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Introduction
‘In der Beschränkung zeigt sich der Meister’

has never been Richard Taruskin’s motto.

Having previously published a much

acclaimed gargantuan study on Stravinsky’s

‘Russian’ works, he now has completed the

new Oxford History of Western Music.1 It runs

over 4000 pages, divided over six volumes, the

last of which contains references, tables and

various indices. Oxford University Press invit-

ed Taruskin to write this book after an initial

attempt to make a collective effort with the

staff of Berkeley’s music faculty had come to

nothing. Feeling unable to resist the tempta-

tion of saying ‘your two cents’ worth about

everything’, Taruskin started writing in 1991.2

The objective was to arrive at a textbook that

might replace Donald Grout’s famous History

of Western Music, but things got out of hand,

according to Taruskin, ‘because ... well, you

know me.’ (The original plan, meanwhile, has

not been abandoned. According to Taruskin,

OUP has hired an abridger to extract the orig-

inally contracted book.)

The first volume documents the history of the

earliest notated music until 1600. The 17th and

18th centuries share the next volume, whilst the

third deals with the 19th century. The 20th cen-

tury gets lavish attention with two volumes

detailing its musical developments.

Taruskin opted for these unusual proportions

in response to traditional approaches, which,

in his opinion, are too much indebted to the

‘antiquarian kind of pursuit’ that characterised

musicology when it came into being. He has

divided his narrative over 69 chapters. Their

titles and subtitles give a general indication of

the subject matter, which is outlined in further

detail by several short captions. The flowery

titles (‘Fat Times and Lean’, ‘Class of 1685 (I)’,

‘The Composers Voice’, ‘Getting Rid of Glue’),

though somewhat unorthodox, do not imply

that the subject matter is radically different

from traditional textbooks of music history. In

his introduction (I, pp. xxi-xxx) Taruskin

readily confesses that this book in many ways

follows the traditional understanding of ‘west-

ern music’ as ‘art music’ or ‘classical music’.

Providing complete coverage has not been his

goal, and he warns his readers straightaway

that a ‘lot of famous music goes unmentioned

in these pages’ (I, p. xxii). He then goes on to

claim that his interest has focused exclusively

on ‘literate genres’, musical traditions that have

depended on writing for their dissemination.

(Taruskin even wanted to call this book ‘Music

in the Western Literate Tradition’, but OUP

considered that title unattractive.) Musical lit-

eracy thus understood, and its character, its

consequences and its relation with ‘literate and

preliterate modes of thinking and transmis-

sion’ (I, p. xxiii) constitute the core matter of

this book.
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In many ways Taruskin’s achievement is very

impressive indeed. He writes quite engagingly,

takes his time to analyse some compositions in

great detail when he feels they are particularly

illustrative of certain musical, aesthetic, philo-

sophical or social developments, and never

loses sight of the point he is trying to make.

Laudable is his attention for the historical nar-

ratives that were instrumental in creating the

concepts of ‘art music’ or ‘classical music’, and

the same goes for his interest in practical

aspects of music history, such as dissemination

through copying or printing, and his recurring

focus on aspects of performance practice and

the listener’s viewpoint. Among the favourite

chapters of this reviewer are the fine contribu-

tions on Schubert and on Cage, but, of course,

there is much more to be sampled with relish.

The project as a whole testifies to a thorough

knowledge of music history and an enviable

capacity to communicate. That being said,

anybody who has kept track of musicological

research in the last decades, will only rarely

encounter something really new or original in

these pages.

Inevitably there are some errors in the text

(Schubert’s C major Symphony was not written

in 1828 (III, p. 82)), the index (Different trains

is not listed among Steve Reich’s compositions

(VI, p. 291)) and the musical examples (the

Scarlatti sonata in example 26-21A, (II, pp.

394-395) is graced with suggestions for dynam-

ics and pedalling that seem less than authen-

tic), but they do not substantially diminish the

quality of these volumes. A few sections have

received a somewhat unbalanced treatment,

like Taruskin’s account of post-war music his-

tory (chapters 61 to 69), which really is too

much an exclusively Anglo-American affair.

However, it is important to remember that any

preferences for different treatment of certain

aspects would have been voiced anyway, even if

these volumes had been written as a collective

effort. Therefore, this review will not focus on

any such details, important as they may be.

