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This paper deals with narrativity in Classic instrumental music, based on the theory of topoi. I would 
like to present a 'Humorous' narrative archetype as predominant in Classic instrumental music, by 
acknowledging its subversive socio-political character. Finally, I would like to share with you a special 
kind of narrative design: that of 'Transformation', where Ancien Régime references evolve into modern 
topoi along one given work, by using one and the same musical material.  

 
1. Narrative Master plots, Classic music. 

Robert HATTEN (1991, 1994, 2004) has described some recurrent narrative archetypes in 
instrumental music as 'expressive genres'. Most narrative analyses confine themselves to the 
repertoire of the 19th century1. Too little attention has been given, to my knowledge, to narrative 
archetypes in the Classic repertoire, or to narrativity altogether in 18th-century instrumental 
music. Wye Jamison ALLANBROOK's application to opera (1983, 2014) of the theory of topics, 
however, invites to a narrative listening of instrumental music, not only from us but probably also 
from contemporary listeners.  

I have elsewhere (2014a) described a 'Humorous' narrative archetype, where the final result of 
some crisis, usually in a parodic tone, is laughter and fun. Now I would like to argue that this 
Humorous narrative archetype is the predominant master plot in Classic music.  

One paradigmatic example of a 'Humorous' expressive genre is Beethoven's concerto in C 
minor op. 37 (1800-03). It revisits military topoi, old fashioned dances, references to tragic opera 
and to the ‘Learned' style from an ironic point of view. The last word, to be sure, corresponds to 
humour. In many other Classic instrumental works, terribly difficult dramaturgic questions or to 
old-fashioned topoi are finally resolved in a liberating 'Laughter' and references to contemporary 
musical practice. That fits the Enlightened attitude, that leaves behind, using Reason and ironic 
distance, the rigid flamboyance of an Ancien Régime that, in those days, was still felt as all-
powerful.  

 

2. Irony, Humour.  

Before looking at the narrative aspect, a preliminary question needs to be addressed: what 
precisely Irony and Humour mean, in this context.  

                                                
1 Eero TARASTI (1994) famously analyzed Chopin's Ballade in G minor and Polonaise-Fantasie, Márta 
GRABÓCZ (1986, 2009) studied narrative patterns in Liszt's music and in Beethoven's Waldstein Sonata, 
Raymond MONELLE's narrative examples (1997, 2000) are also mostly from the 19th and the 20th centuries. 
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Already Charles ROSEN (1971) showed the central role that topoi referring to 'Comedy' play in 
the works of Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven2. Byron ALMÉN's Theory of Musical Narrative 
(2008) adapts Northrop FRYE's classification of literary genres (1957). In it, 'Irony' takes a 
specific role within a semiotic square, opposing 'Romance' and complementing 'Tragedy' and 
'Comedy'. That gives quite a different sense –an extremely critical, purely subversive attitude– to 
what is usually understood as Irony. From Aristotle and Quintilian to our times instead, the 
rhetoric figure of 'Irony' displays a characteristic ambiguity that leads to expressive 
incongruences, as Esti SHEINBERG convincingly showed in her book about Shostakovich and 
irony (2000). It is this traditional irony we are dealing with in Classic music. To be precise, I hope 
to show that it is parody with a satiric intention, as a modality of the larger category of Irony3. 

Parody becomes gradually the usual way of the Viennese Classics to allude to Ancien Régime 
topoi. A good example of that is the Count's aria Vedrò, mentr'io sospiro, at the beginning of the 
third act of Le nozze di Figaro. The aristocratic Almaviva appears closer to Bartolo's buffonesque 
La vendetta aria in the 1st act than to the actual nobility of Donna Anna's Or sai chi l'onore (Don 
Giovanni). Heinrich Christoph Koch observes already in 1795 that comedy, referring parodically 
to tragic opera, has devalued the original forever. As if in Haydn's and Mozart's modern world it 
were becoming impossible to take the opera seria altogether seriously at all4.  

