
About musical Earworms and Venus... 

 

In his opera Tannhäuser, one already find clear indications of Wagner’s idea of the 
ideal “serious” German opera. (It must be mentioned though, that Wagner already 
had at least one “romantic” German opera composer as an example: Weber and his  
famous Der Freischütz of 1812.) We deduce safely that his approach to musical 
stage works would differ vastly from popular Italian operas such as those by his 
contemporary, Verdi, who,  for instance insisted on writing the libretti for his operas 
himself. Wagner’s admiration for Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, which he 
characterised as a true musical drama, convinced him to continue the Beethoven 
tradition by combining the instrumental drama with singing actors. To refer to his 
operas as musical dramas – rather than operas – was the next logical step. Instead 
of the customary recitative and aria, characters do not only speak by way of sung 
texts, but equally so through a host of instrumental leitmotifs associated with 
individual characters or situations. In this way, he reasoned, the orchestra is not 
merely accompanying the singers, but forms an integral part of the action as well. 
(Wagner allegedly ridiculed Verdi’s use of the orchestra as a “gigantic guitar".) 

As in several of his stage works Tannhäuser’s starting point is the dichotomy 
between flesh and spirit, as told through a variation on the medieval legend of the 
troubadour Tannhäuser, who strayed into the Venusberg – the kingdom of the 
goddess Venus – where he spent time as her lover. Sexual satiety provoked his 
return to the world of ordinary men, where shame impelled him to seek salvation by 
his request for absolution from the Pope. The latter, however, rejected his request, 
and Tannhäuser was doomed to return to Venus with whom he would remain being 
damned on judgment day. This dichotomy is also illustrated in the overture. The 
beginning is the pious pilgrims’ four-part chorus, which contrasts with the glittering, 
irridescent world of the Venusberg magic.  Both ideas recur (as leitmotifs) in the 
opera, representing the story’s symbolism. 

The concerto, though, is usually not active on the same level as Wagner’s 
obsessions. The concept of the concerto as one of the main genres of art music 
since at least the 17th century seems crystal clear for modern music lovers, but the 
etymological origins of the term are less clear. According to older Latin and early 
Italian sources the verb concertare could mean as much as “working together” and 
“rivalling” or “contest”; in other words, almost opposites. Naturally, different historic 
approaches to the musical concerto also play a role in understanding what happens 
in such a work. For the average Baroque concerto grosso,  the ideal seems to be the 
emphasis on instrumental colour variation between different sound bodies – one or 
more soloists and a small orchestra, or multiple choirs. The advent of the solo 
concerto tended to stress the performing abilities of the instrumental soloist and the 
sound qualities of the instrument. In the hands of Paganini (violin) and Liszt (piano) 
and their artistic offspring, the 19th century virtuoso concerto gained a permanent 
place of its own, as technical showpieces, often to the extent that the aesthetic 
element was neglected in favour of instrumental fireworks, highlighting the soloist’s 
capabilities.  



Improvements to the fortepiano (to use the earlier term for the piano, meaning loud 
and soft) such as the metal frame (already in England, ca. 1820), which allowed for a 
higher string tension and thus louder and better sound, the gradual extension of 
register from five to seven octaves, and several other mechanical novelties 
revolutionised the instrument to a machine-like structure which no other instrument 
could equal. By 1850,  the English Broadwood pianos were already mass-produced, 
delivering 2000 instruments per year, and in 1910 more than 350 000 instruments 
were sold in America alone. The popularity of the piano as an affordable domestic 
instrument created a massive market for piano music. Being a concert pianist soon 
became a professional ideal equalled only by that of conductor. Professional pianists 
from the later 19th and the early 20th centuries often felt compelled to extend their 
skills to writing virtuoso concertos themselves, the majority of which naturally were 
shortlived and vanished without a trail. The cream of the crop are those that survived, 
such as those by Beethoven, Brahms, Schumann, Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninov, and 
others.  

