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NEO-CLASSICISM and JAZZ 
 
1. DEVELOPMENT OF NEO-CLASSICISM 
This  took different forms in the music of different composers, but usually involved returning to older 
forms (like the sonatina and suite of dances) and creating thinner textures, with simple rhythms and 
harmonies.  It allowed composers to blend a classical logic and clarity with romantic melody and 
orchestral effects and modern harmonic progressions.  The idea had been around since RAVEL, and was 
in some ways similar to what SATIE was aiming for.  However it became something of a ‘movement’ in 
the twenties and thirties.  Many composers (such as STRAVINSKY, BARTOK, POULENC and 
COPLAND) were to write works cast in neo-classical style.  Russians SHOSTAKOVICH, PROKOFIEV 
and KABALEVSKY found it an easy way to write distinctive music that met the demands of the 
communist party that it be suitable for the ‘common people’.  The German composer HINDEMITH wrote 
contrapuntal music in a new-baroque style, but kept a neo-classical texture and economy of material. 
 

2. FEATURES OF NEO-CLASSICAL STYLE 
 use of older forms (sonatina, suite, etc.) 
 thin textures 
 simple rhythms 
 short phrases 

 careful articulation (staccato, accents, etc.) 
 modern orchestral effects 
 modern harmonies 

 

4. SOME IMPORTANT WORKS 
Satie Sonatine Bureaucratique 
Ravel Sonatine for piano solo 
Prokofiev Classical Symphony 
Stravinsky Symphony in C 

Bartók Music for Strings, Percussion & 
Celesta 

Shostakovich Concerto for piano, trumpet & strings 
Kabalevsky Sonatina for piano solo 

 

3. THE INFLUENCE OF JAZZ AND LIGHT MUSIC 
There are many types of jazz.  Ragtime features a highly syncopated melody over a very square vamped 
accompaniment.  Blues is a more heart-felt Afro-American style, built often on a scale which features 
minor thirds, augmented fourths and minor sevenths.  Tango is a Latin-American dance style with dotted 
bass rhythms. Some jazz shares characteristics of neo-classicism, such as thin textures and careful 
articulation (legato, staccato and accents). Jazz chords and rhythms are often reflected in the music of 
French composers, especially DEBUSSY.  The Russian STRAVINSKY, working in Paris, wrote some 
highly syncopated music which has a jazz sound.  The composer who was most influenced by jazz was 
George GERSHWIN, who was equally at home writing stage musicals or ‘serious’ piano pieces.  At the 
present time Englishman Richard Rodney BENNETT and New Zealander Christopher NORTON are 
writing music which combines classical and jazz elements. 
 

4. FEATURES OF JAZZ STYLES 
augmented and diminished chords 
sixth, seventh and ‘added-note chords’ 
syncopated (‘off-beat’) rhythms 
chord (often vamped) accompaniments 

use of different scales (e.g. blues) 
blues thirds (a minor third over a major chord) 
complex rhythms, including dots and triplets 
introductions, interludes and codas 

 

5. LES SIX 
Around Satie gathered a group of young composers who came to be known as ‘Les Six’.  They turned 
away from romanticism and impressionism to more popular models of musical style.  Their music was 
influenced by the dance-hall and cabaret, so developed some of the characteristics of jazz.  MILHAUD 
combined jazz syncopation and witty satire (similar to that of Satie) with polytonal textures and elements 
of Brazilian folk music to create a very individual style.  Like Satie, POULENC wrote pieces in short 
forms, often with a sense of wit and mimicry.  He combined a neo-classical sort of logic with harmonies 
that are often quite chromatic.  HONEGGER started to move away from the original ideals of the group, 
using strong rhythms, bold colours and sharply dissonant harmonies to create a very vivid style. 


