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The Accelerating Accumulation of Works of Music 
 

Anthropologists speculate that the first musical expressions of primitive humans were  

spontaneous: Perhaps the beating on something common in the environment - a log, animal 

carcass, the ground - with something equally common: a stick, bone, or hand. Or they may have 

been vocal.  Crude musical vocalizations  are only the slightest extension of emotional cries, 

whether joyful or mournful, and are equally plausible. So it’s anybody’s guess which came first, 

or how and when the two merged. But whenever and however, we can safely assume it was a 

unique event, never exactly duplicated again. But it may have remained in the memory of some 

of those who heard it. And as humans learned to enjoy increasing sophisticated and organized 

music-making, no doubt some events were more memorable than others, and the urge to repeat 

these experiences developed.  For a long time, memory alone was the only means of doing this. 

As with language, without a means of written, symbolic representation of ideas, memory must 

serve. But like the recording of language, the writing of music developed within our recoverable 

history, and so we have scattered bits of our musical past. These were the beginnings of a 

condition coming to fruition only within our century. This was the beginning of the accumulation 

of music from our past that is escalating with ever increasing speed, and is creating a 

circumstance as unique as any yet experienced in the history of music. 

 

That musical ideas can be passed on from generation to generation is a result of the 

advancements in notation that facilitate the accurate re-creation of a musical event at another 

place in another time. The result has been the body of music from recent centuries that we enjoy 

today. And we are appreciative for it. But in addition to this, our century has seen advances in,  

not just the instructions for the recreation of another live performance of a composition, but the 

means to preserve the actual sound of that performance. Because of this, and for the first time in 

history,  music from the distant past exerts equal, and sometimes even greater influence on 

composers’ ears and minds than music of their contemporaries.  For now, a particular 

performance can be frozen in time, and enjoyed in its pristine, original performance at any future 

time. Since this is quite economical, and the quality of reproduction is increasingly good, we can  

expect that, as we have seen already,  more and more of the music we experience on a daily basis 

will continue to be recorded, not live. This is unprecedented, and is having a profound effect on 

the future of music.  

 

In previous generations, eras in which music could only be re-created from notation, much if not 

most of the music heard by composers, and the populous in general, was relatively contemporary 

to them. Now the opposite is the case. Most of the music we all hear - popular music 

notwithstanding - is old music - sometimes several hundreds of years old. But it is the impact of 

this on our psyches that is perhaps least understood; that composers are potentially as equally 

influenced by music from five hundred years ago as by music just written. For although on an 

intellectual level we know the vast time that may separate one work from another - works that 



may have been experienced within only few minutes of each other - on a sensory level, and at the 

unreasoning, subconscious level, they’re all the same. They’re a recent musical experience. 

When experiencing music as a recording, from a sonic perspective, there’s no difference between 

and an old piece and a recent one.  And in the same way that a dream may affect our mood as 

much or more than an actual experience, despite our recognition that it “was only a dream,” 

musical performances of works from centuries past impact our musical sensitivities, and 

therefore our creative concepts, as much as pieces from contemporary sources, despite our 

conscious perspective that places the experience in a historical context.  This represents a change 

in the stream of influence of existing music upon the creation of new music, and a disruption of 

the conventionally recognized stream of influence upon the development of music as a whole.  

 

 

Structure vs. Intuitive Elements in Creativity 

 

Of course just as we don’t predicate our plans and daily actions on dreams rather than reality, 

despite the emotional effect these pseudo experiences may have on us, neither does the music we 

compose spring solely from the musical impulses within us.  There are very many physical 

factors and conscious considerations that mitigate the pure musical impulses that are influenced 

by what we hear. So the influence of auditory experience is not direct and absolute. But just how 

important is the influence of heard music on the creation of new music? It is tacitly assumed the 

influence is great. After all, we are musicians. What we deal in is sound. The scribbles are just 

the means to an end. So mustn’t our music be more a result of our aural conceptions than 

anything else? And of course that’s strictly a product of what we hear.  Or is it? If we 

immediately and directly converted the sounds that reside in our minds’ ears to notation, or 

directly into a musical product, perhaps it would be. But it's not as simple as that. Since we don’t 

directly convert our immediate thoughts into sound, the processes we use have a considerable 

effect on the music at which we ultimately arrive.  We use all kinds of notational conventions, 

established and experimental forms, processes, methodologies, theories, to guide us in the 

creation of our products, not to mention an enormous variety of sound-producing devices to 

realize our thoughts, and each of these casts their own influence over what ultimately is heard. 