Two main sources of humour can be discerned in the music of the Viennese Classics: derived 
from inner-musical procedures, and dramaturgic.  

To the first category belong jokes directed to interpreters and connaisseur listeners: capricious 
modulations, metric-rhythmic irregularities seem to represent some clumsy composer or 
improviser to make fun of them. The effect is not only surprise, but unpredictability. See e.g. the 
finale of Haydn's op. 33 n. 2: the so-called Joke quartet. A less often quoted example is his Sonata 
in C Hob. xvi: 50.  

 

 

 

 
 

Ex. 1: Haydn, sonata in C Hob. xvi: 50, finale: mm. 79-85. 

 

Inner-musical joking typically involves some parody of the 'Learned' style: e.g. in Mozart's 
Musikalischer Spaß K 522, or in the Scherzo of Beethoven's 5th Symphony, at the begin of the 
second part of the Trio, where the music just frazzles away in a nearly Mahlerian manner. The 
shocking interruptions would sound to a first-time listener as actual mistakes. Ex. 2 presents the 
slightly varied repetition of the section. The topical genre is a parodic stile antico. 

                                                
2 We use inverted single commas to distinguish the real thing from its representation, e.g. Comedy from a 
reference to 'Comedy' in an instrumental piece.  
3 See SHEINBERG 2000, esp. 34f.  
4 Koch (ed.), Journal der Tonkunst, 2 vols. Erfurt 1795, 2: 102. Quoted by ALLANBROOK 1983: 144.  
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Ex. n. 2: Beethoven, Symphony n. 5/III: mm. 197-207. 

 

Second, operas can be a precious key to interpret ironic situations. A dramaturgic context 
allows to identify its translation into an instrumental piece and thus to grasp the irony in musical 
terms. Mozart depicts musically the outsider positions of aristocrats (or wanna-be) by clothing 
their music in Ancien Régime references, as a way to show their being out of time. This is an 
index of the expressive value those references have in a symphony, a sonata or a concerto.  

Two Mozart characters preside as paradigms of wanting to appear as what they are not: 
Basilio and Marcellina, both in Le nozze di Figaro 5 . They have consecutive arias, both 
interpolations by Da Ponte: Il capro e la capretta (n. 24) and In quegli anni (n. 25). In the first, 
Marcellina sees herself as a Handelian heroin, whereas her self-conscious, exaggerated 'Minuet' 
depicts her as a pedantic, weltfremd, bluestocking harridan. Next, Basilio is represented with an 
exemplary parody of the military 'March', immediately followed by musical 'Laughter': see ex. 3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 3: Mozart, Le nozze di Figaro III:  Basilio's aria In quegli anni, begin.  

 
Among modern topoi, the Parody of the 'Military' deserves a prominent place, especially 

within Mozar'ts output. Raymond MONELLE described it (2006: 176f) using the paradigmatic 
example of Non più andrai, in Le nozze di Figaro. The piece combines 'March' with erotic love, a 
certainly subversive match. The famous aria is continued and intensified in the 'March' closing 
the third act, maybe an even clearer example of this parodic topos. No soldiers, but peasants, 
Cherubino and girls, are represented marching against an abusive aristocrat. The combination of 
'March' and 'Comedy' equals a derision on obsolete, albeit still powerful forces6. It is a 
paradigmatic example for many allusions to the 'Martial' topic in Mozart's music.  

                                                
5 We follow here ALLANBROOK 1983: 159-167. 
6 Cf. ALLANBROOK 1983: 152-155.  
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A sophisticated translation to instrumental music of a parodic 'Military' semantic field is to be 
found in Mozart's Jupiter symphony. In its first movement, the juxtaposition of forte 'drum-rolls' 
on strings and winds with lyrical 'laments' in piano, in two consecutive sets, reduces both 
incompatible elements to the parody of themselves, if only because of their immediate closeness: 
see ex. 4a.  

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 4a: W.A. Mozart, Symphony K 551, I, begin. 

