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INTRODUCTION

The new AS and A level qualifications from Edexcel are set up in a very similar structure to the legacy course 

– which many of us are still teaching to our Year 13 students. We still have three components with the same 

weighting, and the Appraising component is the only one that is examined by means of a written paper at the 

end of the course.

There are some big differences, however. The key difference is that in all new A levels, the AS and A level 

specifications have been ‘decoupled’. So teachers and students are now faced with the dilemma that if they 

take the AS exam at the end of Year 12 and then do the full, new, linear A level, their AS result will not count 

towards it.

This new set-up has led to a bit of a mixed reaction in schools and colleges: some still encourage students to 

do the AS first and then move on to the full A level in Year 13, while others are focusing entirely on the A level 

specification and doing it over two years.

Thankfully, the Edexcel AS and A level appraising requirements share a lot of common content, which allows 

for either approach, and also means that Year 12 students and their teachers can choose one of three possible 

paths:

1) Take the AS exam at the end of Year 12, and progress on to A level in Year 13.

2) Take the AS exam over two years.

3) Take the full A level over two years.

Put simply, the broad outlines of the two specifications – when seen side by side – look like this:

AS A level

Performing Recital (minimum six minutes) Recital (minimum eight 
minutes)

Composing Two compositions (minimum 
four and a half minutes)

Two compositions (minimum 
six minutes)

Appraising Six areas of study (two set 
works in each)

Six areas of study (three set 
works in each)

While students doing AS followed by A level will have to do a recital and two compositions each year, those 

doing one of the specifications over two years will be spending Year 12 consolidating and developing their 

skills and knowledge, since Edexcel specifies that submitted performing and composing work must be done 

in the year of entry to the examination.

The Areas of Study (AoS) for the Appraising component are the same for both qualifications. For each AoS, 

three set works are prescribed, making 18 in total. Students doing the AS exam will be asked questions about 

two set works for each AoS (so 12 in all), while those doing the full A level study all of them. The depth of study 

at A level is also greater.

WHAT’S IN THE EXAM PAPERS

For both AS and A level, one written exam paper is taken in the summer. The AS paper is 90 minutes long and 

carries a total of 80 marks, while the A level paper is two hours long and carries a total of 100 marks.
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Both papers are set out in broadly the same way, with two sections – A and B. Each student is supplied with 

a personal CD, which they control themselves, containing all the extracts of music they need for the exam.

Section A

Section A contains three listening questions on extracts from three of the set works. The extracts are supplied 

on the CD and a skeleton score is provided. Each of these questions will come from a different AoS.

Then there is a fourth question, a short melody or rhythm completion exercise (or ‘dictation’) from an unfamiliar 

piece of music related to one of the AoS. In Edexcel’s Sample Assessment material (which is available on the 

Pearson website) this question is in two parts. In the first part, students have to complete a portion of melody, 

and in the second part they are asked to rewrite correctly a melody that contains errors. Section A is worth 45 

marks in the AS, 50 marks in the A level paper.

Section B

Section B, known as ‘extended response’, contains two essay questions. The first, worth 15 marks at AS and 

20 at A level, requires students to be able to draw links from the set works to a piece of unfamiliar music which 

is on the CD (though no score is provided). The second essay, worth 20 marks at AS and 30 at A level, asks 

students to write about the musical elements, context and language of one of the set works. A choice of three 

questions is given, each from a different area of study, and although there is no audio of the works for this 

question, students get an illustrative extract of the score to help them. Their answer should show how well they 

know the whole work, not just the section given to them in the exam.

WHAT STUDENTS NEED TO LEARN

Both specifications refer repeatedly to three key aspects of knowledge and understanding, which are exactly 

the same as those specified by Edexcel in its new GCSE course:

 � Musical elements

 � Musical contexts

 � Musical language

Let’s look in more detail at what these key aspects entail.

Musical elements

Breaking down any piece of music into its constituent elements is a very helpful way of approaching analytical 

or critical listening.