Sometimes they are even the guiding influence. 

 

Even in the case of musical processes that may seem more direct and intuitive, music does not 

necessarily flow from inspiration directly into sound. In a recent conversation with a colleague, 

the subject of jazz came up. She expressed the view that jazz soloists were simply playing bits 

and pieces of things they’d played before, slightly different each time perhaps, but essentially a 

rehash of things they’d practiced. I’d heard the idea before . . .  That improvisers didn’t really 

“improvise” that much. That on careful analysis, and upon comparison with their other solos on 

the same piece, such similarity can be found, that the so-called “improvised” solo, was little 

more than a melange of phrases that had been developed over time, and varied slightly with each 

performance. This is, to some extent, undeniably true. Even among jazz musicians and 

cognoscenti, it is widely accepted that players have their “licks”- phrases that often turn up in 

their solos. Good players will often have quite a repertoire of these. And even the best players 

often, in times of less creative energy, rely on familiar patterns.  But the same can be said of 

composers as well. Many times, the same or quite similar phrases will be imbedded in works 

derived, not by fleeting, sometimes almost instantaneous decisions, but through slower, more 



deliberate processes that allow for reconsideration, and presumably, should minimize the degree 

of rehashing one’s ideas. Of course in composed music, and in improvised music, the more 

creative, talented, and conscientious the musician, the less reliance on their previous music will 

be heard, and the more change and growth of their ideas will be manifest.  

 

But the fact is, we humans are simply not that creative. So creative that everything we do within 

a short span of time - a few days or months, or even years sometimes - can be fresh, original, and 

completely different from that we produced before. We are, as one of my early teachers 

described it, “prisoners of our own minds.”  But we can escape this prison. And to do this, has 

been the rationale for all kinds of devices and methodologies for both composition and 

improvisation; procedures to help us create outside the limiting bounds of whatever limitations 

are inherent in the processes we use to create certain kinds of music, by imposing outside factors 

that force us out of the habit patterns that so often constrain our creative potentials. For concert 

composers, this has often been in the form of chance or aleatoric elements in the compositional 

process, or to allow performers more freedom to personalize each performance.  For jazz 

performers, paradoxically, it has often been structure that drives the improviser into different 

musical terrain, to nudge them out of the glib, practiced patterns that fall easily under the fingers.  

But maybe this is not so paradoxical.  For each of these contrivances, in their own way, 

addresses some need or weakness in the respective processes, be they composition or 

improvisation, that often limits the full creative potential of the musician: For those who 

methodically craft works that will be played by others, often the element that’s missing is 

spontaneity, that demanding circumstance that forces us to play or write so immediately that 

constraint or inhibition cannot interfere, and allows ideas to “fall out” of us that otherwise might 

not emerge. And for improvisers, the demands of playing, especially at faster tempos, solos that 

are entirely non-notated, the need for some structure to support this process often causes the 

music to become stylized and stale.  So newer structures must be designed to break out of this 

rut. So perhaps improvisers and composers have got it right, in their efforts to deal with the 

stultifying factors in their respective processes.  

 

But are established, familiar styles, some kinds of common practices all bad? Is it necessarily a 

disadvantage for composers or improvisers to establish a stylistic constancy that gives ease and 

assurance to the work? Should we always struggle so to be fresh, original, at all times? And 

wouldn’t the structure of form and process help individual composers from being pulled to and 

fro by the tremendously varied aural influences that work on us every day?  Is newness all that 

important? Aren’t quality and effective self-expression more important? And in connection with 

this, to what extent is established style important as a basis for exploration and creative 

discovery? And at what point does it become stale, hackneyed, and the enemy of originality?   

