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OCR AoS2: The concerto through time

by Jane Werry

INTRODUCTION

The Concerto Through Time is arguably the meatiest, content-wise, of all OCR’s new areas of study. It covers 

the development of the orchestra and changing compositional approaches from the Baroque period right up 

to the end of the Romantic era. Not only do students need to get to grips with a range of music that may be 

unfamiliar to them, but they also need to learn a sizeable collection of musical terms in order to be able to 

describe the music accurately in the exam.

As with all preparation for the GCSE exam, you could see it as being divided into two parts:

 � First, knowing the right things.

 � Second, being able to answer exam-style questions.

In order to be able to answer the questions, students need to be able to identify features of the music aurally, 

and then be able to describe them accurately. Having first-hand experience of the music itself will help 

enormously with this.

This resource provides ideas for getting to know the music ‘from the inside’ – that is, by playing it – and also 

strategies for teaching the sheer volume of facts and terms that students need to know.

USING A KNOWLEDGE ORGANISER

A knowledge organiser is a summary of the key knowledge on a particular topic, no more than a page 

long, which can be given to students when they embark on the area of study. It covers all of the facts and 

terminology that students need to know, with everything in numbered lists. The organiser becomes the basis 

for all descriptions and explanations.

Learning a quantity of facts is essentially being able to remember them accurately. Frequently revisiting the 

factual content is the only way to cement this in students’ brains. The knowledge organiser can form the basis 

of frequent, very quick, low-stakes tests and look-cover-write-check activities. For example, the key terms 

could be provided without the definitions as a test, with students writing them in. Alternatively, the definitions 

could be given, with the terms themselves left blank for students to complete.
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This is not to say that you would attempt to cover everything on the knowledge organiser in the first lesson. 

A good way to start would be to present the knowledge organiser and explain that it covers everything that 

students need to know, but then quickly move on to approach a piece of real music through a practical 

workshop. As you go along, use some of the vocabulary and ideas covered on the knowledge organiser, and 

come back to it on the sheet at the end of the lesson, perhaps explaining which parts you expect to be learnt 

for homework in preparation for a very quick test at the start of next lesson.

You might also find these videos useful for introducing and revising the periods of musical history:

 � Baroque music

 � Classical music

 � Romantic music

There is also a quick period identification test here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5rSRh8q77fY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L_WM_IK5iGs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r-CroyOV8jA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PIUB2GcaTig
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Here is a knowledge organiser for AoS2:

Knowledge organiser AoS2: The Concerto Through Time

Key ideas and concepts Key terms

1. Solo and 
orchestra

A concerto involves a solo instrument (solo concerto) 
OR group of solo instruments (concerto grosso) with 
an orchestral accompaniment.

1. Acciaccatura Pronounced a-chak-a-toora. An 
ornament: a very quick, ‘crushed’ 
grace note.

2. Three 
movements

Most concertos are in three movements: 1. fast 
2. slow 3. fast

2. Appoggiatura Pronounced a-poj-a-toora. 
A slightly longer grace note.

3. Virtuosity One of the main ideas of a concerto is to show off 
the capabilities of the solo instrument and/or the solo 
performer.

3. Binary form In two sections: A B.

4. Interplay 
between 
solo and 
orchestra

How the solo instrument(s) interact with the orchestra 
is very important. The orchestra may play the main 
melody or have an accompanying role.

4. Cadenza The orchestra stops and the 
soloist has a virtuosic solo 
section that sounds improvised.

5. Chromatic 
harmony

Harmony that uses more complex 
chords, with notes from outside of 
the major/minor scale.

Concertos timeline 6. Cycle of 5ths A chord progression where the 
root notes are a 5th apart, eg 
E-A-D-G-C.1. Baroque

1600-1750
1. Small orchestra, consisting of strings and 
continuo.

2. Concerto grosso very popular. 7. Commission When someone pays a 
composer to write a specific 
piece.

3. Ritornello form often used for first movement. 
Second movement often very short, sometimes 
improvised.

8. Concertino The group of soloists in a 
concerto grosso.

4. Diatonic harmony, mostly based on chords I, IV 
and V, and cycles of 5ths.

9. Concerto 
grosso

A concerto with a group of 
soloists (not just one soloist).

