
 

 

 

Introduction to Music in Western European History (3 Credits) 

Mus-154, Spring Semester 2025 

n-person classes

 

This course gives a broad introduction to aspects of the history of music as an artform in western European history. No previous 

technical understanding of music will be required or assumed, and students do not need to play instruments. Although this 

course would be of interest to those who are musicians, it is not primarily designed for those who are music majors. It is hoped 

that all who take this course wish to enhance and enrich their understanding of cultural, intellectual and societal history through 

learning about the role that music has played in all of these dimensions.  

Although the course will be broadly chronological, beginning by explore aspects of medieval music-making and ending with 

classes on contemporary music, much of the focus will be on the intersection of music in culture in the intervening eras, such as 

the Renaissance, the Baroque, the Classical period, Romanticism and Modernism. Approaches to music will focus on specific 

composers and musical artworks, consider themes such as the interrelation of music with intellectual thought, canon and 

marginalisation, the role of performers and listeners in musical reception, and the development of newer musical genres. How 

(as well as reflecting changes in other arts) has music uniquely shaped the cultural landscape of Western Europe?  

“This class meets the federal credit hour policy of 1 hour of class with an expected 2 hours of additional student work outside of 

class each week for approximately 15 weeks for each hour of credit, or a total of 45-75 total hours for each credit.” (Def 1)  

MUS-154 focuses on a selection of major musical composers, artworks and trends that have shaped (and been shaped by) 

aspects of Western European cultural history. The course aims to deepen students’ appreciation of music across many different 

historical eras, and to equip students to engage with music history. It is hoped that this appreciation will enhance student’s overall 

education and understanding of cultural history. The outcomes of this learning will include development of skills in:  



 

 

 

a. Musical, artistic, philosophical, intellectual and historical appreciation 

b. Intercultural knowledge and understanding 

c. Critical and creative thinking 

d. Inquiry, research, and analysis  

e. Written and oral communication 

f. Information and iteracy 

g. Teamwork and problem solving  

A combination of in-class discussion of musical artworks, short lectures, and class-related activities.  

The following texts give an introduction to many of the issues and historical styles addressed in the course. Further specific 

reading and listening and online resources will be assigned during each week of class.  

Nicholas Cook, Music: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020) 

J Peter Burkholder, Donald Jay Grout and Claure V. Palisca, A History of Western Music (New York, multiple editions) 

Course Schedule:  
(Classes commencing Monday 13 January, 2025)  
Week One:  
Seminar 1: Introduction. How does music influence cultural identity? 
Seminar 2: What is musicology?  
 
Week Two:  
Seminar 1: Introduction to the earliest origins of Gregorian chant 
Seminar 2: Manuscripts as historical documents: how do we construct music history?  
 
Week Three:  
Seminar 1: Musical identity in late medieval society 
Seminar 2: Renaissance and Reformation 
Thursday 30 January, deadline: Assignment on primary/secondary evidence in music history 
 
Week Four:  
Seminar 1: Palestrina and the Counter-Reformation 
Seminar 2: A new musical world: understanding the Baroque 
 
Week Five:  

Seminar 1: Detailed study of selected sections of G.F. Handel’s oratorio The Messiah 
Seminar 2: Sacred and secular musical identities: J.S. Bach 

 
Week Six:  
Seminar 1: Writing about music workshop 
Seminar 2: Detailed study of selected sections of J.S. Bach’s St Matthew Passion  
 
Week Seven:  
Seminar 1: Experiential visit to St Wulfam’s Church, Grantham, exploring the relation of sound, space and music history 
Seminar 2: Review, including time to support the music in historical context assignment 
Thursday 27 February deadline: Music in historical context essay 

 

 
Mid-Semester Break  
(Classes re-commence Monday 10 March, 2025)  
Week Eight:  



 

 

Seminar 1: Viennese Classical Music and the age of Enlightenment 
Seminar 2: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, the ‘Eternal Child’?  
 