Instead, attention will concentrate on

Taruskin’s principles of writing this history of

western music (in the literate tradition), espe-

cially on the role of the canon and the relation

between general history and music history. But

first, I shortly summarise the initial critical

response in some papers and on the internet.

Who’s in, who’s out?
Anybody trolling the internet for first reac-

tions to Taruskin’s OHWM will encounter the

claim that his selection of composers worthy

of discussion is too subjective. Vaughan

Williams, for instance, is quoted more than

once as a famous composer who barely gets a

few mentions, presumably because Taruskin

himself indicates this in the introduction (I, p.

xxii). Other victims whose unhappy fate at the

hands of Taruskin has been lamented include

Elgar, Reger (not mentioned at all), Sibelius,

Takemitsu, Harrison and many more. In the

Washington Post, Tim Page went as far as to

argue that a more accurate title for the

OHWM would have been ‘Richard Taruskin’s

Greatest Hits’.3

These reproaches do not seem to have

impressed Taruskin. He claims that such com-

ments have arisen from neglect of his introduc-

tion, where he says quite categorically that this

book is not an effort to catalogue all famous

composers and compositions. In defence of

Taruskin one has to point to the many com-

posers who get much more generous attention

than was accorded to them before. Russian and

East-European music, Taruskin’s special sub-

ject, is treated with the attention it deserves, but

rarely received before, and the same goes for

North-American music from the late 19th cen-

tury till 1950, which now is no longer the exclu-

sive domain of Ives.

Complaints about too much subjectivity

appear exaggerated when one compares

Taruskin’s work to classic textbooks like that of

Donald Grout. Apparently the selection of

composers and compositions was unproblem-

atic for Grout; he confined himself to the cor-

pus of music that was considered rather self-
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evidently to belong to the ‘canon’. Yet anybody

who glances through his account will find that

it is full of extremely subjective remarks that

are not even remotely substantiated. Grout

simply contented himself with claiming that,

for instance, Schumann’s Third Symphony was

‘less spontaneous’ than his First, or that

Mahler’s Third carried the principle of diversi-

fication too far, and who has ever seriously

taken him to task for excessive subjectivity?4

A musicologist who did try to develop some

criteria for critical judgement was Carl

Dahlhaus, whose Analyse und Werturteil is one

of the few treatises on this subject.

Unfortunately, the results Dahlhaus obtained

were not always satisfactory. In his history of

19th-century music, for instance, he argued,

using Beethoven’s music as a yardstick, that

Tchaikovsky’s symphonic music lacked proper

thematic development, and in an earlier essay

he even went as far as trying to demonstrate

analytically that Tchaikovsky’s Fifth

Symphony was ‘trivial’. Both undertakings

were decidedly ill-considered and quite rightly

came in for a lot of criticism, also from

Taruskin.5 Yet Dahlhaus is at least entitled to

some sympathy because he placed his cards on

the table and tried to avoid casual judgements.

It seems to me that the basic problem with

Taruskin’s subjectivity is not that he makes par-

ticular choices; that will always be essential and

unavoidable in writing history. But he simply

brushes some composers aside, and defends

himself – and this really is quite startling – by

remarking that this doesn’t imply that he dislikes

their music (I, p. xxii). No poorly reflected con-

demnations à la Grout or openly biased ones à la

Dahlhaus here: we are supposed to be consoled

by the knowledge that Taruskin does not hate

the composers who suffer his discrimination.

The doer of a work well done
Careful reading of his introduction (I, pp. xxi-

xxx), Taruskin has declared, would have pre-

vented the discussion mentioned above.6

Following his urge to take careful notice of his

introduction, we also encounter some less

appealing qualities of the OHWM. Ralph

Waldo Emerson once remarked: ‘It is the privi-

lege of any human work which is well done to

invest the doer with a certain haughtiness. He

can well afford not to conciliate, whose faithful

work will answer for him.’7 Indeed, there is

tremendously little attempt at any kind of con-

ciliation in Taruskin’s introduction, and his

self-confidence clearly resonates through this

opening statement: ‘Most books that call them-

selves histories of Western music, or of any of

its traditional “style periods”, are in fact sur-

veys, which cover – and celebrate – the relevant

repertoire, but make little effort truly to explain

why and how things happened as they did. This

set of books is an attempt at a true history.’

