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A Brief History of Western Classical Art Music

● Check the Tech
● Introductions
● A History of Western Classical Art Music

○ The 6 Time Periods
○ Major trends/genres
○ Major Composers



Check the Tech

● Everything working?  See and hear?
● Links in the chat
● Zoom Etiquette

○ We are recording!  Need to step out?  Please stop video.
○ I will “spotlight” my video--adjust your screen as needed.
○ Please remain muted to reduce background noise.
○ Questions?  Yes!  In the chat, please.
○ We will also have a chance for Q&A at the end.



Glad you are here tonight!

● Steve Kurr
○ Middleton HS Orchestra Teacher
○ Founding Conductor - Middleton Community Orchestra
○ M.M. and doctoral work in Musicology from UW-Madison

■ Specialties in Classic Period and Orchestra Conducting
○ Continuing Ed course through UW for almost 25 years



What is our Topic Tonight?

● A Brief History of Western Classical Art Music
○ Only a quick survey of the main concepts

■ Time periods
■ Genres
■ Composers

○ Simplified for sure
○ 1200 years in 45 minutes--whew!



The Major Time Periods (and the Caveats…)

● Medieval: 800-1400
● Renaissance: 1400-1600
● Baroque: 1600-1750
● Classic: 1750-1800
● Romantic: 1800-1920
● Modern: 1920-2020(?)



Medieval: 800-1400 Monophony and then Polyphony

Major Genres:
Gregorian Chant, Organum, Motet, Mass

Major Composers:
Anonymous, Perotin, Machaut
Don’t even get me started on…
Forme fixe, music theory, notation

https://open.spotify.com/track/6M3gTNQJ2wlg9xyM8SFYsX?si=BNolM4VsSo-vSkPBpHKAnw
https://open.spotify.com/track/3uyGRdrb9jK4djDEt1W76D?si=iW5DVsqxT6awKVEL4cbsRA
https://open.spotify.com/track/0GdtnJydzs1827lp6s5Gfp?si=PDEK6TjDQj6SXROTl8uNBw


Renaissance: 1400-1600 Music becomes ART

Major Genres:
Masses, motets, madrigals

Major Composers: 
Dufay, Josquin, Palestrina, Gabrieli, Lasso, Marenzio
Don’t even get me started on…
Gesualdo, parody/cantus firmus, canzonas

https://open.spotify.com/track/4Ihp8YgA2h9cgzPbBPNola?si=JYTInjCYR2W4teIXvU1XXQ
https://open.spotify.com/track/0H2b1AO21wkEGUeC0DlGwc?si=jLLu7SkYTqSM_7sTdMR5BA
https://open.spotify.com/track/6urrE0qYScNOMPYtvOFN5b?si=hsbo13jRT9ypYThl0z_A4Q
https://open.spotify.com/track/2eUaIkWdxM6ndowlwU6LGk?si=m892Nu8GSSSfJr1clWO1IA
https://open.spotify.com/track/6vN3RBWQUsr8afBNjdnRxP?si=9NIjU74JTNO5m2TS7kWXqQ
https://open.spotify.com/track/0EDO2Y9fSJAeQScqsKO77f?si=XqFfzNDEQzqPd4x4FGwAOw


Baroque: 1600-1750 Rise of Secular/Instrumental Music

Major Genres:
Opera, Concerto, Sonata

Major Composers: 
Monteverdi, Corelli, Vivaldi, Bach, Handel
Don’t even get me started on…
Late madrigals, French Opera/Lully, castrati

https://open.spotify.com/track/0p7DdR53ZAxHTaqsE2GGb3?si=9386iQ4pSPCJl2S61cWHYA
https://open.spotify.com/track/53382TqjqOvUhlHfvc6zuN?si=Dgne1UINQbeHWDTpXtfxlw
https://open.spotify.com/track/4t5rmMQitV8bgJtmrkzYOs?si=VwUHhqIuTEOBy6uMq9i2EA
https://open.spotify.com/track/1nfCEQk9xlxbH7gP11eYYB?si=aSmYybn3TsK40w2OuuZzDg
https://open.spotify.com/track/235SNl7NnF8r1w5aCcoXox?si=vOeaI71oRrWrYJr8GxyBzA


Classic: 1750-1800 Balance & Symmetry

Major Genres:
Symphony, String Quartet, Opera, Piano Sonata

Major Composers: 
Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven
Don’t even get me started on…
Early Classic, the movie Amadeus, all the humor of Haydn

https://open.spotify.com/track/5ikdg81pJc4bRwuVexAyOk?si=MogBd-vcSj2uytqumRHn4Q
https://open.spotify.com/track/0NUXaODqkNu9GzsuFQmwg9?si=9pE_nBuMRGK-ACxmv8Oxcw
https://open.spotify.com/track/3XRTNRWHNHHVPLiDs4kFA7?si=pOHgAgpeQRqkpKMOfHfFew


Romantic: 1800-1920 Expression & The Middle Class Joins In

Major Genres:
Symphony, Opera, Character Piece, Art Song, Showpieces, Impressionism, Nationalism

Major Composers: 
Schubert, Schumann, Brahms, Wagner, Mahler, Verdi, Puccini, Tchaikovsky, Chopin, 
Rimsky-Korsakov, Debussy, Mendelssohn, etc.

