
Imagine you are a musicologist in the year 2119 writing a history of early twenty-first-

century music. What should such a history entail? 

 

Imagine Kim Kardashian and the Countess from the Marriage of Figaro on the same stage, a 

21st century reality TV star and a figure from Mozart’s 18th Century opera sharing a duet. 

Two completely different genres of music being fused, on the one hand hip-hop, on the 

other opera, all shown in Leo Mercer and Stephen Hyde’s ‘The Marriage of Kim K’ at the 

Edinburgh Fringe 2017. This clearly demonstrated that the barriers between different types 

of music had been broken down. However, this fusion of musical styles wasn’t just an 

alternative Edinburgh Fringe production, but was symbolic of many of the changes and new 

blends beginning to happen within music of the early 21st Century. ‘The Marriage of Kim K’ 

was also typical of new trends taking place in music in its emphasis on technology, used to 

create beats and synthesized sounds, and to stream the music for easy listening.  

The increased use of faster, more sophisticated technology created the basis of early 21st 

Century music, as almost everything could now be found online at a few clicks of a button. 

However, the novelty of streaming music also impacted upon the way in which composers 

wrote their music and changes were made to existing music. In 2019 classical music made 

up 5% of music listened to, including concerts, yet only accounted for 1% of music 

streaming. Contemporary classical composers were effectively forced to create shorter 

pieces to reach this digital audience, as existing music was already being shortened in order 

for it to be able to fit into the streaming requirements of Spotify and similar sites. This 

inevitably inhibited their creativity, although in 2019 a new streaming service was launched 

to resolve this problem, named ‘Primephonic’. 

The Spotify culture enabled algorithms to choose music to suit individuals’ moods, 

sophisticated playlists of music to workout to, study to and party to. At the beginning of the 

21st Century there was music everywhere, the concept of ‘ubiquitous listening’, 1 with music 

played through shop speakers, in restaurants, and through speakers in bathrooms, some of 

these playing from their own choices, others without their own control, showing people 

were constantly exposed to music wherever they went. A contemporary musicologist, 

Robert Barry in ‘The Music of the Future’,  perceived this as a negative development 

suggesting that music at this time was inescapable and was being used more as a secondary 

listening device, with the sole focus on another activity instead of the music. However, 21st 

Century composer, Howard Goodall, calmed those panicking about this change by saying 

“what the musical past tells us is that it doesn’t do to worry too much about what happens 

next. For every movement there is a counter-movement”. 2  

The introduction of Artificial Intelligence (AI) within the Arts took place initially in the field of 

music, especially in the area of composition. An improvisation algorithm for jazz, ‘The 

Continuator’, listened to what was being played, continuously calculating what needed to 

be played next in order for it to complement the music. A musician who used ‘The 



Continuator’ said that “the system shows me ideas I could have developed but that would 

have taken me years to actually develop”.3  So it is seen that, as it does with seemingly 

everything else, technology does what we could, just much faster. Music critic, Alex Ross, 

predicted that by the end of the 21st Century “a composer could be a performance artist, a 

sound artist, a laptop conceptualist, or an avant-garde DJ”, because of the growing 

obsession of technology that the early 21st century held. 4 Iconic 20th century pop star David 

Bowie went even further predicting in 2002 that ‘”music is going to become like running 

water or electricity”. 5 Yet now we can see how Bowie’s prediction has become reality, with 

our ability to gain access to music from anywhere.  

In the new approach to composition, there was also an increased fusion of musical styles, 

with the set ‘cliques’ of music dissolving away. This was seen in 2018, when Kendrick Lamar, 

an American rapper and songwriter, and Michael Gilbertson’s string quartet were both up 

for the Pulitzer Prize in the same category, with Lamar scooping the prize. This illustrated 

“the changing nature of ‘distinguished musical composition’” with opposite genres put up 

against each other for the same prize.6 Yet again this represents the breaking down of the 

barriers between different genres of music, with no longer separate categories of classical, 

pop, jazz, musical theatre or hip-hop. The composer of ‘The Marriage of Kim K’, Stephen 

Hyde, said “does some music just belong in the opera house, some just in music festivals, 

some just in the West End? We don’t think so”.7  This view was seen not only in young up 

and coming 21st Century composers such as Hyde but also leading composers such as Max 

Richter, who said he was uncomfortable with the labels of music, saying that they got in the 

way. 8 

This breaking down of musical barriers was also seen in the 2011 opera ‘Anna Nicole’ 

composed by Mark-Anthony Turnage, as the style was a jazz-classical mix, encompassing 

both operatic arias and the syncopation and rhythms of jazz-pop. This opera was also 

unconventional because of the subject matter, about the life of a model and TV personality, 

yet Turnage said “there are things that happened in Anna Nicole’s life which are so dramatic 

that they cry out for a grand opera”.9 However, this potentially created a foundation for 

others to build on, for example in the musical ‘Hamilton’ (Lin Manuel-Miranda), which 

premiered in New York in 2015 and soon became a sensation. This story of the life of an 18th 

century founding father, Alexander Hamilton, is told by hip-hop music, which was perceived 

as ground-breaking in the genre of musical theatre. However, ‘Hamilton’ was not as 

revolutionary as the press portrayed, as ‘Porgy and Bess’, a Gershwin opera written in the 

20th century, also explores these ideas of fusing musical styles. It can be seen that Gershwin 

was ahead of his time with his ideas, as he not only used jazz music in his opera but also 

listened carefully to the spiritual music within black communities in the Deep South of 

America in order to set the scene. His characters are defined by their style of music, with 

Maria even having a rap piece, ‘I Hates Your Struttin’ Style’. 