(I, p. xxi-xxii) Such a statement doesn’t bode

well for other musicologists.

First Pieter van den Toorn is chastised for pro-

moting musicological research that seeks to

eliminate all human agency, then Mark Evan

Bonds is knocked about for writing sentences

like the following one in his recently published

A History of Music in Western Culture: ‘By the

early 16th century, the rondeau, the last of the

surviving formes fixes from the medieval era,

had largely disappeared, replaced by more

freely structured chansons based on the princi-

ple of pervading imitation.’ Taruskin decries

this as ‘historiography that inevitably devolves

into inert survey’ (I, p. xxvii), because it is writ-

ten in passive, impersonal form. Admittedly, he

has a point, but he did not have to make it at

the expense of Bonds, whose book really isn’t a
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totally ‘impersonal’ account of music history,

nor with such bloated vehemence. Or are we

from now on supposed to foam at the mouth

every time we encounter a phrase like ‘In 1939

the second World War broke out’ because it

suppresses the fact that human beings (and

German ones at that!) were responsible? Next

on the list are the ‘new musicologists’, and now

Taruskin is really getting warmed up. We are

informed that these people are ‘Adornians to a

man and woman’, and in order to clarify how

heinous that is, we immediately get the low-

down on Adorno. It appears that he is the

author of ‘preposterously overrated work’

which claimed that ‘the meaning of artworks is

fully vested in them by their creators, and is

simply “there” to be decoded by a specially gift-

ed interpreter.’ (I, p. xxv) The notion that the

task of a historian is to comprehend, explain

and clarify events and source material from the

past seems to have gone right out of the win-

dow here in favour of posting grades. To his

credit, Taruskin does concede that as a histori-

cal phenomenon Adorno is ‘deserving of

report’. (But if he’s deserving of this kind of

report, why bother at all?) When you have read

this, you know that Dahlhaus is going to be

Taruskin’s next scalp, and so he is. We learn that

Dahlhaus’s achievement consisted in trying to

make ‘senseless distinctions’ in the shape of

either/or ‘binarisms’, like ‘Is art history the his-

tory of art, or is it the history of art?’, ‘Does

music mirror the reality surrounding a com-

poser, OR does it propose an alternative reali-

ty?’ (I, p. xxvii). Using this model of reasoning,

Dahlhaus continued the dominance of ‘inter-

nalist models for music’ that had ‘more than

two centuries of intellectual history behind

them’, and that earned him an ‘otherwise inex-

plicable prestige’. The Cold War, furthermore,

gave him the possibility of exercising his ‘perni-

cious’ influence. (I, pp. xxviii). Adorno and

Dahlhaus? Donald Rumsfeld would say: ‘That’s

old Europe’.

It would be wrong to be surprised by

Taruskin’s belligerence, for he has demonstrat-

ed a rare talent for scoffing and scolding on

more than one occasion. Some have joyously

hailed his style as ‘provocative’, ‘delightfully

prickly’ or ‘fearless’, but to me this brand of sci-

entific debate, with its senseless aggression and

immoderate pretensions, is very distasteful.

Reading Taruskin’s thrashing of Dahlhaus and

trying to understand his motives, my mind

wandered to a chapter from Defining Russia

Musically, where Taruskin in a lucid and well-

documented passage seeks to explain why

Stravinsky, Schönberg and Bartók felt the need

to respond with some vigour to Shostakovich’s

Seventh Symphony, when they all cared so lit-

tle, to say the least, for this piece or its com-

poser. Taruskin concludes that it was

inevitable, because both had become icons

that ‘forced critical confrontation with so

many cherished assumptions about art music,

its value, and its relationship to the world.’8

This implies that such confrontations may be

illuminating, and it would have been quite nice

if Taruskin had taken this to heart. The ‘sense-

less distinction’ that is Dahlhaus’s question

whether art, and in its trail, music history is

primarily a history of art or a history of art,

opens the chapter ‘Geschichtlichkeit und

Kunstcharakter’ of Grundlagen der

Musikgeschichte.9 What Dahlhaus tried to do

most of all was to determine the relative

weight of both terms, which describe as a self-

evident ensemble a single field of scientific

expertise. Irrespective of Dahlhaus’s answers,

this does not seem to be such a bad idea.

