
oxford history of western music

oxford history of western music stands as one of the most authoritative and comprehensive
resources in the study of Western music history. This monumental work provides a detailed
narrative of the development of Western music from its earliest origins to contemporary times. It
explores significant composers, musical styles, cultural contexts, and theoretical advancements that
have shaped the musical landscape throughout centuries. The Oxford History of Western Music is
widely used by scholars, students, and enthusiasts for its depth, clarity, and scholarly rigor. This
article delves into the origins, structure, and impact of this important publication, as well as its
significance in musicology and education. Readers will gain insight into the scope of the work, its
editorial approach, and how it contributes to the understanding of Western musical heritage. The
discussion will also cover the main volumes and highlight key themes addressed within the series.
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Overview of the Oxford History of Western Music

The Oxford History of Western Music is a multi-volume series that systematically traces the
evolution of Western music. It spans a vast timeline, covering the early medieval period through the
20th century and beyond. This work emphasizes not only the musical compositions themselves but
also the social, cultural, and intellectual contexts that influenced and were influenced by music. The
series is renowned for its comprehensive scope, integrating analytical commentary with historical
narrative. It offers readers a chronological journey through the development of musical forms,
genres, and performance practices.

Historical Scope and Coverage

The series begins with the origins of Western music in the Middle Ages, examining Gregorian chant
and early polyphony. It continues through the Renaissance, Baroque, Classical, Romantic, and
Modern periods, illustrating the stylistic transformations and innovations introduced by key
composers and movements. The Oxford History of Western Music also pays attention to lesser-
known figures and regional traditions, providing a balanced and inclusive perspective.



Target Audience and Accessibility

Designed for a broad audience, the series serves as a textbook for university courses and a reference
for professional musicians and historians. Its clear prose and structured presentation make complex
musical concepts accessible without sacrificing scholarly accuracy. This balance ensures that the
Oxford History of Western Music remains a vital resource across academic and practical disciplines.

Editorial and Scholarly Approach

The editorial philosophy behind the Oxford History of Western Music prioritizes thorough research,
critical analysis, and contextual understanding. Editors and contributors are distinguished
musicologists who employ rigorous methodologies to examine musical works and their historical
significance. Their approach combines music theory, history, and cultural studies, resulting in a
multidimensional perspective on Western music.

Methodology and Research Standards

Each volume incorporates extensive bibliographies, musical examples, and critical commentary to
support its narratives. The editors emphasize primary source analysis and draw on a wide range of
archival materials, manuscripts, and historical documents. Through this method, the Oxford History
of Western Music maintains academic integrity and fosters a deeper appreciation of the musical
canon.

Interdisciplinary Perspectives

Recognizing music’s connection to broader societal trends, the series integrates insights from
disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, and philosophy. This interdisciplinary approach enriches
the reader’s understanding of how music reflects and shapes cultural identities and historical
moments.

Key Volumes and Content Structure

The Oxford History of Western Music is organized into several key volumes, each dedicated to a
major historical period or theme. This structured approach allows for focused study while
maintaining a coherent overarching narrative. Each volume contains detailed chapters that explore
specific genres, composers, and musical developments.



Volume Breakdown

Volume 1: The Earliest Notations to the Late Middle Ages

Volume 2: Renaissance Music and the Rise of Polyphony

Volume 3: Baroque Music and the Birth of Tonality

Volume 4: Classical Era and the Development of the Symphony

Volume 5: Romantic Music and Nationalism

Volume 6: Twentieth-Century Innovations and Contemporary Trends

Chapter Features and Illustrations

Each chapter includes musical notation excerpts, analytical diagrams, and historical illustrations to
complement the textual analysis. These features enable readers to visualize and better understand
compositional techniques and stylistic characteristics discussed in the text.

Impact on Musicology and Education

The Oxford History of Western Music has significantly influenced the field of musicology by setting
high standards for historical and analytical scholarship. It has shaped curricula and research
agendas worldwide, guiding the study and teaching of Western music history. Its comprehensive
nature makes it an indispensable tool for both instructors and students.

Use in Academic Settings

Universities and conservatories frequently adopt the series as core reading for courses on music
history, theory, and analysis. Its detailed content supports lecture material, seminar discussions, and
independent study projects. The series also serves as a foundation for graduate research and
doctoral dissertations.

Contribution to Public Knowledge

Beyond academia, the Oxford History of Western Music helps cultivate a broader public appreciation
of classical music traditions. It provides context that enhances the listening experience and



encourages informed engagement with musical performances and recordings.

Significance in Understanding Western Music

By systematically documenting the trajectory of Western music, the Oxford History of Western
Music provides essential insights into the art form’s evolution. It illuminates how historical events,
technological advancements, and changing cultural values have influenced musical creation and
reception. This understanding is crucial for preserving and advancing Western musical heritage.

Preservation of Musical Legacy

The series plays a vital role in conserving knowledge about forgotten or marginalized composers and
styles, ensuring a more inclusive historical record. It also highlights the continuities and disruptions
that characterize Western music’s dynamic history.

