a definition of rhythm, we first need to understand rhythm’s own principles which are duration 

and stress: 

A duration is simply a length of time, in this case the length of time of a tone.   Notes can be of any 

duration, even (rarely) being held for a minute or more!  But often they are held just a fraction of a second. 

A stress is the emphasis (“making it stand out”) given to a note in relation to the other notes near it in time.  

A note can be stressed either by increased volume or by a sudden change in duration from the others. 

Duration 

The tune “Happy Birthday” is perhaps the best known song in the world.  Leaving aside for a moment the pitches 

(high/low) of the notes, let us concentrate our focus only on the duration of the notes we sing: 

             

 Hap py birth day to you… Hap py birth day to you… 

Duration medium very 

short 

short short short long medium very 

short 

short short short long 

How duration is shown with symbols, rather than words 

In written musical notation, the durations like ‘short’, ‘very short’, etc. are instead represented by various symbols.  

Although the goal of this book is not teach you to “read music”, yet some very basic knowledge and comfort 

with musical notation are necessary to understand other concepts in this book.  Use therefore, the following 

list of musical note durations on the left to try to follow the musical score on the right: 

 

Whole 

note 
Twice as long as a 
half note 

 

Half note 
Twice as long as a 
quarter note 

 

Quarter 

note 
Twice as long as a 

eighth note 

 

Eighth 

note 
Twice as long as a 

sixteenth note 

 

Sixteenth 

note 

And so on, to 
thirty-seconds,  

sixty-fourths, etc. 
 

 

Measures / Bars:  equal-duration units 

In music, notes are not just random individuals standing on their own.  Rather, they are almost always grouped into 

sets.  A measure (or bar) is a duration of time dividing music into equal-duration sets of beats.  A beat is a 

difficult concept to define, but you can consider it as the unit of time to which you would “tap your toes on the 

floor” when listening to some lively music.   

In each measure, a beat is represented by a particular note value.  The bars are separated from one another by 

vertical bar lines (shown above with blue arrows).  Often the measures in written music are numbered for 

convenience, to make it easy to refer to them.    
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Let us take another look at measure #1 

above.  Let us assume that the quarter 

note  will be considered as 1 beat.   

We can then count the quarter notes in 

each measure.  If we count the quarter 

notes in measure 1, we get a total of 3:  

We can count the beats in measure #2, but it is a bit more complicated.  The half note  is equal to two quarter 

notes; it therefore counts as 2 beats.  And do not be at all concerned if you have trouble understanding 

the last two strange-looking notes in measure #2.  Those notes are an “eighth-and-a-half note” tied together to a 

sixteenth note.  Believe it or not, that just adds up to one quarter note, which is, again, just one beat!  Thus, in 

measure two we have the half note (2 beats) + the two tied-together-notes (1 beat) = 3 beats.     Summarizing it all 

then, we see: 

 The song “Happy Birthday” has three beats per measure.    

 We chose the quarter note as counting one beat.  (Without getting too complicated, just keep in mind that 

in some music, the eighth or the half note for example, is considered as “one beat”.)     

These two truths are together represented by the notation which looks like a mathematical fraction  
3

4
 at the beginning.  This combination of how many beats per measure and which duration is 

considered one beat is called the time signature (or timing) of the song.  The most common time 

signatures in music are  
4

4
  time (which means there are 4 beats in each measure, and the quarter 

beat is considered as one beat), and  
3

4
  time (which you just studied).   

This is enough on duration for now.  Let us very briefly touch on the other principle of rhythm: stress. 

Stress / Accent 

Stress (also called accent) in music is the emphasis placed on notes, to make them “stand out” in relation to the 

notes near them in time.  Notes can be stressed by means of: 

 Volume:  the louder the note in relation to others, the more it is noticed. 

 Tone:  A note can be emphasized by making it higher in pitch than those around it. 

 Very different duration: Although we are talking about stress, not duration, yet if a note or series of notes 

are of a very different duration from most of the notes nearby in time, the mind takes notice. 

Stress on a note can be shown in multiple ways in sheet music, usually by adding a 

symbol above the note.  The first symbol shown here, the > character, is the most 

common. 

Here is a small part of the Gloria in Excelsis Deo prayer from the Tridentine Latin Mass liturgy.  It is set to music 

composed by the Italian Catholic priest and composer, Father Antonio Vivaldi, who taught at an all-girls school.  

