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 Focus 

The seminar will consider selected instances of music theoretical and analytical practices 
in light of postmodern thought broadly conceived to include poststructuralist philosophy, 
philosophies of embodiment, postmodern theory, feminist theory, and historical 
epistemology. Selected readings in postmodern thought provide a basis for critique of 
contemporary approaches to music theory and analysis in such areas as: linear analysis 
(tonal and post-tonal), set theory, timbral analysis, and others as appropriate to the 
interests of seminar participants. Critique of these contemporary approaches will consider 
such topics as: what constitutes the musical object, how it is conceived, what kinds of 
evidence figure in the theoretical and analytical project, how is the musical object 
represented. The seminar concludes 1) by considering alternatives to existing theoretical 
and analytical practices in light of postmodern thought and 2) how instances of recent 
music within the Western, concert tradition might require such alternatives. Seminar 
participants will produce an extended paper that develops a theoretical/analytical 
approach for a recent work of their choosing. All participants will present their papers to 
the seminar at the end of the semester.  



 
 

Requirements 

Attendance and participation in seminar discussion. Un-excused absences will affect the 
final  grade for the course.  

Weekly reading and class presentation. Each week some seminar participants will lead 
discussion on one or more of the assigned readings. All participants are required to 
complete all assigned reading.  

Weekly position papers on one of the assigned readings.  

Seminar Paper and Presentation. This will be the major project of the course which will 
include development of a theoretical/analytical approach to a chosen recent work.  

 
Outline of the Investigation 

I. The Larger Context  

Postmodern Thought Across the Disciplines 

Postmodernity:  

i) as an aesthetic principle  

ii) as a historical period 

iii) in relation to and/or as a reaction to modernity/modernism 

Poststructuralism 

i)the "end" of philosophy and historicization 

ii) the interpretive turn 

iii) embodiment and epistemology 

iv) the experiential turn 

 
 

Critique of Theoretical/Analytical Practices: Old and New "Attacks" 



Phenomenology 

Criticism  

Cultural Context 

Feminist Theory, Queer Theory 

Hermeneutics  

The Response from "Theory"  

 
 

II. Defining Itself: The Post-War Growth of Music Theory and Analysis 

The practice of theory and analysis 

Goals: Why?  

Methods: What and How? 

Underlying Assumptions: Philosophical Bases 

Modes of Representation 

Composition, Performance, Listening 

 
 

III. Tracing the Fundamentals: Music Theory and Analysis in Light of Postmodern 
Thought 

The Musical Object 

Where does it exist 

What are its defining characteristics 

Primary vs. secondary features?, or structure vs. quality 

Evidence 

What counts as evidence about a musical object ? 



Are there facts about music? 

Can evidence be "objective" ? 

What role does experience play in the gathering of musical evidence? 

Epistemology and the experiencing subject: what can we know? 

 
 

Explanation and Understanding  

Is there a difference between musical explanation and musical understanding?  

Does analysis offer explanation or understanding?  

How does a concept of musical meaning relate to understanding and/or explanation? 

Can an analytic explanation be true?  

 
 

Representing the Musical Object 

How does musical notation or other visualist models represent the aural phenomena of 
music?  

How do verbal concepts represent music?  

What assumptions about the musical object underlie traditional musical notation?  

What assumptions about the musical object underlie an analytic representation?  

 
 

IV. Postmodern Phenomena in Musical Practices: Composition, Performance, Listening, 
and Writing about Music 

Is there a postmodern music? A postmodern performance practice? A postmodern 
listening?  

Is "New" Musicology" a "postmodern" musicology? 

Is there a postmodern theory or analysis?  
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