 

From m. 24 on, the initial, ambiguous version of the theme, forte tutti, leaves the stage to an 
overtly parodic version of the same theme, piano, on woodwind soloists (Ex. 4b). Notice the 
'Laughter' on m. 25ff., which is arguably the hermeneutic clue of the passage7.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 4b: W.A. Mozart, Symphony K 551 I: mm. 24-27. 

 

Both sources of derision, the inner-musical jokes and the social-subversive parodies, match 
Henri BERGSON's reflection (1900) on human laughter, namely some kind of rigidity, be it the 
body embarrassing the soul, the letter harassing the spirit, and so forth. Both the awkward 
musician and the Ancien Régime character are laughed at because of their inelasticity. They are 
unable to evaluate adequately the current situation. In terms of cultural history, Ancien Régime 
references in Classic music can be seen as modern variants of the stock character in Ancient 
Greek comedy Alazṓn (ἀλαζών)8, Plautus's Miles Gloriosus, the grotesque Il Capitano in the 

                                                
7 The 'Laughter' topic has been described in GRIMALT 2014b, 2015.  
8 ARISTOTLE, Nic. Eth., 1108a12.  
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Commedia dell'arte or Cervantes's Don Quichotte9. In all these cases, comedy unmasks and 
ridicules a braggart with a distorted relationship to reality.  

There seems to be a historical progression within Haydn's and Mozart's music. At their youth, 
especially when addressing their aristocratic mentors, symbols of the Ancien Régime dominate 
the scene; the only questioning of the status quo is found in a mild Galant Style. Progressively, 
however, Humour takes the overhand. In their mature works, the predominant style derives its 
topical vocabulary from comedy. All references to the old, hierarchic world are pronounced from 
an ironic distance and shown as incongruent with the actual tone of the discourse. Finally, there 
seems to be a last phase where opera seria topics are taken seriously again. Prefiguring the 
Romantic aesthetic, works such as Mozart's late concertos in D minor and C minor, or 
Beethoven's Funeral March' in the Third Symphony seem to leave irony aside to identify with the 
tragic vocabulary of aristocratic opera as means of individual expression.  

 
3. A classification of topoi according to their historical and political value. 
The dichotomy between modern and pre-modern references seems to be an operative category 

to interpret the expressive meaning and a narrative sense in the works of the Viennese Classics. 
To every Ancien Régime topos a reference to the composer's contemporary world can be 
adduced: see table n. 1.  

ANCIEN	RÉGIME	 MODERNITY	

Opera	seria,	Tragedy.		 Opera	buffa,	Comedy.		

Nature	Imitation	 Irony,	parody.	Music	about	music.	

Classical	Restraint	 Immoderate	Realism.	

Menuet,	Sarabande.	 Waltz,	Contredanse.	

Vocal	+	Theatre	 Vocal	+	Chamber	

Gregorian	Chant,	Hymn.	 Pantheism,	alternative	spirituality.	

Erotic	love,	Pastoral,	Exoticism.		

Polyphony,	Counterpoint.		 Motivic	Work,	Autonomy.		

Military,	collective	authority.	 Parody	of	the	Military	

Necessity,	Destiny.	 Arbitrariness,	Will.	Artistic	work	as	a	shelter.	

Table n. 1: Structural oppositions Pre-modern / Modern in Classic Music. 

 
The ironic distance implied by Haydn's stylus mixtus, the mixing of topics from opera seria 

and comedy, of march and contredanse, puzzled and amazed his contemporaries, and it is one of 

                                                
9 Cf. ALMÉN 2008: 188f. In Aristofanes's comedies, a personal animadversion against the bully military 
seems to match Mozart's attitude towards them.  
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the signs of his music's high quality. Other Viennese composers of the time such as Wagenseil or 
Monn (cf. BROWN 1986) do not use this characteristic disarming humour.  