The words are these:  “Domine Fili unigenite, Iesu Christe, Domine Deus, Agnus Dei, Filius Patris, qui tollis 

peccata mundi, miserere nobis”  (“O Lord Jesus Christ, only begotten Son, Lord God, Lamb of God, Son of the 

Father, Thou who takest away the sins of the world, have mercy on us”). 

 Can you hear that certain notes in this piece of music are emphasized? These notes are stressed or accented.  

 Pay attention to the beat and rhythm of the orchestra. It is quick and has a specific pattern of stresses and 

durations.  

 Follow the melody of the singers. Are there times when the male and female singers are singing different 

things? Are there times when the males are the only ones singing and other times when only women are 
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singing? 

Listen to Track #14: Vivaldi, Gloria in D Major RV 589 Domini Fili Unigenite 

Definition of rhythm 

Now that we understand the concepts of duration and stress, we can define rhythm as an arrangement of sounds, 

characterized by systemized durations and stresses. Although you might understand the words in that definition, it 

is quite another thing to feel the rhythm!   Let us try to help you with that. 

Example rhythm #1:  The waltz 

For example, a waltz is a dance whose music has three beats in a set (in a measure).  Although a waltz is 

considered a dance (i.e. a series of steps and movements), the music itself accompanying the dance can also be 

called a waltz.  In fact, there are some musical waltzes which are not ‘danceable’!  

There are several waltz patterns, but one of the most common is a da-DA-DA rhythm. 

Tchaikovsky - Waltz of the Flowers: 

Let us listen to a waltz to try to really feel the rhythm.  After a beautiful one minute introduction featuring the harp, 

try to pick out the 1 – 2 – 3 |1 – 2 – 3 pattern which begins.  This pattern continues subtly underneath, even when 

all the other instruments eventually join in.  Warning: the pattern may however, feel to you like 1 – 2 – 3 |1 – 2 

– 3 depending on which notes you sense as more stressed. 

 In the beginning of this piece, listen to the interchange between the main melody played by several 

instruments and the magical sound of the harp. The sound of the harp prepares the listener for the waltz 

rhythm, which is introduced after this opening. 

 Count aloud with the waltz rhythm 1-2-3, 1-2-3, 1-2-3, etc. 

 This song is called the “Waltz of the Flowers”. Does the sound of this song help you to imagine a beautiful 

garden?  It is a very enchanting piece of music! 

 A Waltz is a sort of Dance. In fact, you might recognize this Waltz from Tchaikovsky’s Ballet, “The 

Nutcracker”. Can you imagine a group of ballet dancers dancing along to this music? 

Listen to Track #15: Tchaikovsky “Waltz of the Flowers” 

If you would like to hear other beautiful waltzes, you can, with your parents’ approval, look up any of these: 

 Tchaikovsky - The Sleeping Beauty Waltz, Op 66 

 Johann Strauss II - Vienna Blood Waltz 

Example rhythm #2:  The polka 

Rhythm is, in itself, a very mathematical thing, because it deals with different quantities of time and different 

groupings or sets of beats.  But we do not need to understand the mathematics to appreciate rhythm, detect different 

kinds of rhythms, and allow them to move us.    
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Lesson 6   Brass 

Brass instruments are made of brass or some other metal and make sound when air is blown inside. The musician's 

lips must buzz, as though making a "raspberry" noise against the mouthpiece. Air then vibrates inside the 

instrument and the sound produced is greatly amplified.   Brass instruments include trumpet, trombone, tuba, 

French horn, and cornet.    The brass instruments can easily overpower the rest of the orchestra (perhaps with the 

exception of the timpani) if the composer is not careful when writing the music, and the conductor is not equally 

careful when conducting! 

Types of Brass Instruments 

A Trumpet is a smaller brass 

instrument with a clear, bright, 

penetrating sound. It has three valves 

and a flared bell.  A trumpet player 

must be very careful not to 

dominate.  
 

https://commons

.wikimedia.org/

wiki/File:Trump

et_1.png  

 Creative 

Commons 

Attribution-

Share Alike 3.0 

Unported 

A Cornet is an instrument similar to 

the trumpet. The cornet differs from 

the trumpet because it has more 

tightly wound tubing, causing it to 

be shorter. Moreover, the trumpet 

has a brighter, clearer sound, and the 

cornet has a more mellow sound. 
  

