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Western Music Appreciation: 
Histories of Western Music

M O N DAYS  A N D  W E D N E S DAYS ,  6:00 – 7 :50 P M  |  323 W E S T H A L L

INSTRUCTOR

Dr. Matthew Chamberlain 

Office: 316 West Hall 

Email: chambm7@rpi.edu 

Office Hours: Mondays, 1:30–3:00pm

CLASS INFO + POLICIES

Course Description

In this course, we will engage with a diverse collection of historical narratives about 

music in the “West,” paying close attention to the authors, values, and biases be-

hind them. We will explore the histories of both "art" and "vernacular" musics, from 

the birth of polyphony to recent developments in music technology and their impact 

on hip-hop. Throughout the semester, we will use a wide variety of historiographic 

methodologies that critically expand on standard teleological narratives. In the end, 

students will possess a well-rounded understanding of Western Music along with an 

appreciation for the limitations of any historical narrative about it. No prior musical 

experience is required for this course.

Learning Outcomes 

 • Students will learn about a wide variety of musical styles in the so-called Classical tra-

dition, from the polyphonic religious music of the Middle Ages through the Renais-

sance, Baroque, Classical, Romantic, and modern periods, as well as popular musical 

styles such as pop music, rock, EDM, and hip-hop.

 • Students will learn how broad cultural and historical forces have impacted music.

 • Students will develop an awareness of how conceptualizations such as The West 

impact the histories that are written about music.

 • Students will practice using a variety of different historiographic methods to critically 
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interpret historical narratives about Western Music.

Course Materials

Students are required to bring to class a phone or computer with internet access, head-

phones, and paper on which to write. This course does not require a textbook. All reading 

and listening materials will be made available by the instructor.

Accessibility

Students with diverse learning styles and needs are welcome in this course. If you 

have a physical, psychological, medical, or learning disability, or any other consider-

ation that may impact your participation in the course, please reach out to me and/

or the Disability Services for Students (dss@rpi.edu). I or DSS will work with you to 

determine what accommodations are necessary and appropriate. All information and 

documentation you provide in that process will be held confidential.

Academic Integrity

The Rensselaer Handbook of Student Rights and Responsibilities and The Graduate 

Student Supplement define various forms of Academic Dishonesty and you should 

make yourself familiar with these. In this class, all assignments that are turned in for 

a grade must represent the student’s own work. In cases where help was received, 

or teamwork was allowed, a notation on the assignment should indicate your collab-

oration. Submission of any assignment that is in violation of this policy will result in 

a failing grade for that assignment. A subsequent infraction will result in immediate 

failure of the course and could lead to probation, suspension, or expulsion.

Attendance

Attendance is mandatory. A student is permitted to miss two classes over the course 

of the semester without penalty. Beyond this, any unexcused absence will result in 

lowering the overall grade by half a letter grade (A to A-, etc.). If a student misses a 

class, they are responsible for catching up on the material covered. Two latenesses are 

treated as equivalent to an absence. Contact your classmates or schedule an appoint-

ment with your instructor to make sure you are up-to-date. Excused absences must be 

documented by an official form processed through the RPI Student Experience office 

(http://studentlife.rpi.edu/student-success/excused-absence). Whenever possible, 
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please inform the instructor of a planned absence by email at least a week beforehand.

Email

I will answer all course-related email within 48 hours of receipt. Do not wait until the 

night before an assignment is due to send an important question—I might not be able 

to respond in time.

ASSIGNMENTS + GRADING POLICY

Homework assignments for this class will consist of focused listening and written reflec-

tions on that listening. Students should expect 20–30 minutes of listening per week, along 

with a brief written reflection.

Grades will be calculated based on the following rubric.

Attendance   20% 
Listening Reflections 30% 
Group Project  25% 
Final Paper   25%

Late homework will be graded solely at my discretion. For everyone's good, please com-

municate openly when you are going to be late with an assignment so I can plan accord-

ingly. The same goes for questions about your grades. If you make an earnest effort at this 

class, I will always be happy to make opportunities for you to make up missed work or 

retry failed assignments.
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CLASS SCHEDULE

The schedule given here is subject to change. You can find an up-to-date version of 

the class schedule including assignments at this link: http://matthewchamberlain.info/

teaching. I strongly encourage you to check this website before each class.

MONDAY, JANUARY 13TH

Introduction: What is Music History?
No Homework Due.

WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 15TH

The "West" and its Music(s)
No Homework Due.

UNIT I 

NARRATIVES ABOUT "CLASSICAL" MUSIC 

WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 22ND

The Birth of Harmony
We will consider the origins of notated music and the so-called birth of polyphony.

MONDAY, JANUARY 27TH 
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29TH

The Rise and Stagnation of The Orchestra
We will trace the history of one of Western classical music's most celebrated ensembles.

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 3RD 
WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 5TH

The Emancipation and Re-conscription of the Genius Composer
We will consider the shifting social and economic position of composers in the West.

***TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 18TH 
WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 19TH

Opera in Three Acts — Musical Spectacles and the Power of the Voice
We will trace the history of one of Western classical music's most opulent genres.
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UNIT II 

MUSIC HISTORY BEYOND NARRATIVE: 

TIMES, PLACES, OBJECTS, AND TEXTS 

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 24TH 
WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 26TH

Paganini's Violin and J Dilla's Sampler
What can we learn by focusing on the instruments that musicians use?

MONDAY, MARCH 2ND 
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 4TH

The Years 1812 and 1969
What can we learn about music by limiting our consideration to a single year?

 

Spring Break

MONDAY, MARCH 16TH 
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 18TH

On Urtexts and Liner Notes
What can we learn about music by focusing on its written documentations?

MONDAY, MARCH 23RD 
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 25TH

Recordings and the Idea of a Musical Work
How can we use recordings to explore the histories of musics both notated and not?

MONDAY, MARCH 30TH 
WEDNESDAY, APRIL 1ST

Vienna, New York, and the Idea of a Cultural Capital
What can we learn about music by focusing on a single place? 
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UNIT III 

MUSICAL NARRATIVES IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

MONDAY, APRIL 6TH 
WEDNESDAY, APRIL 8TH

The Death of Harmony
 

MONDAY, APRIL 13TH 
WEDNESDAY, APRIL 15TH

The African Diaspora and American Musical Identity
 

MONDAY, APRIL 20TH 
WEDNESDAY, APRIL 22ND

The Birth of Hip-Hop
 

MONDAY, APRIL 27TH 
WEDNESDAY, APRIL 29TH

Exoticism, Appropriation, and Global Pop
 