5. Use of ornaments – mostly left to performer to 
decide.

10. Continuo Continuous bassline, played by 
a bass instrument (often cello) 
and a chord instrument (often 
harpsichord).6. Often uses contrapuntal textures, terraced 

dynamics and melodic sequences.

7. Music feels continuous, each movement has a set 
tempo/mood that does not change.

11. Contrapuntal Polyphonic. Independent lines 
of music combined together.

8. Composers usually employed by nobility or 
the church: had to write pieces their employers 
approved of.

12. Diatonic 
harmony

In a major or minor key. Based 
on chords I, IV and V.

9. JS Bach, Vivaldi, Corelli. 13. Freelance Self-employed.
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2. Classical
1750-1810

1. Medium-sized orchestra. Now has separate 
woodwind section including clarinets. No continuo. 
May have horns and timpani.

14. Melody-
dominated 
homophony

A texture where there is a 
melody and an accompaniment.

2. Nearly all concertos solo. Piano and clarinet 
concertos popular as new instruments.

15. Ornament Decorative notes, eg 
acciaccaturas, appoggiaturas, 
trills.

3. Slightly longer concertos. Sonata form often used 
for first movement. Written-out second movements. 
Rondo form often used in third movement.

16. Periodic 
phrasing

Pairs of phrases organised in a 
question-answer format.

4. Diatonic harmony. 17. Ripieno The orchestral backing in a 
concerto grosso.

5. Ornaments used but often indicated by composer. 18. Ritornello A recurring section.

6. Melody-dominated homophony. Periodic 
phrasing. More subtle changes of dynamics shown 
in score.

19. Rondo A structure with a recurring 
section: eg A B A C A D A.

7. Composers employed but beginning to put on own 
concerts in new concert halls.

20. Sequence Where a motif is repeated 
higher or lower each time.

8. Use of cadenzas. 21. Solo concerto A concerto with only one soloist.

9. Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven. 22. Sonata form A structure with three sections: 
exposition, development and 
recapitulation.

3. Romantic
1810-1910

1. Large orchestra. May include large brass and 
percussion section, and even harp. Brass instruments 
now have valves.

23. Terraced 
dynamics

Either loud or soft. No 
crescendos or diminuendos.

2. Solo concertos, often much longer and more 
virtuosic. Cadenzas very important. Piano, violin and 
cello popular. Celebrity performers. Large concert 
halls.

24. Ternary form In three sections: A B A.

3. Chromatic harmony. 25. Trill Alternating quickly between two 
adjacent notes.

4. Dramatic, emotional music, often with big 
contrasts of mood, dynamics and tempo.

26. Tutti A section in which everybody 
plays.

5. Most composers freelance and relying on 
commissions.

27. Valves On brass instruments, they allow 
playing of every chromatic note.

6. Mendelssohn, Rachmaninov, Tchaikovsky. 28. Virtuosic Difficult to play.
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WORKSHOPPING THE BAROQUE CONCERTO

Before you plunge in with practical music making, you need to be very clear on what you want students to 

learn from the activity, so that the appropriate parts of the knowledge organiser can be introduced as you play, 

and highlighted at the end for homework learning.

By playing some or all of the third movement of Vivaldi’s Concerto in C for two trumpets, for example, the 

learning aims are as follows:

 � The concerto involves two solo instruments with orchestral accompaniment. Because, in this case, there are 

two soloists, it is a concerto grosso.

 � Vivaldi wrote the concerto in the early 18th century, making it of the Baroque period.

 � The relationships between the two soloists (the concertino), and between the soloists and the orchestra (the 

ripieno), are very important, particularly the imitation between the trumpets and the thinning of the texture 

when the orchestra is accompanying.

 � The movement is unified by a recurring section (ritornello) which is played in unison.

 � The continuo consists of a continuous bassline and chords, and plays throughout the piece.

 � This is the third of three movements, and therefore has a constant fast tempo.

 � The harmony is based on very simple chords, mostly I, IV and V, and keys are all closely related to 

C major. This is due in part to the limitations of the natural trumpet, but serves as a useful starting point for 

understanding Baroque harmony.

