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Introduction

Haydn’s ‘Surprise’ Symphony is one of the International Baccalaureate’s prescribed works for 
2020-2021 and will feature in the listening paper. Students will have to answer questions about 
the Symphony in terms of analysis, and if they are students doing music Higher level, they will 

need to compare elements from this work with the other prescribed work, Rachmaninov’s Rhapsody on 
a Theme of Paganini. This resource will give a detailed analysis of the work by movement, including the 
notable features of each of the elements.

Context
Haydn is often regarded as the ‘father of the symphony’, and over the 40 years in which he wrote his 106 
symphonies, the nature of the genre changed dramatically, from a work that served a variety of musical 
and social functions to a genre that would become central to musical life for the next two centuries.

Haydn’s output proves he was extraordinary at making this transition, and throughout his career he 
gradually reshaped the nature of the symphony, providing a model for future composers of the genre.

Haydn’s symphonies are often separated into periods of time or places over the course of his career:
 Ɂ The symphonies for Eisenstadt (1761-5)
 Ɂ Esterház and the Advent of Sturm und Drang (1766-74)
 Ɂ The symphonies of 1775-84
 Ɂ The Paris symphonies (1785-6)
 Ɂ The Tost symphonies (1787)
 Ɂ The symphonies for Comte d’Ogny (1788-9)
 Ɂ The ‘Salomon’ symphonies (London, 1791-5)

Haydn wrote his ‘Surprise’ Symphony in 1791 for a concert series in London during one of his first visits 
to England. Alongside this Symphony, Haydn wrote the ‘Clock’, ‘Military’, ‘Drumroll’ and his ‘London’ 
symphonies during this period of time.

The symphonies do not necessarily mark any new facet in Haydn’s symphonic writing, but they 
have some notable features that contribute to their special character. In concert advertisements 
and published editions, these were referred to as the ‘grand’ symphonies, partly due to a broader 
presentation of musical ideas, and partly due to sonority, a sound quality inspired by the fine orchestras 
of London at the time.

As well as this, Haydn wrote that ‘a good deal must be altered to suite the English taste’. These 
symphonies are also well known for their use of simple motifs and themes with wide appeal. The 
characteristic feature of Haydn’s ‘Surprise’ Symphony is the sudden fortissimo chord at the end of a 
piano phrase in the opening theme (of a theme and variation form) of the Andante second movement. 
This theme is also quoted as a popular tune in Haydn’s oratorio The Seasons, in which the bass soloist 
depicts a plowman whistling Haydn’s tune as he works. The ‘Surprise’ Symphony brings to the listener 
the two opposing qualities that make Haydn’s ‘London’ symphonies so successful: the virtuoso element 
(the sonata-rondo finale), and the desire to be profound, to strive for perfection in form and content.

Like all of Haydn’s London symphonies, the work is in four movements:
1 Adagio cantabile – Vivace assai
2 Andante
3 Menuetto: Allegro molto
4 Finale: Allegro molto
The work is scored for strings, two of each of flutes, oboes, bassoons, horns in G and trumpets in C, as 
well as timpani. Haydn’s orchestration allows for the continuation of the trend of the 1780s, in which 
the woodwind were treated with remarkable freedom.
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First movement 
Structure
The slow introduction as a curtain-raiser had become increasingly important in Haydn’s late orchestral 
works, preparing the listener for the main part of the movement. Unlike many other Haydn symphonies, 
here there is no thematic connection between the introduction and the main Allegro, though some 
might suggest the opening interval of a 4th as loose connection.

The slow introduction’s opening is dominated by the alternation of the woodwind and strings, 
Haydn making the most of his double woodwind section. The crotchet chorale-like opening 
contrasts with the quaver movement of the strings. After the sonority of the woodwind instruments 
is exploited by a repetition of the opening bars with flutes added, the strings’ quaver movements 
becomes a feature of the rest of the slow introduction. No sooner than the key of G is established, 
chromatic movement appears, taking the music on a winding road through to the dominant key 
before the Vivace assai.

The Vivace assai is in sonata form, though it is not as straightforward to navigate as others. Although 
he is known for his monothematicism across his works, this first movement is an example of Haydn’s 
reconciliation to the presence of a second subject as a necessary contrast, not just thematically, but 
also in terms of dynamics and rhythm. The structure of the Vivace assai is as follows: 

Exposition (Bars 17-107) First subject starts halfway 
through the bar.

G major (athough the opening 
three and a half bars are more 
based around the secondary 
dominant). The key of G is 
firmly established at bar 21 
when the rest of the orchestra 
enters.

