
   Development of Popular Music 

 
Definitions 
 
• A common approach to defining popular music is to link popularity with scale of 

activity. Usually this is measured in terms of consumption, for example by counting 
sales of sheet music or recordings.  

• Another common approach is to link popularity with means of dissemination, and 
particularly with the development and role of mass media.  

• A third approach is to link popularity with social group – either a mass audience or a 
particular class (most often, though not always, the working class).  

 
Historical Shifts 
• The most significant feature of the emergent popular music industry of the late 18th 

and early 19th centuries was the extent of its focus on the commodity form of sheet 
music.  •  

• Middle class bought pianos, which were falling in price and increasingly targeted at 
a range of social groups and entertained themselves at home.  

• A variety of educational institutions and strategies promoted musical literacy. Song 
sheets, instrumental pieces and arrangements, cheap editions, music supplements in 
magazines, albums and part-works poured from the presses.  

• At the same time, the provision of and access to public performances also increased. 
In pleasure gardens and dance halls, popular theatres and concert rooms, ordinary 
people – no doubt for the first time, in many cases – could enjoy music 
commercially provided by professionals.  

• Copyright legislation was in place or came into being in most countries... (Thus) a 
new kind of musical economy came into being.   

•  In the 1880s and 90s American music publishing became centred in New York, in 
an area of the city later called ‘Tin Pan Alley’   

• Automatic player pianos spread home music-making even more widely  
• The expansion and streamlining of sheet music production were linked to growing 

demand from vaudeville and variety theatres, to the popularization of dancing across 
all social classes (especially after World War I) and to the emergence of the 
gramophone record as a new medium of musical dissemination.   

• After the success during the 1890s of publicly operated coin- in-the-slot machines, 
record players for home use took over from around the beginning of the 20th 
century, and the growth of production – much of it centred on ‘popular’ genres – 
was extraordinary. By 1920 there were almost 80 record companies in Britain, and 
almost 200 in the USA.  (Radio transmission was also important.)  

• Electrical recording (introduced by record companies in 1925) transformed sound 
quality and increased the appeal of the new media. The first sound film (The Jazz 
Singer) was released in 1927, and thereafter many films (and not only musicals) 
incorporated popular songs.  

"Extract from The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, second 
edition reproduced with permission. www.grovemusic.com" 
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Quick quiz 
1. A common  approach to  defining popular music is: 
             a) to look at number of performances 
             b) to look at number of sales of sheet music/recording 
             c) to look at number of bands performing the same song. 
 
2. Another common approach is to link popularity with: 
             a) the way they are presented in the media  
             b) the way the sheet music is presented 
             c) the way the music is performed. 
 
3. A third approach is to link  popularity with: 
             a) young people 
             b) social group 
             c) money 

 
Task 
Make up 3 of your own definitions for popular music. 

B Date  Reason for development 

18th and 19th Century Sheet music  

 Middle class buying _________ 

 Promotion of musical literacy in 
form of ________________ 

  

1880s and 90s  

  

Historical Shifts 
 
Copy and complete 
the following table 
to show important 
factors in the 
development of 
popular music.  You 
may need to add 
more rows. 

C Using information provided and your own research answer the following 
question in no less than 500 words. 
 

“To what extent is popular music influenced by publishing and the mass media?” 
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