The Edexcel specifications are specific about what elements students need to study, and list them as follows:

 � Organisation of pitch (melodically and harmonically)

 � Tonality

 � Structure (or form)

 � Sonority (meaning timbre)

 � Texture

 � Tempo, metre and rhythm

 � Dynamics

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-a-levels/music-2016.coursematerials.html
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-a-levels/music-2016.coursematerials.html
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Broken down further, students need to become confident in their understanding of the following:

 � Organisation of pitch (melodically and harmonically)

 � Tessitura (range of pitch from low to high)

 � Melodic shape – ascending/descending and conjunct/disjunct

 � Periodic and irregular phrase lengths

 � Major, minor, modal, pentatonic, chromatic and whole-tone melodies

 � Melodic devices such as ostinatos, sequence, inversion, augmentation

 � Harmonic devices such as pedals, cycle of 5ths, secondary dominants

 � Ornamentation

 � Standard chord progressions including the four cadences

 � Diatonic and chromatic harmony

 � Use of dissonance such as appoggiaturas, suspensions, chromatic chords

 � Tonality

 � The cycle of 5ths and modulations to related keys

 � Key relationships such as relative major/minor, dominant, etc

 � More complex key relationships (at A level) such as enharmonic changes

 � How the tonal structure is often related to the form of the music

 � Major, minor, modal and atonal

 � Bitonality

 � Structure

 � Different structures (eg binary, rounded binary, ternary, sonata form, verse and chorus, theme and 

variations, and at A level fugue, arch form and through-composed)

 � Development through repetition and contrast

 � Sonority

 � Use of different instruments and combinations to create sonorities

 � Use of different voices

 � Contrast and variety of instrumental or vocal colour

 � Articulation

 � Instrumental and vocal techniques (eg pizzicato, mutes, fluttertongue, sul ponticello, vocables)

 � Use of effects (eg guitar effects, studio effects)

 � Texture

 � Number of parts and textural changes

 � Unison, octaves, monophonic, homophonic, polyphonic and heterophonic

 � Melody-dominated homophony

 � Imitation, counterpoint and fugal textures (at A level)

 � Tempo, metre and rhythm

 � Tempo and tempo changes

 � Simple and compound metre, irregular metre and metrical changes

 � Rhythmic features such as dotted notes, perpetual motion, triplets, rhythmic cells

 � Rhythmic devices such as syncopation, hemiola, swung rhythms, and at A level additive rhythms, cross 

rhythms and polyrhythms

 � Dynamics

 � Expressive contrast and use of dynamics

It is worth pointing out that questions in the new AS and A level papers ask students not only to identify musical 

features, but also to consider their effect and purpose.
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Musical context

With all the set works, knowledge of the context of the music is paramount, and confidence in this area helps 

hugely when faced with unfamiliar music. Much of this is about the effect or influence that the context has 

on the creation and development of compositions. More specifically, students need to get used to asking 

themselves the following questions:

 � How have the intentions of the composer affected the way the piece was composed and developed? For 

example, was there an intended outcome such as a specific commission, or a desire to impress someone? 

Moreover, how have the performer’s intentions affected the way the music has been communicated or 

developed?

 � What effect have the different historical, social and cultural contexts had on the creation and development of 

the music? How has this changed over time?

 � How has the creation, development and/or performance of a piece been affected by the venue, occasion or 

audience? How has this changed over time?

As an example of the value of understanding context, let’s look briefly at one of the A level set works, Stravinsky’s 

The Rite of Spring (covered in more detail in an earlier Music Teacher resource, December 2016). In this case, 

it would be valuable to look at contextual aspects such as these:

 � The two ballets Stravinsky wrote prior to The Rite of Spring, which reveal much about the journey towards 

the composition of the set work.

 � Serge Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes – who commissioned the three ballets. Understanding the 

relationship Stravinsky had with Diaghilev and his principal dancer Nijinsky – who choreographed The Rite 

of Spring – and what they were trying to achieve in Paris.

 � The time and place – what was the cultural scene like in Paris in the years leading up to the First World War? 

Why did Russians Stravinsky and Diaghilev settle there?

 � Stravinsky’s heritage – The Rite of Spring paints a vivid picture of Russia. Why had Stravinsky moved away 

from his home country, and what effect did this have on his work?

 � The circumstances around the famous first performance of the work, in 1913. Why was there so much 

animosity in the audience? What caused it? How did the work subsequently become so popular after such 

an ill-received first performance?

