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The first composer to really challenge the accepted Romantic
Period styles of composition was Claude Debussy who was
born in France during 1862. Debussy took ideas from the
Impressionist art movement and began to apply them to music.

Impressionist art from artists such as Monet aimed to give
the viewer an impression of an image rather than a snapshot
in a very literal style. Impressionist paintings were deliberately
vague and not sharply outlined, with more interest in the
subtleties of light and colour. Debussy applied the same ideas
to his music. He chose chords for their expressive effect rather
than applying the traditional harmonic rules. This meant that
his chords were often dissonant with added ninths and
thirteenths. He also avoided traditional choices of major and
minor keys and used modal scales, pentatonic scales and
whole tone scales.

Modal scales are very old and were used originally by the
Greeks. They were given names such as Dorian, Phrygian and
Lydian after various tribes. These scales were adapted and
used extensively in early music.
The pentatonic scale consists of five notes. This can be seen
on the piano if you play the five black keys; F sharp, G sharp,
A sharp, C sharp and D sharp. A well known tune that is based
on the pentatonic scale is Auld Lang Syne.
The whole tone scale as the name suggests is made up of
whole tones only. The lack of semitones gives this scale a
rather vague character. This was ideally suited to the
Impressionist style pieces by Debussy.

Answer the following questions:
1. In what year and in which 

country was the composer 
Debussy born?

2. Name an Impressionist painter
and describe his style of 
painting.

3. What type of scales did Debussy
often use in his music?

4. Name two modal scales and 
what they were named after?

5. How many notes are found in 
a pentatonic scale?

6. Name a piece that uses the 
pentatonic scale.

Discuss why you think Debussy began
to explore a new approach to
composition. What are the main
characteristics of Romantic music?
What effect do you think Debussy
was trying to achieve in his music?
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Jazz, although a popular style in its own right,
has also offered composers another way to express
themselves and their ideas by incorporating jazz
rhythms and harmonies into their compositions.
American composers like Bernstein, Copland and
Gershwin all used jazz elements in their
compositions as did Ravel, Milhaud, Weill,
Stravinsky and Walton.

One of the main characteristics of jazz is
syncopation. Syncopation is where you make the
strong beats come on the beats that would usually
be weak. For example in 4 time the strong beats
are usually 1 and 3. In a piece with syncopation
the strong beats might be 2 and 4 instead. The
blues, a popular slow style of jazz, often uses a
flattened third or seventh, and again these notes
might be used along with soft, muted brass and
a strong percussive element.

La Création de Monde by Milhaud is one piece
which exemplifies the role of jazz in classical music
of the early twentieth century. It was composed
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Listed below is a selection of pieces all of which have a jazz influence. Try matching the composer
with their piece and the country they come from. Finally choose one composer and try to find out
some details of their life and works. Use the library or the Internet.

Stravinsky La Création de Monde America

Copland Rhapsody in blue Russia

Milhaud The Soldier’s Tale England

Walton West Side Story France

Bernstein Boléro America

Gershwin Capriccio Burlesco Germany

Ravel Music for the Theatre America

Weill  The Threepenny Opera France

in 1923 and premiered by the Swedish Ballet in Paris.
The ballet was strongly influenced by African folklore
and tells the story of the creation of the world.
Milhaud used a jazz style orchestra consisting of
2 flutes, an oboe, 2 clarinets, an E flat saxophone,
bassoon, horn, 2 trumpets, trombone, percussion,
2 violins, cello and a double bass. This was a very
similar layout to a standard jazz band. The critics
initially hated the fusion of jazz rhythms with dance
and classical elements. One critic declared “In our
time of prevention of cruelty to animals, this sort of
thing should really be prevented.” However, opinions
have changed and this work is now held in much
higher regard.
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Polytonality sounds terribly complicated but it
simply means playing in more than one key at the
same time. Traditionally most classical music has
been written in a particular key such as C Major
or D Minor. Composers would use notes and
harmonies that work well with a particular key. An
example would be if you were in C Major the fifth
note of the scale, or dominant, would be G and
the key of G Major works well with C Major, so a
composer might move to this new key.

Gradually composers began to experiment with
writing in more than one key at the same time. If
you wrote a piece that used two keys at the same
time this would be called bitonality. More than
two keys would be polytonality.

