
 
Choral Music of the 20th Century 

Twentieth century music brought perhaps the most dramatic stylistic rebellion in the 
history of Western art music.  The aesthetic assumptions coming from the 
Austrian/German art culture of the 18th and 19th centuries (Mozart, Beethoven, Brahms, 
Strauss, you name it) were vigorously rejected to find new means of expression. 

 Some composers elected to enliven established forms, such as the oratorio (a 
dramatic work for chorus and soloists meant for concert performances), through new 
innovations. R. Nathaniel Dett’s The Ordering of Moses has the clear influence of folk 
music traditions, skillfully crafted and artfully arranged for soloists, orchestra, and 
chorus.  

In Europe, a fascination with timbre (different kinds of tone color) became a central 
thrust.  Electronic instruments were introduced, as well as unconventional ways of using 
the standard instruments – including the human voice. Dissonance, the clashing of 
pitches, was no longer avoided, but rather embraced as part of the expressive 
vocabulary. The most startling development was the dismissal of the idea that music had 
to be “in a key.”  The old system was considered “tonality”, so the new approaches 
were described as “atonality.”  Not all music of this time went to this extreme, but there 
was always an expectation that new music should be in no way derivative from models 
of the 19th century.   

Penderecki: St. Luke Passion (brief excerpt)  

0:14  The actual music begins here.  On the score, the choral parts appear in the top 
half, and the orchestra parts are below.  Notice the use of dynamic shifts and 
unpredictable rhythms to create drama.  There are glissandos (vocal slides) as well as 
un-measured rhythms to create a whole new sound world.  Be adventurous and 
courageous -- listen to at least 3 minutes.  Then, you can go listen to something more 
familiar! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p-_ZYWjMnSg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0G41KmDsN5s
https://youtu.be/0G41KmDsN5s?t=15


More 20th century choral music: 

Thea Musgrave 

Igor Stravinsky  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vFatldcTATc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iRi_MDy_ks0