Bars 35-39 The music has arrived on the 
dominant 7th of G, which is 
sounded at the start of each bar 
between bars 35-38.

Bars 39-53 A repetition of the first subject 
moving into new transitioning 
material

Still in G major, but moves 
to the secondary dominant 
(dominant of D), ready for the 
start of the second subject in 
bar 53.

Bars 53-67 The first subject is stated 
again, hinting at D minor with 
a subsequent passage based 
around this key, finishing in D 
major at bar 66.

Bars 68-79 Second subject part 1 D major (dominant of G), 
syncopated opening of the first 
of two second subjects. Also in 
D major.

Bars 79-double bar Second subject part 2 On this occasion, as in his 
Symphony No. 97, there is 
a distinct second theme in 
Haydn’s second subject.

Development
Bars 108-154

Developing of themes from the 
first and second subjects

The music passes through 
related and then slightly more 
distant keys, including C major 
(bars 108-115), F minor (bars 
116-122), D minor (bars 123-136), 
F sharp minor (bars 141-147) 
and B minor (bars 148-154).

Recapitulation
Bars 154- end

First subject

Second subject part 1 (Bar 185)

Second subject part 2 (Bar 230)

Tonic (G major)

Tonic (G major)

Tonic (G major)
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Melody 
As the structure table outlines, the main melodic ideas are based on the sonata form structure with 
contrasting ideas for each theme. The first subject is characterised by a rising 4th, whereas the first 
theme in the second subject has the repeated syncopated note, followed by scalic passages. The 
second theme of the second subject starts with slightly less movement and is characterised by the 
repeated falling 7ths which occur four to five bars into this theme. All of these themes are explored in a 
variety of keys in the development section.

Harmony and tonality
Within the tonic key of G major, Haydn follows the conventions of sonata form tonality (as outlined 
in the table above). Diatonic and functional harmony prevails, with occasional chromaticisms to add 
colour and contrast to the textures. Notable moments include the strings in the slow introduction as 
well as numerous chromatic passing notes. Over diatonic harmony, this was typical of Haydn’s style. 
Harmonic devices include the use of the pedal (tonic and dominant), which can be found in bars 21-29 
and bars 31-38 respectively.

Texture
Haydn takes a more homophonic approach to the slow introduction, contrasting the timbres of the 
woodwind and string sections. A melody-and-accompaniment texture prevails in the Vivace assai, 
but Haydn typically varies this. The first subject opens with a two-part texture followed by a typical 
orchestral tutti, with the first violins playing the melody (with the second violins in 3rds or 6ths below), 
punctuated by woodwind and brass chords. As well as these, the first violin melody being accompanied 
by string chords at bars 35-38 features prominently throughout the movement.

The unison texture is used by Haydn to bring the exposition and the recapitulation to a close. This 
was typical of Classical composers who would use this texture to call the listener to attention (eg the 
opening of Mozart’s Eine kleine Nachtmusik).

Finally, Haydn uses a monophonic texture briefly to link the end of the recapitulation with the 
opening of the development (bars 106 and 107).

Rhythm and metre
The 3/4 opening provides an almost solemn contrast to the main 6/8 Vivace, which is lively in its 
nature, given its naturally lilting rhythms. As well as providing melodic contrast between the first and 
second subjects, Haydn uses the rhythms to vary them. The first subject is a typically lilting 6/8 theme 
which begins on the first beat of the bar. The first theme of the second subject is a syncopated 
repeated note, beginning on the second quaver of the bar, whereas the second theme begins with 
an anacrusis, which is used in the repeated falling 7th a few bars later. Though not a monothematic 
sonata form, it is these techniques that Haydn became known for using in order to provide contrast 
to his themes in his other works.

Second movement
This well-known Andante contains the ‘surprise’ fortissimo chord which gives the Symphony its nickname. 
The movement is in C major (the subdominant of G), and its structure is a theme and variations form. 
The theme is in two 16-bar sections, comprising two repeated eight-bar sections. The surprise chord is 
set up with pianissimo pizzicato strings accompanying the repeated first eight bars. Note how Haydn’s 
articulation and dynamic markings are quite frequent and specific. Now working in London, where his 
musicians did not know his musical intentions as well as those he had worked with over the course of 
many years, Haydn clearly felt it necessary to make what he wanted as explicit as he could.

Structure and tonality
Section Key Notable features Variation Devices

Theme
Bars 1-32

C major ‘Surprise’ chord at 
bar 16. Additional solo 
woodwind on the 
repeat of the second 
section, as well as a 
tonic pedal in the horns.

