
Designing the Freshman Introductory Music Course 
 

⧫ Music History Baseline 

 

An exploratory design of a collegiate freshmen music major course or  

module, entitled “Introduction to Collegiate Musical Studies” (…how to  

get the most out of the undergraduate experience; navigating and  

maximizing the collegiate encounter) 

…representing a prudent and pragmatic content portfolio – what should be  

in this subjective/objective toolbox? 
 

 Musicianship Baseline           Leadership & Entrepreneurship 

 Practicing (philosophy, strategy, outcome)     Fundamentals of Acoustics 

 Time Management for the music student     Business Basics 

 Music History: functioning overview & timeline   Examining Music-Related Technology 

 Careers               Health & Wellness 

 Aesthetics  & Related Thought        Cultural Analysis & Engagement 

 Research Fundamentals and Resources (library)   Résumé/Bio Building & Networking 

 Terminology and Definitions         Opportunities of the Summer 

 Collaboration & Ensemble Etiquette       Wrap-up and Review 

  The Concert Hall 
 

 

 

Contents and Discussion Points: 

  Why? – to discover…  

  Music history – A timeline:  

      Medieval (Early), Renaissance, Baroque, Classical, Romantic, Modern (20th Century; 21st Century) 

  Salient features (of historical eras) 

  Landmark composers 

  Pulitzer Prizes 

  “Touch Points” – making purposeful connections  

   Technology and online content 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



⧫ Music History Baseline: functioning overview & timeline 
 

Music history – with a simple objective for the performer, educator, conductor: read music with an “eye of 

the time,” listen to and hear the music with an “ear of the time,” and interpret music with an affinity for “the 

time.” To do this, we need to know something of “the time” – that is, to investigate imagery, connecting 

threads, contexts, expanded viewpoints, and to identify and appreciate relationships. 
 

 Why? – to discover…  

-  how music developed over time  

-  how instruments developed 

-  and understand diverse musical styles (connect the dots) 

-  the source and backstory of landmark works 

-  and investigate cultural influences and contexts, and the role of music in entertainment-religion- 

   ceremony-social engagement and various discourses of humanity 

-  how to stylistically perform with reliable historic authenticity  
 

Medieval (Early) Era  (approx. 800-1400) 

Renaissance Era  (approx. 1400-1600) 

Baroque Era    (approx. 1600-1750) 

Classical Era    (approx. 1750-1820) 

Romantic Era    (approx. 1820-1910) 

Modern Era     (approx. 1910-present) 

…students should define each with “common practices” 
 

[Note the date-range discrepancies, comparing above descriptives with those provided below] 

 

Music History (Western Music) – A Timeline 

 

 
 

 

 

 

…typical focus of music history courses (being charitable toward 20th and 21st centuries): 
 

 
 

 

Early Romantic (c.1830-1860) 

Late Romantic (c.1860-1920) 



A big question:  

Do students actually know much about what is going on in the musical arts in their own lifetime (context)? 

  Perspective… a typical reality for percussion studies regarding relationships to music history studies: 
 

 
 

…and these percussion percentages are generous in the Baroque & Classical eras. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Salient features: …characteristics of the historical era (salient = main, leading, relevant,  

significant, outstanding, striking, noticeable, prominent, most important) 
 

Medieval musical era (c. 800-1400) – salient features: 

Sacred (liturgical, church) music was most important; included secular (non-religious) Western Europe  

music of the Middle Ages – 5th to 15th centuries. Common: purely monophonic vocal music (see:  

Gregorian chant), use of church modes. Harmony included perfect intervals (unisons, fourths, fifths,  

octaves). Systems of music notation developed (“neumes”). Monophonic chant (plainchant) developed  

into early polyphonic musical forms.  

  Terms: Ars Nova, Organum, Motet, Madrigal, Canon, Troubadours & Trouvères & Minnesingers 

  Composers: Léonin and Pérotin (Notre-Dame school), Philippe de Vitry, Guillaume de Machaut,  

    Francesco Landini 

  Instruments: recorder, flute, ocarina, lute, dulcimer, lyra, pipe organ, hurdy-gurdy, fiddle, sackbut   

    (early trombone), shawm 
 

Renaissance musical era (c. 1400-1600) – salient features: 

“Rebirth,” Early, middle, and late periods. Primarily polyphonic vocal music with increasing use of 

harmonic intervals of thirds and sixths leading to triadic and functional harmony, “word painting,” music 

primarily for church and court entertainment (often commissioned), development of four-part polyphony, 

use of modes. The printing press (1439) allowed dissemination of printed music; the bourgeois class.  

