“Two Roads Diverged” – Where Baroque Music Went

As the vibrant music of Mercury Baroque has shown, the first half of the 18th century pulsed with innovation.  New formal structures evolved and then processed through the genius of Vivaldi, Caldara, Bach, Handel, Lully, Rameau, and Purcell in a type of alchemy that produced musical gold.  These composers trod boldly into the unknowns of the Enlightenment matching the explorations of forebears Columbus, La Salle, Joliet, Drake, Cabot, et al, who sought treasure and glory.

As travel to other continents broke the stranglehold of chauvinistic thinking in the great minds of Europe and democracy raced like wildfire through the hearts of its citizens, where could composers go to fulfill their ever-present function of representing the mores and ideals of their culture? What lay beyond the next musical horizon?

The symphony.  

With Haydn in the role of Vivaldi and the concerto, forging the trail by codifying the structure of the symphony, Mozart and Beethoven played differing roles in further territorial expansion. Mozart’s penultimate symphony refined the road that had been less travelled in the days of Haydn.  Haydn considered the works of his informal protegé “inimitable,” “musically intelligent” and “extraordinarily sensitive.”  According to Costanze Mozart, her husband considered Haydn “great and incomparable.” 

Mozart, in fact, considered Haydn his teacher. As the younger composer’s mind danced with the themes that were his melodic gift, he learned to control that gift through structure and, as one writer put it “economy.”  The lessons learned resulted in a symphony that forced later composers to consider all discoveries on this ground uncovered.  

Much of the loveliness of Mozart’s music relates directly to his gift for melody and musical transparency.  The lightness of his touch often caused contemporaries to view his music as superficial.  Symphony No. 40 deepens our understanding of the composer.  Strange as it may seem, this is the perfect piece of Baroque music, the logical conclusion of the tension/release arsis/thesis motif of Baroque construction. Throughout the Baroque opposites were the unity of the era – adagio/allegro, forte/piano, treble/bass, solo/orchestra. 

In this 40th symphony, unlike most of his others, Mozart combines opposites.  As Peter Gutmann put it, this piece is a balance of “polished precision and spontaneous utterance, stringent formalism and heartfelt emotion, personal expression and universal humanism.”  Within the framework of four movements whose basics had been clearly defined by Haydn and others, Mozart makes us see the known structure anew.  

The first movement with its barely audible opening redolent of desperation, offers a mass of emotions, all evident, yet tightly bound in the sonata-allegro form typical of first movements.  In this form two themes of contrasting character provide the road map for a journey to the outer edges of 18th-century tonality. They are presented in an exposition, travel afar in the development, then return home in the recapitulation.  The use of minor mode adds adventurous impediments, surmounted with ease.  The andante is the most gallant in mood, yet its pulsing rhythms, poignant appoggiaturas, feathery woodwind touches, and only momentary points of drama question that delicacy, creating unexpected tension in an otherwise unassuming movement.

The third movement offers a contradiction between the opposites of our expectations and Mozart’s delivery of something very unlike. The traditionally light and elegant minuet of the era becomes heavy-laden in this symphony with its unusually strong bass line and assymmetrical phrasing.  Then, almost as if to apologize for previous moodiness, Mozart apparently takes a turn into perkiness for the quick final movement. But this is deceptive.  After only two measures, constant contrast gives what to relentless energy.  The stereotypical Mozart is found only in a short-lived lyrical section of this movement where the woodwinds can finally serve their traditional pastoral role.  Mozart moves music forward without forgetting where he has been.
And now for something completely different? It has been said by eminent scholar Joseph Kerman that Beethoven used sonata allegro form for tragedy in opposition to Mozart’s “comedy of manners” style.  But Mozart’s 40th guides Beethoven’s 1st, showing it the way.

Beethoven’s works generally lie in three periods – early, middle, and late.  A symphony and well-known piano sonata identify the topology of each.  The late period (~1813-1827) is represented by the 9th “Choral” Symphony (Op. 125) and the “Hammerklavier” Sonata (Op. 106). In his middle period (~1800-1812), his work is exemplified by the 3rd “Eroica” Symphony (Op. 55), guarded on either side by the “Waldstein” (Op. 53) and “Appassionata” (Op. 57) sonatas.  But the early period, subdivided into works composed in Bonn (~1782-1785) and Vienna (~1793-1799) show a stronger connection to his 18th-century home. The 1st Symphony (Op. 21) along with the “Moonlight” Sonata (Op. 27, no. 2) explore Beethoven’s developing character as a composer.  

The contrast of the Baroque is one of his legacies, although rarely acknowledged as such.  The differences in size and tone color between the orchestras of the early and late 18th century have sometimes obscured the fundamental roots Beethoven shares with his 18th-century compatriots. In fact, Robert Schumann was exactly right when he said about Beethoven’s life’s work “do not seek to extract the unusual, go back to the roots of creation, demonstrate his genius not through his last symphony…you can do this just as well through his first.”  

The first movement of this symphony is in traditional sonata-allegro form with an adagio introduction, yet the dynamic contrasts of the Baroque and Beethoven’s individual treatment of this gesture is a harbinger of things to come.  The use of two themes in the andante reveal Beethoven’s need for more space to work than the more common ABA form of a slow movement.  His use of some type of development in every movement is key to who he is as a composer.  The third movement is the movement where Beethoven breaks more new ground than before.  While terming this a “menuetto”, the tempo, character and phrasing contradict that designation, pointedly aiming toward the scherzo that would become a signature of Beethoven’s symphonic works. Opposites, with a Beethovenian spin.

Using the same formal compass as Mozart and Haydn and the same map of contrast developed by Baroque composers, Beethoven moves farther along the same road.  Some composers stopped at the Mississippi, but Beethoven went all the way to the Pacific Ocean.  He could not have travelled so far had parts of the way not been paved by the great composers of the Baroque era.
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