 

Metropolitan 

Museum of Art / 

CC0    

https://upload.w

ikimedia.org/wik

ipedia/commons

/a/aa/Fl%C3%B

Cgel_Horn_with

_Cornet_in_C_

MET_DP-

12679-104.jpg 

A French Horn has a wonderfully 

mellow sound, and a range lower 

than the trumpet.  The valves are 

controlled by the left hand and the 

right hand may be placed in the bell 

to affect the pitch and tone of the 

sound.   

  
 

 

BenP / CC BY-

SA 

(http://creativec

ommons.org/lice

nses/by-sa/3.0/) 

https://upload.w

ikimedia.org/wik

ipedia/commons

/6/63/French_ho

rn_front.png 

 

A Trombone is a larger brass 

instrument with an extendable side 

which slides back and forth to 

produce different fundamental 

pitches. This instrument also has a 

lower pitch than the trumpet. 

 
 

FlamM / CC 

BY-SA 

(http://creativec

ommons.org/lice

nses/by-sa/3.0/)   

https://upload.w

ikimedia.org/wik

ipedia/commons

/a/a3/Trombone

_CG_Bach42AG

.jpg 
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Unit Four:  Time Periods of 

Great Music 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 44 of 81:  Time Periods of Great Music 

  All rights reserved  © 2015-2020 Christ the King Textbooks, Inc. 

Lesson 10   Music as an Imitation 

The great philosopher Aristotle said that, “imitation . . . is one instinct of our nature”10.   In other words, it is part of 

being human to imitate.  Imitation is the action of copying or expressing some part of nature.   In fact, if we 

observe carefully, we will see that all art is a mode of imitation.  For example, the farmer’s art is to imitate nature, 

since nature grows plants very well.   Painting generally imitates the beauty and order of sensible, and we naturally 

look at the painting to try to determine what the artist is imitating.  A story or play imitates the incidents of real life, 

through its plot.   Poetry is an art, imitating various aspects of life, including human actions, emotions, or even 

animals, plants, or inanimate objects.  In general with all arts, the better or more powerful the imitation, the better 

the art we say it is. 

Well, we call commonly music an art, do we not?  If men are right about giving it this label, and if Aristotle is right 

that all arts imitate something, then music must also be an imitation.  But what exactly music imitates is a difficult 

question.  Perhaps one way to try to figure this out is to think about what effect music has on us, the listeners.   

Have you ever noticed how different music allows you to feel different emotions?  Some music is peaceful, soft and 

relaxing, whereas other music is loud, powerful, and angry. This is because composers are trying to imitate and 

express emotions when they write music.  In fact, there is something special and powerful about the way music 

expresses emotions. There can be many feelings in one phrase of music, whereas, when expressing things with 

words, only one or two feelings can be produced.  Recall that above we quoted Boethius saying, “music is joined to 

us by nature so that we cannot be freed from it even if we wish”.   Perhaps his point is that music has a close 

connection to the soul because it is an imitation of the emotions or feelings of the soul. 

It also happens that music may tell a story.  Music may imitate characters and actions, even if it does not have any 

words at all.  Do you remember listening to Swan Lake?  The Waltz of the Flowers?  These two pieces by 

Tchaikovsky seem to stand out as imitations of things and stories.  There are soft, sweet moments, as well as loud 

climaxes.  

Here is an example of a piece of music by Beethoven.  This is a clear example of music telling a story, in particular 

the victory in Spain of British General Wellington over the French Napoleonic forces.   

Listen to Track #31:  Beethoven’s tribute to Wellington’s Victory, Op. 91 

 At each different part of this piece of music, imagine what is happening on the battlefield. 

 How is music capable of telling a story?  Does it seem to be particularly capable of expressing actions and 

feelings in a way that words cannot?  

There are two questions which are helpful to keep in mind when listening to great music. 

Firstly, how are feelings, characters, and actions imitated?   What means are used for the imitation?  Music may 

imitate through melody, harmony, rhythm, volume, form, and the group of instruments being played.  Strive to 

develop the habit of noticing what techniques the composer is using which make one song different from another. 

And secondly, what is the object being imitated?  A beautiful soul?  An evil soul?  A battle?  A funeral?  A 

journey along a river?  A beautiful pastoral scene?  Or perhaps a grand ball full of waltzing couples?  

 In the following first movement of Spring, Father Vivaldi uses music to express the chirping of the birds.  

Can you hear the birds chirping?  This chirping is expressed when the violins play high notes with a trill.  A 

trill is a quavering sound when two or more notes are played very quickly and are alternated. 