.    Terms: Burgundian School/Franco-Flemish School, counterpoint, cantus firmus, chanson, madrigal,  

    motets, masses / instrumental genres – toccata, prelude, ricecar, canzona 

   Composers: Guillaume Du Fay, Johannes Ockeghem, Orlande de Lassus, Thomas Tallis, William  

    Byrd, Josquin des Prez, Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Claudio Monteverdi (as transition to the  

    Baroque era) 

   Instruments: lute, viola da gamba, improvements of earlier instruments 

   Early period: cantilena style / Guillaume Du Fay (French) 

Middle period: Franco-Flemish School, four-part writing / Ockeghem and Josquin des Prez 

Late period: Counter-Reformation / florid counterpoint of Palestrina  
 

Baroque musical era (c. 1600-1750) – salient features: 

 Increasing societal secularization, polyphonic textures, ornamentation, contrasting elements, harmonic  

  progressions, modulation and dissonance, counterpoint, figured bass, established system of major/minor  

  tonality, opera, equal temperament 



Terms: ornamentation, basso continuo, oratorio, opera, cantata, sonata, concerto, prelude and fugue,  

  dance suite 

Composers: Claudio Monteverdi, Antonio Vivaldi, George Frideric Handel, Johann Sebastian Bach 

Instruments: harpsichord, bass viol, trumpets & kettledrums 

Works: Handel's Messiah; Vivaldi's Four Seasons; Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, Mass in B minor,   

Goldberg Variations, Brandenburg Concertos, Well-Tempered Clavier. 
 

Classical musical era (c. 1750-1820) – salient features: 

 Balance and symmetry with clear melodies and textures emerged with homophonic textures (harmony  

  subordinate to melody). Harmonic sophistication and contrast developed with a growing standardized  

  orchestra. Thematic material was developed. …symphonic forms, concertos, string quartets, sonatas,  

  operas, dominance of the piano 

  Terms: sonata-allegro form, Alberti bass, style galant, equal temperament 

  Composers: Joseph Haydn, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Ludwig van Beethoven, Franz Schubert 

  Instruments: piano (pianoforte), string section, woodwinds of flutes-oboes-clarinets-bassoons 
 

Romantic musical era (c. 1820-1910) – salient features: 

 Importance of emotional expression overshadowed formal structures. Larger orchestras grew with  

  expanded instrumentation. Extended melodies and phrases with large dynamic ranges were common.  

  Chromatic harmony (with elaborate harmonic progressions) and extended chords evolved with dramatic  

  use of dissonance – composer experimentation, individuality, nationalism all were at the forefront.  

  Nocturnes, rhapsodies, song-cycles… virtuoso performers. Beethoven and Schubert as “transitional”  

  composers. 

  Terms: programmatic music (associated with literature, poetry, art, nature, etc.), chromaticism  

  Composers: Frédéric Chopin, Franz Liszt, Hector Berlioz, Felix Mendelssohn, Richard Wagner,  

    Giuseppe Verdi, Johannes Brahms, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Antonín  

    Dvořák, Gustav Mahler, Richard Strauss  
 

20th Century music (1900-2000) – salient features: 

Too diverse, too many factors – some notable highlights: fractured contemporary composition; tonality vs  

atonality (chance; aleatory); angular and disjunct melodies/non-Western scales; irregular rhythms and  

phrases; experimental and dissonant harmonies; improvisation; electronic music; music for media (radio,  

film, television, gaming) 

  Terms: expressionism, impressionism, futurism, neoclassicism, serialism, minimalism, conceptualism,  

    twelve-tone row (technique), microtonal scales, polytonality, polyrhythm, multimeter, musique   

    concrète, prepared piano, phasing 

  Composers (see below):  

Claude Debussy [Romantic/Modern/Impressionism] 

Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) [Romantic/Modern] 

Béla Bartók (1881-1945) [Romantic/Modern; nationalism, folk music] 
Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) [Modernist: 3 compositional periods: Russian, Neoclassical, Serial] 

 

21th Century music (2000-forward) – salient features: 

Too diverse, too many factors and influences – some notable highlights: fractured contemporary  

composition; continuous expansion and application of ideas/philosophies, movements, and techniques 

from the 20th century; eclecticism (polystylism) through blurred combinations and experimentation of 

diverse styles (classical, jazz, popular, rock, global culture, improvisation, etc.); focused integration with 

dance, media, and other art forms; and furthering integration of electronics and multimedia in 

performance.  