 � Ornaments and dynamics are not written in to the music, but would be used. Trills, in particular, are used at 

cadence points. Dynamics would be terraced – either loud or soft – and there may be an echo effect when 

a phrase is repeated, with the second statement being softer.

How to approach workshopping Vivaldi

First of all, you will need to organise your instruments. At the very least you will need two melodic instruments 

to play the solo trumpet parts, and two instruments to make up the continuo: one playing chords, and the other 

playing the bassline.

Other instruments can be added to the ripieno so that everyone is involved. It really doesn’t matter what 

the instruments are – I can imagine a terrific rendition played on electric guitars and bass! If the two solo 

instruments could be of the same type that would be excellent, but really not essential. A word of warning if 

you are attempting to do this with two trumpets: the trumpet parts are extremely high, especially if played on a 

B flat trumpet, so unless your trumpeters are outstandingly good, it will be much safer down the octave.

Because the terms ‘ripieno’, ‘concertino’ and ‘continuo’ are so important here, you may wish to physically label 

your groups of players in some way: signs on the wall, stickers, hats with labels – the sillier the better in many 

ways, as a bit of humour leads to better retention.

You will need to consider carefully where you bring notation into the whole process. This can be extremely 

flexible. It would be entirely possible not to use any notation other than a diagram to show the chords in each 

bar. I would recommend at least starting off entirely aurally, as this forces students to think carefully about what 

they are playing, which they may not do if they are merely reading the notes. It also puts note-bound students 

on the spot by removing the comfort blanket of notation. However, if you do use notation, you will be able to 

cover more of the music more quickly, and so give an overview of the structure of the movement.

It may be that you have some students using notation and some not. You can decide this based on your 

knowledge of your students and their abilities: you will be able to make decisions about who would be 

hampered by notation, who should be challenged to work without it, and so on.

With so much 
terminology to learn, 
it is essential that 
these terms, and the 
others encountered 
in this lesson, are 
revisited at the 
start of the next 
lesson. This is where 
the knowledge 
organiser and a 
quick low-stakes test 
come in.

The arrangement 
used here fits with 
Vivaldi’s original, so 
you could play along 
with a recording, 
although you will 
need to find one that 
is not in Baroque 
pitch, such as this 
one.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ZVKInM7es0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ZVKInM7es0
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THE CONTINUO AND RIPIENO

Start by setting up the continuo group on a C chord in a 3/4 metre, at roughly 120 beats per minute. The 

chordal instrument should play crotchet chords, while the bassline instrument should play quavers, mostly 

taken from the notes of the chord – this may use the pattern given, but could be a devised pattern.

Explain that the continuo players in the Baroque period would be given a notated bassline with numbers 

(figures) that tell them which chords to play, a system very much like modern chord symbols. It is not necessary 

for GCSE students to understand figured bass, so unless you think they would be particularly interested in it, 

present the movement to your students in chord symbol format – here, each box represents a bar of triple time:

Bar 1 C C C C

5 G G G G

9 C C7 F F

13 G G C F

17 C F C F G

22 C C C        G C        G

26 C       F G C G

30 C Dm      G C G

34 G G G C C         G

39 C F C F

43 C F G

46 C C       G C C      G

50 C C C C

54 C D G Am     D

58 G G C C

62 C sharp dim C#dim Dm Dm

66 Ddim Ddim Am Am E7

71 Am Dm Am Dm

75 Am Dm E7

78 Am Dm Am Dm

82 Am       Dm G G Am        Dm

86 G G C C

90 C C C C

94 C C F        Bm7 C        Am

98 Dm       G C C C

102 C C C F         G

106 C C F         G

109 C C C C

113 G G G G

117 C C7 F F

121 G G C F

125 C F C F G

130 C

The colours here denote the different textures used in the accompaniment:

 � Blue is the opening texture, with the continuo bass moving in quavers while the whole of the rest of the 

ripieno play crotchet chords

 � Yellow is where the ripieno play a distinctive unison figure,
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 � Pink is where the accompaniment is pared back to sparse block chords, mostly one chord to a bar, in order 

to let the solo parts shine through.