 � The choreography and demands on the dancers, and the demands on the orchestral musicians. How did 

this affect the development of the music? Did the choreographer, designer or conductor have any influence 

over Stravinsky?

 � What did Stravinsky go on to do next? How profound an effect did The Rite of Spring have on his subsequent 

composition work?

 � Why has The Rite of Spring become such an important work in 20th-century music?

Musical language

This is the ‘nuts and bolts’ of the process of studying music – the knowledge, tools and skills that students will 

need to develop and refine in order to be best placed to understand the set works and unfamiliar listening 

most effectively.

It would be a great advantage for aspects of this knowledge to be securely in place at the start of the course, 

but for all students, some theory study is essential to get the most out of their learning. Edexcel specifies the 

following key aspects of musical language:

 � Being able to read and write musical notation. At AS this should be in simple and compound time and in 

keys up to five sharps and five flats (which, let’s face it, is most keys!). At A level this extends to irregular 

time signatures and all keys.

 � Understanding chords and their symbols. At AS this includes standard progressions such as cadences, 

knowledge of chord notation and symbols, inversions and dominant 7ths. At A level this expands to extended 

chords such as secondary 7ths and 9ths.

 � Knowing a wide range of musical vocabulary, particularly that associated with the Areas of Study. A list of 

expected musical vocabulary is provided in the appendix of each specification. At A level this list extends, 

and some of the terminology becomes – as the specification puts it – more ‘sophisticated’!

 � Understanding the various types of notation used in the set works – for example, traditional staff notation, 

guitar tablature, chord notation (using Roman numerals such as IV or V7b and jazz/pop notation such as 

C, Dm or G7/B).
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BREAKING DOWN THE AREAS OF STUDY

The six Areas of Study are very broad, and at first sight this can be daunting for both teachers and students. 

However, the focus in each AoS is very much on studying the set works in detail, and through this study, 

developing understanding of the musical elements, context and language found in these works. Additionally, 

links should be drawn between the set works and connections made with the other AoS.

In addition to the set works, for each AoS students need to listen to a selection of other pieces under the 

umbrella of wider listening. The point of the wider listening is to enable students to draw links from the set 

works to these other pieces and thus expand their knowledge and understanding of each AoS. Their ability 

to be able to apply their knowledge and skill to comparing unfamiliar music with their set works is what will be 

tested in the exam, in addition to their understanding of the set works themselves.

A suggested strategy for studying each of the set works includes:

 � Listening to the work in full and becoming familiar with its music, as well as expressing considered opinions 

about it.

 � Researching its historical, social and cultural context.

 � Identifying important musical features, broken down into melody, harmony, tonality, rhythm, texture, 

instrumentation, dynamics and structure.

 � Comparing one work with another and identifying aspects of continuity and change between the set works.

 � Giving both short and long spoken and written answers to specific questions about the work, and more 

general questions about style, context and comparison.

When it comes to looking at wider listening pieces from each AoS, teachers and students should focus on the 

following:

 � Listening to entire sections of wider listening pieces, considering their context within the AoS, and forming 

considered opinions about them.

 � Applying their appraising skills to identify musical features by way of examining each of the musical elements 

(but not in the same depth as the set works).

 � Comparing them with the set works.

 � Answering questions ranging from specific exercises such as key or chord recognition, or melodic/rhythmic 

dictation, to more general style and comparison questions.

In the next section, I will look at each Area of Study in a little more detail and consider both the wider listening 

suggested by Edexcel and some other potential pieces that could be looked at. Teachers are free to choose 

whatever they like for the wider listening – Edexcel states in the specification that the unfamiliar listening 

questions in the exam are not likely to be on any of the works suggested in the appendix.