Further features include developments of digital technology and social media, internet; 

experimentation with artificial intelligence (AI); exploratory uses of space and venue; increasing 

commentary regarding social issues along with environmental and political concerns; further expansion of 

diverse and uncommon small group (chamber) amalgamations; continued growth of unique and 

individualized performance art – individualism; some weight upon noise and percussion-generated timbre 



with kaleidoscopic architectural soundscapes; augmented investment and close-fitting collaborations 

between performer and composer; attention to diversified composers and resources. 

  A few select influencers (ensembles, projects):  

Alarm Will Sound [20-member chamber orchestra] 

Bang on a Can [NYC organization founded by composers Julia Wolfe, David Land, & Michael   

Gordon] 

Boston Modern Orchestra Project [BMOP] 

Kronos Quartet [string quartet; 1,000+ new works] 

International Contemporary Ensemble (ICE) [500+ new works] 

Eighth Blackbird [8BB, Chicago-based sextet] 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Landmark Composers 
 

Students could memorize a few selected dates (of people) & events (timeline) to use as relative historic 

guideposts. Particular guideposts, perhaps such as those dates related to Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, 

Brahms, and Stravinsky, as prominent examples, can serve to establish composer-to-composer 

relationships and era-defining milestones for students’ elementary recall and application. A further dive, 

though still cursory (see expanded, chronological list below), could reinforce a fundamental baseline for 

historical awareness, cultural significance, and cogent retrieval. (Add or subtract composers, as desired.) 
 

  Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (c.1525-1594) [Renaissance] 
Claudio Monteverdi (1567-1643) [Renaissance/Baroque] 
Antonio Vivaldi (1678-1741) [Baroque] 

George Frederic Handel (1685-1759) [Baroque/Classical] 
 

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) [Baroque] 

Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) [Classical] 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) [Classical] 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) [Classical/Romantic] 

Franz Schubert (1797-1828) [Classical/Romantic] 
 

Hector Berlioz (1803-1869) [Romantic] 

Frédéric Chopin (1810-1849) [Romantic] 

Richard Wagner (1813-1883) [Romantic] 

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) [Romantic] 

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) [Romantic] 

Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) [Romantic] 

Gustav Mahler (1860-1911) [Romantic] 

Claude Debussy (1862-1918) [Romantic/Modern] 

Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) [Romantic/Modern] 

Béla Bartók (1881-1945) [Romantic/Modern] 
Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) [Romantic/Modern] 

 

Aaron Copland (1900-1990) [Modern] 

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) [Modern] 

John Cage (1912-1992) [Modern] 

Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990) [Modern] 

Iannis Xenakis (1922-2001) [Modern] 

Pierre Boulez (1925-2016) [Modern] 

Karlheinz Stockhausen (1928-2007) [Modern] 

George Crumb (1929-2022) [Modern] 

John Williams (1932-present) [Modern] 

Steve Reich (1936-present) [Modern] 

Philip Glass (1937-present) [Modern] 



 

Pronunciation check:  
 

  Include lists of composers (and common musical terms) regarding accepted or preferred pronunciation  

– Mozart, Debussy, Wagner, Webern, Chopin, Poulenc, Saint-Saëns, Milhaud, Berg, Xenakis,    

   Ginastera, Rachmaninoff, Rimsky-Korsakov, etc. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Pulitzer Prizes  
 

 Since 1917, the Pulitzer Prize is an award for achievements in newspaper, magazine, online journalism,  

  literature, and musical composition within the United States. Below: select Pulitzer Prize winners in  

  musical composition since 1960 – encouraging current-day awareness and recognized inspiration… 
 

  2025: Susie Ibarra; Sky Islands (flute, piano, 2 percussion, string quartet) 

2024: Tyshawn Sorey; Adagio (for Wadada Leo Smith) 

2023:  Rhiannon Giddens and Michael Abels; Omar (opera) 

2022: Raven Chacon; Voiceless Mass   
2021: Tania León; Stride 

2020: Anthony Davis; The Central Park Five (opera) 
 

2015: Julia Wolfe; Anthracite Fields  

2014: John Luther Adams; Become Ocean  

2013: Caroline Shaw; Partita for 8 Voices  

2012: Kevin Puts; Silent Night: Opera in Two Acts  

2010: Jennifer Higdon; Violin Concerto  
 

2009: Steve Reich; Double Sextet  

2008: David Lang; The Little Match Girl Passion  

2005: Steven Stucky; Second Concerto for Orchestra  

2003: John Adams; On the Transmigration of Souls  

2001: John Corigliano; Symphony No. 2 (for string orchestra) 
 