Film music was another popular genre in the 21st Century indicative of classical music 

crossover. It became increasingly popular with those who previously would have avoided 



classical music, as it linked with an emotion or an area within the story. For this reason, 

many pieces of film music were taking the top places on classical musical charts. In the 2018 

Classical FM top 100 there were five film soundtracks composed by John Williams, only two 

fewer than Beethoven. In 2019 a new classical radio station was set up called ‘Scala’ which 

aimed “to break down barriers of preconception” with their target audience being 

everybody and anybody.10 This came about as the young people of the day had begun to 

listen more widely to classical music as streaming gave them this opportunity to pursue 

their interests and be exposed to music that they would not have been exposed to before. 

Therefore, ‘Scala’ was the perfect way for the music to have more of an impact in these 

young people’s lives.  

Globalisation of music was another important form of musical fusion in the 21st Century. As 

societies became increasingly multicultural and with social media becoming increasingly 

prominent in society, not only were the boundaries between different art forms blurred but 

also the different types of music in different countries. China for many years had embraced 

Western Classical music, but increasingly in the early 21st Century fragments from Chinese 

music had begun intertwining into western classical music, which passed around the world 

with different ethnicities influencing each other through their music. This is also shown 

within the second decade of the 21st Century when reggae music began to be mixed with 

the popular drum and bass music for festivals which created a larger listening base among 

teenagers.  

Another common feature of early 21st century music was the idea of minimalism in 

compositions, when simple melodies, rhythms or even harmonies are repeated to create a 

reductive style of music. Although minimalism started in the 1960s in New York, it was still 

prominent in the 21st Century. Alex Ross argued that minimalist composers gained more 

exposure than others because it appealed to both “classical and pop trained listeners”, as 

minimalism is used in popular music all the time, repeating an idea, including lyrics.11 

Contemporary classical composers such as Philip Glass and Arvo Pärt, who both embraced 

minimalism in the late 20th Century, continued to be popular in the 21st Century, with new 

additions such as Thomas Adès. Glass made further links between classical and pop music 

through minimalism, composing symphonies based on David Bowie’s work, the most recent 

of these being Symphony No.12 (2018), based on Bowie’s pop album Lodger.  

The 21st Century is also unique in its’ treatment of live music performances as many of the 

concerts put on were conveyed as spectacles with much more emphasis on what was being 

seen than before, showing a collaboration between composers and artists in other areas 

such as the visual arts. In Ludovico Einaudi’s concerts, there were projections and different 

coloured flashing lights to make it into a show, closer to a pop or hip-hop concert in its 

approach. The Piano Guys also introduced an entertainment element into their concerts, 

using not only a light show but performing on unconventional parts of their instruments to 

create sounds, therefore making the performance more appealing and intriguing to watch. 



Within these shows there was also more interaction with the audience as there would be at 

a pop concert, rather than the sedate protocol of a classical concert in the previous century.  

No history of the first two decades of the 21st Century can ignore the increasingly prominent 

part played by women in classical music. Although there were many highly regarded female 

musicians and composers within the later part of the 20th century, this increased noticeably. 

Artists such as Nicola Benedetti on violin, Alison Balsom on trumpet, Jess Gillam on the 

saxophone and Mica Levi, the young composer who wrote the score for the film ‘Jackie’, 

received significant publicity and gained a higher public profile. However, until 2007 when 

Marin Alsop was appointed the conductor of the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, no female 

had ever been a conductor of a major symphony orchestra. This is a trend continued today 

where female musicians have an equal role to play within the context of classical music. 

Bizarrely the reverse was happening in popular music, where there was a growing gender 

gap. In 2008 there were 35 songs by just female artists in the top 100 and 10 with male and 

female collaborating. However, in 2018 it was shown that there were only 13 songs by just 

female artists and now 25 with male and female collaborating in the top 100. The likely 

reason for this was that the new collaborations tended to be with hip-hop artists, DJs and 

rappers, as they were becoming increasingly popular in the charts. These artists tended to 

be male, so there was more collaborations in order for an increase in popularity as a solo 

artist.12  

Whilst there are many characteristics which are unique to the early part of the 21st Century, 

the increased use of technology which facilitated the fusion of the musical styles seems to 

me to be the foundation from which the rest of music in the 21st Century was built upon. In 

2017 music performances such as ‘The Marriage of Kim K’ with its melting pot of musical 

styles, were seen as innovative, yet to us now in 2119 they seem simply mainstream. The 

very labels used to define music at the end of the 20th Century, titles such as classical, R&B 

and pop, are now all history. 
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