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Preface

T
he survey course for which this text is designed affords the same broad 
coverage of musics—classical and popular, secular and religious, vocal 
and instrumental—as does the traditional music appreciation course pre-
dominantly featuring European examples. Here we tackle the happy 

task of introducing basic musical terms and concepts using selected examples of 
outstanding American music.

As suggested in the title of the text, I have often related music to other arts, 
finding such comparisons to have pedagogical as well as aesthetic value for non-
musicians perhaps more familiar with visual and literary than with aural experi-
ence. Asher B. Durand’s stunning landscape painting Kindred Spirits (p. 74), an 
eloquent portrayal of the nature poet William Cullen Bryant and the Hudson 
River School painter Thomas Cole sharing reverent admiration for their country’s 
natural splendors, in fact inspired this text, which seeks to capture some of that 
painting’s expression of the interdependence uniting American art and artists.

The musical landscape we explore stretches from the Pacific to the Atlantic 
coast between Canada and Mexico, and Hawaii—the areas comprising today’s 
United States. Though influences abound from above and below the northern 
and southern borders, and though each of the many cultures of North, Central, 
and South America and Mexico has a rich American musical landscape of its 
own, time constrains most American music courses to cover only some of the 
music, of only certain regions, within the United States. Regret for what we 
cannot cover must encourage us to extend our exploration as soon and as far as 
possible throughout all of the Americas.

New to the Eighth Edition
•	 No CDs accompany this edition. Instead, all Listening Examples and 

Optional Listening Examples, including Encores, are conveniently avail-
able through Spotify.

•	 This edition of the book includes new Listening Examples featuring Bradley 
Kincaid, Harry Carroll and Harold R. Atteridge, and Robert Ceely.

•	 Sections about Chicago jazz (Chapter 9) and cool jazz (Chapter 10) have 
significant updates.

•	 The topic of video game music is introduced in Chapter 16.
•	 Relevant social and cultural information has been updated throughout. 

For example, recent films and musicals are noted.
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xvi	 Preface

Special Features
•	 Prelude: Introduces basic technical information concerning texture, form, 

and notation. Students may browse through the Prelude at the beginning of 
a term and return to it readily to refresh their understanding as the con-
cepts recur throughout the course. While instructors will differ in the 
emphasis they place on the Prelude, it’s as essential a part of the text, and 
the course, as the prelude of a well-written music composition is to that 
work.

•	 Part Openers: As in the previous edition, relevant social and cultural infor-
mation appears before each section in Part Openers, available to those who 
find them valuable but unobtrusive for those who choose to leave them out. 
The Part Openers are not intended as material to be absorbed for test pur-
poses but as enriching and thought-provoking information related to the 
music covered in that section. They set the context in which music was 
conceived and first experienced and broaden students’ perspective of 
music’s place in the cultural environment.

•	 Part Summaries: These present terms and names with which students 
should have become familiar, much as they might appear in a concert pro-
gram or a newspaper review.

•	 Effective Learning Tools: Terms to Review, Key Figures, Optional Listening 
Examples, Encores, and Listening Examples provide students with exten-
sive support to master the material and enhance their knowledge of 
American music. Thinking Critically boxes prompt further inquiry by 
students.

Listening
All musical examples are available in Spotify on two separate playlists under 
McGraw-Hill Higher Education’s Spotify profile. The first list, “Ferris, America’s 
Musical Landscape, 8e: Listening Examples,” contains all the listening exam-
ples presented in the text. The second list, “Ferris, America’s Musical Landscape, 
8e: Optional/Encore Listening Examples,” contains examples of other music 
discussed in the text and the highlighted Encore sections. Listening guides for 
the Listening Examples are included in the text and there are similar guides for 
many of the Optional Listening Examples/Encores among the resources avail-
able through Connect. Of course, the Internet offers innumerable opportunities 
for instructors and students to supplement class listening experiences with rele-
vant examples of their choice. In particular, YouTube affords rich viewing as 
well as listening opportunities.

