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taruskin oxford history of western music is a monumental scholarly work that
has redefined the study and understanding of Western music history. Authored
by Richard Taruskin, this multi-volume series published by Oxford University
Press offers an exhaustive, nuanced, and critically acclaimed examination of
Western music from its earliest origins to contemporary times. Unlike
traditional music histories, Taruskin’s work combines meticulous research
with interpretive insights, challenging conventional narratives and
broadening the scope of musicological inquiry. This article explores the
significance, scope, and unique features of the Taruskin Oxford History of
Western Music, providing a detailed overview and contextual background.
Readers will gain an understanding of its structure, thematic approach, and
its impact on music scholarship, followed by an outline of the key volumes
and topics covered in this comprehensive series.
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Overview of the Taruskin Oxford History of
Western Music

The Taruskin Oxford History of Western Music is widely regarded as one of the
most authoritative and detailed accounts of Western music ever produced.
Spanning multiple volumes, the series traces the evolution of music from the
medieval period through to the 20th century, incorporating a broad range of
musical forms, genres, and cultural contexts. It is distinguished by its
comprehensive coverage, critical depth, and interdisciplinary approach, often
incorporating social, political, and aesthetic considerations alongside
musical analysis. This work serves not only as a historical reference but
also as a critical commentary on the development of musical traditions in the
Western world.



Scope and Coverage

The series covers a vast chronological range, addressing key periods such as
the Middle Ages, Renaissance, Baroque, Classical, Romantic, and Modern eras.
It explores influential composers, significant works, and major stylistic
developments, while also emphasizing lesser-known figures and alternative
narratives. The inclusive nature of the Taruskin Oxford History of Western
Music reflects the complexity of Western musical history and the diverse
cultural influences that have shaped it over centuries.

Significance in Music Scholarship

This history is notable for its revisionist approach, frequently challenging
established musicological assumptions and encouraging readers to reconsider
accepted histories. Through detailed contextualization and critical
examination, it invites a more nuanced understanding of how Western music has
evolved within broader historical and cultural frameworks.

Author Background and Scholarly Approach

Richard Taruskin, the author of the Oxford History of Western Music, was a
distinguished musicologist and scholar whose expertise spanned performance
practice, composition, and music history. His academic background and
extensive research informed the authoritative tone and breadth of the series.
Taruskin’s approach combines rigorous scholarship with accessible prose,
making complex topics approachable for both specialists and general readers
interested in music history.

Interdisciplinary Methodology

Taruskin’s methodology is characterized by its interdisciplinary nature,
integrating musicological analysis with insights from history, literature,
philosophy, and cultural theory. This approach allows for a richer
understanding of music’s role within various societal contexts, highlighting
how external factors influenced musical creation and reception throughout
history.

Critical and Revisionist Perspective

One hallmark of Taruskin’s work is its critical stance toward traditional
music histories. He often reevaluates canonical narratives, questions



prevailing interpretations, and foregrounds previously marginalized composers
and genres. This perspective encourages a more inclusive and critical
engagement with Western music’s past.

Structure and Content of the Series

The Taruskin Oxford History of Western Music is organized into multiple
volumes, each dedicated to a specific historical period or thematic focus.
This structure facilitates a detailed exploration of each era’s musical
characteristics, key figures, and broader cultural significance.

Volume Breakdown

Volume 1: The Earliest Notations to the Late Middle Ages

Volume 2: The Renaissance to Early Baroque

Volume 3: The Baroque Era

Volume 4: The Classical Era

Volume 5: The Romantic Era

Volume 6: The 20th Century and Contemporary Music

Each volume contains detailed discussions on musical forms such as chant,
motet, sonata, symphony, and opera, alongside analyses of stylistic evolution
and technological advancements in music notation and instrument construction.
Additionally, Taruskin explores the social functions of music, patronage
systems, and shifting aesthetic ideals.

Supporting Materials

The series also includes extensive notes, bibliographies, and indexes to
support further research. Illustrations of musical examples and historical
documents enhance the reader’s comprehension and engagement with the subject
matter.



Key Themes and Interpretations

Several central themes recur throughout the Taruskin Oxford History of
Western Music, reflecting the author’s interpretive priorities and scholarly
contributions.

The Relationship Between Music and Society

Taruskin emphasizes the inseparability of music from its social context. He
examines how political, religious, and economic factors shaped musical
creation and dissemination, as well as how music functioned within various
social hierarchies and cultural movements.

Reassessment of Musical Canon

The series challenges the traditional canon by highlighting neglected
composers and genres while critically reevaluating the celebrated figures and
works. This approach broadens the narrative beyond commonly held
perspectives, fostering a more diverse and comprehensive view of Western
music history.

Musical Style and Innovation

Taruskin provides in-depth analysis of stylistic developments, from modal and
modal counterpoint in medieval music to the complexities of atonality and
modernism in the 20th century. His focus on innovation underscores the
dynamic and evolving nature of Western music traditions.

Impact and Reception in Musicology

The Taruskin Oxford History of Western Music has had a profound influence on
the field of musicology and Western music studies. It is widely used as a
foundational text in academic courses and cited extensively in scholarly
research. Its comprehensive scope and critical insight have set new standards
for historical music writing.