Tchaikovsky’s First Piano Concerto (1875) may be seen as a typical case. 
Besides his almost religious admiration for Beethoven, Schumann and Liszt, the fiery 
temperament and idealism of the 35-year-old composer knew no bounds. (He was 
not a member of the nationalist composers’ group, the so-called Russian “Five,” 
exactly because of this reverence for Western European composers.) His life as 
creative artist seemed to be marked for success. Things would change dramatically 
only with his disastrous marriage in 1877, as expressed in the Fourth (Fate) 
Symphony.  

As a skilled pianist at the time (and composer for the piano) and with two symphonies 
to his credit, he simply had to write – or rather reinvent – the piano concerto. It is said 
that the composer himself idealised the concerto-genre as a “duel” between 
orchestra and pianist. On hearing it performed privately to his friend and mentor 
Nikolai Rubinstein, the latter was outraged because of the wild and unconventional 
nature of the work. Yet it was well-received at its first performance (in Boston, USA), 
and the German conductor-pianist Hans von Bülow also contradicted Rubinstein’s 
verdict. The rest is history. For many music lovers the opening crashing chords of the 
first movement are the epitome of the genre, and the passionate piano style duly 
impressive. But Rubinstein’s opinion still echoes among the more seriously-minded 
music lovers. In some circles, the concerto is still either ignored (as is often the case 
with some of Tchaikovsky’s music), or it is downplayed as easy melody-making and 
lacking structure. The reasons may be found partly when the Russian is compared 
with the popularity (in Germany and Austria) of his close German contemporary 
Brahms. The two did meet twice, but as can be expected, they never became close 
friends. The shy and reserved German composer did not comment on either 
Tchaikovsky’s music nor personality, but Tchaikovsky – although acknowledging the 
German hero’s masterful art – made no secret of his contempt for Brahms’ “...cold, 
emotionless counterpoint...” And Brahms’ friend (and enemy of the Wagner-Liszt 
circle), the Viennese critic Eduard Hanslick, whose views on music reigned for almost 
half a century, simply referred to Tchaikovsky’s music as “dirty”.  

Brahms avoided any technical fireworks for its own sake, and can be seen as a prime 
representative of the late 19th century “symphonic” concerto. His two demanding 
piano concertos are no contests between orchestra and soloist, but true symphonies 



after Beethoven’s model, for which the principle of sharing in the motivic fibre of the 
work by all involved is paramount. 

The first movement of Tchaikovsky’s concerto is in itself longer than the other two 
movements combined. It is furthermore unconventional in the sense that the 
traditional form concept for a symphony or concerto is replaced by a rather free 
unfolding of several attractive melodies, approaching a kind of a “rhapsodic” version 
of sonata form. Like most themes in the work the famous opening theme (1) is the 
one “everybody” will recognise, and is possibly one of many earworms – a term used 
to describe a musical idea that can stay with the listener for days. In the concerto it 
serves mainly as an introduction, and never returns. A jumpy idea (2) and a songlike 
theme (3) are equivalents of the traditional polar main themes. The latter theme is an 
excellent imitation of Schumann’s romanticism. Before the development proper there 
is even a further important theme (4), completing the long exposition, which entails 
half of the movement. These three themes reappear in various forms in the course of 
the brief development section. A free version of themes 2 and 3 serve as 
recapitulation, to be followed by a lengthy solo cadenza, before the thunderous final 
bars. The piano part is a brilliant example of the wide variety of pianistic idioms, 
ranging from almost vocal sensibility to breathtaking showers of pianistic “coloratura”. 

Contrary to the adventurous first movement, the ternary Andantino semplice (more or 
less: slow and in simple style) is little more than a gentle character piece in the style 
of a lullaby, fittingly characterised by muted strings throughout. The handling of the 
attractive and almost vocal main theme echoes the free variation approach of the first 
movement, in itself following the lead of Liszt’s “metamorphosis” of themes, i.e. subtle 
detail changes in recurring theme versions. The middle section (marked Prestissimo) 
has the character of a scherzo, and is freely based on an idea from the lullaby 
section.  

