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What is Contemporary Classical Music? A Deep
Dive into the Sounds of Today

So, you've heard the term "contemporary classical music" floating around,
maybe in a concert program or a music streaming service, and you're
scratching your head. It sounds like an oxymoron, right? Classical music...
contemporary? Isn't classical music, by definition, old? This post will
unravel the mystery. We'll explore what defines contemporary classical music,
examine its key characteristics, delve into some influential composers, and
uncover why it remains a vibrant and exciting genre today. Get ready to
expand your musical horizons!

What Makes Music "Classical"? A Quick Refresher

Before we dive into the contemporary aspect, let's quickly define what we
mean by "classical music." Generally, we refer to the period from roughly
1730 to 1820, encompassing the Baroque, Classical, and early Romantic
periods. Think Bach, Mozart, Beethoven – composers who established the
conventions of Western art music: harmony, melody, rhythm, and form. However,
the term "classical music" is often used more broadly to encompass a wider
range of Western art music from the Baroque era to the early 20th century.

The Birth of Contemporary Classical Music: Breaking
the Mold

Contemporary classical music, also known as new classical music, post-
minimalist music, or simply contemporary art music, begins where the
traditional classical era ends. There's no single definitive date, but it
generally encompasses compositions created from the mid-20th century onward.
This is where things get interesting because composers began to challenge and
even reject many of the established conventions of classical music.

Key Characteristics of Contemporary Classical Music

Contemporary classical music is incredibly diverse, making it difficult to
pinpoint a single defining characteristic. However, several common threads
weave through the genre:

Experimentation with Tonality: Many contemporary composers abandoned the
traditional tonal system (major and minor keys) that had dominated Western
music for centuries. This led to the exploration of atonality (absence of a
tonal center) and serialism (arranging musical elements in specific series).



Expanded Instrumental Palette: Contemporary composers frequently incorporated
unusual instruments, electronic sounds, prepared pianos (pianos with altered
sounds through objects placed on the strings), and even found objects into
their compositions. The boundaries between acoustic and electronic music are
often blurred.

New Forms and Structures: Traditional musical forms like sonata form and
concerto grosso are often abandoned or radically altered. Contemporary pieces
might be highly structured or completely improvisational, emphasizing process
over predetermined form.

Interdisciplinary Collaboration: Contemporary classical music often
transcends the traditional boundaries of music. Composers frequently
collaborate with visual artists, dancers, theater directors, and other
creative professionals to create multi-sensory experiences.

Influence of other Genres: Contemporary classical music actively draws
inspiration from other musical genres, including jazz, rock, folk, world
music, and electronic music. These influences enrich the sonic landscape and
expand the expressive potential of the genre.

Influential Composers of Contemporary Classical
Music

Several composers have profoundly impacted the development of contemporary
classical music. These figures pushed creative boundaries, influencing
generations of musicians:

Igor Stravinsky: A giant of 20th-century music, Stravinsky's groundbreaking
works, like "The Rite of Spring," challenged traditional harmonies and
rhythms, paving the way for future experimentation.

Arnold Schoenberg: A pioneer of atonality and serialism, Schoenberg's
innovative approach fundamentally changed the course of Western art music.

Philip Glass: A leading figure in the minimalist movement, Glass's repetitive
and hypnotic compositions have gained widespread popularity and influenced
many contemporary composers.

Steve Reich: Another key minimalist composer, Reich's works are known for
their phasing techniques and hypnotic rhythms.

John Adams: Adams’s work blends minimalist techniques with lush orchestral
textures, creating a unique and highly accessible style of contemporary
classical music.

Beyond the Composers: Accessibility and Impact

It's important to note that contemporary classical music isn't just an



intellectual exercise. While some pieces are undeniably complex and
challenging, much of it is surprisingly accessible and emotionally resonant.
Contemporary classical music reflects the diverse and ever-evolving world
around us, mirroring our anxieties, joys, and aspirations. It's a living,
breathing genre, constantly evolving and pushing the boundaries of what music
can be.

Conclusion

Contemporary classical music is a vibrant and dynamic field that breaks free
from traditional constraints, exploring new sonic territories and creative
approaches. It's a genre that embraces experimentation, innovation, and
interdisciplinary collaboration. While initially intimidating to those
unfamiliar with its complexities, the rewards of exploring this genre are
immense. By understanding its history, characteristics, and influential
figures, you can begin to appreciate the richness and beauty of this evolving
art form. So, the next time you see "contemporary classical music" on a
concert program or streaming service, give it a listen. You might just
discover a new favorite composer or genre.

FAQs

Is contemporary classical music only for experts? No! While some works1.
are indeed complex, much contemporary classical music is surprisingly
accessible and emotionally engaging. There's a wide spectrum of styles
and complexities within the genre.

Where can I find contemporary classical music? Many streaming services1.
(Spotify, Apple Music, etc.) offer extensive libraries of contemporary
classical music. You can also explore online radio stations dedicated to
new music, and of course, attend live concerts.

How is contemporary classical music different from "new age" music?1.
While both genres often utilize unconventional instrumentation and
atmospheres, contemporary classical music generally maintains a stronger
connection to the formal structures and traditions of Western art music,
even as it pushes their boundaries. "New age" music tends to prioritize
relaxation and ambient soundscapes over complex formal structures.

Is contemporary classical music popular? While it may not enjoy the same1.



mainstream popularity as pop music, contemporary classical music has a
dedicated and passionate following. Many composers achieve critical
acclaim and significant recognition within the classical music world.

How can I learn more about contemporary classical music? Start by1.
exploring the works of the composers mentioned above. Attend concerts,
listen to recordings, read program notes, and delve into online
resources dedicated to new music. The more you explore, the more you'll
discover the richness and diversity of this exciting genre.
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