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Musical Openings (Making Music, Part 1) 
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Prefatory – Continuum – Unsettling – Formulaic – Enigmatic – Capricious – Perfunctory – Spacious – Motivic 

– Ceremonial – Appropriated – Meta – Organal – Homophonic – Polyphonic – Subtextual – Grandiose – 
Soliloquy – Anticipatory – Colloquial – Disorientating – Timpanic – Pictorial – Contradictory 

  
The opening of Beethoven’s début symphony is unusual. Sketches for Beethoven’s 1st Symphony survive from 
1797 and the symphony was premièred in Vienna three years later. The opening few bars don’t sound that unusual 
to us today, but in late-18th century terms the musical effect is gently disruptive. Beethoven’s 1st Symphony opens 
with a dissonance: a chord that requires resolution. Dissonance had been used by Haydn at the opening of two of 
his string quartets – op. 74 no, 1 of 1793 and op. 33 no. 4 of 1781 (the first is a Prefatory opening and the second 
a Continuum opening). A Prefatory opening uses a pithy device to grab the listener’s attention (as, for instance, 
the introductory chord to The Beatles 1964 classic ‘A Hard Day’s Night’). A Continuum opening affects to start 
as if in the middle of something that is already in motion (20th-century examples of this are the openings of 
Prokofiev’s 4th and 5th Piano Concertos of 1931 and 1932 respectively). Haydn’s op. 33 string quartets heavily 
influenced Mozart’s op. 10 set of string quartets; for this reason, Mozart’s op. 10 set is known (slightly confusingly) 
as the ‘Haydn’ string quartets. The last of the set of six is known as the ‘Dissonance’ quartet and creates a tonally 
disorientating effect at the outset. This Unsettling opening predicts some of the harmonic twists that would 
become part of the rich harmonic language of the Romantic era – musical prophecy, of sorts. Passages like this 
prompted Haydn to observe that Mozart ‘is the greatest composer known to me either in person or by name. He 
has taste and, what is more, the most profound knowledge of composition’.  
 
Just over two years after Mozart’s ‘Dissonance’ Quartet was completed, Mozart’s father died (on 28 May 1787). 
Mozart’s father had exerted considerable musical influence upon his son and, in particular, he had begged his son 
to have nothing to do with what he saw as the superficial musical effects of the Mannheim School. Leopold 
Mozart had little to fear, since Wolfgang showed little regard for specific Mannheim devices – Mozart had his own 
ways of making an audience sit up. Haydn was similarly unaffected by the superficial innovations promoted by 
the Mannheim Orchestra, except that Haydn’s 1st Symphony of 1759 begins with one of the favourite devices of 
the Mannheim School – the Mannheim ‘Roller’. The Roller – a roller was a landslide – comprised a gradual 
crescendo and rising melodic line above a repeated note in the Bass of the orchestra. This is a Formulaic opening.  
  
Beethoven’s 1st Symphony is clearly influenced by the symphonic writing of his onetime teacher, Haydn. It is 
often stated that the 14 months of lessons that Beethoven took with Haydn from 1792 to 1794 were unsatisfactory 
for both composers, and it is certainly the case that Beethoven would have preferred to have studied with Mozart, 
had it not been for Mozart’s untimely death in 1791. But Haydn’s influence on Beethoven is clear, and never more 
so that in the opening of the final movement of Beethoven’s 1st Symphony. A loud chord, then a reticent three-
note ascent, then three notes become four notes, then five, next six, and seven – with a pause on the highest note 
– and finally the whole eight-note scale leads to a jaunty theme. Another Formulaic opening. If you didn’t know, 
you would instantly identify this opening as by Haydn; and it is genuinely funny. Indeed, so unashamedly 
humorous was the opening of this movement perceived to be, that in the symphony’s performance in Halle in 
1809, the conductor Daniel Türk cut the introductory musical joke and began the movement with the main theme. 
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Haydn died in that very year, and it seems that symphonic humour died with him. What didn’t die was Haydn’s 
musical influence, which continued long into the 19th century, not least in the field of oratorio. With The Creation 
of 1798, Haydn designed a new template for the oratorio – a remarkable achievement for a composer of 
pensionable age. The Enigmatic opening of The Creation depicts the opening of the Book of Genesis: ‘In the 
beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form…’. Haydn’s ‘formless’ musical 
opening (entitled ‘Representation of Chaos’) confounds Classical expectations of harmony, melody, rhythm, form, 
and texture. It is difficult nowadays to perceive how unusual this music would have sounded at the close of the 
18th century, not least because many of the ‘formless’ gestures of the opening bars of The Creation became stock-
in-trade for composers of the Romantic era. To appreciate Haydn’s cleverly chaotic imagination fully, we have to 
ignore the musical developments of the 19th and 20th centuries and don 18th-century ears. The same historical 
aural transplant has to take place in order to appreciate fully the Capricious opening of the last movement of 
Mozart’s K522. In the 20th century this movement was used (with a straight face) as the signature tune for BBC 
television’s ‘The Horse of the Year Show’. In other words, the humour of Mozart’s A Musical Joke was lost on 
its modern audience and it merely became a jaunty musical trigger – come and sit down; David Vine’s on!  
  