 

 

Finding a Personal Style 
 

One of the effects of the accumulation of music from the past, and of widely disparate styles, is 

the bewildering array of choices we as composers today have.  In a liberal environment that is 

relatively tolerant of all kinds of experimentation, whatever we may come up with will be 

accepted as at least “interesting” by our peers.  Although the academic environment is not as 

passionately liberal as it was in the 60s and 70s, certainly academic composers have it lucky, in 



that there is a built-in audience, albeit small, perhaps, of intelligent, educated people who, aware 

of the naive, sometimes premature judgements that have condemned great works that were 

unusual at the time of their introduction, are willing to listen to radically new sounds. So without 

the constraints imposed by audiences - constraints that more commercial composers, or 

composers in other times and places may have or have had - we are free to compose in whatever 

tonality, lack of tonality, microtonality, polytonality; to use whatever combinations of non-

traditional instrumentation that strikes our fancy; or borrow, mix, and synthesize whatever we 

want from the past and from other cultures. We have generally thought of this as a blessing. The 

diligent work of historians and musicologists, with the help of remarkable technology, has given 

us unprecedented availability of music from other periods and places. We do indeed live in 

interesting times. But we have so many choices . . . so many decisions to make when composing.   

 

Wasn’t life simpler for Mozart? Wasn’t he lucky, in a way, to have lived in an era when there 

was, if not a hard and fast common practice, certainly more of one than exists today? Isn’t it 

possible that part of Mozart’s fecundity and prodigy came from the fact that he grew up with and 

worked his entire life in a style he inherited? One that allowed him so many fewer options than 

we as composers are permitted. The abundance of choice, resulting from this accumulation of 

music from which we can be influenced, can be a mixed blessing.  Of course few of us now 

would opt to live and work in a circumstance that so circumscribed our musical universe. For 

that is the nature of human will and want. We’re never prepared to accept less, especially those 

of us in the west. We covet more, and consider it our birthright, a function of progress, the 

standard by which we measure our achievement - as individuals and collectively.   

 

But if we can recognize the pitfalls of, let us call it “overchoice,” wouldn’t it be useful, simply as 

a procedural methodology, to restrict the options, to facilitate our work, and thereby allow 

ourselves greater expressiveness? For as paradoxical as that sounds, limitation can be liberating. 

But again, we’re fortunate, in that we can choose the nature of those limitations. We each can 

establish our own circumscribed musical universe within which we elect to work. Of course, 

most of us do that as a matter or routine, wittingly or unwittingly. Sometimes we characterize it 

as “finding our own personal voice” or “developing a style” or “establishing a working process” 

However we describe it, we all are essentially doing the same thing: restricting our choices, as an 

aid to the making of music, and ensuring that the resulting work will have some coherence, 

consistency (within the piece at least) and not be a hodgepodge of bits and pieces, resulting from 

whatever aural influences worked on our ears that day or just before we sat down to compose.  

For whether we know it or not, recorded music from different eras, is also a mixed blessing. 

Intellectually, we recognize the vast stretches of time that separate one work from another, even 

though they may be juxtaposed by only a few minutes in our hearing of them. But on some 

deeper, unconscious level, they’re all the same: We just heard them!  They’re a recent 

experience. And to that part of out brains, the part of our brain that doesn’t respond to rationality, 

they all have equal influence, whether they’re sixteenth century or nineteenth century.  So the 

cumulative effects of researching, recovering, recreating music, as well as continuing to expand 

and develop new sounds, all work to fill our ears with such a variety of sounds and musical 

styles, that it becomes more of a challenge every year to make the choices that will allow us to 

have a personal voice and express ourselves in an individual way. Increasingly, we need to 

establish our own “common practice’ from the overwhelming palette of choices available to us. 