Aside from learning about the way that the texture is used, looking at the piece represented in this way can 

give us a number of other useful learning points:

 � The instruments of the ripieno – which in Vivaldi’s orchestra were violins, violas, cellos and double basses – 

fill out the notes of the chordal accompaniment using notes from the chords. Players of melodic instruments 

can play around with this, varying the note they choose to change the voicing of the chord. This is a 

particularly useful thing for students to do if they are not used to working with chords.

 � The harmony is very much based on chords I, IV and V in the key of C major. The Am and Dm chords 

also belong to this key, being chords vi and ii respectively. Although this diatonic harmony is generally a 

characteristic of the Baroque period, this particular harmony is unusually simple. This is due to the choice of 

trumpets as the solo instruments. In the Baroque period, trumpets were ‘natural’ – in other words, they did 

not have valves. This severely limited the notes they could play. It is interesting that the only time that Vivaldi 

uses a wider range of chords (between bars 62-70) is when the trumpets are not playing. Even when the 

music modulates to A minor at bar 71, once the trumpets come back in at bar 78, the music quickly shifts 

back to C major.

 � We can clearly see the harmonic rhythm, which is nearly always one chord per bar, with plenty of instances 

when the C or G chord is held for four whole bars at a time.

 � The textures outline the structure, with a unison passage finishing off each section. Bar 109 to the end is a 

repeat of the opening.

ADDING THE SOLOISTS

Having established what the ripieno and continuo are doing in some detail, we need to focus on how Vivaldi 

writes for the soloists. The opening section, with the second trumpet imitating the first at a distance of one 

bar, is the pattern for much of the movement. Even if you are planning to use notation, it would be good to get 

this opening going without the class referring to it, so that they can get used to using the notes of the chords, 

feeling the chord changes, and establishing the dialogue between the two concertino instruments. The soloists 

can play broken chords in crotchets. Although that’s not exactly what Vivaldi wrote, it’s not important at this 

stage: the aim is to understand the principles underpinning the music.

The unison passage at bar 15 can be taught to the whole ripieno, a bit at a time, by rote: start with the rhythm 

only, then add in the notes that are Cs and Bs in every bar. Once this is established, putting in the notes that 

change in each bar should make quite a logical pattern. The whole of the opening section has then been 

covered, with students focusing on the sound of the music, and how it is put together.

How you proceed from this point is very much up to you. If you decide to play more of the movement, either 

learning melodic shapes by rote and using the chord grid to stay together, or by having at least some of the 

class playing from notation, you can pick out some or all of the following features:

 � When the second trumpet section begins, at bar 22, it starts off with the same idea as the opening, with 

the trumpets imitating each other with notes of a C major chord. However, by bar 26, a slightly different 

relationship has developed: they are no longer taking it in turns in quite the same way. Some of the time, 

for example at bar 30, they are playing the same thing a 3rd apart – this is a common way to get two 

instruments playing in harmony. Note that this is a melodic sequence, but when the second trumpet would 

require a B (on the middle line of the stave), it plays a G instead, as a natural trumpet cannot play the B.

 � It is because the trumpet parts are so ‘busy’ at this time that the ripieno’s texture thins out to let them through 

– this is often a feature of concertos, where it would be all too easy for the orchestra to drown out the soloist.

 � Bar 38 is a typical time when a trill would be inserted, at the cadence point at the end of a section. On a 

natural trumpet this has to be a lip trill, with the players rapidly altering their embouchures to create the 

oscillation between the notes – something that takes considerable practice!

 � Bar 46 is a new idea, with the dotted figure and the trills to embellish the solo parts, but follows the same 

principle as before, with the second trumpet following in the footsteps of the first. This changes in bar 52, 

however, when Vivaldi lets the first trumpet have its one and only moment of real dominance. This may well 

have been written for a first trumpeter who was more skilled than the second trumpeter, giving them both 

bespoke parts that suit their abilities.

 � From bar 58, the most extended ripieno section appears. This is chordal rather than melodic, and the 

absence of the trumpets allows Vivaldi to use a much wider range of chords, since stringed instruments do 

not have the same limitations as natural trumpets.