                                                      

10 Aristotle, Poetics, Part IV 
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 Towards the middle of the first movement, the music suddenly becomes dark. This represents a spring 

thunder and lightning storm.  Father Vivaldi expresses thunder by repeating patterns in the lower string 

instruments.  He represents the lightning by piercing, ascending scales in the higher string instruments.  Do 

your best to listen for his musical imagery. 

Listen to Track #32:   Vivaldi’s Spring (Four Seasons, 1st movement) 

 The next movement is only a few minutes long.  In it, Vivaldi represents a calm pastoral scene. This 

movement is slow and steady. If you listen carefully, you may be able to hear a dog steadily barking. This 

is played by the deeper Viola in a repeating two note pattern. 

Listen to Track #33:   Vivaldi’s Spring (Four Seasons, 2nd movement) 

The above two movements are examples 

of music as an imitation of a nature, 

although it may be more subtle than the 

Beethoven piece we just listened to.  In 

his Four Seasons, Vivaldi wrote four 

concerti (plural of concerto), each 

imitating one of the seasons.   

We know it can be difficult to hear the 

different parts of the music.   Just do your 

best!  It takes practice and will come in 

time.  What is important is that you enjoy 

it and use your imagination to understand 

a little of what the artist was trying to 

convey. 

We have before this point provided many 

examples of music differ greatly in many 

ways.  In the upcoming section, we will be discussing the major periods that music historians generally agree upon.  

We will distinguish different styles of music from one another.  Be sure when listening to the music, to keep your 

ears open to what the music is imitating, and how it is imitating that object. 

The major time periods of music 

In this unit we will begin to look at the progression of musical styles of composition.  Although we will give a 

quick look at Medeival music (8th through 14th centuries), our study really begins in the late sixteenth century and 

continue until the late nineteenth century.  As society changed, so did the music with different styles, 

instrumentation, and forms.   For example, during the first lesson in this book, recall that Joseph and Gregory 

listened both Mozart (from the Classical period) and Purcell (from the Baroque period). 

Like other human pursuits, the creation of music has undergone definite changes over time.  A musical time 

period is a stage or time period identified by musical history scholars, based on the different styles, 

instrumentation, and forms used by the most well-known composers at the time.  

 Of course, any such classification system is always going to be a simplification.  In reality, music has evolved in a 

more gradual manner with a number of smaller developmental steps along the way, with many overlapping styles.  

It is often difficult to classify certain pieces of music or composers into one period or another.  For example, 

Beethoven is often considered a bridge between the Classical and Romantic time periods, and thus is sometimes 

classified in the one, sometimes in the other, and sometimes in both.  Still, a broad classification is helpful to make 

 
Pastoral Scene 

David Johnson / Public domain 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/87/Untitled_Pastoral_Scene-
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sense of the complexity and give labels to different styles and techniques of music. We want to give you an idea of 

the broad musical time periods with a few “big names” of the corresponding composers.   

We will concern ourselves with the periods beginning with the end of the Renaissance and ending with the 

beginning of the modern era.  Here are the major musical time periods: 

 Medieval or Gothic Period (approx. 800 - 1400) 

 Renaissance Period (approx. 1400 - 1600) 

 Baroque Period (approx. 1600 - 1750) 

 Classical Period (approx. 1750 - 1820) 

 Romantic Period (approx. 1820 - 1910) 

 Modern/Contemporary Period (approx. 1910 - present) 
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Lesson 13   The Baroque Period 

(approximately 1600 - 1750) 

The next period is the Baroque Period.  During this time, there was an increasing desire for secular music.  Baroque 

comes from the Portuguese word ‘barroco’, meaning “misshapen pearl”. This period in history was characterized 

by its elaborate, and ornate architecture, art, and music. The music of this period placed an emphasis on intellectual 

beauty. This means that composers focused on complexity of styles, and forms of music. Baroque music did not 

always aim to greatly stir the emotions.  Rather, composers in this period often wrote controlled, ordered music.  

These writers wanted the listener to focus and concentrate on the musical form, rather than to have the listeners’ 

emotions carry them away. 

This period also saw many court musicians (we defined the term “court musician” in Lesson 2) striving to please 

their employers and benefactors.  Many princely courts in the Baroque Period employed virtuoso performers, both 

singers and instrumentalists.  A virtuoso is a person who exhibits extraordinary skill or talent in an area of fine arts.  