In a context of political repression, the subversive power of humour has been a constant at all 
times. Charles Rosen's statement that the last mask of Classical music is comedy can be shown in 
its political value through topical and narrative analysis. The outbreak of instrumental music 
during the 18th century made it possible and safe to deal with political subjects in the context of 
post-revolutionary Restoration. Even if the new sonatas and symphonies were largely based on 
the imitation of theatrical situations, the absence of any text invited composers to allude to 
sensitive matters and to express their desire for social and political changes in a characteristically 
indirect way. Leaving aside the jokes for-musicians-only, let us concentrate on the subtle critique 
of the Ancien Régime through topical allusion, and see three basic arrangement possibilities how 
they could offer a narrative reading in Classic instrumental works.  

 

4. Master-plot Subgroups  

Attending to the expressive value of their topical allusions, three main groups of narrative 
designs or masterplots can be discerned:  

1. Juxtaposition (parataxis) or combination (troping); 

2. Circular masterplot: [Comedy, Pathetic, Comedy], as in Haydn's cello concertos; 

3. Linear masterplot, where the point of arrival differs from the point of departure.  
a. 'Tragic to Triumphant, or Transcendent, or Tragic'.  
b. 'Transformation' 

1) Coexistence. Parataxis (placing side by side) is opposed to syntaxis. The arrangement in 
a parataxis does not imply a clear hierarchy within its elements, whereas a syntactic text offers a 
well-organized global design, with a meaningful relationship between its elements. Oftentimes in 
Classic instrumental music an episode of two expressively opposing topics can be observed, 
without constituting an overall narrative design. The aforementioned main theme of Mozart's 
Jupiter Symphony K 551/I (ex. 4a) can be seen as an example of a paratactic arrangement, where 
the 'Parodic March' and the 'Lyric' are so immediately close that they disavow each other10. To 
incongruent combinations, oftentimes some other sign of 'Irony' or 'Humor' accompany the 
narrative. Among them, the topic of 'Laughter' deserves a prominent place, as we saw in ex. 4b.  

Oftentimes, opposing topoi appear to be combined in imaginative tropes, to use Robert 
Hatten's term11. Rather than being placed side to side, 'Parodic March' and '(Parodic) Lyricism' 
feature one upon each other, for instance in Haydn's Lark quartet (ex. 5):  

 

 

                                                
10 To be sure, even in paratactic combinations an overall design can be ascerned. Here, the closing Epilogue 
theme (mm. 101-120) yields the last word to 'Comedy' in both the Exposition and the first movement, 
which invites the listener to reinterpret all former topical allusions in an ironic sense.  
11 For the term trope, cf. HATTEN 1994: 161-196, HATTEN 2004: 15f.  
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Ex. 5: J. Haydn, Quartet op. 64 n. 5 'The Lark'/I: begin.  

 

The ironic incongruence of both incompatible topoi combined is further enhanced by the 
parodic use of the 'Learned' and the 'Pathetic' styles, including capricious harmonies and rhythms. 
Finally, a reference to 'Laughter' in the Epilogue of this first movement (m. 50) confirms and 
rounds up its comedic outcome. The narrative pattern is thus the same as that of the first 
movement of the Jupiter symphony.  

2) Circular. Second, the 'Circular' plot can be seen as the instrumental translation of a 
typical comedy plot, with a neutral or positive begin, a conflict in the middle (imbroglio) and a 
happy end. Most works that start in a galant, humorous tone, without overtly parodying Ancien 
Régime topoi, can be classified under this category. For instance, both Haydn's concertos for 
violoncello in C Hob. VIIb:1 (1765) and in D VIIb/2 (1783).  

3) Linear. Paradoxically, the linear masterplot of a sonata cycle, derived from an inner-
musical design, the Suite, will turn into the most conspicuously programmatic genre in the 19th 
century. It is on Haydn's models, in turn adapting the overall sequence of the dance suite, that 
Beethoven creates sonatas, symphonies and concertos with a deliberate narrative design. To these 
belong the "expressive genres" or narrative archetypes "Tragic to triumphant", "Tragic to 
transcendent" or "Tragic to Tragic"12. The latter is usually understood as the frustrated attempt to 
reach triumph, thus as a tragic variant of the 'happy-end' design, and not as a 'circular' narrative 
plot. See e.g. Beethoven's sonatas op. 13 Pathétique, op. 31 n. 2 Tempest, or op. 57 

                                                
12 Such narrative archetypes were described as "expressive genres" by Robert HATTEN 1994: 79, 85-87.  
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Appassionata13. The dims of hope within movements and in the central movements of these 
works are shockingly demented in the final, dysphoric part of the cycle.  