Taruskin would have done better by rereading

Dahlhaus’s chapter than by ridiculing it,

because, as will be elaborated below, it is exact-

ly the tension between history and music that

heavily plagues the OHWM. In addition, it

would have been to Taruskin’s credit to

acknowledge the validity of Dahlhaus’s

method. After all, in the fourth chapter 

(I, p. 105), we encounter some further com-

ments on ‘binarisms’, which are suddenly pre-

sented as useful, nay, indispensable tools for

writing history, although they need to be used
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with apprehension. This, it seems to me, is

exactly what Dahlhaus did throughout his

career.

Having sat through Taruskin’s depreciative

medley of the platitudes that, in his view, make

up present-day musicology, one naturally

yearns to hear his solutions. Well, he pledges

that his next book will explain the ‘theoretical

assumptions and consequent methodology’ of

the OHWM and candidly admits that he start-

ed the entire project without preformulated

ideas. He does indicate that he has some sym-

pathy for the work of Pierre Bourdieu and

Howard Becker, but hardly elaborates on his

reasons for this. One may be reluctant to call it

out loud, but let it at least be whispered: could

it be that it was not only the Cold War, but also

the fact that Dahlhaus wrote his Grundlagen

der Musikgeschichte before embarking upon

his Die Musik des 19. Jahrhunderts, that earned

him his ‘inexplicable prestige’ and his ‘perni-

cious’ influence? (That ‘pernicious’ influence

even extends to Taruskin’s volumes: Dahlhaus

is quoted more often than any other musicolo-

gist, something Taruskin wisely does not care

to mention.)

Great men
Taruskin firmly believes in the traditional val-

ues of ‘classical’ or ‘art music’. In the interview

with Oestreich quoted earlier, he observes that

some ‘have argued for classical music from an

obviously snobbish perspective. But there are

also those who argue for it in terms of its abil-

ity to express a much wider range of feeling

and ideas than other kinds of music.’ One of

these ‘others’ is Taruskin. In an essay from 2002

he admonished contemporary composers

severely to uphold the august goals of the her-

itage of classical music, observing that classical

music might ‘be doomed by inexorable social

and economic change. (...) But if so, let it die as

it lived, affording glimpses of other worlds and

other minds (...)’.10 Who, if not a staunch

believer, would advocate such a stand?

It might seem unfair to confront Taruskin the

critic with Taruskin the historian, especially

since he emphasizes in the introduction that

he has tried to keep them separated (I, p. xxv).

Yet, without ever stating it explicitly, Taruskin

the critic is everywhere, and he has turned the

OHWM very much into a history of canonical

masterpieces written by the great men of old.

The others basically are not composers ‘in

whom one can take much intrinsic interest’, as

he once wrote with reference to Maximilian

Steinberg, Rimsky Korsakov’s favourite pupil

and his successor as professor of composition

in St. Petersburg.11 Consequently, they inhabit

the fringes of musical history and may be use-

ful only as illustrations to the lives of those that

do matter. In his book on Stravinsky, Taruskin

analyses Steinberg’s Prélude symphonique op. 7

because ‘the work of such an important figure

in Stravinsky’s life (...) is inherently worthy of

attention.’12 In the OHWM the same proce-

dure is applied. Sibelius gets a cameo role

because his music apparently was important to

Roy Harris (without an extended discussion of

Sibelius’s music, this is hardly an illuminating

statement), and the Couperins appear as an

unknown French tribe, whose members occa-

sionally did some handiwork for Bach. Finally,

there are those that do not seem to have any

musical roots, like Berlioz and Chopin,

because the musical traditions they built upon

were deemed not worthy of ‘intrinsic’ interest.

Reverting to the great masters is not necessari-

ly a bad thing, nor does it suffice to depreciate

such an approach simply by labelling it ‘old-

fashioned’. However, it does come as some-

thing of a surprise, because time and again

Taruskin, especially in chapters 30 to 34 and

40, warns his readers that many self-evident
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concepts of ‘classical music’ are historical con-

structions, and not the enduring wisdoms they

were considered to be for so many years. Yet

somehow he seems to have forgotten this him-

self, as the chapters on Bach and Handel

demonstrate. They focus on a comparison

between both, although from a historical point

of view there is no logic to such an undertak-

ing. Neither composer knew very much of his

respective colleague, and there has been no

record of any significant musical exchange

between them. The only reason for discussing

them together is the implicit understanding

that both were simply ‘great composers’, who,

by a quirk of fate, were born in the same year.

