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Through out history music has played a large role in the global community.  It has shown the ability to divide or join cultures, groups, and races.  Beginning with a hum, whistle, beat, or the mimic of an animal, it has slowly transformed into beautiful symphonies.  How has music become the way it is today and what affect has it had on culture through out the historic eras?

Renaissance Era:

The Renaissance period was a time of cultural movement throughout Europe that spanned all the way from the 14th century into the early part of the 17th century.  The word Renaissance means “rebirth” in French and fits well with this period due to the introduction of many new musical compositions that affected the lives of everyday people.  

During this period, various musical genres evolved with an emphasis on vocal polyphony.  Renaissance music is therefore easily recognized by two main characteristics; the harmonious effect created by several voices singing different musical lines like soprano, alto, tenor, and bass and the repetition of musical lines to make the composition complex.

Music composition during the Renaissance period affected the people of that time by placing expectations on what people should know in order to be considered a well-educated person of society.  A well-educated person during the Renaissance was one that understood and appreciated music.  Music also influenced the people to learn about such other things as history, science and culture.  

The popularity of music led to the development of printing technology that helped further the advancement of music in the Renaissance.  Printed music allowed for people in the Renaissance to learn musical pieces at home or at their churches.  Music during this time held themes for religious purposes or to please the courts.  During this time, comedy and tragedy plays also used music to give life to the action that was occurring on stage.

The use of music during plays conveys the thoughts written in the book “This is Your Brain on Music,” by Daniel Levitin.  Levitin states that the neuroanatomist Andrew Arthur Abbie speculated in 1934 a linkage between movement, the brain, and music.  By watching a musical performance with the sound turned off, and attending to things like the musician’s arm, shoulders, and torso movements, ordinary listeners can detect the expressive intentions of the musician.  By adding in the sound, an understanding of the musician’s expressive intentions arises that goes beyond what was available in the sound or the visual image alone (Levitin, 2006 p. 210).  Thus, people of the Renaissance were given some of the first experiences that associated music with that of movement to convey deeper feelings.   

However, the polyphonic compositions left listeners somewhat confused about both the words and their emotional content.  Therefore, this form of music was replaced with the new and more expressive Monody music comprising of a single vocal part usually with accompaniment. This was the beginning of the departure from the accepted Renaissance style, which placed more importance on the text than on the music in a vocal work, and led to the development of the Opera and the beginning of the Baroque era in music.
Baroque Era:

Baroque music was the dominant music style starting approximately at the beginning of the 17th century and halfway into the 18th century.  Being supported primarily by the church, monarchs and nobles of Western Europe, this style of music came forth from the Renaissance style.  Baroque in music can simply be defined as the elaboration on former styles, by being ornate and employing new musical patterns.  The style itself was a reflection of civilization as whole in Western Europe.


During this time period, the Roman Catholic Church was beginning to support art to communicate religious ideas.  The monarchs and nobles of the land were also supporting the arts to show others their wealth and power (Hill, 2005, p 5).  Both of these groups helped support and propel the new, more elaborate Baroque style.  This was also the case with the music of the time period.  Many new forms and styles of music became very popular.


Throughout Europe different forms of music that have all been classified as Baroque became prevalent.  The opera, oratorio, and the suite were some of the major musical works that dominated during this time (Hill, 2005, p 34).  All three are characterized by combining orchestra, choir, and soloists playing through a story.  Other types of music that were also popular during this time were monody and masque styles, which were popular in Italy and France respectively (Stauffer, 2006, p 72).  These styles were employed by the courts in these countries to signify decadence and grandeur.  Each of these styles relate to each other in that they took ideas from past works and reestablished them as something new and unique.


