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How children experience 
 classical music
Andrea Holler, Mirjam Gogolewska

A qualitative IZI study  with 40 pri-
mary school pupils on their subjec-
tive hearing sensation investigated 
how the children judge and describe 
classical music.

One distinctive aspect of listening to 
music is the special quality of the emo-
tions it inspires. “Aesthetic emotions” 
arise and lead to measurable reactions 
in the autonomous nervous system. 
We talk of having goosebumps, a lump 
in the throat, tears or a fluttering in 
the stomach in response to music (Al-
tenmüller & Bernatzky, 2015). When 
we watch television or films, the music 
used influences our interpretation of 
the moving pictures (see also vom 
Orde in this issue). In international 
reception studies, IZI investigated 
how children (aged 2-12) respond to 
different musical settings of video seg-
ments. The studies showed that the 
music shapes the contextualization 
of meaning and encourages children 
to perceive the content in different 
ways (Götz, 2014; Götz et al., 2012; 
Bulla & Götz, 2011). If, for example, 
the image already conveys meaning, 
and if this meaning is reinforced in 
the music, this can compel children 
to respond in a particular way. If im-
ages that convey meaning are given 
a music that is simply an accompa-
niment, this offers more freedom, 
encouraging children to e.g. articulate 
their physical sensations and thoughts 
without reinterpreting the intended 
meaning. If the music suggests a di-
rection of interpretation that makes 
sense to children and fits into familiar 
categories, this can determine how 
they contextualize the images and can 

undermine the visual content. This 
creates diverse possibilities for negoti-
ated interpretations or even alterna-
tive, contradictory interpretations. 
Upbeat music can turn an inherently 
tragic event into an amusing one by 
allowing ironic distance.
So far, various studies have attempt-
ed to establish what emotions music 
conveys in the process of musical 
perception, proposing that specific 
feelings are transmitted, as compo-
nents of music, by composers to lis-
teners via musicians (Kreutz, 2002). 
Studies show that young people can 
perceive certain emotional connec-
tions to music through structural 
features. At the age of 5, children 
mainly use the tempo of a piece of 
music (fast/slow) to judge its “happy” 
or “sad” emotion. Older children or 
those who have had early childhood 
music education can also use the 
mode (major/minor) to distinguish 
different emotions (Dalla Bella et al., 
2001; Kreutz et al., 2007).

THE STUDY

Do children perceive emotions as they 
are inscribed in pieces of music? How 
do they themselves experience and 
describe music? IZI explored these 
questions as part of its research  topic 
“The Power of Sound”, in collaboration 
with the editorial team of Do Re Mikro 
– Klassik für Kinder, a children’s radio 
programme at Bayerischer Rundfunk 
(Bavarian Broadcasting Corporation), 
carrying out a project with primary 
school children about the experience 
of listening to classical music (Ill. 1). 
The aim of the project was to make 
children’s listening experience visible 
and accessible for discussion. 
The experiment involved pupils in years 
3 and 4, a total of 17 girls and 23 boys 
aged 7 to 9. Just under half of the chil-
dren said that they themselves played 
an instrument. Most mentioned the 
piano as their instrument. Other instru-
ments mentioned were guitar, recorder, 

Ill. 1: Primary school children were asked about the experience of listening to classical music
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drums, violin, trumpet, cello, clarinet 
and ukulele. When asked whether their 
parents played a musical instrument, 
two thirds of the children said no. 
A total of 5 pieces of classical music 
were played to the children in their 
classes, in extracts of about 2 minutes 
each. The participants were given a 
questionnaire, and after each piece 
they indicated whether they had liked 
it and whether they would like to hear 
more in this style. In each case they 
also spontaneously described their 
personal impression in words. For the 
question “What does the song feel 
like to you?”, the children were given 
pre-prepared stickers with words on 
them. The terms on the stickers (happy, 
sad, angry and threatening) described 
4 basic emotions and various sensory 
perceptions in 6 pairs of terms (warm/
cold, sweet/sour, light/heavy, hard/soft, 
colourless/colourful, beautiful or har-
monious/squeaky or odd). Each piece 
of music could be evaluated with one 
basic emotion and 3 sensory percep-
tions, so the respondents could place 4 
word stickers on the questionnaire for 
each piece. The associations expressed 
by the children were then combined 
with a musicological analysis.
The following discussion uses 4 ex-
amples from the study to show how 
primary school pupils evaluated and 
experienced music, and what tenden-

cies can be deduced from 
this for the perception of 
particular musical devices 
in children’s reception of 
music. 