In Taruskin’s OHWM unmasking the histori-

cal perspective of the canon and simultane-

ously upholding it as a ‘natural’ phenomenon

go hand in hand. Taruskin discusses the social

and cultural processes that in the 19th century

bestowed an awe-inspiring reputation upon

Bach and Handel, but he is not inclined to bear

the consequences of his scrutiny. Indeed, in his

account the music of the early 18th century is

basically that of Bach and Handel. And

Scarlatti. Or isn’t it? The section dealing with

the latter is appositely titled ‘Scarlatti at last’,

coming as it does at the end of two large chap-

ters dedicated to the ‘Class of 1685’. It contains

a good account of Scarlatti’s life and his key-

board music, and then things go astray in a

discussion of Scarlatti’s contribution to music

history (II, pp. 395-397). Taruskin clearly

rejects the teleological historiographical tradi-

tion that would grant Scarlatti a claim to fame

because he was so innovative, but also warns

that an ‘exclusively synchronic view may tend

to overrate eccentricity and obscure the reality

of “trends and accomplishments”.’ He then

concludes that Scarlatti may be regarded ‘as an

archetype of “peripheral” composers’, ‘geo-

graphically and temperamentally remote from

the centers of institutional and commercial

music making, but (perhaps seemingly, per-

haps truly) “ahead of their time”.’ The repeated

caveats, the very provisional wording and the

increased use of quotation marks betray

Taruskin’s awkwardness, which could have

been removed if he had been ready to

acknowledge why he considered Scarlatti wor-

thy of discussion. Scarlatti is not mentioned

again in the remainder of the book, suggesting

that Taruskin considers his influence negligi-

ble. He is simply there because Taruskin thinks

of him as a composer whose music is worthy of

‘intrinsic’ interest, or, put more straightfor-

wardly, because of ‘the music itself ’, the con-

cept favoured by, among others, Joseph

Kerman, which Taruskin on previous occa-

sions so decidedly rejected as ‘a chimera’. In

Taruskin’s perception, ‘the music itself ’ is only

‘half of a binarism (...), the other half of which

is the “extramusical”.’ It serves as ‘a cordon san-

itaire’ in which ‘music can be composed, per-

formed, and listened to in a cultural and his-

torical vacuum, that is, in perfect sterility.’13

And that is exactly where Scarlatti ends up in

his account: stripped of ‘cultural’ (working in

the middle of nowhere) and ‘historical’ (an

oeuvre that apparently left no trace behind)

context. Implicitly, and maybe unintentionally

as well, Taruskin’s OHWM is very much, to

reiterate Dahlhaus’s formula, a ‘history of

music’, and not just ‘music’, but great pieces of

classical music.

Music history, cultural history and music
theory
It would be absurd to claim that Taruskin real-

ly wants to focus on ‘the music itself ’. Indeed,

there is a lot of attention for the historical and

cultural context, and also a lot more music

theory than one encounters in the average

textbook. Taruskin’s concept of music history

has always been connected to music theory, as

he once stressed in a reaction to Kofi Agawu’s

claim that music theory and music history

were completely separate disciplines.14

Taruskin analyses with great skill, precision

and clarity, and has an undeniable flair for dis-

cussing even the potentially most arid subjects

with a liveliness that few can equal. His discus-
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sion of the concept of tonality (II, 181-192) is

very good, and his explanation of how it was

put into action in, for example, Bach’s F major

Toccata (BWV 540) is excellent (II, pp. 208-

216). Such attention for the listener’s perspec-

tive is a constant feature of the OHWM, and

even extends to serial music, which is also

scrutinised for the relation between musical

structure and its comprehensibility, for exam-

ple, by referring to Lerdahl and Jackendoff ’s 

A Generative Theory of Tonal Music (1983) 

(V, pp. 445-449).

The cultural background of music history is

not only discussed in the text, but also repro-

duced in shorthand in the last volume (VI, pp.