1995: Morton Gould; Stringmusic 

1994: Gunther Schuller; Of Reminiscences and Reflections  

1993: Christopher Rouse; Trombone Concerto  
 

1989: Roger Reynolds; Whispers Out of Time  

1988: William Bolcom; 12 New Etudes for Piano 

1987: John Harbison; The Flight into Egypt  

1983: Ellen Zwilich; Three Movements for Orchestra (Symphony No. 1) 

1982: Roger Sessions; Concerto for Orchestra  
 

1979: Joseph Schwantner; Aftertones of Infinity  

1978: Michael Colgrass; Déjà vu (for percussion and orchestra)  

1976: Ned Rorem; Air Music  

1973: Elliott Carter; String Quartet No. 3 

1972: Jacob Druckman; Windows 

1971: Mario Davidovsky; Synchronisms No. 6 (for piano and electronic sound) 

1970: Charles Wuorinen; Time’s Encomium  
 

1969: Karel Husa; String Quartet No. 3 

1968: George Crumb; Echoes of Time and the River  

1963: Samuel Barber; Piano Concerto  

1961: Walter Piston; Symphony No. 7 

1960: Elliott Carter; String Quartet No. 2 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 



“Touch Points” – Making Purposeful Connections (music history) 
 

My music history professor in graduate studies 

advocated that learning music history and its obligatory 

recollection entails two parts:  
 

1) “discussion,” a mulling over among small groups     

      of students about the specific topics and relevant  

      subjects studied, and,  
 

2) crafting “connections” between elements and  

features within the information (e.g. person-to-

person and sequential relationships; parallel 

discoveries in art, industry, world events, and other 

frameworks of history and cultures, etc.).  
 

On one occasion in class, he drolly asked all participants 

to repeat a list of incongruent words he recited, in their 

exact order. “Ceiling-goblet-drapery-roses-tire-elephant-

pencil-palm tree-island.” The entire class, collectively, 

began… “Ceiling---goblet---drapery…” and quickly 

students began to drop out. A few went on, “roses, tire.” 

Perhaps one retrieved “elephant.” 
 

Immediately reexamining the task, Dr. Smith invited the 

entire class (allowing for my embellished recollection as 

an inquisitive participant) to “look up at the ceiling and 

imagine a golden goblet tilting downward, out of it 

flowing a silken drapery with beautiful red roses 

imprinted on it, cascading and swirling into the center of 

an old spare tire, where upon a startled elephant sat with 

a No. 2 pencil sticking into its derriere – with the 

tire/elephant-twosome perched high atop a swaying 

palm tree situated on a tiny remote island far, far out in 

the Caribbean Sea. Now, having formed these connections, please recite the word list, in order...” A strategy 

for enhanced comprehension and recall – bingo. Thank you, Dr. Robert Smith. 

______________________________ 
 

Perhaps without connectivity… 

“What’s the difference between an orange? …a telephone pole because rabbits can’t fly. So, if you were 

flying across the desert in your boat, who would Hank Aaron be? …the answer’s false ‘cause chickens 

don’t eat boulders. So, there I was, fifty-thousand feet in the air, stark naked, without a parachute. What 

could I do? …so I took the fifty-thousand.” 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Technology and Online Content 
 

With the emergence of digital textbooks with improved technological integration, there can be enriched 

online curricular content/design for value-added instruction-demonstration-evidence (extraordinarily 

useful for edifying music history) and it’s continuously developing. Beyond the ubiquitous ability to 

momentarily search online for relevant information, digital design provides superior access to enhanced, 

comprehensive historical knowledge. From just one digital source, integrating cultural and historic tenets, 

pedagogical opportunity could include the following. 

 
 



Online text, with synchronous: 

  photos and graphics 

  filmed performances and documentaries 

  sound recordings 

  musical scores (scrolling or fixed) 

  instantaneous links:  

-  composer bios  

-  period instruments  

-  definitions and translations 

-  theory and analysis 

  maps 

  timelines 

  reviews and commentary 

  charts with corresponding cultural traits, movement, and context 

(arts–performing/visual, architecture, geography, populations and urban/cultural centers, language,  

literature, religion, philosophy, education, government, politics, industry, technological  

advancement, food, fashion, travel/transportation, communication and media, influencing  

frameworks of world events, etc.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