Context is everything where musical openings are concerned, and in particular the explanation of bygone jokes is 
an uphill struggle. To quote a famous opening: ‘The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.’ (L. 
P. Hartley The Go-Between). Perfunctory openings were another Haydnesque feature, as in the third of the string 
quartets op. 71, written in 1793 for performance during Haydn’s second visit to London. A short, full, loud chord 
is followed by silence, and then the main theme is heard. The lack of a slow introduction – as would have been 
expected from Haydn at the time – confounds the listener’s expectation. But perhaps the most famous Classical 
opening to dispense with a slow introduction is Beethoven’s Symphony No. 3. The ‘Eroica’ begins with two 
hammer blow chords and then plunges straight into the exposition. Urgent, impatient, and trailblazing. For some 
people the opening of the ‘Eroica’ hails the beginning of Romanticism in music. Equally Romantic, but in a very 
different way is the opening of Beethoven’s next symphony. The 4th begins with a Spacious opening – as does 
Bruckner’s Symphony No. 4 and Vaughan Williams’s Tallis Fantasia, the latter of which spawned the evocatively 
Spacious opening of Pink Floyd’s 1975 album Wish you were here. Beethoven’s trio of incomparably innovative 
symphonic openings culminated in the iconic opening of the 5th Symphony. Four notes and one interval (the 
falling Third) comprise classical music’s most famous opening motif. The Motivic opening of Beethoven’s 5th 
actually comprises five elements, not four. The short rest before the first note is an integral part of the motif, and 
it gives life to the four notes that follow it throughout the whole movement. The presence of this rest is unknown 
to most listeners. Some conductors ignore this opening rest and conduct from the first note. A more rhythmic, 
clearer, and literal response is to conduct the opening rest, thereby making clear the five-pronged feature of this 
insistent motif. ‘This is the sound of fate knocking at the door’ – as Beethoven may or may not have actually said. 
And the clenching of the fist before knocking insistently upon the door is an integral part of that gesture.  
  
To begin at the beginning: plainsong (or plainchant, depending on how you translate the Latin tag ‘cantus planus’) 
had begun as improvised chanting of the Bible and the Latin liturgy. Singing carries well in a large building, it adds 
solemnity to the liturgy, it is easier to sing than to speak for prolonged periods, and if two or more people 
collectively wish to deliver a written passage together, it is easier to do so coherently by singing together than by 
group recitation. Plainchant openings are Formulaic since they follow the rise and fall of the words that they 
project. Frequently such openings are stepwise, and more of them initially move upwards rather than downwards 
(the proposed ideal is of a rising and falling melodic arch, although in practice that is a chimera). But there are also 
attention-grabbing leaping figures such as the openings of the Gloria of Mass XI and the Sanctus of Mass IV 
(upward 4ths), the Gloria of Mass XII and the Sanctus of Mass V (upward 5ths), and the descending Major triads 
of the openings of the Sanctus of Mass IX and Credo III. Those six examples cover 700 years in the development 
of plainchant (from the 10th to the 17th centuries) and the emergence of these chants over time is complicated, 
to say the least.  
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The history of chant contains a majestic 12th-century blip in the form of Hildegard of Bingen. The nicknamed 
‘Sibyl of the Rhine’ was praised by Professor Christopher Page in his Gresham Lecture ‘Medieval Music: The 
Mystery of Women’ on 18 Feb 2016 thus: ‘I remain, ladies and gentlemen, absolutely unshaken in my conviction 
that Hildegard of Bingen is quite simply one of the most extraordinary creative personalities of the Middle Ages’. 
Page further described Hildegard as ‘not liturgically routine’, ‘ardent’, and ‘rapturous’. Hildegard’s musical 
‘thumbprint’ was identified by the late Audrey Davidson as the interval of a rising 5th. While fewer than half of 
Hildegard’s 78 surviving chants begin with this interval, it is still a highly recognisable feature of Hildegard’s style, 
and the fascination with the interval of the Perfect 5th is one of several ways in which Hildegard’s musical language 
differs from the grammar of Gregorian chant – Hildegard was musically self-taught (‘I have never studied either 
melody or chant’). Most striking of all is Hildegard’s sequence O Euchari in leta via ambulasti (‘St Eucharius, you 
walked upon the blessed way’), which begins with an ascending 5th and immediately follows that interval with an 
ascending 4th. This Ceremonial opening has captured the musical imagination of our own age. Various crossover 
composers have used samples of this chant as the basis of their own compositions, amongst whom are the 
electronic group The Beloved in 1989, Richard Souther in 1994, Troy Donockley in 1999, and Toni Castell in 
2011.  
  