Academic and Educational Influence



Universities and conservatories around the world incorporate the series into
their curricula, reflecting its value as an educational resource. It aids
students and researchers in developing a deep and critical understanding of
Western music’s historical development.

Critical Acclaim and Controversies

The work has received acclaim for its scholarly rigor and narrative breadth,
though some critics have debated Taruskin’s revisionist interpretations.
Nonetheless, these discussions have enriched musicological discourse,
prompting ongoing dialogue about historiography and methodology in music
history.

Legacy and Future Directions

The influence of the Taruskin Oxford History of Western Music extends beyond
its immediate readership, shaping future research agendas and inspiring new
approaches to the study of music history. Its legacy endures as a benchmark
for comprehensive and critical musicological scholarship.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Oxford History of Western Music' by
Richard Taruskin about?
'The Oxford History of Western Music' by Richard Taruskin is a comprehensive
multi-volume work that explores the development of Western classical music
from its beginnings to the late 20th century, combining historical context,
musical analysis, and cultural insights.

How many volumes are there in Taruskin's 'Oxford
History of Western Music'?
Taruskin's 'The Oxford History of Western Music' consists of six volumes,
each covering different periods and styles in the history of Western music.

What makes Richard Taruskin's approach in 'The
Oxford History of Western Music' unique?
Richard Taruskin's approach is unique because he integrates detailed
musicological analysis with broader cultural, social, and political contexts,
offering readers a multidimensional understanding of Western music history.



Is 'The Oxford History of Western Music' by Taruskin
suitable for beginners?
While 'The Oxford History of Western Music' is thorough and scholarly, it may
be challenging for complete beginners due to its depth and complexity;
however, motivated readers with some musical background can greatly benefit
from it.

Are there any updated editions or abridged versions
of Taruskin's 'Oxford History of Western Music'?
Yes, there is an abridged edition titled 'The Oxford History of Western
Music: College Edition' which condenses the original work for accessibility,
and Taruskin has also released updated versions to reflect ongoing
scholarship.

Additional Resources
1. Music in the Western World: A History in Documents
This book offers a comprehensive collection of primary source materials that
trace the development of Western music from ancient times to the present.
Edited by Piero Weiss and Richard Taruskin, it complements Taruskin’s Oxford
History by providing firsthand perspectives through letters, treatises, and
scores. The documentary approach helps readers understand the cultural and
historical contexts behind musical evolution.

2. The Oxford History of Western Music, Volume 1: Music from the Earliest
Notations to the Sixteenth Century
Written by Richard Taruskin himself, this first volume covers the origins and
early development of Western music. It explores the transition from medieval
to Renaissance music, emphasizing the social and intellectual forces shaping
musical practices. The detailed analysis offers insights into the interplay
between music, culture, and history.

3. The Oxford History of Western Music, Volume 2: Music in the Seventeenth
and Eighteenth Centuries
Continuing Taruskin’s monumental work, this volume delves into the Baroque
and Classical eras. It highlights the innovations of composers like Bach,
Handel, Haydn, and Mozart, while situating their works within broader
historical and aesthetic frameworks. The book is known for its rich
contextual information and critical interpretations.

4. The Oxford History of Western Music, Volume 3: The Nineteenth Century
This final volume completes Taruskin’s comprehensive survey by focusing on
the Romantic period. It examines the expansion of musical forms and the rise
of nationalism, virtuosity, and programmatic music. The narrative addresses
how societal changes influenced composers such as Beethoven, Schumann, and
Wagner.



5. Baroque Music: Music in Western Europe, 1580–1750 by John Walter Hill
Hill’s book provides an in-depth study of the Baroque era, complementing
Taruskin’s focus on stylistic developments and historical context. It
emphasizes the diversity of musical forms and practices across Europe during
this period. The work is particularly useful for understanding the social
functions of Baroque music.

6. The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory edited by Thomas Christensen
This collection explores the theoretical foundations that underpin the music
discussed in Taruskin’s volumes. Covering developments from ancient Greece to
the modern era, it highlights the evolving concepts of harmony, rhythm, and
form. The essays offer a scholarly background that enhances appreciation of
Western music’s intellectual history.

7. Music and Society in Early Modern England by Peter Holman
Holman’s book examines the role of music within the cultural and political
life of early modern England, overlapping with the timeframes covered in
Taruskin’s early volumes. It discusses court music, public concerts, and the
emergence of amateur musicianship. The work provides a focused study of
music’s social dimensions.

8. The Romantic Generation by Charles Rosen
This book investigates the Romantic era’s key composers and their works,
offering interpretations that align with themes in Taruskin’s nineteenth-
century volume. Rosen blends musicological analysis with historical and
philosophical insights, shedding light on the period’s artistic ideals. It is
a valuable resource for understanding Romantic music’s expressive goals.

9. Music in the Nineteenth Century by Walter Frisch
Frisch provides a thorough overview of nineteenth-century music,
complementing Taruskin’s detailed historical narrative. The book addresses
stylistic trends, major composers, and the changing musical marketplace. Its
clear prose and broad scope make it accessible for readers seeking to grasp
the complexities of the Romantic period.
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