Even if we have inherited, not a common practice, but a dizzying array of possibilities, we can 



choose to work within an artificial common practice, for lack of a better term. Perhaps a 

coherence of personal style is a better way of putting it.  Some might say this is no more than a 

mature composer works out for him or her self, normally. After all, most composers (and 

improvisers too) go though long periods of development during which we are attracted by 

various styles, and perhaps emulate many before finding a voice that truly feels right for us. It’s a 

little like finding our own personalities through a lifetime of self-discovery; the arrival at some 

consistency of musical style that supports our ideas and does not distract us from a single-

minded path, may take a lifetime. 

 

The point at which this imposition of a style becomes a limiting, and not a liberating factor is, of 

course, one I can’t answer. In jazz, sometimes it is said that the blues is one of the easiest things 

to play - but one of the hardest things to play well.  This because, while it has a simple, well-

established phrase period structure, basic harmonies, and a modal pitch reservoir, it has become 

so stylized, and has such a history of performance that it is hard to escape replaying cliches - 

one's own or someone else’s.  Some other styles/genres are that way too: Dixieland presents real 

challenges to be original, while remaining true to the style. And Flamenco is another example 

that comes to mind, of a style that has become similarly well established.  Still, great players in 

all these styles can manage real originality. And it is our challenge as composers, to extract, 

adapt, and integrate elements of all kinds of past music into new, and personally expressive 

works, without either mimicking the music we admire, or overtly avoiding the valid influences of 

the older music that forms the bulk of what we hear.  And it is in this effort that the deliberate, 

intellectual, and studied processes can help us.    

 

So working within a familiar style, whether inherited from the musical community, or artificially 

created by a composer or improviser, has benefits and pitfalls: It can be confining - a challenge 

to originality and real artistry. But it also can be a comfortable, convenient means of stringing 

out the music - something on which to tie one’s musical ideas - a means of fostering 

productivity, and creativity.  A stylistic norm, even a personal one, in a musical environment 

where none exists, can foster creativity, not just inhibit it. And perhaps through structured 

processes, can escape the prisons of our minds, ears, and habits, and minimize the effect on our 

ears of experiencing, on a daily basis, mostly music from the past, and develop a musical 

perspective that is individual and new.  

 

 

Reactionism as a Force for Artistic Change 
 

Despite whatever methodologies we may apply to guide us in our craft, we are musicians, and 

we ultimately allow ourselves to be stimulated by gestures and designs manifested in sound. And 

however much we may like something, as composers or as human beings and consumers of all 

the varied artistic, cultural, and intellectual influences in our world, it seems to be our nature to 

add, amend, alter, correct, or at the very least contribute our commentary in some form, to that 

which we experience. We react to art. Indeed, with art, as with ideas of other kinds, our creativity 

and desire to express ourselves, is stimulated by this tendency to react. And when we DON’T 

like something . . . the tendency is to react quite vigorously in some corrective, often excessive 

impetus in an opposing direction. Music, as with other arts (and politics and many other human 

endeavors, as well) is filled with examples of creations or actions that are the direct response or 



reaction to some style, practice, opinion, trend, or theory. This seems to be part of our nature. 

But in an environment in which there is no clear-cut common practice, no establishment, nor 

mainstream against which to rebel, what point is reactionism? For unless a style or practice is 

widespread and pervasive, there would seem to be little to compel one to excessive corrective 

energies. If tonality were the main common practice governing new works, atonality would be an 

adventure. If the overwhelming majority of our new music were vocal, then instrumental music 

would seem novel. However, in our circumstance, a circumstance in which all kinds of 

influences exist in a pluralistic musical universe, what does one react against?  Indeed, tonality 

may, in fact, represent the common practice of the music that is mostly heard - by composers as 

well as the general public. And that is the point. We no longer react primarily to the creations 

that came to use through a more or less direct stream of influence, as can be identified by some 

continuity of music history, a history which, until now, was one in which one could easily place 

a work according to its place in the generational scheme of things.  

 

This mixed influence - the past exerting equal or greater influence on our thoughts and therefore, 

new works - may partly account for the growing conservatism widespread among young 

composers. It might be said that this is simply a reaction to the excesses of a few decades ago. 