Gregorian chant itself has been sampled for crossover purposes, and not without controversy. In 1976, Capella 
Antiqua of Munich made a recording of Gregorian chant called Paschale Mysterium (‘The Mystery of Easter’). Its 
second track, Procedamus in pace! (Let us proceed in peace!’), was sampled by Michael Cretu and used as the basis 
of a 1990 single ‘Sadeness (Part 1)’ for his newly-formed group Enigma. A lawsuit four years later resulted in Cretu 
settling out of court; a presumed admission that someone else’s work had been plagiarised. Legalities aside, this is 
an example of an Appropriated opening. A related example portrays a Meta opening. The new-age ambient 
electronic music duo Delerium released their track ‘Silence’ as a single in 1999. It repeatedly used the incipit of the 
Gloria of plainchant Mass XI. At this stage the song was essentially a vocal trance song, much in keeping with the 
spirit of the 1990s. The song was later re-cast and became a club dance hit with a more up-tempo beat behind it 
– but the plainchant was then cut out, thereby just leaving the musical scaffolding which had previously 
surrounded it.  
  
The advent of polyphony brought with it impressive musical openings. The 9thcentury treatise Musica Enchiriadis 
(‘Music Manual’) describes the practice of improvising a second part against pre-existent plainchant. In ‘Simple 
Organum’ the chant travels at a parallel consonant interval (either an Octave, a Perfect 5th, or a Perfect 4th) above 
the existing plainchant. The aural effect is a grand one – certainly compared to that of unadulterated plainchant. 
Such Organal openings define the sound of the earliest polyphony. In ‘Free Organum’ the openings are less 
impressive in that the improvised part begins on the same note before diverting from the existing chant. This 
model of early part-music beginning on intervals of the Unison, Octave, Perfect 5th, or Perfect 4th (simple whole-
number frequency ratios of 1:1, 2:1, 3:2, and 4:3 respectively) has recently been augmented by the discovery of an 
example of two-part music thought to have originated in North-Western Germany around the year 900. Sancte 
Bonifati (‘St Boniface’), for two voices, was found squatting at the foot of a manuscript in the British Library 
(Harley 3019) in 2010 by Giovanni Varelli. Notwithstanding the problems of deciphering Palaeofrankish musical 
notation, the manuscript seems to indicate that a piece of early polyphony might have begun with the interval of 
a Major 3rd (frequency ratio 5:4). Traditional views of early polyphony had hitherto regarded the Major 3rd 
(ubiquitous as a starting interval since the late Renaissance) as too dissonant for consideration as an opening 
interval by the musicians of Late Antiquity. We live in exciting times, as clearly did the musical innovators of the 
10th century.  
  
Two centuries later, Léonin was still composing two-voice organa, but whose openings remain controversial. 
There is dispute as to whether, in the case of Léonin’s Viderunt omnes (‘All [the ends of the earth] have seen’), 
for instance, both voices should enter simultaneously with the highly dissonant interval of a Major 7th, or whether 
the lower voice should wait until the upper voice has sung its first two notes so that the lower voice may join in 
at the highly consonant interval of an Octave. The less dissonant latter practice creates an Organal opening, while 
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the former portrays a markedly Ceremonial opening. And whatever the effect of Léonin’s two-voice organum, the 
four-voice setting of the same text by Léonin’s supposed pupil Pérotin presents one of the most impressively 
Ceremonial openings of the entire canon. If suppositions are correct, then Christmas Day of 1198 in the cathedral 
of Notre-Dame de Paris might have witnessed the first performance of Pérotin’s Viderunt omnes.  
  