PIECES OF MUSIC 
PUT TO THE TEST 

Most popular: 
“Spring”, from Vival-
di’s Four Seasons1 

Antonio Vivaldi’s Four 
Seasons (Le quattro sta-
gioni) is a series of 4 violin 
concertos which use tone 

painting to recreate the seasons (cf. e.g. 
Moosbauer, 2010) (Ill. 2). 
The majority of the children rate 
“Spring” positively; almost two thirds 
rate it “very good”, and just under a 
quarter “good”. 2 8 out of 10 children 
would (very much) like to hear more of 
it. In comparison to the other pieces, 
“Spring” received the best overall re-
sponse from the children.
8 out of 10 of the children perceive 
the extract as “happy”. When it comes 
to the sensory perceptions, the pre-
dominant descriptions are “colourful”, 
“warm”, “beautiful/harmonious” and 
“soft”. One child describes 
the piece as “friendly”. 
The title of the movement, 
“Allegro, giunt’è la prima-
vera” (“Fast and cheerful, 
spring is here”) already 
indicates the character of 
the piece. The short, light 
opening theme is repeated 
softly (p piano) after a 
few bars. The piece is in 
the key of E major, which 
Schubart (1806, p. 379) 
describes as “loud rejoic-
ing, laughing joy”. There are 
no unusual twists or turns, 
and the rhythm remains 
constant throughout. 
The consonance of the 
composition, the strings-

only instrumentation, and the clear 
musical language produce a harmoni-
ous, euphonious and homogeneous 
sound. It is also worth noting the way 
the instruments are played. From bar 
14 (“Canto degli uccelli”/ “Song of the 
birds”), the instrumentation is reduced 
to 3 violins. The solo violins are given 
equal treatment; they play trills and 
short, simple, constantly repeating 
motifs. They represent the warbling 
and twittering of the birds, welcoming 
the spring with their song. With the 
restrained instrumentation, the con-
sonance between the strings, and the 
choice of key, Vivaldi creates a lightness 
and joyfulness that is also perceived as 
such by the children. 

Threatening, cold and hard: “In 
the Hall of the Mountain King” 
by Edvard Grieg3

“In the Hall of the Mountain King” is 
part of the Peer Gynt Suite no. 1. op. 46, 
and is one of the most famous works of 
the Norwegian composer Edvard Grieg 
(Ill. 3). Grieg composed the music for 
Henrik Ibsen’s drama Peer Gynt, which 
is based on motifs from a Norwegian 
fairy tale. The main character, Peer 
Gynt, gets lost in the world of the trolls 

Ill. 2: The majority of children perceive Vivaldi’s “Spring” 
as happy
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Ill. 3: Edvard Grieg’s “In the Hall of the Mountain King” is 
perceived as threatening by children
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(cf. Jeschonneck, 2018; Heinemann & 
Steen-Nøkleberg, 2015).
The majority of the children give the 
piece a positive rating: half rate it as 
“very good”, one third as “good”. 8 
out of 10 of the children would (very 
much) like to hear more of it. When 
asked “What does the song feel like 
for you?”, the predominant description 
of the main emotion is “threatening”. 
Of the different sensory perceptions 
which the children were able to use to 
describe the piece, the ones with more 
negative connotations predominate. 
Three quarters of the children describe 
it as “hard”, somewhat less than half call 
it “cold”, a third describe it as “sour”, 
and a third call it “heavy”.
The work is in B minor. Many compos-
ers associate this key with darkness and 
death, and it is described with words 
such as full-sounding, wild, austere, 
dark and brutal (Bloom, 2003). The 
piece begins with a slow march and gets 
faster and faster. The increasing tempo, 
combined with the minor tonality, can 
produce a sense of threat. Further-
more, the dynamics increase rapidly, 
going from “very soft” (pp pianissimo) 
at the beginning to a dramatic “very 
loud” (ff fortissimo) at the end. This can 
intensify the sense of fear or harshness. 
The “coldness” perceived in the work 
may also reflect the instrumentation 
or the way the instruments are played. 