Some among you who, like myself, remember eagerly digesting each new issue of “Source: The 

Music of the Avant Garde,” could say that much of the music purveyed in such publications 

abandoned its audience, even its audience of new music composers, and so could be expected to 

represent an extreme, and generate a reaction.  However, tonality - or at least consonant 

sonorities - need not have been the specific reaction. I suspect so much of the music from 

younger composers is conservative because of the broad spectrum of influences available today, 

a spectrum that is mostly tonal and rather traditional, the aural influences at least, if not the 

intellectual ones.  

 

 

Continuity in Historical Development 
 

Reactionism implies adjacency, extreme deviation from that which is the existing norm. And our 

understanding of the stream of development of music is filled with examples of reactionism of 

varying degrees, to many elements of music. Emotional intensity is an obvious, although broad 

one. Perhaps it is not accurate to describe the shift in musical/emotional aesthetic from the 

Baroque to the Classical period, or from the Classical to the Romantic, as reactionism, given the 

span of time over which these changes took place.  Nonetheless, the principal is a valid one to 

illustrate the way in which considerations of one common practice precipitate shifts in opposing 

directions. We are accustomed to thinking of the slow shift from a texture of polyphony in the 

Renaissance, a texture that often produced a rather uniform sound field, to the appreciation of 

monody and the expressive capacity of the solo human voice that led to the development of 

opera, as something of a reactionary shift. And indeed, the texture of instrumental music as well 

as vocal music was affected. But however slowly these changes took place, relative to the 

communications and general rate of social and cultural change at the time, they represented a 

reactionary dynamic.  Many other examples exist, of one or the other aspect of music that 

became the focus of attention for reactionary change. But it is sufficient to observe that we 

composers like to move on to some new musical expressions, stimulated by whatever common 

practices have dominated the prevailing music we experience in our environment. And the 



collective effect of many individual composers, each reacting in incremental, personal ways, 

forms a movement that signals and constitutes major shifts in the body of common practice, 

typifying different periods in music. But what is unique about our time, is that there is no 

common practice, nor is there much commonality about the music we all mostly experience on a 

daily basis, except that it is usually based on diatonic scales of equal temperament and is 

generally tonal, after one fashion or another. 

 

 

Tonality as an Indicator of Historical Period 
 

When assessing the way music has changed over the centuries, we have the benefit of some 

hindsight, however restricted and abstracted that may be, and so have defined development in 

music  (and I intentionally do not use the word progress - as is often the case when talking about 

other human endeavors) by certain strands: Advancements in notation, increasing sophistication 

of musical instruments, better understanding of acoustic principles governing this medium within 

which we work, increasingly diverse influences, rhythmic complexity, increasingly large and 

assorted assemblages of instruments and voices . . .  Yet, if we were to choose one parameter of 

music that seems to represent a continuous stream of development from our earliest history up to 

the present,  it probably would be tonality. For although the ancient Greeks determined many of 

the most basic physical traits of vibrating bodies producing musical tones, our recorded history 

of western music has been one of increasing sophistication of the tonal theory that underlies the 

harmonic aspect of our music. We have progressed from monody to polyphony; from modes, 

subtly suggestion tonic, dominant, and subdominant relationships, to tonality; then to 

recognizing the importance of various constituent voices and their implications for a tonal center. 

We’ve discovered that through slight modification of the tones that form perfect intervals, we 

can derive enormous practical efficiency, then proceeded to devise ever increasingly 

sophisticated modus operandi for deftly moving from one key to another. And when these 

procedures seemed to be more paper subterfuge than practical methodology, we’ve tried 

mathematical operations that repress the influences resonating bodies cast upon the vertical 

sonorities in music.   

