
MusIQ Club Level 9 History Assessment: 
The Modernism Era 

 
The Modernism Era in music is much less easily defined than previous periods of 
musical history, with musicologists disagreeing on what constitutes “Modern music”. 
In fact some musicologists consider Impressionism to be just one form of Modernism. 
It is generally accepted though that this term can be applied to music created during 
the first half of the 20th century, ending around World War II (1890-1940). 
 
Characteristics 
Music of this period shared many characteristics with the visual art and literature of 
the time, but mainly they were alike in their desire to make something new. 
Modernism was all about breaking away from tradition to create something new and 
fresh. They also wanted to leave their work open-ended, so that the audience, reader, 
or viewer was an active participant in the art, bringing to it their own perspectives and 
coming to their own conclusions about the art’s meaning, rather than passively 
observing the music, picture, or book.  
 
Atonality 
The tonality of the Baroque and Classical tradition had been very straightforward, with 
compositions relying heavily on the V-I relationship within a given key. Harmonies 
rarely moved outside of the 8 notes of the chosen major or minor scale. This was 
stretched during the Romantic Period and by the Impressionists with more and more 
non-key notes (chromatic notes) added in to melodies and harmonies to create more 
tension and unexpected sounds. Modernists like Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) in 
Austria, felt that the extreme use of chromatic dissonance for expressive purposes left 
nothing new to create in the traditional harmonic relationships, and he moved toward 
a system where all 12 tones of the Chromatic scale were treated equally, with no tonal 
center, or “home base” note. A piece of music that is not written in any specific key is 
called atonal. 

The following excerpt, translated from a letter written to composer Ferruccio Busoni in 
1909, expresses Schoenberg’s reaction against the excess of the Romantic period: 

My goal: complete liberation from form and symbols, context and logic. 
Away with motivic work! 
Away with harmony as the cement of my architecture! 
Harmony is expression and nothing more. 
Away with pathos! 
Away with 24 pound protracted scores! 
My music must be short. 
Lean! In two notes, not built, but "expressed". 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ferruccio_Busoni
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romantic_music


And the result is, I hope, without stylized and sterilized drawn-out sentiment. 
That is not how man feels; it is impossible to feel only one emotion. 
Man has many feelings, thousands at a time, and these feelings add up no more 
than apples and pears add up. Each goes its own way. 
This multicoloured, polymorphic, unlogical nature of our feelings, and their 
associations, a rush of blood, reactions in our senses, in our nerves; I must have this 
in my music. 
It should be an expression of feeling, as if it really were the feeling, full of 
unconscious connections, not some perception of "conscious logic". 
Now I have said it, and they may burn me. 

Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) grew up within the nationalist tradition of Russian music. 
He is best known for his ballets. Of special interest to us, because of the effect it had on 
Stravinsky’s reputation as a composer who pushed the boundaries of musical design, 
is The Rite of Spring, first performed in 1913. The music is full of complex, primitive-
sounding rhythms and extreme dissonance. The premiere performance in Paris 
included one of the most famous classical music riots in musical history. The intensely 
rhythmic score and primitive content (the work is based on the image of a girl selected 
for sacrifice to the god of Spring, and then dancing herself to death) were a shock to 
audiences who were used to much “tamer” ballets. At first there were loud boos from 
the audience, which turned into arguments between those who supported the new 
work and those who opposed it. Soon there was shouting and fistfights in the aisles. 
The police were called in, but the audience was in chaos for the remainder of the 
performance. (The whole ballet lasts about 33 minutes.)     
 
Serialism 
Serialism was invented by Schoenberg, and it was a system in which the 12 notes 
were arranged in rows and had to be used in a pre-determined, non-repetitive order, 
as a way to avoid favoring or centering around any one tone or group of tones. At first 
this twelve-tone technique was only adopted by a few of Schoenberg’s own 
students, but in a modified form the tone rows became important for many 
composers after the Second World War, including Stravinsky. Though the system was 
largely misunderstood and seemed strict to many, limiting the ability to be musically 
expressive, Schoenberg disagreed, saying his method was meant to free composers 
from traditional rules, not create new ones.  
 
Audience Response 
The effect this atonal sound had on many audiences was negative. They were used to 
going to concerts and hearing a traditional composition, maybe with a few surprises 
here and there. Going to hear new music with shockingly irregular rhythms and no 
tonal center was disorienting and unsettling. Many people did not like it, because they 
did not understand it, and so atonal, experimental compositions had a very narrow 
audience and was considered by many to be mostly an academic exercise, not really 
for listening pleasure. 



Listening/Watching Assignment: 
Go to www.youtube.com/MyMusIQClub to watch these three videos: 

• The Rite of Spring (1913) Stravinsky: Sacrificial Dance (The Chosen One) 
This video is of the last few minutes of the ballet, using the original 
choreography from the 1913 premiere. The girl that has been chosen as 
a ritual sacrifice to the god of Spring dances herself to death. Death 
circles around her throughout her dance and then takes her body at the 
end.  

 
• Schoenberg: Six little piano pieces Op. 19 (1911) 

This video is of a performance of all 6 short, unique pieces. Each one is 
unnamed, known by its tempo markings. The collection is very atonal, 
but pre-dates Schoenberg’s development of the twelve tone row.   

 
• Arnold Schoenberg’s Twelve Tone Method 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



MusIQ Club Level 9 Assessment 
History Assignment 

 
What are the approximate dates of the Modernist Period?  _______________________ 

/1 
List 2 characteristics of Modernist music: 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 

/4 
Name 2 important composers from this period with their birth and death dates:  
____________________________________ 
____________________________________ 

 /4 
How was Modernist music different from Romantic music?  
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 

 /2 
What is serialism?   ________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 

/1 
What was the public reaction to Stravinsky’s  Rite of Spring at the first performance?   
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 

/2 
What did you think of the clip you watched from the Rite of Spring ballet? 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 

/2 
How does this compare to your feelings about Schoenberg’s Six little pieces for piano? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 

/2 
Choose one of these pieces and explain how it is characteristic of the Modernist 
period. 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 

 /2 
  

/20 


