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Life

J.S. Bach came from a long line of German musicians.  Since he was orphaned at an early age, he learned his music from his older brother rather than from his father.  He had many children of his own, some of whom also became famous composers.  The children learned to play harpsichord from a notebook which was given to his wife, Anna Magdalena.  Many relatives and friends contributed  their original instructional pieces to this notebook. J.S. Bach died before he could finish his last set of pieces, which he called The Art of the Fugue. By that time, he had become blind from writing music in insufficient light, and he had to have a relative write the actual notes for him.

Works

Bach's major compositions include his B minor mass (listen to the Kyrie), The Well Tempered Clavier (listen to the prelude in C minor) and The Art of the Fugue (Listen to its main theme).  

On this site

On this web site you can find two piano arrangements of  his "Jesu, Joy of Man's Desiring" (one in primer level and one in level 2); the Prelude in C from the Well Tempered Clavier, several selections from Anna Magdalena's notebook () and a Gavotte from one of his French Suites.
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Life

Beethoven was born in Bonn, Germany, but he moved and made a name for himself in the Vienna, the bustling and exciting capital of Austria.  His father was also a musician, and he encouraged and promoted young Ludwig as best he could.  Unfortunately his father was also very strict with him and the Beethoven family had little money to help him get started.  Unlike Mozart he was not able to travel all over Europe to see wealthy patrons who might hire him.  Despite these difficulties Beethoven did get a few lessons from the older Viennese master, Franz Joseph Haydn, and Beethoven did end up having a very successful musical career.  This success is all the more astonishing considering that he went deaf as a young man.  His anguish about his deafness is described in a touching letter, called the Heilingenstadt testament.  When he died there was a public outpouring, for he had been able to promote himself in a way that far exceeded what his father was able to do for him.

Works

Beethoven's major compositions include his Third Symphony  (The Eroica), his Fifth Symphony and his Ninth symphony.  

On this site

On this web site you can find piano arrangements for the themes to the fifth and ninth symphonies, a Russian Dance, and a Romanze.
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Brahms was a German composer writing at the end of Romantic era.  Instead of writing music which sounded new and daring, like his rival Richard Wagner, Brahms was happy to write in a more traditional style.  Rising out of poverty as a child, Brahms became friends with some of the most important composers of the time, among them Clara and Robert Schumann, and he was admired by many devoted concert goers.

Brahms' major compositions include his four symphonies (listen to the theme to his first symphony movement 4????), and his Hungarian Rhapsodies.  

On this web site you can find a piano arrangement of his familiar lullaby.
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Life

Polish by birth, Chopin moved permanently to Paris where he made a name for himself as a virtuoso pianist and composer of piano pieces.  Although living far from his homeland, he continued to identify closely with Poland, despairing when it was overrun by the Russian Tsar.

Works

Chopin wrote almost exclusively for the piano. His major compositions include waltzes, etudes and Polish dances such as mazurkas.  One of his best known pieces is his Revolutionary etude, supposedly written as a result of the Russian invasion of Poland.
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Life

Grieg was a Norwegian musician who used folk songs from his homeland as inspiration.  As such he was part of a movement during the late 1800s called Nationalism.  Although he was devoted to his native Norwegian music, he studied in Leipzig Germany, and was in frequent contact with the German composer Franz Liszt.  

Works

Grieg is best known for his Piano Concerto and for his incidental music to Ibsen's play, Peer Gynt.  This Peer Gynt Suite includes two popular pieces, "Morning Song", and "In the Hall of the Mountain King."

This site has an arrangement of "Morning Song," from the  Peer Gynt Suite.
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Life

Handel began his musical career in his native Germany, but soon became frustrated with the lack of opportunities to write what he loved the most--operas.  After going to Italy, the country where operas were invented and were still popular, Handel had a long and successful career in London, England.  While in London he continued to write Italian operas, and (after operas fell out of favor) many oratorios.

Works

Handel's best known work is the oratorio, Messiah, which includes the famous "Hallelujah Chorus."  

On this site

On this web site you can find the Christmas carol, "Joy to the World," which Handel composed.
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Life

Haydn's family could not afford to give him music lessons, so his parents sent him to live with some relatives who also taught him music.  Soon his beautiful boy's voice was noticed and he went to a church in Vienna to sing in a boy's choir.  There he continued to learn the rudiments of music as well as being given his meals and a roof over his head.  When his voice broke, though, he could no longer sing in the choir and had a difficult time making ends meet. Fortunately a member of the well-to-do Esterhazy family was so impressed by his abilities, that Haydn was hired to be director of all the music in the vast Esterhazy estate.  Thereafter Haydn lived a secure and satisfying life employed by the Esterhazys.  As his fame grew, he was asked to write compositions for concerts further and further from home.  His greatest success was when he was about to retire from his duties with the Esterhazys.  At that crucial time he wrote some wonderfully successful symphonies in London.  

Works

Haydn wrote many piano sonatas and string quartets.  Listen to..  Among the London Symphonies is his famous Surprise Symphony.
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Life

With his sister Nannerl, Mozart learned music from his father, Leopold.  His father also took him to Italy to learn from some of the best known composers of the time, and to France to perform in front of the King and Queen.  Unfortunately, Mozart was not able to take advantage of these exceptional experiences, and he never was able to get a permanent position with a wealthy patron or a church.  He died young and his last composition was a mass for the dead—a Requiem.  He never knew who was paying him for this major work, but legend has it that Mozart believed he was writing the Requiem for his own funeral.

Works

Mozart is remembered for his operas (listen to "La ci darem la mano" from Don Giovanni), his Symphonies (listen to his 40th symphony in G minor), many piano pieces, and his Requiem.  

On this site

This web site includes a Minuet, probably written for Wolfgang and Nannerl, by their father, Leopold.
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Life

Schumann was primarily a pianist before he injured his fingers.  He had rigged up a mechanical device designed to strengthen his fingers, but unfortunately the result was just the opposite.  Unable to play, he concentrated on composing and writing articles about music.  He married the concert pianist and composer Clara Schumann and befriended the younger composer Johannes Brahms.

Works

Schumann's compositions include a well known piano concerto (listen to the first movement), four symphonies, many songs (listen to ), and piano pieces for children.  

On this site
This website includes two of these children's pieces—Soldier's March and the Wild Horseman.
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Life

Vivaldi was an Italian baroque composer.  He was ordained as a priest and, because of his red hair, he was given the nickname, "the Red priest". Vivaldi specialized in writing concertos to show off the musical talents of the young girls who lived in a Venice orphanage.  Lesser known today, but also important at the time, were the many operas he composed for various Italian communities. Sadly, after all the successes he had with music most of his life, he died poor and forgotten in Vienna.

Works

One of Vivaldi's best known compositions, aside from his concertos, is his Gloria.  

On this site

On this website you can find an arrangement of "Autumn" from the series of violin concertos called The Four Seasons.