Based on Northrop FRYE's literary theories (1957), Byron ALMÉN (2008) distinguishes 
between an ironic and a comedian narrrative archetype. The former aims at displacing the initial 
hierarchy, whereas the latter ends happily, implicitly affirming the social order. In Classic music, 
however, one observes mostly a singular mixture of both, in what ALMÉN (2008: 173) aptly calls 
"ironic phase[s] of comedy". Ancien Régime symbols are questioned and laughed at, but in the 
end 'Laughter' and 'Joy' are the usual final result.  

 

5. Master-plot Subgroups: 'Transformation'.  

Within the linear narrative design, I would like to introduce the variant of 'Transformation'. In 
Haydn's, Mozart's and Beethoven's music, a humorous narrative process can take the form of a 
transformation. The same musical motif starts as a symbol of 'Pre-modernity' and turns along the 
piece into a reference to the longed-for 'Modernity'. Thus the very musical elements that used to 
function as antagonists turn to protagonists.  

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. n. 6a: Beethoven, Symphony n. 2 op. 36/II, begin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. n. 6b: Beethoven, Symphony n. 2 op. 36/II, mm. 82-86. 

 

A subtle example of 'Transformation' occurs in the 2d movement Larghetto of Beethoven's 2d 
symphony (1800-1802). Just as it happens with Marcellina's aforementioned aria, the initial topos 

                                                
13 Cf. HATTEN 2004: 273f.  
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is 'Minuet', so archetypical it becomes suspect of parody14. The suspicion is confirmed over the 
course of the movement, as the buffo references increasingly displace the Ancien Régime point of 
departure. To grasp the narrative effect of the procedure, compare the initial main theme (Ex. n. 
6a) with the Epilogue mm. 82ff. (Ex. n. 6b). 

An even clearer example: in Beethoven's C minor Trio op. 1 n. 3, the main theme starts as a 
'Menuet' and mutates as a 'Ländler'. Cf. ex. n. 7a. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. n. 7a: Beethoven, Trio op. 1/3/I: begin. 

 

Adding to the 'Menuet' topic an allusion to opera seria can be heard: a 'Menacing unison', one 
of the indexes of the Ombra topic15. This archaic initial motif questions itself immediately –with 
the rhetoric figure of the 'Interrogatio' in pianissimo–, suggesting that another turn of things 
might be possible (Ex. n. 7a). And indeed, the recapitulation of this first theme brings a 
transformation of the initial, Ancien Régime topics into references to a contemporary soundscape, 
i.e. 'Waltz' and 'Comedy'. See ex. n. 7b: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. n. 7b: Beethoven, Trio op. 1/3/I: mm. 224-229. 

 

                                                
14 ALLANBROOK (1983: 164) calls the explicit 'Minuet' reference in Il capro e la capretta not just "minuet", 
but "minuet-as-posture".  
15 Elaine Sisman calls this the 'Stentorian Unison'. Cf. SISMAN 2014: pp. 107f. For the 'Ombra' topic, cf. 
MCCLELLAND 2012 and 2014.  
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The 'Minuet', symbolising the obsolete world of absolutist monarchy, is replaced by the rural 
Alpine 'Waltz'. Within this opposition, the latter represents 'the people', to put it in Herder's terms, 
or 'Joy', or 'present time' – values the Enlightenment saw as incompatible with the Ancien 
Régime. The symbolic value of this transformation is strongly enhanced by Beethoven using one 
and the same musical material for both references, aristocratic and popular. The 'Waltz' not only 
deplaces 'Minuet' and 'Ombra', it replaces it. The mutation is underlined by a change from the 
minor to the major mode, which shows the affective aspect of the procedure. Moreover, the tutti 
texture has been replaced by an individual manifestation on the cello.  