AREA OF STUDY 1 – VOCAL MUSIC

The main focus here is vocal music from the Western Classical tradition, mainly written between 1650 and 

1910. It falls into three broad groups, and each group is represented by one of the set works:

 � Sacred church music – as represented by the Bach cantata Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott

 � Opera – as represented by excerpts from Mozart’s The Magic Flute

 � Song – as represented by songs from Vaughan Williams’s On Wenlock Edge (A level only)

Bach’s church cantata Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott (‘A mighty fortress is our God’) was written in Leipzig where 

Bach was employed as Cantor of St Thomas’s Church – a kind of ‘director of music’ responsible for composing 

music for the services, training and teaching the choristers and directing the music in the church itself. This 

particular cantata, based on the hymn of the same name by Martin Luther, was written for the Reformation 

Day service traditionally held on 31 October, but we do not know exactly when Bach composed it – probably 

either in 1723 or some time between 1728 and 1731. Study of this set work is restricted to numbers 1 (chorale 

fantasia), 2 (aria and chorale) and 8 (chorale).
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Mozart wrote his final opera The Magic Flute in 1791, the last year of his life. It is sung in German and takes 

the form of a Singspiel – a popular form of opera that include spoken dialogue and is closer perhaps to our 

modern musicals or pantomimes than to Italian opera. The Magic Flute can be enjoyed on several levels and 

has profound Masonic undercurrents topped with light comedy. Study of this set work is restricted to two 

numbers from Act 1 – the Queen of the Night’s famous aria, and the quintet that follows it.

For A level only, the third set work is part of the song cycle On Wenlock Edge by English composer Ralph 

Vaughan Williams. This was written in 1909 and is a setting of six poems from A Shropshire Lad by AE 

Housman, of which students have to study numbers 1 (‘On Wenlock Edge’), 3 (‘Is My Team Ploughing?’) and 

5 (‘Bredon Hill’). It is written for tenor, piano and string quartet, and though it was later orchestrated, it is the 

original chamber version that should be studied.

Wider listening

Edexcel suggests a range of music for its wider listening from the genres of sacred music, opera and song. 

From sacred music there are numbers from Handel’s Messiah (1741) and Ethel Smyth’s Mass in D (1891), 

and there are opportunities to add to or replace these with extracts from great sacred works such as Mozart’s 

Requiem (1791), Mendelssohn’s Elijah (1846) or Verdi’s Requiem (1874).

From opera, small portions of Wagner’s Die Walküre (1870) and Verdi’s Rigoletto (1851) are suggested – 

alternatives by these composers could be Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (1868) and La traviata (1853), or 

perhaps Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas (c1688) or Puccini’s La bohème (1896) for examples from earlier or later 

in the time period.

Examples of songs suggested in the specification come from Schubert, who was arguably the greatest song 

composer of the 19th century, and Fanny Mendelssohn (sister of Felix). I would suggest that study of at least 

one of Schubert’s songs would be essential, and teachers could choose to extend this study by looking at 

songs by Schumann or Brahms, both of whom were prolific.

WIDER LISTENING EXAMPLE – SCHUBERT’S AN DIE MUSIK

One the best known and most beautiful of Schubert’s 600 or so songs, An die Musik is a setting of a poem 

by Franz von Schober and owes its popularity to a simple harmonic structure and a lyrical, rising and falling 

melody. The text is a love song to music itself, describing it as a ‘wondrous art’ that transports one’s heart ‘to 

warm and happy meadows’.

Schober was one of Schubert’s closest friends, and in fact supported him financially and with lodgings so that 

Schubert could devote himself to composition and not have to work as a teacher. He was not a well-known 

poet, but Schubert set a number of his texts to music during the period between 1815 and 1818, though An die 

Musik was not published until 1827, the year before Schubert’s untimely death at the age of 31.

This video features a performance by Felicity Lott and shows the score as the music progresses. Particularly 

noticeable is Schubert’s inspired piano writing, which is simple but also beautiful in its own right, with gentle 

repeating right-hand chords and a left-hand countermelody that has its own continuing dialogue with the 

singer. The short piano interludes between the two verses and at the end are extremely poignant examples of 

the emotive power of the simple appoggiatura.

AREA OF STUDY 2 – INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC

The other AoS concerned entirely with music from the Western Classical tradition again covers three broad 

genres:

 � An example of a concerto, represented by Vivaldi’s Concerto in D minor, Op. 3 No. 11

 � An example of chamber music, represented by the first movement of Clara Wieck-Schumann’s Piano Trio 

in G minor, Op. 17

 � An example of a symphony, represented by the first movement of Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique (A level 

only)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H9TlAOKCmaQ
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Vivaldi’s Concerto in D minor Op. 3 No. 11 is from a collection of 12 concertos known as L’estro armonico, 

written for the orchestra of the Venice orphanage where the composer worked as violin master for many years. 