2-65). A ‘Chronology’ lists major musical

developments alongside two columns that

recount the most important facts from art and

philosophy as well as general history; exactly

the procedure that prompted Dahlhaus to

ponder how music and history should be bal-

anced in any account of music history. Of all

facts listed in this ‘Chronology’ only an

extremely small portion can be found in

Taruskin’s text. This leads to some questions

about the usefulness of these data, and fur-

thermore it underlines that Taruskin’s sole

interest is music, seasoned with a bit of histo-

ry. The main aspects of cultural history

Taruskin does discuss concern the aesthetic

and philosophical reflections on the character,

purpose and value of music, and, to a certain

extent, the social transformations in Western

society. When it comes to combining these

strands the real problems emerge.

The chapters on Beethoven (II, pp. 631-739)

provide a good example. (The inclusion of

Beethoven’s music in the second volume is

somewhat surprising, since Taruskin discusses

only compositions that date from the 19th

century.) In general, these chapters are clear-

cut, well-argued and offer valuable insights on

Beethoven’s music, its reception and the

changing aesthetic and philosophical views

that were instrumental in creating Beethoven’s

reputation as an artistic hero. Yet the final

section, ‘The music century’, is something of a

let-down. It features some attention for the

growing middle class public, and there are

some pertinent remarks on the developments

in music education and criticism, but things

go wrong when it comes to the position of the

composer versus the audience. On the author-

ity of Arnold Hauser’s The social history of art

(1951) we are led to believe that composers,

inspired by the mythical aura of Beethoven,

increasingly ‘cultivated introspection to the

point of near incomprehensibility (...) and

purported to emancipate themselves and their

art, and to render both their art and them-

selves autonomous.’ Because of this ‘they came

to despise the idea of composing as an “offi-

cial” activity of any kind – which of course

does not at all mean that they stopped doing

such work, only (...) they became “alienated”

from the utilitarian aspects of their work.’

(II, p. 737) The composers mentioned in these

quotations are, of course, the real composers,

the masters, and their middle-class public

understood them so well, according to

Taruskin, because it was itself emancipating.

The cliches of traditional music history, previ-

ously exposed as inventions, are suddenly back

on the agenda. This is the kind of historiogra-

phy that marches through social history with

seven-league strides, imposing a master narra-

tive that self-evidently determines who is

important and who is not. Its line of argument

is continued in chapter 45, entitled ‘The return

of the symphony’. Noting that not ‘a single

symphony composed in the 1850s or 1860s has

survived in the repertoire’ (III, p. 675),

Taruskin embarks on a rather convoluted

argument. He holds on the one the hand that

most symphonies by then were written by

academics (failing to note that previous

generations of symphonists could hardly have

been academics for lack of academies) and

states that they wrote their symphonies just as

a showcase of ‘formal mastery’ (thereby sug-

gesting that they did not aspire to achieve any

long-term success for their music – whatever

happened to these ideals of emancipation?).

On the other hand, he tries to establish that the

public, misleadingly dubbed ‘mass public’, only

wished to hear classical master works, because

listening to a music that had passed the ‘test of

time’ guaranteed social prestige.
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Taruskin uses Peter Gay as his authority for the

latter statement, but it is especially the influ-

ence of Bourdieu that now comes to the fore.

He assumed that art was used to acquire social

distinction by a public interested in gaining

‘cultural capital’. It is questionable whether

application of Bourdieu’s theories (or Howard

Becker’s, whose Art Worlds (1982) heavily

relies on Bourdieu) is really helpful. Especially

La distinction (1979) has been criticised

severely for reducing art works to some kind of

fetish. Bourdieu restricted himself to tracking

down their value in the field of literary or

artistic exchange, and, as a consequence, in his

model art works seem to be ‘real’ art works

when they successfully communicate ‘cultural

capital’, irrespective of whether they are pieces

of design jewellery or Stravinsky ballet scores.