Acknowledgements
I wish to express my gratitude to all in the McGraw-Hill Higher Education team 
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Introduction

M
ost Americans today would find it difficult, perhaps impossible, to 
experience a day without music, so pervasive is the sound of music in 
our everyday lives. Music enhances many of our social, religious, and 
work-related experiences. Music sets rhythms for us to dance or exer-

cise to, keeps us company at work or play, enhances our concentration and our 
emotional response when we are viewing a film or a musical, accompanies some 
religious services, helps us go to sleep at night, and makes it easier to wake up 

in the morning and to prepare for another day filled with the sounds we 
individually enjoy.

From the wide field of popular musics, we generally develop prefer-
ences for certain kinds, or styles, over others. That is, from the incredibly 
rich menu of sounds available today we might choose most often to hear 
rap, jazz, rock, country, pop—or something else. Some of us enjoy instru-
mental music; others prefer song. Our tastes change over long periods of 
time, and our preferences may differ from one moment to another, 
depending on our mood or circumstance at a given time.

	 The great world of classical music, as it is often called, also encompasses a 
tremendous range of sounds. Unfortunately, none of the terms generally used to 
distinguish between the music we call popular and the music we call classical is 
truly descriptive of the differences we recognize between them. We can agree 
that music that serves no functional purpose but simply expresses an abstract 
concept a composer thought worth sharing—music that requires intense concen-
tration and sometimes a measure of learning and experience on the part of the 
listener—differs from music that exists primarily as a means of entertainment. It 
is difficult, however, to describe differences between these two kinds of music 
without implying unintended and inappropriate judgments of value. Commonly 
we speak of music that requires extensive training on the part of composers and 
performers, and that may assume some guided experience on the part of the lis-
tener, as classical, art, concert, or serious music; but none of those terms properly 
distinguishes between this music and much of the music played by DJs on popu-
lar radio sites. No one is more serious about music than outstanding singer-
songwriters in the popular fields. Many great American songs have survived 
beyond their days of initial popularity to become classics in their own right. 
Concerts are among the most important venues for experiencing so-called popular 
music of many kinds. And art suggests simply a creative means of expression, 
with no inherent requirement that it be simple or complex or even good. Further 

THINKING CRITICALLY
Has music ever enhanced your ability 
to remember something—an advertised 
product, for example? How does music 
contribute to a visual experience, such 
as watching a film?
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confusing the issue, many so-called classical pieces have become so familiar and 
well-loved that today they are performed in concerts we refer to as pops.
	 The terms italicized above, however, have become inherent parts of the lan-
guage of music. You will hear and read them in formal and informal discussions 
of music, and we will use them in this text, although with sensitivity to the 
unintended connotations they have acquired. Words, after all, serve only to 
broaden our ideas about music and our knowledge of its history. No words can 
substitute for the glorious experience of hearing, and understanding, the great 
and beautiful musics of the United States.
	 The more we understand about musical forms and the elements that consti-
tute the building materials of music, the better we are prepared to enjoy music 
of all kinds. Recognition of the historical context in which music was conceived, 
and an awareness of the relationships between music and the other arts of a 
given period, will enhance our understanding and our pleasure. It is my personal 
wish that your delight in listening to all kinds of music increase immeasurably 
as you discover the many and varied aspects of America’s musical landscape.
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1

usic, an art of organized sounds, is virtually limitless in variety and 
in the power to enchant and challenge our ears. However, because it 
never holds still, and we can neither see nor touch it, understanding 
music can be an elusive thing, and the world’s greatest music may 

prove challenging to the unprepared listener.
The more we understand the qualities of music, the elements of which it 

is constructed, the historical-social setting in which a given piece evolved, the 
intent of the composer, and the contributions of the performer or perform-
ers, the greater will be our intellectual, emotional, and aesthetic rewards for 
listening to any kind of music. One can readily develop a sense of musical 
form, making it easier to enjoy a piece of some length. And while it is 
unnecessary to be able to read music in order to enjoy listening to it, some 
knowledge of how music is notated may be of interest even to the casual listener. 
The purpose of our Prelude, then, is to explain some basic concepts that may 
serve as a helpful introduction to your music experience, and to which you may 
refer for review throughout your course of study.