Like most forms of music, Baroque served a purpose to those who created it.  This new style that reformed and built on the ideas of the Renaissance allowed the nobility and the church to control the people of Europe.  Their elitist views were only reinforced by the music that was produced during this time.  This time period was an invention of the elite to influence the common people.
Classical Era:

The Classical Period is the music produced between 1750 and 1820.  Some of the better known composers during this time were Mozart, Bach, and Beethoven.  Many characteristics in this style of music mirror in the culture during that time.  According to The Music Guidebook the Classical Era music became less complicated and lighter unlike the Baroque Period.  Like its music this time period began to favor simplicity and order (Classical Period, 2009). 


The Classical period was a return to Ancient Greek and Roman ideals like symmetry and form (Gifford, 2008).  Not only did these ideals show in music but art and philosophy as well.  The middle class was on the rise and questions about nature and industry were being debated.  Like so much in this time period music occupations were growing in number.  Orchestras grew in scale to accommodate new music structures.


One claim about Mozart’s music is that it makes a person smarter.  In his book, Levitin discusses the experiment that gave people this idea and points out its flaws.  He is quick to point out that music is beneficial but that looking for a measurable improvement in something considered more ‘useful’ is one sided but also difficult to prove (Levitin, 2006, pp. 225-6).  After all, how can a scientist control all the variables that manipulate the control group?  Davis and Palladino define a control group as, “A comparison group in an experiment that does not receive the effect of the independent variable being manipulated” (Davis & Palladino, 2007, p. 770).  So the question becomes how does one measure the intelligence gained by classical music by math or logic ability, memory, or something completely different?


Some pieces during the Classical Era involved singling out instruments and creating a contrast (Classical Period, 2009).  This music would not end until the resolution.  Instruments could stand out in a piece exhibiting a form of individualism. Melody also began to play an important role instead of harmony. 


During the Classical Period, public concerts developed (Radio Prague, 2001). Musicians and composers were then able to make a living not solely reliant on the upper class.  The aristocracy still had a firm hand over music, but it began to spread to other social classes.  It is no wonder that music returned to a less complex preference.  People who had never heard a full orchestra now had the opportunity.  Concerts would become a popular form of entertainment along with theater and opera.  These concerts permitted more opportunities for social interaction.  This change also allowed for more musicians and composers.

Romantic Era:

If the Romantics were larger than life, it was no coincidence.  They affected to be giants even when they were not.  Tackling subjects at sometimes inordinate length, and using forces that would later make Hollywood look stingy, they were often obsessed with heroism and were prone to regard themselves as heroes.  In the Romantic era, however, as in any other, authentic giants were rare.  Nevertheless, they changed the world.  They also, of course, reflected it.


The clear-cut layers of 18th century European society, well suited to the prevailing logic and principled objectivity of the Enlightenment, with its reverence for design and order, were increasingly supplanted by a new fluidity.  Events and changes that happen in society such as ideas, attitudes, discoveries, inventions, and historical events always affect music.  For example, the Industrial Revolution was in full effect by the late eighteenth early nineteenth centuries.  This event had a very profound effect on music: there were major improvements in the mechanical valves, and keys that most woodwinds and brass instruments depend on (Schmidt-Jones, 2008).  In addition, social control was passing inevitably from a long dominant aristocracy to a rapidly increasing and prosperous middle class.  Music had been an adornment of the ruling classes, so it now became cultivated by the rising bourgeoisie as a symbol of refined prosperity. Decreasingly the emblem of a controlling power, it became a powerful source of individual expression.  As the 19th century advanced, the association of the hero gained ground.  The Romantic ego became colossal.  As humanity increasingly seized the prerogatives of God, the concept of the one against the many encouraged the previously oppressed.  Subject nations threw off their shackles, hence the wave of political revolutions that rocked Europe (Schmidt-Jones, 2008).