Don’t even get me started on…
All the other composers, Brahms vs. Wagner, late Romanticism, etc.

https://open.spotify.com/track/1utyEW4Qf1F5jeqhJSLT6g?si=_DCdhrXqSFSO7qwGCIgsfQ
https://open.spotify.com/track/6YICYcMkPzBsuzq7JC7Ta0?si=eJfubsLrTvOJ-wuIqb1j9A
https://open.spotify.com/track/7ySq1Bq69nZ0pVdLAhFdfT?si=2eFneP0zS9i1zeB9lwI4oA
https://open.spotify.com/track/2l8AahImBXuyRwK9vrmgUz?si=uK2lDQVHRVOIxn6hYzcZ3w
https://open.spotify.com/track/2FIuNHYELgFuXLxsuY1v9I?si=fZMcD29-SYKIwttqsdk3Vw
https://open.spotify.com/track/7eKEKe88E0410sbOXbD6lx?si=qqEWn24HTxSekmPFPJMvJg
https://open.spotify.com/track/21RjWwvpdUyE2iPvN5jqum?si=pc9EhTpTTfCSEIs-OfxQNg
https://open.spotify.com/track/1xxIrwtZmgDviIGNTaTLBg?si=5lCotw2VSqyqWXg2V3cXiw


Modern: 1920-2020(?) Music for the Elite?

Major Genres:
Ballet, Opera, “formless” works, atonality

Major Composers: 
Stravinsky, Copland, Bernstein, Schönberg, Shostakovich, Cage, Williams, etc.

Don’t even get me started on…
Classical & Pop/Jazz/Ragtime/Rock, Avant-garde, serialism, when the period ends

https://open.spotify.com/track/6Z0IX2d1CDailjD4PYPBau?si=SaLlvealTzeCh18kdQtb8g
https://open.spotify.com/track/0oSyov1HzMLGeHRySMBUvH?si=9c-skUoYSlCS9mhKemdqFA
https://open.spotify.com/track/4W0OGmAClUpzzMPusaDZNt
https://open.spotify.com/track/2S2drpQerr11RgyJMX6uHV?si=VbGE4RN0Tg2qZI0h76GO4Q
https://open.spotify.com/track/0uE60tfwc7Zzw6TjFZz00h?si=Syl7nyJvTJ2cOO1yz4HGrg
https://open.spotify.com/track/5IjxkEPwujyYfBhKdT1o3t?si=cB_hLzG8R_i1eFlLkrRYuA
https://open.spotify.com/track/4MFGgd90JiJbY06ACgEfHl?si=ru_A0MJQTsyls837QA9yFg


What we did NOT cover (yet):

● So much!
○ Nuances of each period
○ Context with other historic events
○ Connections with other forms of art
○ More of the trends associated with each period
○ The transitional times between the periods
○ Anything outside the most broad concepts

■ Non-Western music
■ Music by historically marginalized demographics
■ Outliers in each period



Q & A

● Please unmute if you have a question.
● If you feel more comfortable, type into the Chat.
● I will answer all of your questions!



If you have questions later:

● You get a souvenir PDF with a Boiled Down version of Music 
History
○ Link in the chat

● You can come back and see the slides again.
○ Link in the chat

● Also my email if you have any follow up questions or 
comments
○ smkurr@gmail.com

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1WfWmFcHM-8Xy9IEHDQtVXAUS_4bPL3ox/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/e/2PACX-1vQE6iFYYrgWcP7Efaf8OJrjdAqyg2IP9ymeGfRdG9HvAEqoHpoevCyq48AstzhWOpFRzmvZR7Vips-F/pub?start=false&loop=false&delayms=3000


Yet to come

● September: Music & The Brain 9/24
● October: Humor & Classical Music Part II
● November: The Development of the Modern Orchestra
● December: TBA
● January: TBA



Finally...

Please feel free to fill out our monthly feedback survey so we can 
work to improve our offerings for you.

Link in the chat!

https://forms.gle/y9fz1f3tzYunXF5Z9


Thank you!

These slides were created by Steve Kurr for the Madison 
Symphony Orchestra League Connect Events.  Please direct 
comments and questions to smkurr@gmail.com.