The Elements of Music
Musicians generally recognize four elements of music—rhythm, melody, har-
mony, and timbre—as the fundamental materials of which music is composed. 
As we listen to music, any one of the elements—a memorable tune, a driving 
rhythm, the unusual sound of an exotic musical instrument—may attract our 
attention; but more often we respond to the combination of two or more of the 
elements of music without methodically analyzing the name and proportions 
of each.

Understanding these building blocks of music enhances our listening and 
provides a vocabulary with which to discuss a piece in some detail. Further, 
listening with awareness of what we hear greatly increases our capacity to enjoy 
all kinds of music.

Rhythm  Because music consists of arrangements of long and short sounds 
and silences, rhythm, having to do with time relationships in music, is the most 
basic of the elements. The system of music notation used in the Western world 
indicates the rhythm of music by giving the proportional length of each sound 

PRELUDE
Basic Properties of 
Musical Sound

M

THINKING CRITICALLY
What roles does music currently play in 
your life?
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2	 Prelude

and silence; that is, written music dictates the duration of each sound or silence 
only in relation to other sounds and silences in the piece.

Rhythmic values are expressed in the familiar terminology of fractions 
(Table 1): The value of a half note, for example, is equal to half the value of 
a whole note. But the specific duration of a half note depends upon the tempo, 
or rate of speed, at which the music is performed. Tempo, which means “time,” 
is one of many Italian words adopted into a virtually universal music language 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when Italians dominated music 
in the Western world. Foreign musicians studying in Italy absorbed the tech-
niques and much of the terminology of their Italian masters, which they shared 
with their own students and patrons upon returning to their homelands. Since 
then, many Italian music terms have been used all over the world, remaining in 
common use today.

Music listeners quickly become familiar with the most common Italian 
words for tempos, shown in Table 2, which regularly appear in printed concert 
programs and often also in newspaper reviews of concerts and recordings.

Meter  Just as language is formed of irregularly occurring accented and unac-
cented syllables, musical sounds, too, may occur without specific rhythmic orga-
nization. If, however, musical sounds are arranged in rhythmic patterns, similar 
to those of poetry as opposed to prose, we say the music is metered.

Meter organizes rhythm into units called measures, each containing a partic-
ular number of pulses, or beats. The common meters are duple (two beats per 
measure), triple (three beats per measure), and quadruple (four beats per mea-
sure). In Western practice—that is, in music based on European traditions of the 
seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries—the first beat of each measure is 
normally accented, or stressed; and if there are four or more beats per measure, 

T A B L E  1   Rhythmic Notation
This table assumes that the quarter note equals 1 beat. Any other note value 
may equal 1 beat instead, the number of beats per other note values changing 
proportionately.

Notated 
Symbol Name Rest

Number  
of Beats  
per Note

Number of 
Notes Equal  
to 4 Beats

𝅝 Whole note – 4   1

𝅗𝅥 Half note – 2   2

𝅘𝅥 Quarter note 𝄽 1   4

𝅘𝅥𝅮 Eighth note 𝄾 ½   8

𝅘𝅥𝅯 Sixteenth note 𝄿 ¼ 16
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there is at least one secondary accent as well. For example, in quadruple meter 
(Figure 1), the secondary accent falls on the third beat.

Melody  Musical sounds, called tones, are caused by something vibrating at 
a particular frequency, or rate of speed. Tones are said to be relatively high or 
low in pitch, depending upon the rate of vibration of the medium producing the 
sound: The faster a string on a violin or the column of air in a trumpet vibrates, 
the higher the level of pitch. Much as a sentence is a meaningful succession of 
words, a melody is a meaningful succession of tones of various levels of pitch. 
(The words tone and note may be used interchangeably, tone suggesting the 
sound as it is heard and note its written representation.)

T A B L E  2   Common Tempo Indications

Largo Slow; “broad”

Adagio Slow; “at ease”

Andante Moderately slow; “walking” tempo

Moderato Moderate

Allegro Fast; cheerful

Presto Very fast

Vivace Lively

Molto Very (allegro molto = very fast)

Non troppo Not too much (allegro non troppo = not too fast)

Con brio With spirit

Row, row, row   your   boat Gently       down  the stream .  .  .

Oh say can you see— by  the dawn’s   ear-      ly light  .  .  .