These concertos were published in 1711, and most are for more than one soloist, making them closer to the 

genre of concerto grosso favoured by Corelli, Bach and Handel. No. 11 in D minor is for two violins, cello, 

strings and continuo, and is divided into three movements which broadly follow the fast-slow-fast model. Bach 

appreciated this Concerto so much that he reworked it as a concerto for organ.

Clara Wieck-Schumann was best known as a phenomenal concert pianist, as the wife of composer Robert 

Schumann, and as the person who firmly placed his music and that of Brahms in the performing repertoire. 

She was also a composer and produced many fine works, mostly in the early part of her career, including 

this Piano Trio in G minor, Op. 17, written in 1846 and considered one of her best compositions. It has four 

movements and students have to study the first, an Allegro moderato.

A level students also study the first movement of Berlioz’s monumental Symphonie fantastique. Written in 

1830, this is a five-movement programmatic work subtitled ‘An Episode in the Life of an Artist’ – and the artist 

in question is almost undoubtedly Berlioz himself. The first movement, titled ‘Reveries – Passions’, describes 

a drug-induced dream where a ‘young musician… sees for the first time a woman who unites all the charms 

of the ideal person his imagination was dreaming of, and falls desperately in love with her’. This woman is 

represented by a musical phrase known as an idée fixe, which appears in many parts of the Symphony.

Wider listening

For wider listening, Edexcel suggests the Concertino for flute and orchestra (1902) by the French composer 

Cécile Chaminade. I might also recommend Mozart’s Concerto for flute and harp (1778), Beethoven’s Violin 

Concerto (1806) or Robert Schumann’s only Piano Concerto (1845) – the latter first performed by Clara Wieck-

Schumann and therefore making quite a neat link.

The list in the specification includes part of a Beethoven string quartet and a Chopin Ballade for solo piano, 

and these are both very good examples. Any of Chopin’s piano music would be good to study, and there 

are great examples of chamber music by composers such as Haydn or Brahms, both of whom wrote for 

ensembles featuring piano, and thereby allowing for some comparison with the Schumann set work.

We are spoilt for choice when it comes to symphonies: Haydn’s 101st (Clock, 1793), Mozart’s 41st (Jupiter, 

1788), Beethoven’s Sixth (Pastoral, written in 1808 and a different kind of programmatic work to the Berlioz 

Symphonie fantastique), Tchaikovsky’s Fifth (1888) or Sibelius’s Fifth (1915) would all be great examples to look 

at. Edexcel suggests the first and last movements of Haydn’s Symphony No. 6 (Le matin, 1761) and the Gaelic 

Symphony by American composer Amy Beach (1896), as well as the symphonic poem Les préludes (1854) by 

Franz Liszt. Other examples of one-movement orchestral works could include Beethoven’s Egmont Overture 

(1810) or Dukas’s The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (1897).

WIDER LISTENING EXAMPLE – DUKAS’S THE SORCERER’S APPRENTICE

This is a symphonic poem – essentially a programmatic single-movement work – written by the French 

composer Paul Dukas and based on a poem written in 1797 by Goethe. It is virtually the only well-known 

piece that Dukas wrote, largely thanks to its immortalisation in Disney’s 1940 animated film Fantasia, in which 

it underscores a nightmarish experience for Mickey Mouse in the role of the apprentice who causes havoc 

when he tries to bewitch an old broom to do his chores for him in his master’s absence. The broom soon floods 

the sorcerer’s workshop, and when the apprentice tries to chop it up with an axe, each piece becomes a new 

broom which fetches yet more water. At the end the sorcerer returns and breaks the spell – in Fantasia he is 

angry with Mickey, though in Goethe’s poem he simply lectures the apprentice about not using powerful magic 

that he cannot control.