Week Nine:  

Seminar 1: Mozart’s ‘last word’: the Requiem in context 
Seminar 2: The growth of Romanticism in music 
 
Week Ten:  

Seminar 1: Ludwig van Beethoven, the Ninth Symphony and Schiller’s Ode to joy 
Seminar 2: Canon formation – how do we define greatness in music? 
 
Week Eleven:  
Seminar 1: Poetry, literature and artistic representation via music in the nineteenth century. 
Seminar 2: Music from the margins: alternative perspectives on music history 
Thursday 3 April deadline – assignment on musical identity 
 
Week Twelve:  
Seminar 1: The crisis of modernity – the early twentieth century 
Seminar 2: Beyond tonality – the new musical landscapes 
 
Week Thirteen:  
Seminar 1: Research paper workshop  
Seminar 2: The twentieth-century avant-garde, and the growth of popular styles 
Thursday 17 April deadline – research paper on music history topic 
 
Week Fourteen  

Seminar 1: Musical soundtracks – the growth of the recording industry 

Seminar 2: Music at the crossroads: defining our contemporary moment  
 

The course is assessed via four assignments spaced through term, covering the major aspects of the corse: 

• discerning primary and secondary source material in music history; 

• situating music in its historical context, and seeing how later generations have found new meanings in muscal works; 

• considering values and problems in researching music history; 

• researching particular composers and historical influences on their music 

 

The four written assignments, spaced through the semester, tackle each of these aspects in turn, building towards the research 

paper. There is also a mark to reflect preparation and contributions in seminars. The distribution of marks and criteria is 

explained below. 

 

Assignment on source material in music history 15% 

• An assignment given at the end of Week 3, with six pieces of primary and secondary evidence that have been 
presented in the early seminars of the course. Students are asked to comment on the types of evidence presented, 
and to answer further questions on what can and cannot be concluded for music history from the evidence provided. 
This must be submitted through Blackboard. 
 

Music in historical context paper (6 pages) 30% 
An essay assignment, on a piece of music, tracing its context in cultural history – both via its composition/production, 
initial performance(s), and its later reception. Technical discussion of musical features is not expected, but assessment 
will be based on how the student situates the musical artwork in historical context. Documentation can include 
photographs, and hyperlinks to musical performances online, as well as scholarly sources. There is no standard 
number of sources expected for this assignment, but a list of sample pieces or topics that could work well will be 



 

 

provided in Week 4. The subject needs to be agreed by the course instructor by the end of Week 4 of term and must be 
historically substantially different from the subject to be presented in the research paper. This must be submitted 
through Blackboard.  
 

Assignment on Musical identity formation (3 pages) 15% 

• At the beginning of Week 9, students are given a choice of three questions on the subject of musical identity – these will 
relate to issues of canon, marginalisation and gender. The response will be in the form of a short essay, which will 
relate to the music presented in weeks 9 to 11. This must be submitted through Blackboard. 

 
Research paper (6 pages) 30% 

• A short research paper responding to a provided essay question on an aspect of music history from the subjects 
presented through the course. Your choice of primary text, composer or musical style must be different historically from 
the text chosen for your music in historical context paper (this is agreed by the course instructor– who will require the 
subject matter to be from a different century). The subject must be agreed by the course instructor by Week 12 of term 
(sample research essay questions will be provided for information). This must be submitted through Blackboard. A 
minimum of four scholarly secondary sources, as well as three pieces of primary evidence must be cited.  

 
Class participation, including prepared seminar presentations 10%  
This mark given for evidence of preparation for seminars, and for contributions made during seminars throughout the course. 

 
Grade Scales: 
A 93+ A- 90-92. B+ 87-89 B 83-86 B- 80-82 C+ 77-79 C 73-76 C- 70-72 D+ 67-69 D 60-66  
 
A grading rubric is provided for all assigments, and how this works is explained in seminars before assignements are due. 
Students are invited to use any standard system for referencing, but it is expected that this system is used consistently. 
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