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Introduction to Music History - 109

Guidelines for writing Chapter Questions

The five (5) questions which are assigned for each chapter are intended as an aid to direct ones study toward terms and concepts which will likely be asked on the exams.  They also provide practice in learning how to write short answer and essay responses on those same exams.  

These skills in writing and answering are termed “transferable skills” as they will be used in real life situations after your degree.  They have the added benefit of engaging the student’s active mind to think about the concepts on which s/he is writing and thus the information will be better retained in the memory.  Eventually the specific concepts (in this case -  music history) will begin to weave an inter-connected web of information and will no longer be viewed as individual tidbits of scattered trivial knowledge.

Multiple choice questions do not offer that educational value and ultimately test only how good a student is at guessing the right answer, not how well they would perform in the real world. (I would hate to think that a brain surgeon (or my studio engineer) would have been tested exclusively with multiple-choice and then on a grading curve!).

Here are the kinds of questions one must ask and write for each chapter.

1) Write a question regarding biographical information on a composer.  It is not enough to ask “When was this composer born?” unless you also ask something about the culture and time period in which that composer lived.  More interesting is where (and for whom) they worked and how that affected their music.

2) Write a question regarding the historical time period.  I.e. “What are some of the prevalent ideas characterized during the Age of Enlightenment?”and “How were these ideas reflected in the music?”

3) Write a question regarding the stylistic period.  I.e. “What are the main characteristics of the Ars Nova, and who were some of the chief composers in that style?”

4) Write a question regarding a particular composition.  Name the composer, the era, and the full title.  Note form, melodic contour, harmony, texture, modality, tempo/meter, tone color, text (review examples in chapters 1-4 on how to listen and write about these concepts).

5) Same as question four but with a different composition.

If these guidelines are followed, the student should have no problem getting an A on the exam.

Examples on what to write about for Questions 4 and 5.

Title____Kyrie from Missa Pange Lingua_____________

Composer- ___Josquin Desprez__________

Era- ____High Renaissance – written around 1510_____

musical texture(s) (page 28) – The piece is polyphonic and uses imitative counterpoint to fill out the texture.

tone color (pp. 8-9) – the piece is scored for four (4) unaccompanied voices (i.e. a capella – SATB) which are shaded with reverb providing a sense of spiritual contemplation.

rhythm (pp. 9-15) – The main chant line opens with 3 evenly spaced half notes.  As the contour of the line ascends, the note values get shorter and dotted quarters followed by 1/8 notes provide a little bit of a “skipping” effect. 

tempo, meter (pp 9-15) – It appears that this piece is in a triple meter, notated on page 80 as 3/2, with the half notes getting the beat.  The tempo is that of a purposeful “walking speed.” – Not too fast, but definitely not slow.

melodic line (pp. 24-26) The plainchant is paraphrased to create the primary melodic material for the imitative counterpoint. Josquin Desprez begins with notes of longer durational value reciting (more or less) on or around the same pitch.  The contour of the line then rises up and then descends a little, resting a 6th higher than it started. 

mode, key (pp. 31-35) – This piece is based upon a church mode – the final of the chant E with indications of a co-final on C leading me to believe that the primary mode of the chant is Phrygian.  The concept of harmony with a definitive “key” and chords did not exist at this time.

harmony (p. 27) – The harmony is created by the interval relationships between the overlapping contrapuntal (i.e. polyphonic) lines.

text (what is it about, what is it for) – This is a Kyrie, which is the first of five sections in the standardized Mass Oridinary.  The text is a simple prayer “Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy” (or in ancient Greek “Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison, Kyrie eleison.) – The chant and Mass are designed for performance on Corpus Christi (Body of Christ) which is a feast celebrating the Holy Eucharist.

musical form (pp. 46-50) – This piece begins with an intonation of the original plainchant hymn.  The first Kyrie is set polyphonically with imitative counterpoint, each voice entering with the same motive. – The Christe utilizes two points of imitation.  The second Kyrie begins with a new point of imitation followed by “free” melodic material (i.e. musical material not based upon the hymn) and closes with a clear cadence. 