The rondo-finale (Allegro energico) too, is fairly conventional, with the two main 
themes in turn expressing a jumpy and energetic scherzo-like first, and a majestic 
orchestral second theme. The brief movement – in length more or less the same as 
the slow movement – appears to the listener as an uncomplicated alternation 
between these themes, with the main emphasis on the breathless ecstacy of the 
closing coda. Here naturally the role of the victorious piano is sealed until the very 
last bars.  

Since Dvořák, Brahms, Grieg and Tchaikovsky were all born within ten years (1833-
1843) it would be natural – at least from our point of view in the early 21st century – 
to regard them as somehow “connected”. (To regard them simply collectively as 
“romantics” is a common misconception, and a serious misunderstanding of both 
musical style and romanticism, the latter term referring essentially to a German 
literary era, and which has little to do with the music of the later 19th century.) 
Whereas Brahms is bestowed with the honour of filling Beethoven’s shoes, the other 
three are more or less cast as representative of “nationalist” sentiments, with Dvořak 
as possibly the most obvious example. His friendship with Brahms – who assisted in 
securing the career of the Czech butcher’s son – may have been influential in 
Dvořák’s orchestral technique.  



Besides the Ninth Symphony (From the New World) Dvořak’s Eighth Symphony is 
the most popular. After the somewhat sombre Seventh Symphony, the Eighth 
presents a light-hearted and uncomplicated outpouring of the characteristic 
Bohemian melodies on which the composer’s fame rests. Virtually every subsection 
of the four movements contains elements of this kind.  

The Eighth Symphony was performed for the first time in Prague, on 2 February 
1890, with the composer himself conducting. The reception of the work there and 
elswhere was overwhelmingly positive. The London performance soon led to the 
award of an honorary doctorate from Cambridge University, and the British press 
portrayed Dvořák as the only living composer who could rightfully be named 
Beethoven’s successor.  

The symphony is characterised by its variety of moods which follow one another in a 
colourful sequence of pastoral image, dance and march, and finally reach the drama 
of the last movement. Structurally, the work follows the traditional classical 4-
movement pattern of the fast first movement, then an Adagio, a Scherzo and a happy 
final Allegro.Subtle links in the form of related motives ensure easy and very 
enjoyable listening. The opening bars of several themes are related by an ascending 
arpeggio, such as those of the first at last movements’ first themes, and the main 
theme of the scherzo. After the brief slow introduction in the minor mode, the first 
movement’s clear sonata form principle boasts three main ideas. The introduction 
reappears virtually unaltered at the beginning of each main section. The slow 
movement is in simplified sonata form: the two main themes are simply repeated, 
without any real development. It is a pastoral scene, and the listener can easily 
recognise bird song. The scherzo is an attractive, though somewhat melancholic 
waltz, reminiscent of Dvořák’s popular Slavonic Dances. 

Only the finale ventures into a more experimental region. Balancing the introductory 
music of the first movement, the finale is introduced by a resounding trumpet fanfare. 
Although equipped with the customary two themes, the first of these is clearly the 
more important one, itself an echo of that of the first movement. The customary 
thematic layout is somewhat more adventurous than usual. The main theme is 
treated as a set of three variations, reappearing in the recapitulation in an even 
further varied format. The second theme itself does not recur later. With this unique 
combination of sonata form and variational principles, the entire movement is a 
remote echo of Beethoven’s finale in the “Eroica” symphony.  

In contrast with his acerbic criticism of Tchaikovsky’s music, the Viennese critic 
Eduard Hanslick described Dvořák as “... a serious artist who has learned much but, 
despite his knowledge, has not sacrificed spontaneity and freshness. His works give 
voice to a singular individual, who emanates a refreshing breath of innovation and 
originality...” 

 


