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1) ‘Classical’ refers to the music of C.P.E. Bach, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, and their contemporaries.  
 
2) Classical style and technique are very closely bound up with the keyboard instruments in use at the 

time. (The piano as we know it, did not exist then.) Harpsichords and clavichords had given way to 
fortepianos. As the name suggests, fortepianos were able for the first time to produce forte and piano 
sounds, but the range was still narrower than on a modern piano. The soundboard was made of wood, 
and the strings were much thinner. Pedal mechanisms were still at an experimental stage.  

 
3) Structure, Form and Harmony are very important for music of this period.  Sonata form was invented 

at this time and C.P.E. Bach and Haydn were the first to use and perfect it. Sonata form with its 3 main 
sections - Exposition, Development, and Recapitulation - can be seen as a journey. The excursion into 
different keys in the Development section makes the homecoming in the Recapitulation feel very 
different from the Exposition at the start of the piece, although the material is the same. It is not 
possible to go into all aspects of harmony, but diminished seventh chords are useful to recognize. 
They come at moments of particular tension in the music. They are capable of resolution into several 
different keys, so they are a kind of ‘no-man’s land’. (For example, Mozart’s Sonata in F major K332, 
first movement bars 25-26 and 29-30.)   

 
4) It is often helpful to think orchestrally, i.e. the piano as imitating orchestral instruments. Composers 

of this period (unlike Chopin) were writing for orchestras and for orchestral instruments e.g. 
Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Op. 14 no. 1 was first written as a string quartet. Thinking orchestrally will 
help to make you play with more understanding of sound, articulation and voicing.  

 
5) Articulation (slurs, staccatos, legato) was a very important means of expression, and all articulation 

marks should be carefully observed. The natural sound of the older keyboard instruments was non-
legato. Composers therefore assumed the touch to be non-legato except where they specifically 
wanted legato. Legato would then be indicated by the composer with a curved phrase line.  (See for 
example, Mozart’s Sonata in A minor K310, first movement)  
 

6) Dynamics should relate to the instruments of the period, e.g. a Mozart forte and a 
Brahms/Rachmaninov forte are very different. Technically, less arm weight and brighter finger-work 
are necessary in Classical music.  

 
7) Pedal can be used, but more discreetly than in romantic music (e.g. Chopin, Schumann) where it is an 

essential ingredient. In music of the classical period, pedal is often used as a gap-filler, where legato 
with the fingers is not possible. In general, pedal is used to help legato. The una corda (left) pedal was 
only invented during the last few years of Beethoven’s life, so it should be used only after careful 
consideration, where a special quality of sound is needed. It should not be used to facilitate playing 
quietly. 

 
8) A good edition is vital, so that we can clearly see what the composer has written and distinguish that 

from any editorial additions and suggestions. (Wiener Urtext, Henle, Bärenreiter, are all good 
editions.)  


