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HAYDN, MOZART, BEETHOVEN: Their Contribution to the Song Repertoire

The music of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven defined an entire era that is now known 
as the Classical period. No one else’s music of that day approached the skill, 
imagination, and profundity of these three composers’ creations. Although the fame 
of all three composers arose primarily from their large-scale compositions—
symphonies, operas and chamber music—their song repertoire made crucial 
contributions to the development of a genre that would reach full flower in the Lieder 
of Schubert and Schumann.

In the early 18th century, it was common practice for composers to write the vocal 
line on one staff, and a simple, subservient chordal accompaniment on the staff 
below. Haydn became one of the first composers to compose songs on three 
staves—one for the voice and two for the piano—and this independent 
accompaniment writing frees the keyboard to help define the song’s character. His 
and Beethoven’s piano accompaniments take on newly imaginative roles of harmony 
and rhythm, and Mozart’s often become real partners with the vocal line, responding 
directly to details of the texts. All three composers broke away from a rigid strophic 
style, introduced the through-composed song as a vehicle of extended expression, 
and showed the influence of Italian opera.

Our concert begins with Haydn’s O tuneful voice; later you will hear Fidelity and 
The Mermaid.  All three songs are from his two-volume publication of twelve English 
canzonettas, composed during his extended stay in London in the early 1790’s. In 
London, Haydn was greatly admired and celebrated as a conductor and composer, 
and he enjoyed considerable financial success. In the words of music bibliographer 
Ray Heigemeir, it was in London that Haydn was introduced to “the English grand 
pianoforte, a stronger and more robust instrument than its Viennese relative. It 
spanned 5½ octaves and featured the sopra una corda (‘shifting’) pedal, together 
creating an instrument capable of a great range of expression. The canzonettas…
were conceived of as keyboard works with vocal accompaniment, the keyboard 
writing taking full advantage of the key span and the expressive techniques the 
improved pianos mechanisms supported.” Poet Ann Hunter (1742-1821) wrote the 
texts for the first volume of his canzonettas, and it was to her that Haydn dedicated 
the set. She and her husband, the well-known surgeon and anatomist, John Hunter 
(1728-1793), held frequent evening salons at their country estate where Haydn 
regularly was a guest. The extended piano accompaniments in Haydn’s canzonettas 
begin to suggest the style fully-expressed in 19th century art song. 

While Mozart composed relatively few songs, those he did write showcase his 
gift for bringing together music and text to great dramatic effect. Many of his songs 
are essentially miniature, through-composed operatic scenes, containing recitative-
like sections and bubble with emotional bursts. Als Luisa and Dans un bois solitaire 
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are fine examples of the influence opera had on Mozart’s song repertoire; in fact, Als 
Luisa was composed while he was writing Don Giovanni. Although Die betrogene 
Welt and Das Lied der Trennung are strophic songs, both capture the drama of their 
texts with their wide-ranging piano accompaniments.

Despite his apparent dislike of the genre, Beethoven composed nearly seventy 
songs. Many of them experiment with unusual harmonic progressions and rhythmic 
propulsion, perhaps inspired in part by the arrival in Europe of a new, larger 
pianoforte. Perhaps his greatest contribution to the art song genre was his 
development of the song cycle, of which An die Ferne Geliebte is considered the first 
example. The evening’s program includes two versions of the song An die Geliebte. 
The first has an accompaniment that is beautiful, but not particularly adventurous. The 
second version also seems simple, but its accompaniment contains more dramatic 
harmonic and rhythmic variety, and it ends in a great emotional gesture. Vom Tode is a 
simple, beautiful, and brooding setting of an ominous text about imminent death. Der 
Kuss proves that Beethoven was more than capable of composing a song of light-
hearted charm; again, it is the accompaniment that conjurs the charm. Neue Liebe, 
neues Leben, from his op. 75 set, reflects a sentiment all-too familiar to Beethoven—
unrequited love. This song is a precursor to Schubert’s moving Lieder, and it is 
exceptional for its energized and varied accompaniment that, interrupted by reflective 
moments, reveals the anxiety and suffering of the narrator.

Mozart’s notturnos showcase his love of the clarinet and basset horn (a lower-
pitched clarinet). Two of his operas, La Clemenza di Tito and Die Entfürung aus dem 
Sarail, feature the basset horn, and many of his chamber works include the clarinet or 
basset horn. His Clarinet Concerto, written for the basset clarinet—an instrument 
that combines the ranges of the clarinet and the basset horn—marks the pinnacle of 
his writing for the instrument. Mozart’s appreciation of this family of instruments 
began after he met clarinetist Anton Paul Stadler in 1783.  He spent many evenings 
with Stadler and his fellow clarinetists and, through such gatherings, became very 
familiar with the expressive nature of the instrument. The notturnos are set to texts by 
Metastasio, and are scored for soprano, tenor and bass, accompanied by two 
clarinets and basset horn. These notturnos inhabit an elegant, timeless beauty that is 
reminiscent of the famous trio in Così fan tutte, “Soave il vento.”  

In Scotland during the late 18th century, there was an effort to preserve and 
promote traditional folksong, an endeavor to which George Thomson (1757-1851) 
committed his life. A civil servant by profession, and a cultured and avid antiquarian 
well-versed in the ways of the Enlightenment, Thomson was also an amateur 
musician, folksong collector and music publisher. Having collected folksong melodies 
from Great Britain and parts of Europe, he then commissioned well-known 
composers to write arrangements suitable for performance by amateurs. In 1799, 
Thomson commissioned Haydn to set many of his collected melodies. In 1809, after 
Haydn became too ill to take on more such projects, Thomson approached 
Beethoven with a similar request. Strangely, Thomson sent the two composers only 
the melodies and detailed descriptions of the song’s moods, but not the songs’ 
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words. Later, he had words newly written for the arrangements. It is remarkable that 
both Haydn and Beethoven captured the songs’ sentiments so well without knowing 
their texts. The great poet Robert Burns was a dear friend of Thomson, and wrote 
many of the texts for these folksongs. It was a prolific endeavor: Haydn arranged over 
400 folksongs (although not all for Thomson), and Beethoven arranged 179. While 
Haydn’s arrangements enjoyed great popularity,  Beethoven’s—despite their 
brilliance, or perhaps because of his brilliance—did not, since many were too difficult 
for amateur musicians.

We end our evening with Mozart’s naughty and mischievous Bona nox, a 
delightful canon setting “good night” in several languages, including English. When 
looking for a way to conclude the program, I heard this little canon and immediately 
programmed it, thinking it an innocuous good-night tune. The joke was on me, 
perhaps as a delight to Mozart from beyond, as it is a scatological good-night song. 
We sing it for you with a twinkle, light hearts, and no intention to offend!