The music can be compared to similarly dark programmatic works such as Liszt’s Totentanz or Saint-Saens’s 

Danse macabre, but equally to more uplifting works such as Til Eulenspiegel by Richard Strauss. It is scored 

for large orchestra with some very demanding parts for a number of instruments (including the glockenspiel!), 

and features a recurring melody first heard on bassoons and developed throughout the work.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ait_Fs6UQhQ
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AREA OF STUDY 3 – MUSIC FOR FILM

The set works for this AoS cover the last 50 or so years of the film age, beginning in 1960 with music from 

Bernard Herrmann’s score for Psycho. This is some of the most famous and iconic music ever written for film, 

and is one of seven film scores that Herrmann wrote for director Alfred Hitchcock, alongside Vertigo and North 

by Northwest.

Next is music by Danny Elfman for the 1992 Tim Burton film Batman Returns. The film’s predecessor, Batman 

(1989), established Elfman as one of the top Hollywood film composers and he went on to write scores for 

blockbusters such as Planet of the Apes (2001) and Spider-Man (2002). Batman Returns has Michael Keaton 

in the title role, supported by Michelle Pfeiffer and Danny DeVito, and like the later Dark Knight films focuses 

on Batman’s continuing struggle against not only the villains of Gotham City but also his own conscience. 

Elfman’s score is in some ways influenced by Herrmann’s in its use of leitmotifs, which are developed and 

varied throughout the film.

Students doing A level also study a more recent example, the music by Rachel Portman for the 2008 film The 

Duchess. Portman won an Oscar for her score for Emma in 1996, and also composed the music for Chocolat, 

among many other films. The Duchess stars Keira Knightley and is set in the 18th century, allowing Portman to 

explore that century’s musical style in her score.

Wider listening

Edexcel suggests a range of wider listening beginning with Max Steiner’s amazing music for King Kong (1933) 

– and since the earliest set work is from 1960, it would be advisable to explore some of the film score repertoire 

from the 30 or so years prior to this. Alternative scores, also by Steiner, could be Gone with the Wind (1939) or 

Casablanca (1942). Ennio Morricone’s iconic music for the spaghetti western Once Upon a Time in the West 

(1968) is also mentioned, and alternatives by Morricone could include The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966) 

or the beautiful music from The Mission (1986).

No list of film music would be complete without mention of John Williams, and his haunting music for Schindler’s 

List (1993) is included – though you may prefer to look at the famous scores for films like Star Wars – A New 

Hope (1977) or Jaws (1975) for examples of his earlier work. Hans Zimmer makes it onto Edexcel’s list with his 

music for Gladiator (2000), and popular British composer Debbie Wiseman’s Wilde (1997) is also included.

Finally, the music written by Japanese composer Toru Takemitsu for Black Rain (1989) is Edexcel’s final 

suggestion in this category. It is important to note that this is the Japanese film about the atomic bombing of 

Hiroshima – not the Ridley Scott action thriller of the same name, with music by Hans Zimmer.

AREA OF STUDY 4 – POPULAR MUSIC AND JAZZ

This AoS focuses on the popular music and jazz of the second half of the 20th century and the very beginning 

of the 21st, but the specification emphasises the need to be specific in selecting wider listening to support 

the three set works, since the genre is so broad. The earliest set work, studied by A level students only, is four 

songs from the Beatles album Revolver (1966). This was the band’s seventh album and was number one in the 

UK albums chart for seven weeks. The four songs selected – ‘Eleanor Rigby’, ‘Here, There and Everywhere’, 

‘I Want to Tell You’ and ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ – cover a wide range of styles.

Next chronologically come three songs from Kate Bush’s album Hounds of Love (1985). This was the eclectic 

artist’s fifth album, self-produced in her home studio. She plays all the keyboard parts on the album and 

also worked with a range of other musicians including a classical guitarist, string players and Irish traditional 

musicians. Part of the album is a song-cycle called The Ninth Wave, and two of the three songs up for study 

are part of this cycle – ‘And Dream of Sheep’ and ‘Under Ice’. The other set song, ‘Cloudbusting’, is a more 

pop-influenced track about the inventor Wilhelm Reich and his son.
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The third set work in this AoS comprises three tracks from Courtney Pine’s jazz album Back in the Day (2000). 

