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Mekala Padmanabhan 

Late Eighteenth Century Aesthetic Views and Instances 
of Humour in Haydn's German Songs and Part-Songs * 

The centrality of wit and humour in Haydn's compositional style 
—and indeed in his whole musical outlook—has been the subject 
of a number of scholarly inquiries over the past two decades. 
Haydn's "high comic style" in his instrumental works and its 
broad similarity to narrative techniques in late eighteenth century 
literary humour, especially that of Laurence Sterne, have been 
the primary focus of these studies.1 However, the instances of 

* This paper was presented at the inaugural conference of the Haydn Society of 
California at Scripps College, California (March 2003) with financial support 
from Music and Letters. I would like to thank Mr. Philip Weiler (University of 
Nottingham) and Dr. Barbara Reul (Luther College, University of Regina) for 
their helpful comments on an earlier version of this article. The English trans-
lations for die German quotes and poems used in the article have been done in 
consultation with Mr. Weiler. 

Such studies have their roots in contemporary comparisons between Haydn 
and Sterne, which first appeared in die "Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung" as 
"Briefe an einen Freund über die Musik in Berlin" (Letters to a Friend about 
Music in Berlin) dated October 25,1800. A similar analogy was made by Pastor 
Johann Karl Friedrich Triest of Stettin in another series of articles dated January 
1-March 25, 1801 entitled "Bemerkungen über die Ausbildung der Tonkunst in 
Deutschland im achtzehnten Jahrhundert" (Remarks on the Development of the 
Art of Music in Germany in the Eighteenth Century). A complete English trans-
lation of Triest's article is available in Elaine Sisman (ed.), Haydn and His World, 
Princeton 1997, pp. 321-94. 
Recent scholarship on the subject of Haydn and humour include: Andreas Ball-
staedt, "Humor" und "Witz" in Joseph Haydns Musik, in: Archiv für Musikwissen-
schaft, vol. 55 (1998), pp. 195-219; Gretchen A. Wheelock, Haydn's Ingenious 
Jesting with Art: Contexts of Musical Wit and Humour, New York 1992; Mark 
Evan Bonds, Haydn, Laurence Sterne, and the Origins of Musical Irony, in: Jour-
nal of the American Musicological Society, vol. 44 (1991), pp. 57-91; Howard 
Irving, Haydn and Laurence Sterne: Similarities in Eighteenth Century Literary 
and Musical Wit, in: Current Musicology, vol. 40 (1985), pp. 34-49; Hartmut 
Krones, Das "Hohe Komische" bei Joseph Haydn, in: Osterreichische Musikzeit-
schrift, vol. 38 (1983), pp. 2-8; Steven E. Paul, Wit, Comedy and Humour in the 
Instrumental Music of Franz Joseph Haydn, Ph.D. diss., Cambridge University, 
1980; Paul, Comedy, Wit and Humour in Haydn's Instrumental Music, in: Haydn 
Studies: Proceedings of the International Haydn Conference Washington D.C. 
1975, ed. by Jens Peter Larsen, et. al., New York 1981, pp. 450-56; Paul, Wit 
and Humour in the Operas of Haydn, in: Proceedings of the 1982 International 
Joseph Haydn Congress at Vienna, ed. by Eva Badura Skoda, München 1986, pp. 
386-403. 
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