If the names of Beethoven, Schumann, Chopin, Liszt, Berlioz, Wagner, Tchaikovsky, Strauss and Rachmaninov still resonate today, it is not merely because they were geniuses but because they dealt with and communicated human truths which are eternal (Schmidt-Jones, 2008).  The Romantics, however, were by no means unique in their obsession with emotion.  Music has always been first and foremost a language of emotion.  They were unique, however, in making it in many ways the principal cornerstone of their compositions.  In order to achieve greater fluidity and contrast, and to meet the needs of longer works, chromaticism grew more varied, as did dissonances and their resolution.  Composers of the Romantic era, like Liszt, showed the world that there should be “no segregation of musical tastes” and that the “purpose was to write music that was to be heard” (Young, 1967, pp 527).


Formless music hardly exists.  However, for many centuries form and emotion were equal partners.  Preconceived structures became established vehicles for emotional expression, and many musical devices emerged carrying specific emotional associations. Music in the Classical era (c. 1750-1830) was based on fixed notions of order, proportion and grace.  Beauty and symmetry of form were objects of worship in themselves and combined to create a Utopian image, an idealization of universal experience.  In the Romantic Era (c. 1810-1920) this was largely replaced by individual expression, the crystallization of the experience of the moment, the free confession of powerful emotions and primal urges, the glorification of sensuality, a flirtation with the supernatural, an emphasis on spontaneity and improvisation, and above all, perhaps, the cultivation of extremes (emotional, sensual, spiritual and structural).  “There are at least six emotions recognized everywhere: anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise” (Davis and Palladino, 268).  The extremes are not limited to the standard six; therefore, the possibilities are endless.  Where a near-reverence for symmetry had characterized the Classical era, Romanticism delighted in asymmetry.  In addition, if there was a rebellion against the views of the recent past, there was an almost ritualized nostalgia for the distant past and in many cases an obsession with literature and descriptive imagery.


Form was no longer seen primarily as a holder but as a byproduct of emotion, to be generated from within.  While the great Romantic painters covered their canvases with pretentious landscapes, lavish depictions of atmospheric ruins, historical scenes, portraits of legendary heroes and so on, the great Romantic composers attempted similar representations in sound, but with a difference.  Just as musical figures had once come to symbolize specific emotions, so notes, rhythms, tone colors and melodic fragments now became consciously related to specific ideas, to characters and their development.  Music took on an illustrative function to a degree never previously attempted.  Instrumental music increasingly took on characteristics of opera, becoming not only dramatic but also overtly narrative in character.  In its cultivation and transformations of folk music, it became an agent of a nationalism that fired composers on both sides of the Atlantic. Moreover, in the music dramas of Wagner, for which he wrote both words and music, all arts merge into a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts (Schmidt-Jones, 2008).


A further feature of the Romantic imagination, as noted above, was a taste for extravagance.  Grand opera, particularly in Paris, anticipated the biblical spectaculars of Hollywood, and in the symphonic works of Berlioz, Strauss, Mahler, Bruckner and the pre-revolutionary Schoenberg, orchestras, and symphonies, assumed gargantuan proportions.  Meanwhile, the 19th century large musical composition tradition in England and Germany resulted in choruses not only of hundreds but also of thousands.  However, the Romantic era was one of extremes, and equal care and passion was lavished on the smaller forms: the piano miniature, the character piece, the accompanied song (Young, 1967, pp 528).  With its variety, its rampant individuality, its focus on feeling and drama, and its often notable disdain for tradition, the age is difficult to categorize.  What unifies it most, perhaps, is its spirit of boundless adventure.

20th Century:
Music is always evolving and ever changing.  Music during the 20th century it was truly an explosive phenomenon.  Our history is written in music.  Sometimes it is clear and evident and sometimes you must decipher it carefully to get its true meaning.  You cannot under stand how music came to be how it is until examining world history.  Four factors throughout our music history timeline are crucial to its affect in history and its reflection.