 

One professor I much admired, even observed that our history of ever-increasing chromaticism 

and atonality seemed to reflect the very overtone series itself: Early music tonally resided in the 

lower lever of the series, being comprised largely of the basic intervals and relationships of the 

first few partials: octaves, perfect fifths and fourths, major and minor thirds. Then, as things 

became more tonal than modal, and finally chromatic, more remote keys were employed - pitch 

classes represented in the higher partials, whole tones and semitones became increasingly 

included in vertical sonorities, and finally clusters, involving dense packing of semitones and 

smaller divisions, made use of the much higher overtones. Whether as metaphor, or as sonic 

influence, there is a certain overall validity to this observation. But what does that bode for us 

now? Certainly music will not cease to change, just because there are no more partials to 

exhaust, or another acoustical paradigm for us to explore. The physics of sound production will 

not accommodate us simply because we need variety in our music.  What I propose is that, 

although this may have been the case up to now in our history of music, we now and for the 

foreseeable future, will have go back and rediscover practices from our past and integrate those 

into the fabric of “contemporary” music. I don’t mean to suggest we haven’t been doing this all 



along. For even Schoenberg’s Dodecaphonic procedures made use of contrapuntal practices that 

were hundreds of years old. And intellectually, we have always paid homage to forms and 

devices that have proven their worth and have historical precedent. But I do suggest that no 

longer will we use tonality or lack of it as a benchmark for what constitutes a contemporary 

piece. This is hardly a profound idea, for as many of my colleagues have observed, music for the 

last couple of decades has become more conservative than in the 60s and 70s. Those of you who 

are my age and older, know what I’m talking about. If you were tonally conservative in your 

youthful studies, perhaps you felt like the musical world had left you; and now feel vindicated. 

And for those of you who were radical, the current musical environment may feel like some kind 

of penance for arrogant, youthful indiscretions.  

 

Of course the history of music is filled with advance and regress to and from certain extremes of 

practice, so it could be said that the current, more tonal environment is simply political or 

reactionary in nature. But I think not. We simply can’t ignore tonality as an element in music. If 

we stubbornly avoid any tonal implications, we’re left with too little material available to fully 

realize our thoughts. And if our thoughts are often influenced by the music we hear, most of 

which is tonal music, its influence will be integrated into the broad spectrum of diverse 

influences acting on our minds, and become, not an abiding factor, but simply one of many at our 

disposal. We will have to move toward a new concept of contemporary music.  

 

 

Toward a New Concept of Contemporary Music 
 

What does all this portend for the future of music? In considering this, we should be aware that 

music serves many functions in modern society, ranging from elaborate presentations that are 

given undivided attention, to popular music, listened to obliquely on car, office and home radios, 

to "elevator music" which is not really intended to be listened to at all, but simply serves as 

atmosphere in business offices and restaurants. Such music may be thought of as a rather 

continuous contributor to the decor or ambience of an environment, in which case the aspect of 

form, so important to art music created as an aural edifice - a single creation with a beginning, 

middle and conclusion - is not important. In many respects, eastern musics follow this 

philosophy, but that has not been our tradition in western Eurocentric art music. It has been, in 

part, the advent of recording, with the abundance of available music at any place at any time, that 

has led to its relegation to sonic decor status in many circumstances.  There seems to be some 

kind of sonic expression in every culture.  And of all the elements of music, rhythm may be the 

most fundamental. Melody, harmony, and timbrel variety are certainly important contributors to 

a full musical experience, however rhythm alone can be complex and satisfying. Various forms 

of folk music and even contemporary popular music generally have little of the harmonic 

richness, melodic interest, or timbrel variety of cultivated concert music, yet seem to provide 

completely satisfying experiences for many. Ironically, the demand for newness is greatest in 

popular music. Of course, this is where the biggest demand for music is, period. So perhaps if the 

music most people listened to were more cultivated music, the demand for recent serious 

compositions would be increased. We can’t say. Certainly rock and roll, rap, hip-hop, country & 

western, rhythm & blues, and all the various other distinctions of popular music represent our 

contemporary incarnation of folk music: music of the masses. The chief reason folk music now 

overshadows more cultivated music, is that the “economic democracy” of Capitalism has turned 



the traditional control of western European music media culture upside down: In previous 

centuries, when the church, autocratic rulers, or a wealthy, more educated upper-class primarily 

determined what music would get played, copied, disseminated, and preserved, a higher standard 

prevailed. Now, popular tastes generate a demand for music that comes from an entirely different 

aesthetic, and that is what dominates the marketplace, and so the broadcast and recording 

industries. In this environment, the creators of popular music are less attuned to the history of 

their genre, and their works seem to stem mostly from the influences of the immediate past. But 

the economic usefulness of a backlog of recorded of recorded music has begun to establish itself 

in the world of popular music too, with more and more re-releases and retrospectives, and 

issuance of recordings by individuals and groups that had not been released before. So perhaps 

this “flattening” phenomenon will catch up to even the fast turnover world of popular music.   

