
The Late 19th Century

Trends, Problems, Solutions



Symphony Orchestras

Mid-century development of  major orchestras

Berlin Philharmonic

Vienna Philharmonic

Others throughout Europe



Audiences

The new audiences tended to be conservative in 
their tastes

The orchestral repertory was coalescing around 
a number of  established composers



Symphonies in Stasis

In his article on the history of the Symphony for the original 1889 edition of Grove’s 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians, C. Hubert H. Parry stated flatly that ‘it might 
seem almost superfluous to trace the history of Symphony further than Beethoven.’ In 
this he was expressing the common opinion of European musical punditry, which by 
the 1870s had come to treat contemporary symphonies as little more than pale 
reflections of earlier, more robust achievements. More than a century of development, 
culminating in the Beethovenian glory days of the early nineteenth century, had come 
and gone, and by the 1870s symphonies were mostly serving as composition 
assignments or as faux-prestige items trotted out by earnest Beethoven-wannabes. 

—Scott Foglesong, S.F. Symphony Program Notes for Dvorak Sixth Symphony



Symphonies in Stasis

These big new audiences preferred exploring the great achievements of past 
generations over developing a taste for contemporary music, so the halo began 
descending upon the “canon” of Western classical music – those great Austro-
Germanic works of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven (plus recent additions from 
Schumann and Mendelssohn) which were enshrined as the centerpieces of the newly-
expanded symphony seasons. This bade poorly for symphonic composers who, 
trapped between tradition and modernity, were obliged to teeter precariously as they 
attempted to create symphonies which were neither blatantly obvious retreads nor 
aggressive modernist shockers. Many tried, many failed: Goldmark, Volkmann, 
Rheinberger, Reinecke, Gersheim, Raff, and Draeske are only some of the now-
obscure Fallen. The symphony snoozed on. But finally Prince Charming (a.k.a. 
Johannes Brahms) arrived to administer the awakening kiss in 1876 with Symphony 
No. 1 in C Minor, Op. 68.

—Scott Foglesong, S.F. Symphony Program Notes for Dvorak Sixth Symphony



Right Wing vs. Left Wing

The Leftists: the Avant-Garde

Liszt

Wagner

Berlioz



Right Wing vs. Left Wing

The Conservatives: Classicism

Mendelssohn

Brahms

(Clara) Schumann



Nationalism

[Another] revitalizing force was the blossoming of nationalist fervor throughout 
Europe. Everywhere, it seemed, people were throwing off the imperialistic, one-size-
fits-all garments they had been obliged to wear and were returning to their native 
colors and styles. Nationalist sentiment was especially prevalent in music as 
composers began injecting the pan-European musical language with folk melodies 
and idioms taken from their native music. Symphonies were just as amenable to the 
“nationalist” treatment as were other genres, and thus the reincarnated symphony 
tended to speak with an accent – Hungarian, Polish, Russian, Norwegian, Czech. As 
the century progressed more accents were added – Spanish, English, Finnish, Danish, 
even American. 

—Scott Foglesong, S.F. Symphony Program Notes for Dvorak Sixth Symphony



Styles and Trends

The symphony's second wind

Brahms

Tchaikovsky

Dvorak

Mahler

Bruckner



Styles and Trends

Gargantualism continued

General lengthening of  all works

Operas, symphonies, even chamber works 
expanded in length, size, and overall weight



Styles and Trends

Miniatures: still around, but fewer

Lieder: Brahms, Wolf, nationalists

Piano: Brahms, Liszt, nationalists



Styles and Trends

The Austro-German dominance weakened as major composers 
emerged from non-German nations:

England: Elgar

France: Fauré, Franck

Bohemia: Dvorak, Smetana

Russia: Tchaikovsky, Mussorgsky, Balakirev, Rimsky-Korsakov



Modern Musical Life

Musical Careers:
Touring virtuosos: solo recitals, and appearances with 
orchestras
Orchestras
Opera houses
Ballet companies
Conservatories
Many musicians combined these roles, a typical 
strategy to this very day



Recording

Came about late in the 19th century

Had little impact on that era, but an enormous 
impact on the 20th century

Has enabled us to hear performances from the 
19th century, so we know precisely how people of 
that era performed



Recording

Interestingly enough, that knowledge produced a 
severe backlash in the 20th century

Any player who actually performed a Brahms 
violin sonata like a violinist of  Brahms's day 
would be pilloried in public for it

Many standard 19th century performing styles 
became notorious "bad habits" amongst 20th 
century performers