N/A
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Variation 1 C major Melody given to the 
second violins

The first violins 
decorate with a 
countermelody of 
semiquavers. The solo 
flute joins in the octave 
above at the end of the 
first eight bars.

Variation 2
‘Minore’

C minor

E flat major

Unison statement of 
the theme in the minor 
key from strings and 
woodwind in the first 
half of the variation.

The second half of 
this is not a repeated 
eight-bar section but 
16 bars of florid string 
passages, closing on 
the dominant of C 
minor/major ready for 
the next variation.

Haydn uses melodic 
shapes from the 
theme to transform 
the movement 
into something 
unrecognisable from 
the opening theme.

Variation 3 C major A return to C major 
heralds the return of 
the theme.

The oboe plays the 
theme as repeated 
semiquavers. On 
repeat, the violins take 
the theme back while 
the solo flute plays a 
contrasting legato idea 
in 3rds and 6ths over 
the top.

Variation 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Coda

C major The first violins play 
sextuplets. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This variation ends 
differently from the 
others as it closes 
the movement. The 
harmonies change over 
a tonic pedal as the 
final statement of the 
theme is made by the 
oboe and bassoon.

The theme is played 
by the woodwind and 
brass. Huge chords in 
the lower strings add 
to a dense texture. On 
its ‘repeat’ the violins 
take over the theme 
with plenty of passing 
notes to decorate.

Melody 
The melodic shapes of each of the halves of the theme are distinctive and provide a good foundation 
for the variations that follow. The famous arpeggiated opening rises on the tonic chord in the first two 
bars, and falls on the notes of the dominant 7th chord in the following two bars: the perfect balanced 
phrase, or antecedent and consequent phrase.

The second half of the theme contrasts the opening section again, but starting with a falling phrase 
before returning to the rising C major quavers (this time starting on an E) before descending stepwise 
to the tonic.

Harmony
The theme uses diatonic chords, and even in the ‘Minore’ variation, there are few chromaticisms 
beyond C minor. Perhaps the most interesting harmonic movement can be found in the coda section. 
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As the final statement of the theme is presented by the oboe and bassoon, the strings’ harmony moves 
through some diminished chords (12 bars from the end), coloured by offbeat flute quavers.

Texture
Once again, Haydn varies his sonorities within a predominantly melody-and-accompaniment texture. 
A two-part texture opens the movement. The violins double the melody (a feature of this movement) 
and the violas double the bassline. The repeat of the opening eight bars brings some pianissimo 
pizzicato chords to the lower strings, setting up the ‘surprise’ fortissimo arco chord, accompanied by 
the woodwind and brass. The entry of one flute and one oboe almost doubling the melody line in 3rds 
brings the theme to a close. 

As in the ‘surprise’ in the theme, Haydn uses a sudden change in dynamics and sometimes 
articulation to accentuate a change in texture. At the opening of the ‘Minore’ section, the unison texture 
is punched out at fortissimo level. Four bars later, the texture returns to melody and accompaniment, 
losing the woodwind and back to pianissimo. 

The second half of the ‘Minore’ variation brings some more interest to the texture. Dialogue 
occurs between the first and second violins, as well as them also playing together. The woodwind play 
sustained chords and slower-moving melodies over the top, and there are plenty of unison textures to 
call the listener to attention.

Perhaps the most notable texture of the final variations is the denser texture when the first violins 
decorate with sextuplets, adding rhythmic contrast to what is quite a foursquare theme. The lower 
strings play fortissimo offbeat chords, and woodwind and brass take on the theme in harmony. This 
fuller texture can be found in the second half of the variation, before the coda, in which Haydn allows 
the oboe and bassoon to have the final statement of the theme, accompanied by sustained strings. The 
final four bars of staccato close the movement with the same articulation with which it began.

Rhythm and metre
The 2/4 metre with its steady crotchet and quaver movement provides a more stately contrast to the 
more lively Vivace. Throughout the variations, this quaver movement underpins any change in rhythm, 
even in the busier moments of the ‘Minore’ variation.

Third movement
The Allegro molto marking of this movement is part of the departure from a more stately minuet of 
the Classical period. By the end of his quartets, Haydn’s minuets were often presto and foreshadow 
Beethoven’s move to scherzos in his works.