9 Music Teacher October 2016

 � The passage from bar 92 is an ideal one for the players to use some terraced dynamics, as both soloists 

are playing phrases that repeat. Here, the second statement of each phrase may be quieter to create an 

echo effect.

 � The rest of the concerto uses the same ideas as before: trumpets in imitation; trumpets playing in 3rds; use 

of melodic sequence; and the appearance of a unison passage to round off each section. The final section 

is a reprise of the opening, to provide a sense of unity to the movement.

An overview of the whole concerto

Now that students are familiar with the last movement, it would be a good time to get some idea of how the 

whole Concerto hangs together. The whole piece lasts less than eight and a half minutes, so watching a 

performance of all of it is not an arduous task. This video is filmed well to give a good view of all the instruments.

Give your students the opportunity to ask any questions they may have about what they see and hear. Be sure, 

however, to draw their attention to the following:

 � The soloists are not playing natural instruments, but modern valved D trumpets. Because they have valves 

they do not need to use lip trills: you can see them using their valves instead.

 � Notice the terraced dynamics around 0:27 when a phrase is repeated.

 � Many of the features of the third movement are in the first, for instance the trumpets either imitating each 

other or playing in 3rds, the melodic sequences, and the unison passages for the ripieno.

 � The ripieno stop entirely for the main trumpet sections, for example at 1:22. The continuo, however, do 

indeed play continuously.

 � There is a conductor in this performance, which there would not have been in Vivaldi’s day – the harpsichord 

player would take the lead on bringing in the orchestra at the start of each movement.

 � The second movement, which starts at 3:32, is very short. It comprises string chords with a harpsichord 

improvisation (this part would not be written out), with no trumpets. This is typical of Baroque concerto 

middle movements.

Any further listening that takes place from now on can take the form of a comparison with the Vivaldi Concerto 

that the students now know so well.

With further consolidation of terms and factual knowledge about the Baroque period still to do, it is now time to 

move forward in time to the Classical period.

WORKSHOPPING THE CLASSICAL CONCERTO

The model we will be using for the Classical period is the central movement of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21. 

The major differences between this and the Vivaldi, which it will be helpful to get straight when assigning parts 

to students at the outset, are as follows:

 � There is no longer a continuo section. The piano is the soloist and its role is most certainly not akin to that of 

the harpsichord in the Vivaldi. In the Classical period, the piano was a relatively new and highly fashionable 

instrument, and composers were excited about its expressive possibilities.

 � The orchestra is now bigger – it includes a full woodwind section comprising flutes, oboes, clarinets and 

bassoons, together with horns, trumpets and timpani – and so has more textural and timbral possibilities.

 � This is the second movement of the Concerto. The whole Concerto is longer, and the second movement has 

now become a substantial part of this in its own right, with a prominent role for the soloist.

 � The soloist does not play from the start, however: the main melody is played all the way through by the 

orchestra before the piano plays it.

Like many Baroque 
composers, Vivaldi 
was employed to 
compose music, 
and had to write 
what was required 
by his employers. 
Unlike many 
musicians, however, 
who worked for the 
nobility to provide 
music at court, 
Vivaldi worked 
for an orphanage 
in Venice, the 
Ospedale della 
Pietà. Most of his 
concertos were 
written for his pupils 
to play.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SVtLeR2K8sk
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A quick glance at a breakdown of the chords in the opening section is revealing:

Bar 1 F F F C

5 C C F

8 F B flat Bdim Fm

12 Gdim Fm C Fdim

16 C7 F      Gm7 Gm7      C C#dim Dm  F  C7

20 F     Gm7 Gm7    F     C7 F

We are most certainly in the key of F, and overall the harmony can be described as diatonic. However, after 

the first 9 bars, the chords veer away from I, IV and V into more chromatic territory: they use notes from 

outside the F major scale. The harmonic rhythm also gets faster as we approach the end of this section: this 

is characteristic of the Classical period.