One of Britain’s best-known jazz musicians, on this album Pine fuses jazz with a variety of styles including 

hip hop, reggae and soul, and also pays homage to other great musicians. In ‘Inner State (of Mind)’, we see 

this fusion with rap and sampling techniques at the forefront, a vocal line influenced by Gershwin’s song 

‘Summertime’, and chords taken from Miles Davis’s track ‘So What’. The second song, ‘Lady Day (and John 

Coltrane)’, is a nod to singer Billie Holiday and saxophonist John Coltrane, and is in the blues style, and the 

final set track is a cover of Joan Armatrading’s 1970s song ‘Love and Affection’ with singer Kele Le Roc and 

a gospel choir.

Wider listening

Edexcel suggests an interesting mix for the wider listening in this AoS, covering a variety of pop and jazz 

styles. From jazz, the suggestions are Bix Beiderbecke’s ‘Jazz Me Blues’ – one of the trumpeter’s earliest 

recordings, made in 1924 with the Wolverine Orchestra – and bass player Charles Mingus’s 1960 album Blues 

and Roots. Since Billie Holiday and John Coltrane are ‘mentioned’ in one of the set work tracks, it would be nice 

to introduce students to some music by these great jazz icons as well – Holiday’s 1939 version of ‘Strange Fruit’ 

is an outstanding example of this singer’s passionate delivery of a song about white supremacist atrocities in 

the southern USA.

Suggested wider listening also includes four albums from very different styles and periods. From the 1970s, 

Carole King’s excellent album Tapestry includes a number of well-known tracks subsequently covered by other 

artists such as Aretha Franklin and James Taylor. From the 1980s, Michael Jackson’s iconic Thriller album 

includes some of his best-known tracks – ‘Thriller’, ‘Beat It’ and ‘Billie Jean’. Next we jump to 2009 and rapper 

Jay-Z’s album Blueprint 3 which works well as a comparison with the rap elements of Courtney Pine’s album. 

It is the third album in Jay-Z’s Blueprint trilogy and includes tracks produced by Timbaland and Kanye West. 

Finally, from 2015 we have Icelandic musician Björk’s album Vulnicura – a very honest and personal album 

dealing with her feelings around the time of a relationship break-up.

There’s a gap of over 20 years here, which I would recommend filling with an album such as Oasis’s Definitely 

Maybe (1994) – a band heavily influenced by the Beatles, and themselves influential in the 1990s UK Britpop 

scene – or perhaps some tracks from Radiohead’s iconic OK Computer (1997) (covered in the resource 

‘Radiohead in the classroom’, January 2017).

AREA OF STUDY 5 – FUSIONS

There are, of course, examples of fusions in AoS4, but here we look in closer detail at how musical elements 

are treated in three pieces that fuse very different musical styles together.

First there’s ‘Pagodes’ and ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ from Debussy’s 1903 set of three piano pieces Estampes, 

in which he began to explore still further the burgeoning ‘impressionist’ style (though Debussy himself disliked 

the term). In ‘Pagodes’ we see strong influence of Javanese gamelan and other Eastern music brought to Paris 

in the exhibition of 1889, and in ‘La soirée dans Grenade’ it is the music of Spain – specifically the habanera 

dance – that can be detected.

‘Alla vá candela’ and ‘Se quema la chumbambà’ are two Cuban son tracks from the 1997 album Caña quema 

by Cuban traditional group Familia Valera Miranda. ‘Se quema’ remains from the legacy anthology, and 

together with ‘Alla vá candela’ these are two excellent examples of the fusion of West African and Spanish 

styles that made the traditional style of Cuba as far back as the 19th century.

A level students also study three tracks from Anoushka Shankar’s 2007 album Breathing Under Water. Here 

she concentrates on original fusion music, and works with guest artists such as her half-sister Norah Jones, 

and musicians from Indian, classical, Bollywood and dance genres. Most obvious is the fusion between Indian 

Hindustani music, electronica and drum & bass.
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Wider listening

There are a number of really exciting wider listening suggestions and opportunities for this AoS. Edexcel 

suggests more tracks from the Afro Celt Sound System album Volume 2: Release (1999) which also features 

among their GCSE set works and is a fusion of African and Celtic styles. The fusion of Indian and Western 

music is represented by AR Rahman’s well-known ‘Jai Ho (You are My Destiny)’ from the 2008 Oscar-winning 

film Slumdog Millionaire. This is the version recorded by the Pussycat Dolls, though the original, featuring the 

vocals of indian singer Tanvi Shah, is also worth studying.