Structure, tonality and harmony
The third movement of this Symphony follows a typical minuet and trio. The binary form sections 
are repeated, and after the trio, the players return to the minuet to play it through without repeats. 
The overall tonality is G major, though the second half of the minuet brings brief passages of perfect 
cadences in slightly more distant keys:

Haydn colours the harmony of the cadences in the minor keys by turning his dominant 7ths into 
diminished chords over the dominant bassline (as circled in the image). The use of the appoggiatura in 
bars 9-14 adds some brief dissonances to a predominantly diatonic harmonic pallet.



www.musicteachermagazine.co.uk MUSIC TEACHER  F  September 2019  F    6

Haydn’s Symphony No. 94 ‘Surprise’    IB

Melody
The melodic shapes of the first half of the minuet contrast between an opening arpeggiated figure, to a 
more lyrical stepwise figure characterised by the appoggiaturas. The second half of the minuet develops 
these themes before repeating them to close the section. The melody of the trio contrasts in its scalic 
quaver opening, which contrasts with leaps in the following two bars – the opposite of the shapes found 
in the minuet.

Textures
At the opening of the minuet, the full orchestra plays: the first violins, flute and bassoon play the 
melody, which is punctuated by accompanying chords. This texture falls away in the second half, and 
when the woodwind return, they play the more traditional role of playing sustained accompanying 
chords over a melody-and-accompaniment string texture. Very much like trios in other Classical works, 
the orchestration is less dense than the minuet, allowing for the solo bassoon to have its moment 
doubling the first violins, with the rest of the strings providing a lighter accompaniment.

Rhythm and metre
As is conventional for a minuet (and usually trio), the movements are in 3/4 time. The minuet, though 
fast, maintains a stately feel with mainly crotchet movement in the first half. The second half touches on 
more florid quaver movement which reappears in the trio. 

Fourth movement
Structure and tonality
In Haydn’s symphonies of the 1780s, rondo was often the form used for the finale. In his later 
symphonies, the sonata-rondo was used, as it is in the ‘Surprise’ Symphony. Haydn’s approach to 
sonata-rondo varied according to the symphony, but the fausse reprise of the ‘A’ section, something 
Haydn had loved in his early years, returns in a new guise, as demonstrated below:

Exposition 
Bars 1-110

First subjects/themes
A (bars 1-38) 
a-b-a
a (1-17)
b (18-31)
a (32-38)

B (bars 39-74)

G major
I-V-I
I
V
I

I-V

Second subject/themes
Bars 77-87
Bars 88-110

V
V

Development
111-192

a (175)
Passes through the following keys:
Bar 128
Bar 153 (a)
Bar 157 (a) 
Bar 165
Bar 172
Bar 176
Bar 185

I (G major)

E minor
B minor
G major (fausse reprise?)
G minor
B flat major
C minor
D major

Recapitulation Bar 193 (a)
Bar 203 (b)
Bar 211 (a)

Bar 221 (second subject)

Bar 267 (Coda)
Bar 275 (a)
Bar 305

G major
G major
G major

G major

E flat major
G major

Harmony
As with the rest of the work, tonal functional harmony prevails. There are a few diminished 7ths (eg bar 
280) to colour the harmony. 



www.musicteachermagazine.co.uk MUSIC TEACHER  F  September 2019  F    7

Haydn’s Symphony No. 94 ‘Surprise’    IB

Melody
The movement is based on the themes as outlined above and below:

 Ɂ The opening A theme has two ideas, a and b. The first idea (a) opens with the rising 4th, with the 
melody staying within a small range. The second idea (b) descends from the upper register and 
includes flourishes and sequences of semiquavers.
 Ɂ The B theme of the exposition comprises scalic passages for the violins, followed by arpeggiated 
flourishes as well (bars 49-52).
 Ɂ The second subject (bar 77) comprises a falling phrase that is answered immediately by a rising 
phrase. Again, these are hallmarks of the well-balanced phrases of the Classical period.

Texture 
As in the other movements, Haydn uses a predominantly melody-and-accompaniment texture. Textures 
vary from a simpler approach (eg the first violins being joined by a solo woodwind instrument) in the 
opening section, to fuller textures where the woodwind and brass play sustained chords. Students 
would do well to study the contrast in textures much further, as well as linking it to Haydn’s change in 
dynamics and his use of articulation.

Rhythm and metre
The 2/4 time signature gives the movement significant momentum appropriate for a finale. The first 
theme is dominated by the constantly moving quavers of the melody, which are contrasted with the 
scalic passages of semiquavers of the second theme. The main themes begin on an anacrusis, giving a 
sense of drive and anticipation throughout the movement. Another rhythmic surprise of sorts comes 
just at the start of the development section (bar 111) where the quaver movement stops and we hear 
two two-bar phrases of crotchets only. MT