Framework for Future Research

As a foundational text, the Oxford History of Western Music offers a framework for future
scholarship. Researchers can build upon its findings to explore new interpretations, comparative
studies, and interdisciplinary analyses, thereby expanding the field’s horizons.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Oxford History of Western Music?
The Oxford History of Western Music is a comprehensive survey of Western classical music, written
by musicologist Richard Taruskin, covering the development of music from its earliest origins to the
20th century.

Who is the author of the Oxford History of Western Music?
The Oxford History of Western Music was authored by Richard Taruskin, a renowned American
musicologist and professor.

How many volumes are there in the Oxford History of Western
Music?
The Oxford History of Western Music is typically published as a single comprehensive volume, but
there is also a multi-volume edition divided into six volumes to cover different time periods in depth.



What time periods does the Oxford History of Western Music
cover?
The Oxford History of Western Music covers Western music from ancient times through the
medieval, Renaissance, Baroque, Classical, Romantic periods, and into the 20th century.

Is the Oxford History of Western Music suitable for beginners?
While the Oxford History of Western Music is detailed and scholarly, it is accessible to motivated
beginners and students who have some interest in music history and theory.

What makes the Oxford History of Western Music different
from other music history books?
The Oxford History of Western Music is distinguished by its comprehensive scope, authoritative
scholarship, and the inclusion of cultural, social, and political contexts in the discussion of musical
development.

Does the Oxford History of Western Music include musical
examples?
Yes, the Oxford History of Western Music includes musical examples, illustrations, and sometimes
links to recordings to help readers better understand the music discussed.

Where can I purchase or access the Oxford History of Western
Music?
The Oxford History of Western Music can be purchased through major book retailers such as
Amazon, Barnes & Noble, or directly from Oxford University Press, and it may also be available in
university libraries or online academic databases.

Additional Resources
1. The Oxford History of Western Music by Richard Taruskin
This comprehensive volume provides an in-depth exploration of Western music from its earliest
origins through the 20th century. Richard Taruskin combines meticulous scholarship with engaging
narrative to examine musical styles, historical contexts, and key composers. The book is widely
regarded as an essential resource for students and enthusiasts of Western music history.

2. A History of Western Music by Donald Jay Grout and Claude V. Palisca
A classic textbook in music history, this book traces the development of Western music from
medieval times to the modern era. It offers detailed analysis of musical forms, genres, and influential
composers, accompanied by rich illustrations and musical examples. The clear and accessible
writing makes it a popular choice for both undergraduate courses and self-study.

3. Music in the Western World: A History in Documents by Piero Weiss and Richard Taruskin
This book presents the history of Western music through a wide selection of primary source



documents, including letters, treatises, and critical writings. It offers readers direct insight into the
thoughts and cultural contexts of musicians and theorists across centuries. The editorial
commentary helps frame these documents within the broader historical narrative.

4. Western Music in Context by Philip V. Bohlman
Bohlman’s work emphasizes the cultural and social dimensions of Western music history, exploring
how music intersects with identity, politics, and society. It provides a fresh perspective by
integrating ethnomusicological approaches into traditional historical narratives. The book is well-
suited for readers interested in the broader implications of Western musical traditions.

5. Music in Western Civilization by Craig Wright
This text offers a concise yet thorough overview of Western music’s evolution, highlighting key
periods and figures from antiquity to the present. Wright incorporates discussions of musical
aesthetics and theory alongside historical developments. Its engaging style and comprehensive
coverage make it a valuable introductory resource.

6. The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory edited by Thomas Christensen
Focusing specifically on the theoretical frameworks that have shaped Western music, this scholarly
collection covers developments from ancient Greece through contemporary times. Contributors
provide detailed analyses of theoretical texts, concepts, and their historical impact. This volume is
ideal for readers interested in the intellectual foundations of Western music.

7. Baroque Music: Music in Western Civilization by Claude V. Palisca
This book zeroes in on the Baroque era, examining its characteristic styles, composers, and
innovations. Palisca contextualizes Baroque music within broader historical and cultural trends,
offering insights into its lasting influence. The volume is part of a well-regarded series on Western
music history.

8. Romantic Music: A History of Musical Style in Nineteenth-Century Europe by Leon Plantinga
Plantinga’s work traces the rich and diverse developments of Romantic music, highlighting the
expressive and structural innovations of the 19th century. The book balances biographical detail
with stylistic analysis, providing a nuanced understanding of composers like Chopin, Wagner, and
Brahms. It is a key resource for those studying Romanticism in music.

9. Twentieth-Century Music: A History of Musical Style in Modern Europe and America by Robert P.
Morgan
This text explores the radical transformations in Western music during the 20th century, including
modernism, serialism, and experimental music. Morgan discusses the social and technological
factors influencing musical innovation, as well as profiles of major composers. The book offers a
comprehensive and accessible survey of modern Western music history.
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