There is a whirring, quiv-
ering sound in the strings 
and an energetic crashing 
from the cymbals, timpani 
and bass drums.

Sad but beautiful: 
The “swan theme” 
from Tchaikovsky’s 
Swan Lake4

The story of the world-
famous ballet with music 
by Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky 
tells of an enchanted swan 
princess who can only be 
released from the spell of 

an evil sorcerer by true love (Ill. 4). The 
contrast and tension between the real, 
human world and the elegant, danc-
ing world of the swans is reflected in 
Tchaikovsky’s music (Kohlhase, 1996).
8 out of 10 children like the piece or 
like it very much, and three quarters 
would (very much) like to hear more 
music in this style. 
Nearly half the children find the piece 
“sad”, and 3 out of 10 perceive it as 
“threatening”. When it comes to the 
associated sensory perceptions, half 
of the 7- to 9-year-old respondents 
select the description “hard”, while a 
third choose “cold”, and a third opt 
for “heavy”. But a third of the children 
also perceive the piece as 
“beautiful/harmonious”, 
and a quarter see it as 
“soft”. 
In the children’s percep-
tion, the predominant 
emotion in the swan 
theme is “sadness”. This 
may be due to the in-
strumentation and the 
way the piece is played. 
The work begins with the 
flowing music of the harp. 
After a short time this is 
combined with the oboe, 
which introduces the prin-
cipal theme, to produce a 
delicate, restrained, almost 

plaintive sound. The chord centre is 
initially in B minor. This, in combination 
with the reduced instrumentation, cre-
ates a melancholy sound. Unexpected 
leaps from dissonance to consonance 
or harmonies5 produce frictions, and 
underline the dark, cold underlying 
character of the work, which is per-
ceived by the children. From bar 50, 
the descending sequence of notes in 
the very loud (ff fortissimo) strings and 
wind instruments has a dramatic effect. 
This leads into an fff fortissimo forte 
(as loud as possible) and, at the same 
time, the re-emergence of the principal 
theme. Here Tchaikovsky uses changes 
in instrumentation and dynamics to 
give it a new character. This time the 
wind instruments dominate, producing 
a strong, sharp, light and clear tone. In 
combination with the dominant minor 
tonality and the intense volume, this 
section comes across as extremely hard 
and heavy. 

Ambivalent: Beethoven’s Fifth 
Symphony6

Ludwig van Beethoven’s Fifth Sym-
phony is one of the most famous pieces 
in classical music. It is also known as 
the Schicksalssinfonie (Fate Symphony). 
This designation came from Beethoven 
himself: his comment on the first bars 
of his piece was “This is how fate knocks 

Ill. 5: Children associate  Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony with 
ambivalent emotions

Ill. 4: Sadness is the predominant emotion children 
associate with Tchaikovky’s “swan theme”
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on the door!” (Schindler, 1860, p. 158.)
Three quarters of the primary school 
pupils in the study rate the Fifth 
Symphony positively and would (very 
much) like to hear more of it. The 
emotions that the 7- to 9-year-olds as-
sociate with this piece are ambivalent 
(Ill. 5). 4 out of 10 children experience 
it as “threatening”, 3 in 10 describe it as 
“angry”, and 2 in 10 perceive what they 
are hearing as “happy”. Nor does a clear 
picture emerge from the children’s 
sensory perceptions. Just under half 
of the boys and girls use the description 
“hard”, a third say it is “cold”, and a third 
see it as “colourless” or “monochrome”. 
Yet a quarter to a third of the children 
also experience the piece as “soft”, 
“colourful”, “beautiful/harmonious” 
or “warm”.
The principal theme of the piece (the 
“fate” motif) is a very short, striking mo-
tif in C minor, which seems to be more 
rhythm than melody. It is reinforced 
by repetition, and is introduced from 
the very first bar with dramatically big 
dynamics. The title of the movement, 
“Allegro con brio” (fast with vigour), is a 
further factor that can make the music 
seem serious, hard or angry.
In the course of the movement, the fate 
motif becomes faster and faster. At the 
same time, there are constant, often 

