Romantic Period (1820-1910)
General Characteristics of Romantic Music
It is difficult to succinctly state the characteristics that made the music of this period uniquely Romantic. The following broad generalizations describe some of the general trends and features that help us distinguish Romantic music from that of other time periods. 
Rhythm
Composers in the Romantic period explored new ways to use rhythm to make their music emotionally expressive. They used faster tempos and would often change tempos within a piece. For example, there are many tempo changes in the final two and a half minutes of the Triumphal March from Verdi’s opera Aida
[image: Click to Listen]Giuseppe Verdi 
Aida: Triumphal March
Romantic composers also created complex and irregular rhythm patterns and adopted folk rhythms. Rubato—slight variations in tempo that performers use to add expression to the music—was a common practice in Romantic music to a much greater degree than in previous periods. The expressiveness of rubato may be heard in this excerpt from Waltz in C sharp minor by Frédéric Chopin:
[image: Click to Listen]Frédéric Chopin 
Waltz in C-sharp minor
Fast tempo with accented rhythms based on folk dances may be heard in the following excerpt from the Slavonic Dance No. 8 by Antonin Dvorak:
[image: Click to Listen]Antonin Dvorak
Slavonic Dance No. 8
An example of increasing tempo (accelerando)—and the increasing excitement that goes with it— may be heard in this excerpt from the familiar In the Hall of the Mountain King by the Norwegian composer Edvard Grieg:
[image: Click to Listen]Edvard Grieg
In the Hall of the Mountain King
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Melody
Melody had always been an essential element of music, but it was particularly important to Romantic composers. Romantic melodies tended to be long and flowing; they were very singable melodies and were considered emotionally expressive. Romantic composers often used long melodies as the themes in a composition, then used fragments of those melodies as material for other sections of the same piece. More importantly, composers of this period did not feel restricted to the seven tones of a particular scale, and freely made chromatic alterations in their melodies.
[image: Franz Schubert]
Franz Schubert
A good example of a characteristic Romantic melody may be found in the first movement of Franz Schubert’s 8th Symphony (known as the Unfinished Symphony). Notice the extraordinary richness with which Schubert treats the melody in the short two minutes that the following excerpt lasts:
[image: Click to Listen]Franz Schubert
Symphony No.8 in B minor, Unfinished First Movement
The flowing quality of the melody in this excerpt from the opera Aida by Giuseppe Verdi is also typical of Romantic period melodies. Notice especially the “upward sweep” in the 4th and final phrase of this excerpt.
[image: Click to Listen]Giuseppe Verdi
Aida
Another example of a flowing melody—this time we can almost say literally flowing—may be found in the River Theme from The Moldau by Bedřich Smetana:
[image: Click to Listen]Bedřich Smetana 
The Moldau: River Theme
And still another in O Mio Babino Caro from Puccini’s opera Gianni Schicchi:
[image: Click to Listen]Giacomo Puccini 
Gianni Schicchi: O Mio Babino Caro 

General Characteristics of Romantic Music
Harmony in Romantic Music
[image: Felix Mendelssohn]
Felix Mendelssohn
In their quest for new, more expressive sonorities, Romantic composers did not feel restricted by the harmonic limitations established in earlier times. The result was more dissonant sounds and frequent departures from tonal centers. This was accomplished by inserting unexpected tones in chords and melodies or by sudden shifts in tonal center.
The following excerpt from Hear My Prayer by Felix Mendelssohn uses chromatically altered tones in a melody, i.e. tones that are not part of the scale on which the piece is built. This blurs the tonal center and establishes some unusual harmonic relationships. The excerpt—part of a much larger work that includes a full choir—is sung by a boy soprano. The melody at the beginning clearly establishes a tonality, but as the piece progresses there are more and more chromatic alterations—those notes that don't belong in the scale. After a few chromatic passages, the original melody returns to re-establish tonality when the choir enters.
[image: Click to Listen]Felix Mendelssohn 
Hear My Prayer
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Richard Wagner
Combinations of tones that create altered chords and dissonance can be heard in this excerpt from Richard Wagner's The Ride of the Valkyries. Wagner's music pushed the limits of the traditional Western European harmonic language to its breaking point and opened the door for future developments in chromaticism and atonal music (music without a tonal center).
[image: Click to Listen]Richard Wagner 
Die Walküre, Act III: The Ride of the Valkyries
March to the Scaffold from Berlioz’s Symphony Fantastique provides another example of the rich harmonies and massive orchestral effects that emerged during the Romantic period.
[image: Click to Listen]Hector Berlioz 
Symphonie Fantastique: IV. March to the Scaffold
Dynamics in Romantic Music
Dynamics is a crucial element of musical expression, and Romantic composers explored the extremes of the dynamic range—extremely soft or extremely loud sounds—in their dynamic markings. These changes in dynamic level could be gradual or extremely sudden.
This excerpt from the beginning of Bruckner’s Symphony No. 4 in E-flat major begins very softly, but soon increases to fortissimo, the Italian term meaning very loud.
[image: Click to Listen]Anton Bruckner 
Symphony No. 4 in E-flat
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Texture in Romantic Music
[image: Anton Bruckner]
Anton Bruckner
It can be said that a significant percentage of Romantic music has a rich texture. Romantic composers continued to use polyphony to create multiple, independent layers of sound, but this texture was typically combined with more homophonic sections within the same piece. Given the larger orchestras and technically improved instruments at their disposal, Romantic composers were able to employ a much larger palette of sounds, both homophonically and polyphonically, and produce thicker sounds than was ever possible in earlier periods.
[image: Click to Listen]Anton Bruckner 
Symphony No. 4 in E-flat, Movement I
Thick textures can be achieved in orchestral music by adding more and more instruments, as in the above example.
[image: Frederic Chopin 1849 photo]
Frédéric Chopin
The examples thus far provide a good illustration of the wide array of sounds and effects used by Romantic composers. However, up until this point they've all involved large ensembles. The following excerpt from Chopin’s Polonaise in A-flat illustrates how Romantic composers sought to achieve the same effects on the piano—the quintessential Romantic instrument. In the closing moments of this polonaise, Chopin was able to produce the illusion of sustained tones, which created thick, full, rich-sounding chordal textures that conveyed powerful patriotic feelings.
[image: Click to Listen]Frédéric Chopin 
Polonaise in A-flat
Form in Romantic Music
Many Romantic composers worked within the previously established structures, but pushed the limits in new and innovative ways to meet their needs for expressiveness. For example, music from the Baroque and Classical periods typically consisted of phrases that had clear beginnings and endings. Romantic composers, on the other hand, frequently extended phrases, overlapping beginnings and endings, as in this example from Wagner’s Overture to the opera Tristan and Isolde.
[image: Click to Listen]Richard Wagner 
Tristan and Isolde: Overture
The sonata-allegro form continued to provide a very useful basic structure for major works such as symphonies, concertos, and sonatas. Composers in the Romantic period, however, saw the development section, as well as the transitions between sections, as opportunities for creative expression. They proceeded to expand those sections. Sometimes the transitions became longer than the thematic statements themselves. Romantic composers also frequently added introductions and codas to traditional forms. In some instances, codas formed a second development section. This resulted in longer and longer works. For example, a typical Mahler symphony may run well over an hour, while some of Mozart's early symphonies lasted all of twelve minutes.
Freer forms also emerged during this period, especially in the many pieces for piano and art songs. Tone poems were free-form works for orchestra. Romantic composers, nonetheless, still found ways to follow the basic artistic principle of unity and contrast.
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