The first is the rise of a new culture that developed in the United States at the beginning of the 20th century.  The U.S. adopted their former European culture and transformed it into their own.  In 1908, the release of Arnold Schoenberg’s Book of Hanging Gardens sparked a noted change.  The classical music was replaced by dissonance, creating what many listeners consider to be noise.  “Barbaric” was a European word used to describe America’s taste in sound and culture.  It was in this new culture that popular music underwent a radical transformation.

Capitalism development is the second factor that affected music in the 20th century.  The U.S. became based on consumerism.  Consumerism targeted middle class, the ordinary family, and the individual.  With this consumerism mentality, music was spread through cheap means.  Different from European culture, American music began to slowly move over the Atlantic.  In 1936, the electric guitar was introduced to a mainstream audience, transforming music.  It was directly linked to historical changes in the making and publishing of music.  Later, the publishing of music became large and would affect the music people heard.

Following the booming music-publishing boom, our third factor was invented and distributed widely.  Records allowed music to be shared around the world in very little time.  Before popular music could only be shared orally, which limited the affect it could have on people and history.  The record wasted no time in the deliverance of non-popular blues and country music to more broad origins.

The fourth and final factor that helped shape the history and music in the 20th century was the youth culture.  At most, points in music history youth were most likely the main consumers of musical elements.  For example, the dance crazes of the 1920s was a time period in which youth were very limited in their access to music, but would find ways (like sitting outside of clubs) to participate.  Television shows, like Bandstand, featured youth simply dancing on camera to popular musical hits.  Swing music was also an attraction for teenagers who were able to spend time and money on entertainment.

The “music market” became socially distinct and history would continue to be shown and reflected in it.  After WWII romantic singers became established and created the mood and mindsets of people around the world.  Which eventually led to the explosion of 1955’s Elvis Presley.  With hit singles in 1956, such as Heartbreak Hotel, Elvis became one of the world’s first rock stars.  He soon also became the first to explore mass media television and many movies.  Many parents of children during this decade were in awe with disapproval.  Why did their children like the music?  Daniel Levitin answers that question in his book, “This is your Brain on Music”.

“Researchers point to the teen years as the turning pint for musical preferences.  It is around the age of ten or eleven that most children take on music as a real interest, even those children who didn’t express such an interest in music earlier.  As adults, the music we tend to be nostalgic for, the music that feels like is “our” music, corresponds to the music we heard during these years” (Levitin, 2006, p.231).
Elvis was the first to show all four factors together.  Closely followed by the youth’s praise of the sexual Elvis was the Vietnam War.  Music began to be reflected in the disapproval in American politics and political behavior.  Music became a source to express during these harsh times of war and civil rights movements.  Music at this time became an identity and had evolved from more then just entertainment, but a way to portray true thoughts and feelings.  Music was now a valuable politic asset allowed by America’s right to free speech.  Later in 1967, the Beatles and other psychedelics bands such as, The Grateful Dead, and Jefferson Airplane became successful while celebrating songs of counterculture.  This may have played a strong role in the drug years of American culture.
A major step to the spread of music occurred in 1981 when music television, such as MTV, became popular by running music videos constantly.  The debuting of Video killed the Radio Star, marked a mainstream affect in culture.  At this time, music from around the world is now spread from internationally.  Following music video, which seemed to draw most attention at the time, was the first time CDs outsold vinyl records in 1988.  Soon the release of the Apple iPod would revolutionize the music industry once again.  According to Apple, in late 2006, 70 million iPods had been sold and consumers had purchased some one billion songs from iTunes.

During the 20th century a revolution occurred.  As new technologies began appearing music began to spread.  The invention of the radio was the first popular technological feat that allowed music to be shared over a broad area.  The ability to reproduce, record, capture, and broadcast music was extremely influential over the people it reached.  Music was now spread to the mass, not through concerts or clubs, which allowed many to gain fame.  Now music from around the world could be heard and everyone was listening.


In conclusion, music has become the way it is today through a steady evolution of change.  Each historic era is unique in its own way.  Through time, society has progressed and evolved to form each era’s identity.
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