It is good they had such talent, because Baroque composers such as J.S. Bach kept them quite challenged with 

technically demanding music.   

Characteristics of Music of the Baroque Period 

This focus placed on a particular performer, although not necessarily bad in itself, was yet another step removing 

music from the sacred spirit and purpose of the music of the Middle Ages.  Recall that the first step away from 

medieval music was that Renaissance brought the beauty of the music itself to the focus (rather than the words or 

prayer expressed).  Now, with the advent of “soloists” in the Baroque period, the music naturally focused attention 

more on the person and his/her talents. 

Music soon began to be written with yet more definite forms and rhythmic patterns.  Increasing emphasis was put 

on a melody (or even multiple melodies) supported by dependent harmony.  

In addition, during this time, certain ensembles of instruments became more common. Trios (three musicians), 

quartets (four musicians), and quintets (five) were the common ensembles which the Baroque composers used.   

Larger groups of instruments were often used in concerti (plural of ‘concerto’) and sinfonias (plural of 

‘symphony’).  But the largest ensembles in the Baroque Era were but small groups when contrasted with the 

modern day orchestra.   The piano although invented in this time period (about 1700), had not yet come into general 

use – the harpsichord still predominated.  The clarinet, also invented in this time (about 1690), had not yet been put 

to use - Mozart would later popularize it. 

Composers of the Baroque Period 

Some great composers of the Baroque period include Purcell, Vivaldi, Corelli, J. S. Bach, Telemann, Scarlatti, 

Pergolesi, Zelenka, and Handel.  

Johann Sebastian Bach 

In a previous lesson, you heard one piece (Prelude in C Major BWV 846 from the Well-Tempered Clavier ) by the 

most famous composer of the Baroque period, J. S. Bach.  The following old but good recording contains the 2nd 

and 3rd movements of his 4th Brandenburg Concerto for two recorders, solo violin, and chamber orchestra.  Recall 

that we mentioned in an earlier lesson that Bach gave these (now) very famous concerti – the Brandenburg Concerti 

– to the Margrave of Brandenburg, but received no thanks or even recognition. 

 Notice the impression of great emotional restraint, stateliness, and control.  Even the elegant and refined 

setting shouts this out.  The Baroque period tended to focus more on intellectual beauty than on 
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sentimentality or emotions.   

 Notice also the different parts to this Concerto; it is not all one song, although a similar idea runs 

throughout the whole.  These different parts are called movements.  During this period, compositions began 

to follow more systematic forms involving different movements, each of which were made up of a more or 

less strict form.  We will study the musical forms more soon.  

 Notice that three instruments stand out – the virtuosos we mentioned above. 

 How does this piece of music make you feel?  It has a very different attitude from the Palestrina 

Renaissance Composition that we listened to last lesson.  How would you describe the difference in styles 

between these two types of music? 

Listen to Track #39:  Bach  - Brandenburg Concerto No. 4  - 2nd and 3rd movements 
(listen to both movements, the entire track; virtuoso violin solo at about 5:45) 

Jan Zelenka 

Next, we will listen to vocal arrangement of Psalm 51 by Jan Dismas Zelenka, a composer of great Catholic 

faith.  Notice the similarity in attitude to the Bach Concerto above, and yet mixing in a kind of continuous 

streaming melody as Palestrina does.  The great faith of this composer is revealed in this striking plea for mercy by 

overlapping voices.  This work is written for mixed chorus, 2 oboes, strings, and continuo. 

“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your merciful love; according to your abundant 

mercy blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from 

my sin!” Psalm 51:1-2 

 Do you remember the term “stress”/ “accent” that we introduced in Lesson 5? The beginning of this song is 

a good example of this term. Can you hear the stressed/accented notes? 

 The plea for mercy that Zelenka gives is striking because it recognizes the seriousness and the misery of sin 

and the need for mercy.  On the other hand, as you continue to listen, you may notice the hopefulness that 

Zelenka introduces.  God truly is mercy itself. 

“Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy” 

Listen to Track #40:  Zelenka  - Miserere  - 1st movment Adagio (listen to full first 
movement, about 2 minutes 15 seconds)  

We highly encourage you to give another quick listen, this time to a group of young people enjoying performing 

that same 1st movement in a relaxed setting, on period instruments.  Period instruments are instruments that are 

made the same way they were at the time the piece was composed (in other words, without all the improvements 

made to instruments over the centuries since then).  Such instruments sound different from their modern versions 

and take the listener back to the composer’s time period.  


