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Overview 
 
The Graduate Entrance Exam in Music History is required of all entering graduate 
students, with the exception of those enrolled for degrees in Music Education or 
Musicology.   
 
Tests will be held early in the week of 17-21 August online through Compass, 
supervised by Proctorio. There may be a limited number of in-person exams given in 
the School of Music based on staff and space availability: for now, though, please plan on 
taking the exam online.                                          
 
The exam covers music from the Western classical tradition in two historical periods: 
music before 1750; and music from 1750 to the present day. Students who do not pass 
either part of the exam will be required to remediate their knowledge and understanding 
by taking the relevant review class MUS 501A (Graduate Music History Review I; fall 
2020) or MUS 501B (Graduate Music History Review II; spring 2021) and passing it 
with a Grade of B- or higher.  
 
Students will receive their results by the morning of Friday, 21 August before advising 
conversations and course registration. 
 
Please note: students who do not pass all of the entrance exam must successfully 
complete the MUS 501 review class(es) before progressing to graduate-level courses in 
Musicology. This means that not passing the entrance exam may significantly slow down 
your progression through your graduate degree.   
 
Students who do not pass the exams on the first occasion may retake them once in 
January 2021. 
 

https://ops.citl.illinois.edu/docs/default-source/default-document-library/student-guide-for-test-taking-in-proctorio.pdf?sfvrsn=d52a4fcc_4


 3 

Exam Format 
 
The history exam is in two parts: 
 
Part One: Music Pre 1750. This part of the exam consists of 40 multiple-choice 
questions plus a short essay question about music during this period (there will be a 
selection of questions to choose from).  
 
Some questions may require an ability to comment meaningfully on score extracts. The 
questions and essays are weighted equally. 
 
Part Two: Music Post 1750 consists of 40 multiple-choice questions plus a short essay 
response question about music during this period (there will be a selection of questions to 
choose from). Some questions may require an ability to comment meaningfully on score 
extracts.  The questions and essays are weighted equally. 
 
For each part, the essay question will offer TWO prompts, from which students will 
choose ONE essay to answer. Essays should be approximately five paragraphs in length 
and may focus on the assigned works, historical periods and/or genres, or significant 
figures.  
 
Within your answer, please include references to the following AS RELEVANT TO THE 
QUESTION, as well as any other information you consider appropriate: 
 

• historical context (musical, cultural, intellectual, etc.) 
• specific compositions and composers, as well as schools of composition 
• significant patrons (institutional and individual) 
• musical genres, forms, and styles 
• specific instrumentation 
• type of texts 
• influence from other artistic spheres (visual arts, architecture) 
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Pre 1750 Sample Questions 
 
Multiple Choice: 
 
1.   Among other accomplishments, J.S. Bach is known for three cycles of this type of 
genre that he wrote while employed at Leipzig.  

a. Operas 
b. Song Cycles 
c. Passions 
d. Cantatas 
e. None of these 

 
2.   Which of the following composers championed the seconda prattica? 

a. Josquin 
b. Palestrina 
c. Monteverdi 
d. Machaut 
e. None of these 

 
3.    A da capo aria can be represented as follows: 

a. A A B B 
b. A B A 
c. A B A C A D A 
d. A B B A’ B’ 
e. None of these 

 
Essay Questions: 
 
A. Summarize the characteristics of English music during the first half of the fifteenth 
century, and discuss the historical and cultural significance of the “contenance angloise” 
during this period.  
 
OR 
 
B. Discuss ONE of the two attached score excerpts, drawn from the list of assigned 
works. To the best of your ability, identify the approximate period, possible composer(s), 
form, genre, style, instrumentation, and possible context(s). 
 
Post 1750 Sample Questions 
 
Multiple Choice: 
 
1.    A rondo can be represented as follows:  

a. A A B B 
b. A B A 
c. A B A C A D A 
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d. A B B A’ B’ 
e. None of these 

 
2.   John Cage maintained a lifelong collaboration with which dancer? 

a. Martha Graham 
b. Twyla Tharp 
c. Sergei Diaghilev 
d. Agnes DeMille 
e. None of these 

 
3.    Who is the composer of 4’33”? 

a. Webern 
b. Stravinsky 
c. Ives 
d. Scriabin 
e. None of these 

 
Essay Questions: 
 
A. Write an essay on Bartók’s Music for String, Percussion and Celesta, drawing 
attention to notable aspects of its style and to the historical context of its composition. 
 