A similar transformation in narrative terms can be heard in the work mentioned at the start of 
this paper, Beethoven's concerto in C minor op. 37 (1800). The somber 'March' that begins its 
first movement (Ex. 8a) is transfigured into a 'Contredanse' in the finale (Ex. 8b). 

 

 

 

Ex. n. 8a: Beethoven, Concerto op. 37 in C minor I: begin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. n. 8b: Beethoven, Concerto op. 37 in C minor III: begin. 

 

Motivically, the finale motif could be seen as a retrograde inversion of the initial 'March' 
theme. The affirmative triadic and tonic formula turns into a questioning, dissonant motif in the 
dominant: see ex. 8c. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. n. 8c: Beethoven, Concerto op. 37 in C minor:  
Urlinie of main motifs from I and III. 
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Again, in the finale's conclusion (Presto) the minor mode yields to major, as to reveal the 
liberating, exhilarating side of the narrative's result. In this case, the 'Contredanse' theme takes the 
cloak of another modern genre, the Deutsch 'Waltz'. Note the unequivocal comedian replies on 
woodwinds.  

In fact, the final parodic 'Contredanse' had been announced already in the coda of the first 
movement (Ex. n. 8d), with its rhythmic genre marker, an eighth rest followed by three equal 
eighths:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. n. 8d: Beethoven, Concerto op. 37 in C minor I: mm. 492-496. 

 

Now the 'Contredanse' has a particular symbolic value within Beethoven's expressive palette. 
It is the reference he chose for the triumphal finale of his Third Symphony (1804), by re-using the 
theme from his own Prometheus music (1801). So he might associate with this egalitarian, 
modern dance the qualities of Prometheus, mythological titan and benefactor of mankind16.  

 
 
Conclusions 

The category of 'Irony' was absent in 20th-century interpretations of the Classic repertoire. The 
need of a Classical music that would soothe the souls after both World Wars could help to explain 
the gross misunderstanding resulting17. The difference in perception of one and the same artworks 
(see Table n. 2) is striking, and that ambiguity is one of the core features of irony: there is always 
a literal and an ironic reading possible. Among connoisseurs, however, a shift has been taking 
place, from the 1980s on. The movement for a historical performance practice, starting two 
decades before, has played a major role in favouring this. In my teaching experience, and in 
informal talks with experienced interpreters, showing the role of Irony in Classic music seems to 
be a certain revelation about the sense of this precious part of our heritage.  

 

                                                
16 The Eroica Variations op. 35 (1802) are in between both works. Cf. SWAFFORD 2014: pp. 331-368. 
17 That is Nikolaus Harnoncourt's interpretation: see ENDER 2012.   
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2D	HALF	18TH	CENTURY	 2D	HALF	20	TH	CENTURY	

Stimulating	 Soothing	

Musical	Meaning	 Esoterism,	Music	of	the	Spheres	

Irony	 Seriousness	

Political,	ideological	issues	 Idealistic,	Sublime	issues	

Table n. 2: Two perceptions of the Classic Repertoire 
 

The transformation of Ancien Régime topoi into modern ones can be seen as part of a 
subversive sociopolitical programme within the historical context of Enlightenment. If a piece 
starts as a tragic 'Minuet' and ends as a merry 'Waltz', that amounts to a narrative device. It is a 
musical representation of the old world transforming itself into a longed-for new, better world. 
All along the 18th century, liberal and reactionary forces were struggling against each other. These 
struggles reach a first culmination at the turn of the 19th century with the French Revolution 
(1789) and with the reaction to it, Restauration and the Congress of Vienna (1814-15).  

Wye Jamison ALLANBROOK (1983: 99) showed how the parody of the 'Military' in Non più 
andrai (Le nozze di Figaro) symbolizes its opposite: pastoral love, earthly bliss. It represents 
humankind's humorous combat and victory against brute force18. Alas, the news prove day in day 
out how valid and current this message from our Classics is.  

 

Joan Grimalt 
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