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Music and violence 
Below is a list of pieces that would all be appropriate in a lesson on music and violence. We 

won’t listen to all of these in class today, so use the brief descriptions below to make an 

informed decision as to what we’ll study together. 

 

Psychological warfare | Genre: military ensemble, symphony 

Janissary ensemble 

Joseph Haydn (1732-1809), Symphony No. 100 “Military” (1794) 

 The Turkish Janissary was an ensemble of musicians that accompanied the sultan (ruler 

of the Ottoman Empire). Its instruments were exotic and intimidating to European ears in the 14th 

through 18th centuries, and the striking use of percussion by the Ottoman musicians 

fundamentally changed the way the European symphony orchestra sounds today. 

 

Domestic terrorism and thought police | Genre: symphony 

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-75), Symphony No. 5 (1937) 

Dmitri Shostakovich was a well-respected composer in the USSR. He wrote propaganda 

music to support the regime and lost family members, colleagues, and friends to the political 

machine he helped prop up. He, too, fell out of favor with Stalin and, his Symphony No. 5 was 

written as proof of his “rehabilitation” but also seems to communicate other non-loyal ideas. 

 

World War II: prisoner of war camp | Genre: chamber music 

Olivier Messaien (1908-92), Quatuor pour la fin du temps [Quartet for the End of Time] (1941) 

 Olivier Messaien was captured and sent to a German POW camp in 1940 in Poland called 

Stalag-VIII A. There, he wrote this piece, which he and his fellow prisoners performed for an 

audience of guards and prisoners in January 1941. 

 

World War II: dropping of the atomic bomb | Genre: threnody, string orchestra 

Krysztof Penderecki (b. 1933), Threnody to the Victims of Hiroshima (1960) 

A threnody is a kind of song, hymn, or ode for someone who has died; it has a wailing 

quality and is often performed as a memorial. Polish composer Krysztof Penderecki (b. 1933) 

composed the next work without a title or inspiration in 1960, and only after he had written it 

and grasped how intense, emotional, and catastrophic the piece sounded did he give it a name: 

Threnody to the Victims of Hiroshima.  

 

Ethnic cleansing in Croatia, 1991-2001 | Genre: chamber music, piano trio [violin, piano, cello] 

Laura Kaminsky, Vukovar Trio (1999) 

Kaminsky visited Croatia to perform a series of concerts in 1999 and was struck by the 

lasting devastation, as well as the fear and panic of an air raid while she was there. 

An excerpt from an interview she gave to New Music Box (1 November 2013): “When I 

was living in Poland and running the European Mozart Academy, we took small groups of 

chamber musicians throughout central Europe to give concerts. One of the concerts arranged was 

to go into Vukovar under Human Rights Watch protection and give the first live concert since 

the official end of the war at the fairly devastated Serb Cultural Center. Going into that 

devastated war-torn city was really eye-opening and very humbling for all of us. We were really 

quite taken aback by seeing the destruction. This was three years since the end of the war; people 
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still had no electricity and there were food shortages. It was grim; you could tell that this was not 

a good place. When I say Vukovar, like I’m talking to you now, to this day I’m seeing this 

picture in my head. Somehow I had to deal with that picture. I knew I needed to write a piece, 

and I wanted to write a piano trio, partially because I was living in Eastern Europe and that 

sound world was so much what I was breathing and hearing every day. I felt like I wanted to 

write an homage to Shostakovich and his great trio which is such an iconic piece. Then I thought, 

his Eighth String Quartet is dedicated to the victims of fascism and war; I would dedicate my 

piece to the victims of ethnic cleansing. I hate to say this, but most Americans don’t read the 

headlines. It’s history already. I wanted to keep [in people’s minds] the fact that genocide is alive 

today, so I gave it that title. But I did think about just calling it Piano Trio.  

“In fact, when I lived in Seattle, I often lectured for the Seattle Chamber Music Society or 

the Seattle Symphony. The Society asked me to give a talk called “How to Listen to 

Contemporary Music.” With all due respect to the Society, I didn’t want to do that talk, because I 

don’t think it’s any different than listening to any music. So, I came in and I said, this is the talk 

I’m going to give: How do you listen to music? I chose to play my trio, and I said, “I’m not 

going to tell you who this composer is. I’m not going to tell you when this piece was written. I’m 

not even going to tell you the instrumentation. I’m not going to tell you if there’s any story 

behind this piece. I want you to listen. I want you to all take a piece of paper and a pencil while 

you listen and make notes to yourself as to what you think you’re hearing, and what the structure 

of the piece is. So you can tell me what you’ve heard.” And they all got it. They said this piece 

sounds like it’s about a war. Then there are these chorales, so it’s about mourning. But then 

there’s this more energetic, joyful music, so maybe there’s victory or peace. But the fast music 

isn’t really easy happy music, so there’s still a struggle. They all got it. So I believe it’s an 

abstract piece that tells a story. And you know, I think all music tells a story. This was a specific 

story. But even without them reading the program note or knowing anything, they got it.” 

(https://nmbx.newmusicusa.org/laura-kaminsky-every-place-has-a-story/) 

 

 