O beau- ti- ful for spa— cious  skies,     for am- ber waves of grain  .  .  . 

Duple meter

Triple meter

Quadruple meter
=  Stress, or accent =  Secondary accent

FIGURE 1
Common meters, showing 
accents.
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4	 Prelude

Tones have letter names, A through G. The interval, or distance, between 
tones is named according to the number of tones it includes; for example, from 
A to B is a second, from A to C, a third, and so on (Figure 2). The most basic 
interval is the eighth, called an octave, the two tones of which share the same 
letter name and sound nearly alike. The higher tone of the octave vibrates at 
exactly twice the rate of the lower tone, the simple relationship of their frequen-
cies (the ratio 2:1) causing minimal tension between them.

All keys on a keyboard that bear the same letter name look the same as well, 
because they occupy the same position relative to other keys. For example, if 
we start at the left of the keyboard and move up, we see that the last white key 
before the third of the three black keys is always an A (Figure 2), D is always the 
white note between the two black notes, and so on.

Scales.  Melodies are based on scales: stepwise rising or descending patterns 
of pitches within the range of an octave. By the seventeenth century, two par-
ticular seven-note patterns—the major and minor scales—had been accepted as 
those that best served European composers of concert music, and they continue 
to prevail in Western music today.

The major and minor scales each include two half steps (the closest distance 
between two keys on a keyboard) and five whole steps (the equivalent of two half 
steps). The white notes of the octave from C to C on the keyboard correspond 
to the pattern of the major scale, while the white notes of the octave from A to 
A correspond to the pattern of the minor scale.

Music based on the major scale sounds very different from music that is 
minor, because of the different order in which the half and whole steps occur 
(Figure 3). If you can play a keyboard instrument, you might play the first three 
notes of “Doe, a Deer” from The Sound of Music, beginning on C. These are the 
first three notes of the major scale. Now lower the third tone by a half step, or 
begin playing on A and use all white keys, and you will hear how the melody 
would begin if it were based on a minor scale.

We will discuss scales other than the major or minor as they apply to music 
covered later in this text.

Further Characteristics of Melody.  Melodies of course have rhythm, 
the tones of a melody occurring in some order of long sounds, short sounds, or 
both. If a melody, such as a children’s song or folk song, is particularly singable 
and memorable and seems complete in itself, we call it a tune. A different kind 
of melody is a brief, fragmentary melodic idea or motive, recurring throughout 

FIGURE 2
A piano keyboard, indicating 
intervals of a second, a third, and 
an octave.
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a piece, particularly in instrumental music. Probably the most famous motive in 
Western music is the four-note “knocking’’ pattern (short-short-short-long) that 
begins Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5, identified at least as readily by its rhythm 
as by its melodic characteristics.

Because we may draw a line up or down from one note of a melody to the 
next, we think of a melody as linear and identify its contour as angular (with 
large leaps between the tones), smooth (with the tones closely connected), or 
some combination of angular and smooth. Figure 4 compares, for example, 
the smooth contour of “Merrily We Roll Along” with the angular shape of 
“Westminster Chimes.” Other familiar tunes that might further clarify this dis-
tinction are “America” (“My Country, ′Tis of Thee”) (smooth) and “The Star 
Spangled Banner” (sharply angular in contour).

Harmony  The melodies of European and American music generally are 
accompanied by simultaneous combinations of tones called harmony, defined 
as the sounding of two or more different tones at once in a logical or meaningful 
(not necessarily beautiful) manner. The system of harmony that has governed 
Western music for nearly 400 years, based upon the major and minor scales (the 
tonal scales), is called tonality or the tonal system.

Purposeful combinations of three or more different tones constitute chords, 
which enrich the sounds of Western music and please Western ears much as lin-
ear perspective adds depth and pleases the eyes of lovers of Western art. Indeed, 
chordal harmony, like linear perspective, is a peculiarly Western concept; both 
the aural and the visual concepts evolved during the Western Renaissance, 
and neither has become characteristic of non-Western arts. While the notes of 

*Whole steps
*Half steps

* *

FIGURE 3
The major and minor scales. 
(a) The white notes of the octave 
from C to C on the keyboard 
correspond to the pattern of the 
major scale. (b) The white notes 
of the octave from A to A on 
the keyboard correspond to the 
pattern of the minor scale.

