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Musical Style in a Nutshell 
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Baroque 

Refers to early 17th century until the mid-18th century. 

Closely bound up with the keyboard instruments in use at the time 

➢ Counterpoint – comes from the Latin punctus contra punctum, which means 

melody against melody. 

➢ Articulation – an important means of expression. 

➢ Generally – following and listening to the line is very important. When musical line 

goes up it gains intensity; descending lines can assume a diminuendo. 

➢ Discords mean tension, so the accent could be implied, concords mean more of 

relaxation. 

➢ Thinner texture usually means softer sound and other way round. 

➢ Melody – mostly a single melodic idea. 

➢ Rhythm – often continuous rhythmic patterns. 

➢ Texture - mostly polyphonic. 

➢ Dynamics – abrupt shifts from loud to soft. 

➢ A single musical piece tends to project a single mood or feeling. 

 

Classical 

Refers to a period from approximately 1750 – 1825. 

Closely bound up with the keyboard instruments in use at the time 

➢ Emphasis on beauty, elegance and balance 

➢ Articulation – an important means of expression, should be carefully observed. 

➢ Structure – form and harmony are very important for music of this period. 

➢ Sound – the natural sound of the older keyboards was similar to non-legato. 

➢ Melody – Clearly defined musical phrases with two or more contrasting themes; 

➢ Rhythm - Very defined and regular; 

➢ Texture – mostly Homophonic; melodies accompanied with triadic harmonies; less 

complicated than Baroque; 

➢ It is often helpful to think orchestrally – this helps to play with more 

understanding of sound articulation and voicing (the symphony orchestra was 

organised in four sections – strings, woodwind, brass and percussion). 

➢ Also, less arm weight and brighter finger-work are necessary in Classical music. 

➢ Dynamics should be related to the instruments of the period. 

➢ Pedal can be used, but very discreetly – mostly to help legato. 
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 Romantic 

Refers to a period from approx. 1825 – 1900. 

➢ The development of the piano resulted in a much fuller, warmer and richer sound, 

with a greater dynamic range and tonal palette.  

➢ This also went in hand with the increase in difficulty of music – a lot of freedom of 

form and design; it was more personal and emotional.  

➢ Technically - finger-work was not enough: arm weight and body weight were 

required. 

➢ Expression – a lot of indicators in the scores (dolce, espressivo, cantabile, con 

fuoco, etc.). Use of rubato. 

➢ Musical forms, shapes of melody, complexity of harmony, rhythm, greater range 

of dynamics, use of pedals - all to express feelings, atmosphere, emotion. 

Programme music. 

➢ Melody – long, lyrical melodies, often with irregular phrases, extensive use of 

chromaticism, vivid contrasts, a variety of melodic ideas within one 

piece/movement. 

➢ Rhythm – frequent changes in tempo and time signatures. 

➢ Texture – almost entirely Homophonic; rich and complex harmony. 

 

Impressionism 

Refers to the period of the late 19th and early 20th century. 

➢ Music focuses on creating mood and atmosphere.  

➢ The most prominent feature is the use of “colour” of the sound – in musical terms 

the “timbre”, as it is called. Timbre became the main stylistic device of 

Impressionism. 

➢ Extended harmonies. Use of dissonant chords, which despite often being 

unresolved, were tensionless. Such chord progressions were used as “colour”. 

➢ Use of ambiguous tonalities, modes, pentatonic and church tonal turns, also 

whole tone scales. 

➢ Texture, being more complex, needs pianistic ability of “colouring “– voicing all 

different elements of texture. But voicing also needs fairly well-developed piano 

technique and good listening skills. 

➢ Pedalling technique is advanced. Pedalling often is not marked by a composer. It 

is used to enhance mood, atmosphere and the timbre of the piece. 

➢ More modest musical forms (especially in comparison to Romanticism). Often 

used Baroque forms (Sarabande, Minuet, Prelude or” Suite”). 