Gloria Estefan’s third album, 1993’s Mi tierra, is also suggested as a Spanish-language album featuring 

many Cuban musical genres combined with a pop production style. More recently, the 2009 album Xinti by 

Portuguese singer Sara Tavares, sung mostly in Portuguese, is a heady combination of African music, soul 

and jazz.

Edexcel’s appendix also suggests two of the well-known Bachianas brasileiras by Brazilian composer Heitor 

Villa-Lobos, written between 1930 and 1945 and representing an interesting and successful fusion of the 

Baroque musical style of Bach and his contemporaries with Brazilian folk music. Finally, there is ‘Afro Blue’ 

from the 2012 album Black Radio by American jazz pianist Robert Glasper, which won a Grammy for best R&B 

album, and which was recorded with his quartet the Experiment. ‘Afro Blue’ is a dance-influenced cover of a 

1959 Mongo Santamaria song most famously played by saxophonist John Coltrane.

This wider listening list is excellent in its own right, but teachers wishing to branch out further might try Enya’s 

1989 album Watermark – a commercially successful combination of Celtic and new age music, or perhaps the 

1987 album Light Years by the Chick Corea Elektric Band, which features Corea and many other jazz greats 

such as drummer Dave Weckl exploring the fusion of jazz and funk.

AREA OF STUDY 6 – NEW DIRECTIONS

The final AoS takes students far out of their comfort zone with a look at some of the more daring directions 

taken by composers in the 20th century. Teachers familiar with Edexcel’s legacy specification will be returning 

to the prepared piano works of John Cage with a look at the first of his Three Dances for Two Prepared Pianos, 

written in 1944 for choreographer Merce Cunningham, for whom he had ‘invented’ the prepared piano some 

six years earlier in order to be able to capture a wider array of timbres for the African-influenced choreography.

Next is Kaija Saariaho’s Petals for cello and electronics, composed in 1988. Saariaho is Finnish and lives 

in Paris, where she studied in the 1980s at IRCAM. Here she experiments with electronics and the use of 

computers to convert the harmonics of a sound into chords, and Petals combines this idea with music for a 

solo cello.

A level students have the pleasure of studying part of one of the 20th century’s greatest works, Stravinsky’s 

The Rite of Spring from 1913 (covered in its own Music Teacher resource, December 2016). The third of three 

ballets commissioned by Serge Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes in Paris, this work uses a very large and varied 

orchestra and explores aspects of rhythm and orchestration that were new and shocking to 1913 audiences. 

Coupled with very unconventional choreography by Nijinsky, the first performance of The Rite of Spring 

famously caused a riot in the theatre.

Wider listening

Edexcel’s wider listening list includes music by a number of noted avant-garde composers of the 20th century – 

notably Stockhausen, Boulez, Messiaen and Maxwell Davies. Stockhausen’s 1956 work Gesang der Jünglinge 

is an electronic work based on the vocals of a 12-year-old boy, and Boulez’s Structures I (1952) is a work for 

two pianos that takes serialism to extremes, using Schoenberg’s 12-note technique to govern all aspects of 

the music from duration to dynamics.
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Messiaen’s contribution to the list is Des canyons aux étoiles… (‘From the Canyons to the Stars’, from 1974), a 

work for orchestra influenced by the colours and sounds experienced by Messiaen on a visit to Bryce Canyon 

in Utah. From British composer Peter Maxwell Davies we have Eight Songs for a Mad King, written in 1969 for 

baritone and sextet, and exploring a huge range of extended vocal and instrumental techniques.

Finally, two lesser-known but fantastic pieces are suggested in the wider listening appendix. Alice in 

Wonderland is a 2007 opera by South Korean composer Unsuk Chin, and Re-greening for large orchestra 

without conductor is by English composer Tansy Davies. Davies wrote Re-greening in 2015 for the National 

Youth Orchestra and you can hear a performance by the NYO here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=37sOYYvDo_c