FIGURE 4
Melodic contours.
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6	 Prelude

a melody are written in succession, or in linear fashion, the tones of a chord are 
notated vertically, above and beneath each other.

Tonal Harmony.  The first tone of a major or minor scale, called the tonic, 
represents a kind of home base, from which a piece of music in the Western 
tradition is likely to begin and on which it is even more likely to end. The tonic 
names the key of a composition; for example, we say a piece is in the key of 
A major, meaning that the tonic note is A and most of the tones are those of the 
major scale. For another example, a piece based on the D minor scale is said to 
be in the key of D minor.

Each of the tones in a major or minor scale bears a specific relationship, 
relatively distant or close, to the tonic. The fifth step of the scale, called the 
dominant, is the tone most closely related to tonic. It is heard frequently during 
a piece, and it seems to bear almost a gravitational pull back to tonic, or home 
base. The second-closest tone to tonic is the fourth step above (or the fifth 
below) tonic, called the subdominant.

The most basic chord in the tonal system, consisting of three alternate tones (or 
a third piled on top of a third), is called a triad (Figure 5). Triads may be built on 
any tone of the major or minor scale and bear the same relationship to tonic and to 
each other as the tones upon which they are built. Thus, the strongest relationship 
is between the tonic triad (often represented by the Roman numeral I) and the triad 
built upon the fifth note of the scale, or the dominant (V). The next-closest chord 
to tonic is the triad built upon the fourth, or subdominant, step of the scale, which 
provides a somewhat weaker drive toward tonic.

The I, IV, and V chords, then, provide the cornerstones of tonal harmony. 
Many simple melodies are effectively accompanied by just these three closely 
related chords.

Timbre  The quality or timbre (tam′-breh) of a musical sound depends on 
characteristics of the medium producing it. Thus, musical instruments have dis-
tinctive timbres according to their size, the material of which they are made, 
and the manner in which they are played. For example, the timbre or “color” 
of the sound produced by a violin differs from that of a flute, and the sound 
produced by plucking the string of a violin is unlike the sound made when the 
same string is bowed.

Pitch also affects the timbre of musical sound: Notice how the high tones of 
a piano differ in timbre as well as pitch from the very low tones of the instru-
ment, and how men’s and women’s voices are distinguished in terms of timbre 
as well as the range of their pitches.

FIGURE 5
Triads on each note of the  
C major scale.
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Another factor affecting the timbre of a voice or instrument is the loudness 
or softness of the sound, called its dynamic level. Composers often vary the 
dynamic level within a piece for many reasons: to achieve emotional effects, 
to illustrate events described in the text of a song, or to achieve extramusical 
effects in descriptive instrumental music. The Italian words piano and forte, 
respectively meaning “soft” and “loud,” are among the commonly used dynamic 
terms included with their abbreviations in Table 3.

Form
When describing a work of art, we might first mention its genre—that is, the 
kind or category of music to which it belongs, such as orchestral, choral, or 
folk. We also often consider the manner in which it is organized—its form. There 
are many approaches to formal design, based upon principles of repetition and 
contrast, with repetition lending a work unity, symmetry, and balance, and con-
trast providing the variety necessary to sustain interest. A play, for example, 
may have one or several acts, a novel a number of chapters, and a poem one or 
several strophes or stanzas. Similarly, an instrumental musical composition may 
have one or several sections, or movements.

Songs, too, are organized according to textual or musical properties. The 
most common song form, called strophic, has two or more verses, each set to 
the same music.

Music Notation
Although one may well enjoy listening to and even performing music without 
learning to read music notation, some conception of how music is written may be 
of interest. For centuries, Western music has been written on a staff of five lines 
and four spaces (Figure 6). Musical pitches and rhythms are written as notes, and 
notated silences are called rests. The staff forms a kind of “ladder,” with each line 
and each space representing a particular pitch. A sign called a clef, placed at the 

T A B L E  3   Dynamic Levels
Levels of Volume

Italian Term Abbreviation English Meaning

Pianissimo pp Very soft

Piano p Soft

Mezzopiano mp Moderately soft

Mezzoforte mf Moderately loud

Forte f Loud

Fortissimo ff Very loud
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8	 Prelude

beginning of the staff, indicates that a particular line represents a specific pitch, thus 
fixing the relative position of all the other pitches on the staff.