OR 
 
B. Provide a general overview of one of the following composers, including a 
consideration of the significance of her/his work during his/his lifetime as well as her/his 
legacy as relevant. 
 

- Ruth Crawford 
- Arnold Schoenberg 
- Dmitri Shostakovich 

 
Advice 
 
Candidates may prepare themselves for the exam in the following ways. 
 
FIRST: we recommend studying one or more of the following standard histories of 
music, all of which are available for purchase or rent through used textbook sites 
(Amazon, Thriftbooks, etc.):  
 

o Mark Evan Bonds, A History of Music in Western Culture, 4th edition  
o Barbara Hanning, A Concise History of Western Music, 5th edition preferred, but 

4th edition is acceptable as well 
 
These sources will introduce a general framework for historical periods; significant 
composers, performers, and institutions; and representative genres, style, forms, and 
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works. Additionally, we recommend that students know the list of sample terms, 
concepts, and individuals listed below. 
 
SECOND: To supplement these sources, we recommend studying representative scores 
of the assigned works listed below, which are discussed in the texts above: most are 
included in their accompanying anthologies as well (also available used online). 
Recordings are easily available through YouTube and streaming services. 
 
The entrance exam will include at least three pieces from each list, within both the 
multiple choice and (especially) the essay portions. 
 
Sample terms and concepts (please note this is only a sample: additional 
terms/composers/works etc. will be on the exam) 
 

o PRE 1750: 
 
aria, arioso 
Ars Nova 
basso continuo 
castrati 
church modes 
contenance angloise 
Council of Trent 
fugue 
isorhythmic motet 
Léonin 
Lully 
madrigal 
Magnus Liber Organi 
Mass, including Ordinary of the Mass  
musica ficta 
motet 
Notre Dame 
organum 
opera seria, opera buffa 
Pérotin 
polyphonic masses 
recitative 
rhythmic modes 
ritornello 
Roman de Fauvel 
rondeau 
seconda prattica 
Tinctoris 
toccata 
trio sonata 
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trope 
virelai 
Vivaldi 
 

o POST 1750: 
 
absolute music 
aleatoric 
atonality 
bel canto 
Berg 
Brahms 
Cage 
Chopin 
collage 
concerto 
Copland 
Crawford (aka Crawford Seeger) 
Esterhazy 
Gesamtkunstwerk 
Gluck 
grand opéra 
idée fixe 
impressionism 
integral serialism 
lied 
Mahler 
minimalism 
musique concrète 
neoclassicism 
octatonic 
postminimalism 
program music 
Quantz 
ragtime 
rondo 
scherzo 
Schoenberg 
serialism 
Shostakovich 
socialist realism 
Sprechstimme 
string quartet 
symphony 
Tristan und Isolde 
Wagner 
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Assigned Works 
 
Part 1: before 1750: 

1. Guillaume de Machaut: La Messe de Nostre Dame, Kyrie 
2. John Dunstable: Quam pulchra es 
3. Guillaume Du Fay: Nuper rosarum flores 
4. Josquin des Prez: Ave Maria…virgo serena 
5. Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina: Missa Papae Marcelli, Credo 
6. Claudio Monteverdi: Orfeo, Act II, “Tu se’ morta” 
7. J.S. Bach: Jesu, der du meine Seele, I 

 
Part 2: after 1750: 

1. Beethoven: Symphony No. 3 in E-flat Major (“Eroica”), first movement 
2. Schubert: “Erlkönig”  
3. Stravinsky: Le sacre du printemps  
4. Ives: “The Things Our Fathers Loved” 
5. Bartók: Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta 
6. Cage: 4’33” 
7. Messiaen: Quatuor pour la fin du temps, first movement 
8. Reich, Clapping Music 

 
 
 