 

We are accustomed to most of our music being the products of ensembles.  But technology may 

change that too. Already, synthesizers and samplers have “downsized” the number of musicians 

required for orchestral sounds in many film scores, much television advertising, and even 

elevator music. Will this be the end of large orchestras for art music? Perhaps, but not in the 

immediate future. However, the economics are undeniable, and even with combinations of public 

funding and private sources, maintaining large musical organizations is a struggle. Certainly, for 

the routine programming of original music, the day of the large ensemble has passed. To remain 

economically viable, most municipal orchestras have had to become “sonic museums” that 

program only the music of the past, with which the majority of their audiences are familiar. And 

so, not only is the bulk of recorded music most of us hears on a daily basis, old music, even most 

of the live performances we experience also consist of old music. Good music perhaps, but often 

not of our generation. 

 

This supplanting of the many by the power afforded, through technology, to the individual is not 

new. Witness the revolution that took place in the performance practices in churches throughout 

Europe as pipe organs progressed in power and sophistication, and allowed a single player to 

create music of majestic impact, that previously required large choirs and instrumental 

accompanists. The piano too, revolutionized music, particularly in the everyday environment. It 

was to the 19th century what the radio and stereo have been to the 20th - a means of bringing 

music into the home.  So perhaps technology will not only create the problem, but also provide 

some of the solutions. The Internet, which connects us in ways unimaginable just decades ago, 

may allow for collaborations and collective creative efforts unprecedented in music At this point, 

it appears as though the trend toward music created solely by individuals through 

electronic/digital means will increase in sophistication and potential until it may rival the quality 

of that produced collectively. Add to this mix, the infusion of cultural influences from around the 

world that most western musicians are little familiar with, but with which they will become 

increasingly aware, the power of computer programs to assist in the compositional process, and 

the future looks interesting indeed. This “democracy” that technology affords may not elevate 

the quality, however. Look at the precedent established by the electric guitar and rock and roll . . 

.     

 

But for those of us involved with the creation of quality music as an art form, some things seem 

clear. The traditional dynamics of change - change that generally sprang from prevailing music 

heard in live performances - will, in fact, already have changed. And unless some unforeseen 



social, economic or other factors come into play, recorded music will continue to be the most 

common medium for experiencing music. And given this, it’s safe to assume that, as we have 

seen in so far in this century, our musical experience will continue to include much music from 

the past. And if we are influenced by what we hear, we will be influenced by music from the 

past. What then, does this do to our common definition of contemporary music? By literal 

definition, contemporary music is music that has been created in our time. But in the aesthetic 

sense, most of us are used to thinking of contemporary music in a stylistic way as well. And 

these two aspects of the term have not, until now, been very inconsistent. This will likely change. 

In future decades, composers will begin to integrate features of past music into new works with 

increasing frequency, and not just past music of our European tradition. Cultures from around the 

world have traditions that are largely outside the academic training of most composers. So our 

concept of contemporary music will cease to be defined in terms of style or harmonic practice, at 

least insofar as it compares to the most recent common practice of art music. Our definition of 

contemporary music will have to become more pluralistic, and perhaps the definition will loose 

the connotations of atonality, or dissonance, or rhythmic complexity, or electronic sounds, or 

many of the other associations we’ve subtly assigned to it in the post-Romantic music of this 

century. The definition may become more literal, meaning only that the composer created it 

recently, and that the direct precursors and aesthetic influences are more of musical interest than 

chronological.  

 

 

 

 
 

 


