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The prevalence of German Romantic operas with supernatural scenes in the period immediately preceding Wagner indicates that such material was very popular with audiences. Appearances by ghosts, sprites, magicians, fairies, vampires and the Devil himself are a regular occurrence, and provide opportunities for composers to write special music. The aim was to unsettle the listener by introducing discontinuous elements, a style now known as ombra music, and which goes back to the earliest operas. During the eighteenth century an elaborate set of musical features was established, including slow sustained writing, the use of flat keys (especially in the minor), angular melodic lines, chromaticism and dissonance, dotted rhythms and syncopation, pauses, tremolando effects, sudden dynamic contrasts, unexpected harmonic progressions and unusual instrumentation, especially involving trombones. These features, along with other innovations, were exploited by Spohr and his contemporaries and serve to underpin the most dramatic moments in their operas.