Atonality basically means a lack of key. It describes
a piece of music that is not written in a specific
key, like C Major, but instead uses all 12 notes of
the chromatic scale. All 12 notes are given equal
importance so no particular note has dominance.

With the class discuss the following questions.

1. What do you think are the advantages of 
writing music that is not specific to a 
particular key?

2. What do you think are the difficulties in 
writing this kind of music?

3. What features could you use to give a piece
a sense of unity that is not specific to a 
particular key?

4. What style of music is suited to this lack of
a home or tonic key?
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In the Romantic Period composers began to
experiment with chromatic harmonies and
modulations to unusual keys and this was
continued throughout the twentieth century by
composers such as Igor Stravinsky, Maurice
Ravel and Charles Ives.
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A chromatic scale

starting on C on

the keyboard.

G

A G Major scale - the dominant key in C Major.A C Major scale.

Chromatic scales can start on

any note. In the example above

we have started on C. Usually

the notes are sharpened on the

way up and flattened on the

way down.

`rŒrt„tyuÂuiÊioÁop[pŸpo?oi>iuyMytNtr



www.keynoteseducation.com © 2002 Keynotes Education Crossgate Cornwall PL15 9SX
This sheet may be printed from a personal computer and/or photocopied for educational use within the purchasing establishment

In the second half of the twentieth century some
composers began to move away from traditional
western influences in their music and began to
look towards other cultures or other sources for
inspiration. For example, the composer Messiaen
took rhythms from India and rhythmic patterns
from ancient Greek poetry. He also wrote down and
recorded birdsong which he used in compositions
including Réveil des Oiseaux, Catalogue des
Oiseaux and Oiseaux Exotiques.

Penderecki (pictured below), experimented with
methods of using instruments in a new way, such
as bowing on the tailpiece or striking the
soundboard on a stringed instrument. Performers
were also sometimes asked to make noises such as
mutterings, whistles, whispering or even shouting
to add to the mood of the music.

Think of instruments or objects that you have
ready access to. How could you use these
instruments or items in a different way to make
new sounds or effects? How could you use these
effects within a piece of music? Compose a
piece that uses these effects. Remember to
experiment with different rhythms and dynamics.
If you have time try adding these effects to a
melodic line or underlying harmony.
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John Cage pioneered the idea of preparing an instrument. This
meant that on the piano he fixed nuts, bolts, screws and even
rubber bands to the strings which changed the sound of the
instrument. Believe it or not this can create a sound that is
reminiscent of eastern bells and gongs.

Much of this music suggests certain types of music rather than
directly imitating it. This gives the music a freedom and individual
expression that is new and can also be very atmospheric.
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Samuel Barber was born in 1910 and died in 1981.
He was an American composer but unlike many
other composers of the twentieth century he wrote
music that wasn’t connected to any particular school
or movement. The Adagio for Strings was originally
written as the second movement of a string quartet
composed in 1936. Barber later arranged it for
string orchestra and it is this arrangement that has
become so well-known and loved by the public
today.

In America the piece has become symbolic with
outpourings of national grief and mourning. It has
been played following the deaths of both President
Roosevelt and Kennedy as well as at other important
occasions. One such occasion was the Last Night
of the Proms 2001 in England where it was played
as a mark of respect for the thousands who lost
their lives in the terrorist attacks on the Pentagon
and the World Trade Center in New York on September
11 of that year. It is a piece that has also been
played in countless concerts and films.

When composing the piece Barber found inspiration
from a passage by Virgil describing a small stream
gradually widening out into a river and this does
give a clue as to the way the music flows through.
The whole piece is based on the idea of sequence.
A musical sequence is where a composer takes a
particular theme and repeats it sometimes higher
or lower. Sequences can also be turned upside down
or used rhymically rather than melodically. In the
Adagio for Strings the sequence gradually spirals
higher to a climax before dying away again.

The Adagio is in many ways a very simple piece, so
simple that people have puzzled over its enduing
success. Perhaps the reason that this piece has
become so well-loved is that its simplicity touches
the listener on a very fundamental level.

Listen to the Adagio for Strings by Barber.
What does this piece of music make you feel?
Why do you think it has become associated with
moments of national grief and loss? What musical
elements help to convey a mood of sadness?
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