For the composers of the Renaissance, there were essentially three opening choral gambits. The first was to begin 
with an incipit or verse of unadulterated plainchant. The second was to bring in all voices of the choir 
simultaneously (a Homophonic opening). And the third was to stagger the entries of the voice parts (a Polyphonic 
opening). Liturgical propriety, the nature of the text, the proficiency of the local singers, and the wilfulness, 
competence, and whim of the composer would all have affected the choice of the opening texture. Thomas Tallis’s 
evening hymn Te lucis ante terminum (‘To Thee before the close of day’) begins with plainchant; William Byrd’s 
Easter Day miniature Terra tremuit (‘The earth quaked’) begins homophonically; and Robert Parsons’s Marian 
antiphon Ave Maria (‘Hail Mary’) begins polyphonically. Each provides a magnificently atmospheric opening to a 
highly effective and moving piece of liturgical music. No one form of opening is preferable to another: like all 
musical openings, beauty is in the ear of the listener, although those ears can be heavily manipulated by a 
competent composer. Few composers of the late Renaissance were more manipulative than Carlo Gesualdo, 
whose subsequent guilt at committing double murder (although not illegal, since he caught his wife and her lover 
in flagrante) led to many self-pitying technical devices within his music. The opening of the five-voice motet 
Peccantem me quotidie (‘As I was sinning daily’) has Gesualdo’s opening voice descend by the interval of a 6th (a 
semi-legal opening gesture – a 5th or smaller would have met expectations). Moreover, the second voice enters 
on an unprepared dissonance (a flagrant disobedience). So, at the opening of this tortured motet, Gesualdo 
confesses his culpability, albeit seemingly without contrition, for educated musicians of the day to hear: a 
Subtextual opening.  
  
Renaissance Homophonic openings have their culmination in Bach’s Mass in B minor. An orchestrally 
ornamented five-voice texture announces the opening of the Missa. A wall of sound projects a visceral cry: Kyrie 
eleison (‘Lord have mercy’). From a different era, but no less aurally impressive is the Homophonic opening of 
Arvo Pärt’s St John Passion – Passio. But the late-20th century twist is that the opening chord is in Second 
Inversion rather than in Root Position – a dissonant sound that would have been unimaginable in Bach’s day, but 
which sounds troublingly consonant today. This dramatically unstable opening suits the start of this harrowing 
oratorio, which was completed in 1982 as Pärt left his native Estonia for Austria.  
  
The openings of these masterpieces by Bach and Pärt are Homophonic openings, but they are both Grandiose 
openings too. Late-19th century Russian music provided a high incidence of Grandiose openings, one of the best-
known of which is the start of Tchaikovsky’s 1st Piano Concerto. The opulent opening pits four French Horns 
against punctuations from the full orchestra (although the piece actually begins with half a bar’s worth of rests). 
While this French Horn opening is regarded as an important introduction to the entry of the piano, the Hungarian 
composer György Kurtág focused only on the piano writing when recomposing this opening for his own pleasure. 
In Hommage à Tchaikovsky, Kurtág begins with the opening piano motif rendered as palm clusters in the rhythm 
and pitch areas of Tchaikovsky’s concerto. A Grandiose opening, yes, but also humorous and cynical.  
  
A handful of years before Tchaikovsky began work on his 1st Piano Concerto, Wagner’s opera Die Meistersinger 
von Nürnburg (‘The Mastersingers of Nuremberg’) was premièred in Munich. The Ceremonial opening of Die 
Meistersinger is in marked contrast to the opening of Wagner’s earlier drama Tristan & Isolde, which had been 
premièred in the same city just three years earlier. Cited by some as the starting point of ‘modern’ music (a term 
that means much less now than it did even 50 years ago), this Enigmatic opening unlocked the door to atonality. 
In other words, at the opening of Wagner’s epic music-drama, the key of the music is not immediately apparent 
to the listener. A similar enigma is created by the opening of Debussy’s symphonic poem Prélude à l’après-midi 
d’un faune (‘Prelude to the afternoon of a faun’) of 1894. The piece opens with a solo flute outlining the interval 
of a tritone – a tonally neutral interval – and is therefore also cited by some as the starting point of modern music. 
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This sensuously meandering flute melody is an example of a Soliloquy opening. Equally famous is the controversial 
Soliloquy opening of Stravinsky’s ballet, Le Sacre du printemps (‘The Rite of spring’), premièred in Paris in 1913. 
At the time, the opening soliloquy, high up in the bassoon’s register, was regarded as nearly unplayable – it is much 
more approachable to bassoonists now. Certainly, the sound of those bassoon notes to a Parisian pre-Great War 
audience was primitivistic, in keeping with the theme of The Rite and its famously shocking choreography, 
costumes, and staging. A more audience-friendly Soliloquy opening by a Russian composer is the beautiful 
Phrygian mode solo clarinet beginning to Prokofiev’s 3rd Piano Concerto of 1921 – the concerto was first sketched 
back in 1913, the year of the première of Stravinsky’s Rite: chalk and cheese.  
  