Understanding just these basic concepts of how music is written allows us, 
without really “reading” music, to follow the ascending and descending patterns 
of tones written on a page and have an approximate idea of how the music 
would sound.

Elements of an American Sound
Because America’s early settlers came from many different cultures, it took time 
for music to acquire a characteristic American sound; but surprisingly soon, 
music—like the English language—changed its accent in the New World. The 
manner in which the elements of music are selected and combined, the choice 
of timbres, various means of musical expression such as changes in dynamic 
level and in tempo, and the purpose for which music is intended are among the 
nearly indefinable qualities that determine a particular composition’s character-
istic sound, or style.

In music, as in fashion, style refers to a manner or mode of expression, and 
again as in fashion, style in music is affected by the time and the culture that 
produce it. For example, American rhythms may be more flexible than those 
characteristic of European music; and although the delay or anticipation of 
accented beats called syncopation occurs in music worldwide, its bold and con-
sistent use gives much American classical as well as popular music a distinctive 
flavor. The long, irregular melodies of pieces such as Samuel Barber’s Adagio for 
Strings (Listening Example 75) are sometimes thought to reflect the informal-
ity, personal freedom, and lack of physical and cultural boundaries associated 
with the ideal American life. Jazz musicians, by using traditional instruments 
in new and unusual ways, caused Americans to alter the timbres of symphonic 
as well as popular musics, as we hear, for example, in William Grant Still’s 
Afro-American Symphony (Listening Example 76).

FIGURE 6
Pitches notated in the treble (high) 
and bass (low) clefs. Certain tones, 
including “middle C,” may be 
notated in either the bass or the 
treble clef.
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Thus, although much American music is stylistically indistinguishable from 
music by European composers of the same period, perhaps you will sense in 
some American pieces a certain audacity, a generous expansiveness, a 
peculiar irregularity, or some other scarcely definable attribute that simply 
“sounds American.”

How to Improve Your Listening Skills
Attendance at live performances as well as repeated and concentrated study 
of the text’s listening examples are essential to furthering your understanding 
and enjoyment of music, for no written or spoken words can substitute for the 
impact music makes on our minds and hearts. It is not difficult to develop skills 
to enhance your listening comprehension and pleasure—not just for now but for 
the rest of your life.

First, approach each listening experience with expectations of enjoyment. 
Next, try to memorize music as you hear it so that it will quickly become famil-
iar, and so that you will develop an awareness of a composition’s form even as 
you listen to it for the first time. Remember to apply the knowledge gleaned 
from your class discussions and from this text to the music you are hearing. By 
listening actively, even creatively, you will participate in the successful collabora-
tion of composer, performer, and listener that makes possible the magnificent 
experience of enjoying great music.

Listening Example 1 offers the opportunity to apply your developing listen-
ing skills to the well-known African American folk ballad “John Henry.” We will 
discuss folk ballads in more detail in Chapter 2; meanwhile, notice that the song 
tells a story, in many verses, all set to the same music (strophic form).

THINKING CRITICALLY
Has music ever enhanced your ability 
to remember something—an advertised 
product, for example? If so, how?

Virgil Thomson (1896–1989)
“The way to write American music 
is simple. All you have to do is be 
an American and then write any 
kind of music you wish.”
©AP Photo

Listening Example 1

In the late nineteenth century, the story of a former slave who had 
become a “steel-driving man” passed from person to person—both 
black and white—through many regions of the country. The text of the 
song would be adapted to local and timely conditions. Thought to have 
originally been associated with the 1870–1872 construction of the larg-
est tunnel built up to that time, other versions have John Henry hand-
driving his steel drill to lay railroad track. In each case, the legendary 
hero pits his strength against the newly invented steam drill, winning the 
contest but losing his life in the effort. Each time you listen to this song, 
try to hear something that escaped your notice before, “stretching your 
ears” to capture all that the performance offers.

—Continued

“John Henry”
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