abrupt shifts between very loud (ff 
fortissimo) and soft (p piano). The ac-
celerated tempo and the unexpected 
change in dynamics can sound threat-
ening, since they bring an element of 
uncertainty.
In bar 59, a secondary theme is intro-
duced. The underlying key, C minor, 
changes to its relative major key, E 
flat major. Described as dolce (sweet), 
the melody begins softly. In contrast 
with the preceding fate motif, it seems 
gentle: an evenly flowing theme, which 
does not end abruptly and can be per-
ceived as happy or soft. However, the 
secondary theme is not fully independ-
ent: the knocking motif appears as an 
accompaniment in the basses, showing 
the predominance of this motif in the 
movement as a whole.

MUSICAL DEVICES AS 
 PERCEIVED BY CHILDREN

Tonality

Works in a major tonality are perceived 
as positive, happy, light, colourful, 
warm, beautiful and harmonious. 
Pieces of music composed in a minor 
key are felt to be sad, hard, threatening 
or cold.

Dynamics

Rapid rises in volume are experi-
enced by the children as threatening, 
angry, cold and hard. Dynamics that 
remain constant or increase in slow 
steps are more likely to be perceived 
as happy, dance-like, and energetic.

Tempo

A rapidly increasing tempo or one 
that brings unexpected or abrupt 
changes can be seen as threatening 
by children. It creates a feeling of 
unrest and uncertainty. Pieces that 
have few changes in tempo, or only 
moderate changes, are more pleas-
ant for the human ear. They can 
be perceived as soothing, like the 

burbling of a waterfall. There is no un-
certainty. The children see these pieces 
as happy, friendly, colourful and warm.
A fast tempo does not necessarily 
mean threat, just as a slow tempo is 
not necessarily perceived as soothing. 
The critical aspects here are the com-
bination of tempo and dynamics and 
the development of the 2 parameters. 

Instrumentation 

A simple and uncluttered instrumenta-
tion can be perceived as clear, cheerful 
and beautiful. Orchestral instrumenta-
tion offers many options for creating 
sound, and thus different ways of in-
spiring feelings. In combination with a 
particular tempo and dynamics, brass, 
string and percussion instruments can 
easily come across as hard, threatening, 
shrill or cold.

Style of play and technique

A simple, flowing style of play (e.g. 
legato) can sound soothing, clear 
and relaxed. Slightly more “aggres-
sive” styles of play (e.g. staccato) can 
be experienced as a sort of whirring 
or quivering. This suggests a sense of 
danger, and therefore comes across as 
threatening and cold (Ill. 6). 

What is perceived as  
positive/happy?

• Major tonality
• No surprising twists 
• Relatively constant dynamics
• Gentle, flowing styles of play
• Simple, clear instrumentation
• Repeated, catchy passages
• Consonant sounds

What is perceived as  
negative/threatening?

• Minor tonality
• Surprising, abrupt twists
• Rapid changes in dynamics
• Certain styles of play, e.g. staccato 

– quivering, whirring
• More complex instrumentation, 

use of many different instru-
ments/groups of instruments, 
especially brass, strings and 
percussion 

• Unusual melodic sequences
• Dissonant sounds

Ill. 6: Musical devices as perceived by children
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THE AUTHORS

CONCLUSION

The study shows that the majority 
of children like classical music and 
would like to hear more of it – re-
gardless of whether a piece is felt 
to be happy, threatening, sad or 
angry, and regardless of the sensory 
perceptions associated with it. The 
elementary aspects of music such as 
tonality, dynamics, tempo develop-
ment or instrumentation, but also 
the style of play, influence the emo-
tions experienced. The study reveals 
certain tendencies regarding which 
musical features children perceive as 
positive, happy, beautiful and harmo-
nious, and which ones they are more 
likely to see as sad, hard, threatening 
or cold. 
In terms of enhancing quality, the 
results of this study (in combination 
with the findings from the IZI studies 
on the significance of the sound for 
reception) clearly show the need for 
strategic and careful selection of music 
and sound. Children interpret what 
they see via music. From a pedagogi-
cal perspective, this should not just 
be about imposing a feeling or an 
interpretation on children, but about 
giving them an opportunity to adopt 
their own position, to think for them-
selves, and to develop an emotional 
understanding of what they have seen 
and heard. 
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