All openings are anticipatory, but some openings are more anticipatory than others. The opening of Beethoven’s 
9th Symphony (completed in 1824) anticipates nothing less than the musical developments of the next half century 
and more. Beethoven’s ‘Choral’ Symphony opens with a bare Fifth (as did the ‘Simple Organa’ of the 10th century) 
on a chord that turns out to be the Dominant and not the Tonic. A much more protracted Anticipatory opening 
from the early 1850s is the opening of Wagner’s Ring cycle. The Prelude to Das Rheingold (‘The Rhinegold’) 
opens with a long, held note in the Double Basses. The Double Basses are joined by bassoons to form the interval 
of a 5th (echoes of the 10th century again). A chord of E flat major emerges, and this expansive beginning has 
been taken to depict either the depths of the River Rhine or indeed Creation itself. More prosaically, it has been 
noted that thunder flush toilets of the 1850s had bowls whose resonant frequency was an E-flat. So when Wagner 
imagined the running water of the Rhine, he would subliminally be perceiving the note E flat.  
  
Musical openings are generally integral to the musical item that they precede. From the Formulaic opening of 
Bach’s ‘Air on the G string’ (the ‘Air’ from Bach’s 3rd Orchestral Suite) and its creatively derivative 1967 début 
single by the rock band Procol Harum (‘A whiter shade of pale’), to British rock group Led Zeppelin’s 1971 song 
‘Stairway to Heaven’ and its alleged precursor: the song ‘Taurus’ by the American band Spirit from three years 
earlier [but isn’t the point of Formulaic openings that they are formulaic?]. So too is Bach’s C-Major Prelude, 
which opens ‘The 48’, and Gounod’s derivative Ave Maria. Integral too are the Anticipatory opening of ‘Mars, 
the Bringer of War’ from Gustav Holst’s suite for large orchestra The Planets (with its belligerently orchestrally 
ligneous opening and 5/4 time signature) and the equally belligerent but Colloquial opening of Leonard Bernstein’s 
music for West Side Story (whether the threateningly whistled version of the film score or the full-on orchestral 
opening of the Symphonic Dances version). Disorientating openings can be integral too, as in the de-tuned 
(scordatura) diabolical violin opening of Danse Macabre by Camille Saint-Saëns or Jimi Hendrix’s tritone-infused 
psychedelic rock song ‘Purple Haze’, released in 1967. The Timpanic openings of Beethoven’s violin concerto 
(four kettledrum beats) or of Grieg’s Piano Concerto (a kettledrum roll) have become familiar, and therefore 
integral to our expectations. In the latter case the solo drum roll did not constitute Grieg’s first (1872) version. 
Originally the kettledrum crescendo was accompanied by two French Horns and a tuba, moreover with all of the 
strings playing a quiet pizzicato note right at the start. The 1906 version excised the orchestral start and left it to 
the timpanist alone to introduce the piano soloist, although in this later (and now universally familiar version) a 
short chord from the whole orchestra underscores the piano’s first chord. And a Pictorial opening is so integral 
that it depicts the subject of the piece. The Overture to The Wasps (incidental music to Aristophanes’ play of the 
same name) by Ralph Vaughan Williams is visually and aurally contextualised at the outset (in a humorous manner 
worthy of Aristophanes) by a buzzing string section (minus the Double Basses – wasps are small).  
  
To finish, here are two examples from different ends of the spectrum of contradiction. Richard Strauss wrote his 
tone poem Also Sprach Zarathustra in 1896. It opens up the tonal spectrum from a low rumble, through a short 
trumpet fanfare, to a Major chord quickly transformed into a Minor one. The next sentence repeats the gesture 
but with the Minor chord resolved to Major. This Contradictory opening mirrors another famous Contradictory 
opening: ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of 
foolishness…’ (Charles Dickens A Tale of Two Cities). But perhaps the most famous contradiction within the 
subject of musical openings was created by the Italian Baroque composer Claudio Monteverdi. In 1607 
Monteverdi began his opera Orfeo with a Ceremonial opening for brass instruments – a Perfect Fifth drone at 
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the bottom of the texture, arpeggios in the middle, and scales at the top: the very building blocks of Western 
music. And in 1610, Monteverdi began his Vespers with the same opening. At the opening of the Baroque Era 
(which prided itself on defining the differences between the musical styles of church music, chamber music, and 
theatre music), Monteverdi proved that an impressive opening is an impressive opening, whether it is to announce 
the start of an ancient Greek tragedy, or whether to open the early-evening Office of the Roman Catholic Church. 
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