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6.  Western Music
Key Words:
Middle Ages

Renaissance

Baroque

Classical

Romantic

Modern 

Key Descriptors:
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________
____________________

• Recognizes major periods, styles, and individuals
in the history of Western music.

• Describes the characteristics of major periods
and styles in the history of Western music.

• Understands the significance of composers and
other contributors to the history of Western
music.

• Analyzes and classifies examples of Western
music by genre, style, culture, or historical period.

• Understands the important historical, social,
artistic, and cultural events impacting the 
development of Western music.

• Recognizes and comprehends the chronological
links among major periods and musical styles in
the development of Western music.

• Links Western musical compositions and their
composers using stylistic characteristics, traits,
and techniques.

D E S C R I P T O R  H I G H L I G H T S

NOTE: Refer to the bullet points under each Competency in the
NES/SBEC study guide. On the lines above paraphrase each
bullet point using a short phrase that is meaningful to you.
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6. Western Music

A strong understanding of the history of music from its earliest beginning to the present day pro-
vides a basis for musical comprehension. The Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), on
which schools must base their music curriculum, devotes an entire strand to the "Historical and
Cultural Heritage" of music. 

Knowledge of the composers, genres, styles, and cultural influences of each era of music history
forms the foundation for analyzing and interpreting the musical score. A working knowledge and
understanding of the historical aspects of music impacts the teacher from both a theoretical and
performance practice perspective. 

A.   Middle Ages Music (c. 500-1400)

• Moves in free chant rhythm; beat groupings of threes (13th century); beat groupings of 
twos (14th century)

• Stepwise, melodic movement; limited vocal ranges; use of the church modes
• Monophonic; polyphony for 2-4 voices; consonant intervals (unisons, 4ths, 5ths, and 

octaves)
• Plainchant; organum; songs with verses; hymns; free and fixed poetic forms in secular music
• Small choirs (monophonic chant); soloists (polyphonic music); instrumental music 

(generally improvised)
• 13th century known as the Ars Antiqua; 14th century known as the Ars Nova
• Types of compositions include: Mass; plainchant settings of parts of Mass; isorhythmic 

motet; secular songs; instrumental dances (estampie)
• Significant composers include: Pope Gregory; Leonin; Perotin; de Vitry; Machaut; Landini; 

Dunstable; Dufay

B.   Renaissance Music (1400-1600)

• Beat groupings of twos; more complex rhythms; some syncopation
• Moves mostly in steps; expanded vocal ranges
• Use of imitation (points of imitation); 4 parts; dissonance at the cadence points; text painting
• Fixed poetic forms replaced by imitation; songs with verses; hymns
• Homophony; polyphony; 5 or more voices in the 16th century; music for specific instru-

ments
• Types of compositions include: Polyphonic settings of parts of the Mass; motet; madrigal; 

secular songs; instrumental pieces
• Significant composers include: Josquin des Prez; Palestrina; Vittoria; the Gabrielis; 

Gesualdo; Monteverdi; Tallis; Morley

Continued

Do
m

ai
n 

III
:

Co
m

pe
te

nc
ie

s 
6-

7

Competency 6:
The teacher demonstrates a comprehensive knowledge of the history of Western music.
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C. Baroque Music (1600-1750)
• Free (recitative); steady, clear meters
• Moves in steps and skips; use of countrapuntal techniques; sequencing; use of 

ornamentation
• Major and minor scales; polyphony; homophony
• Equal-tempered tuning (replaced mean-tone); terrace dynamics
• Forms include: AB; ABA; fugue; development of multi-movement compositions
• Small choral groups; soloists; small orchestras (strings, winds, continuo)
• Types of compositions include: Mass and motet with instrumental accompaniment; opera;

oratorio; cantata; sonata; concerto; fugue; suite
• Significant composers include: Schutz; Frescobaldi; Lully; Buxtehude; Corelli; Purcell; 

Vivaldi; Rameau; J. S. Bach; Handel; Domenico Scarlatti

D. Classical Music (c.1750-c.1820)
• Free (recitative); clearly defined meters; rhythmic variety
• Thematic (motivic) in nature; 8 bar phrase structure
• Major-minor tonality; use of modulation; change of key within a movement; use of prin-

cipal triads (primarily triadic chord structures)
• Sonata-Allegro; rondo; theme and variations; multi-movement compositions
• Absolute music with no extramusical association most common
• Instruments more prominent than the voice; larger orchestras without use of continuo
• Types of compositions include: Mass; opera; oratorio; unaccompanied sonata; symphony; 

concerto; string quartet
• Significant composers include: Gluck; C.P.E. Bach; Billings; Haydn; Mozart; Beethoven

E. Romantic Music (c.1820-1900)
• Variety of meters; variety of rhythmic patterns; meter changes within movements
• Lyrical; longer phrases; phrases less regular
• Major-minor tonality; expanded use of modulation and chromaticism; counterpoint; 

greater use of dissonance; 7th and 9th chords more prominent
• Wider range of dynamic levels
• Classical forms are expanded; multi-movement works; miniatures (character piece for 

piano, art  song for voice); symphonic poem (programmatic)
• Growth of orchestra; large choruses; solo voice and piano; opera
• Types of compositions include: Solo song cycle; character pieces; symphonic poem (tone 

poem); symphony; string quartet; opera; oratorio; Requiem Mass
• Significant composers include: Schubert, Schumann, Brahms, Wolf, Berlioz, Liszt; 

Mendelssohn; Chopin; Rossini; Donizetti; Bellini; Wagner; Verdi; Puccini; Saint-Saens; 
Tchaikovsky; Mussorgsky; Rimsky-Korsakov; Strauss; Mahler

6. Western Music, cont’d.
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F. Modern Music (1900-Present)
• Shifting meters; asymmetrical meters; non-metric; multi-metric; displaced barline; 

primitivism
• Extreme chromaticism; twelve-tone technique; angularity of melodic structure; 

dissonant leaps; disjunct progressions
• Breakdown of tonality; harsh dissonance; atonality; polytonality; new methods of tonal 

structure; use of 9th, 11th, 13th chords; neo-modality; open chord structures; parallelism; 
whole-tone mode; less prominence of barline regularity; wide spacing; extreme registers

• Neoclassicism (used older forms from Renaissance and Baroque while using 20th century 
rhythms, melodies, harmonies, timbres); freer forms were developed

• Emphasis on percussive sounds; synthesized sounds; extreme ranges and colors
• Types of compositions: Impressionism; Expressionism; Aleatory music; Musique concrete; 

Minimalism
• Significant composers include: Debussy; Ravel; Schoenberg; Ives; Stravinsky; Bartok; 

Kodaly; Orff; Barber; Copland; Britten; Berg; Webern; Gershwin; Joplin; Ellington; 
Bernstein; Poulenc; Messiaen; Boulez; Xenakis; Varese; Stockhausen; Chavez; Villa-Lobos; 
Cage; Glass

6. Western Music, cont’d.
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