The complexity of the music makes it a little more difficult to workshop. However, it is still an extremely good 

idea to play at least some of it, so that students have direct experience of how the music is put together.
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Dividing the orchestra

You will need to divide your orchestra into three sections:

 � the bass instruments (if you have any cellos or basses, they should play pizzicato for this opening section)

 � the chordal ‘filler’ (played by woodwind in Mozart’s original, but could be anything)

 � the melody (violins in the original)

Getting some lightness of touch for the bass notes and the triplet chords is essential, so that the violin melody 

can be played smoothly and gracefully – a sense of balance and proportion is an essential part of music from 

the Classical period.

The accompaniment pattern, with the broken chord on beats 1, 2 and 3 first in the bass and then in the whole 

orchestra, together with the triplet chords, is easy enough to put together with a chord grid. The melody is more 

difficult – though not impossible – to do without notation. Singing it first, and talking about the places where 

it is built around scale and chord patterns, will be invaluable: it could even form part of a dictation exercise.

This melody provides excellent demonstration of some characteristic features of the Classical period:

 � Periodic phrasing (also legitimately called balanced phrasing). The first two melodic phrases are typical of 

this: the first is rising, and could be thought of as being like a question: it ends with an imperfect cadence. 

The second is a similar shape, and uses some of the same rhythms, but feels like an answer to the first, 

because it ends on a perfect cadence.

 � Much of the melody is based on chord patterns or scalic patterns.

 � Each of these two opening phrases ends with an appoggiatura. This can be a little difficult to describe, as 

sometimes appoggiaturas are written out using full-sized notes, as they are here, and sometimes they are 

written using small grace notes. However, they fulfil the same function: they are decorative notes that do not 

belong to the chord underneath, causing a momentary dissonance that resolves. An example of one written 

as a grace note can be found in bar 18. In bar 20 there is another ornament: a turn.

 � The dynamics are written in by the composer.

 � When the piano comes in, it takes over the triplet chords, so the orchestra all play the broken chord pattern 

from the bass line, thinning out the texture to let the piano sound through. Notice how the wide leaps in the 

melody cause the right hand to cross below the left hand, for example in bar 30. This is done to demonstrate 

the piano’s range and expressive qualities.

 � The end of the piano melody features a long trill – easy to play on the piano – finished with a pair of 

acciaccaturas (crushed notes). These ornaments are typical of Classical piano writing.

This Piano Concerto 
demonstrates the 
difference between 
Vivaldi’s and 
Mozart’s working 
lives. This Concerto 
was written in 1785 
for Mozart to play 
himself, as part of 
a concert series in 
Vienna. At this time 
he was essentially a 
freelance musician, 
composing and 
performing to earn 
money from concert 
to concert.
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The piano part could very well be split between two players, one taking the right hand and one taking the left. 

There will be resultant fun when the parts cross!

A good performance video to watch is this one: the second movement starts at 15:08, although the first 

movement cadenza can be seen at 12:37 and is an excellent introduction to the what a cadenza entails. This 

representation of the second movement is also very useful, with a scrolling score, an animated graphic score, 

and footage of the pianist’s hands.

CONSOLIDATING UNDERSTANDING 
OF THE CONCERTO OVER TIME
Comparisons between the Vivaldi and Mozart concerto movements studied here demonstrate how 

compositional techniques, composers’ working lives, and the orchestra itself changed in the decades between 

the late Baroque and the Classical periods. The Mozart Concerto is more complex than the Vivaldi – and 

concertos from the Romantic period (which will be covered in more detail in future Music Teacher resources) 

are generally even more so. This makes them more difficult to play in a classroom setting. However, students 

should, by now, have acquired a good understanding of what a concerto is and how it is put together. They 

should also, when shown a performance of a Romantic concerto, be able to identify how it is different from the 

concertos they have studied in more detail.

Good Romantic concerto movements to use for this type of comparison are as follows:

 � Mendelssohn’s E minor Violin Concerto

 � Grieg’s Piano Concerto shown here with the score so students can marvel at the sheer quantity of notes 

the pianist has to play.

 � Rachmaninov’s Third Piano Concerto, with the score shown here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fNU-XAZjhzA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rKZr3ExeXUc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rKZr3ExeXUc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pmj7nCRYNs4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmUPl7Pv0Zg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4AMJLiEYmZw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MOOfoW5_2iE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDblE1CcrR4