Taruskin is strangely committed to Bourdieu’s

line of argument. Having outlined that in the

19th century larger concert halls were built to

accommodate the growing number of concert-

goers, and having established that they

increasingly listened to ‘museum pieces’ of

music with qualities that were considered uni-

versal and unsurpassable, he then presents the

following observation: ‘And now the biggest

paradox of all: The driving impulse behind

this newly universalized, high-minded “classi-

cism” was, perversely, a commercial one’ (III,

p. 681). This makes sense only to the faithful

flock of Bourdieu followers, who sincerely

believe that something is either art or commer-

cial, and merely proves, although quite unin-

tendedly, that binarisms may indeed produce

‘senseless distinctions’.

There is another unhappy side effect: using

Bourdieu-like models of explanation almost

nullifies Taruskin’s praiseworthy attempts to

keep analysis closely linked to the listener’s

experience. If the preferences of the public are

governed by the wish to move into higher cir-

cles by using music as a mere password, then

what is the point of analysing their preferred

music? To begin with, there is no reason to

suppose that the public only used the music

discussed in these volumes as a means of social

contention. Buying a ticket to a Beethoven

concert might heighten social prestige, but a

fairly successful rendition of Sinding’s

Frühlingsrauschen on the piano at home, in the

company of family and friends, could do that

as well. Even if we accept, for the sake of argu-

ment, that the public did listen mainly to the

masterpieces of music, then another problem

presents itself. Take, for example, Taruskin’s

summarizing statement after his analysis of the

first movement of Beethoven’s Eroica: ‘One lis-

tens to a movement like this with a degree of

mental and emotional engagement no previ-

ous music had demanded, and one is left after

listening with a sense of satisfaction only

strenuous exertions, successfully consummat-

ed, can vouchsafe’ (II, p. 668). What strikes the

reader almost immediately is the strange inter-

twining of historical (‘no previous music’) and

contemporary response (‘one listens’). It is in

fact a disguised return to that horrific phe-

nomenon, the Adornian ‘gifted interpreter’,

who by careful analysis succeeds in laying bare

what Beethoven had intended. Yet it is very

doubtful whether the contemporary listener,

let alone his historical predecessor, listens to

this music in a manner that so closely matches

Hanslick’s recipe: accurate tracing of thematic

and harmonic development brings about an

emotionally satisfying experience. If we are

prepared to accept that there is no such strict

correspondence between compositional

design, analysis and musical enjoyment – and

there is some ground for that15 – then we may

ask the question how Taruskin’s analyses con-

tribute to an understanding of music as a

socio-cultural practice.

This is not the only problem with the listener’s

perspective. If public response is such an

important issue to Taruskin, why does he sud-

denly drop it in his discussion of 20th-century

music? Taruskin seems content to walk the

beaten tracks of modernism, and this forces

him to leave the audience, which on the whole

preferred less difficult novelties (Vaughan
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Williams, for example), more and more

behind. It is no coincidence that when he final-

ly confers major attention on a public

favourite of the 20th century, Benjamin Britten

(V, pp. 221-259), the chapter is suddenly subti-

tled ‘Music in Society’.

Lust for glory
Taruskin’s OHWM aims straightforwardly at

achieving a true account, by explaining ‘why

and how things happened as they did’

(I, p. xxii). No postmodernisms for Taruskin,

no deconstructions of discourses, no timid

reservations about the possibility of knowl-

edge. Like a latter-day Ranke he is looking for

the enduring wisdom that is the truth, and

dryly remarks that the refusal ‘to regard any

proposition as inherently true or definitely

proven’ is an abuse of postmodernism. So is

the ‘refusal to accept any hierarchy of values’,

and both could be evaded ‘without necessarily

opposing the original postmodernist impulse’

(V, p. 414). On the other hand, his refusal to

accept master narratives or meta-narratives 

(I, p. xxiii) has a decidedly post-modern ring to

it. Yet it does not prevent him from claiming

that these volumes essentially catalogue the rise

and decline of the literate Western tradition of

music (I, p. xxiii); a master narrative if ever

there was one. Moreover, Taruskin does appear

to have planned the entire project as something

one should read from the first page to the last,

which is shown clearly, for example, when

Stravinsky is mentioned for the first time, and,

somewhat naively, introduced as ‘a highly inno-

vative modern composer’ (II, p. 397). This

strange mix of traditional and unmistakeably

post-modern principles of historiography per-

vades the entire project.

Taruskin begins his history ‘in the middle of

things’ (I, p. 1), and that is also where it ends

(V, p. 528). By that he means that his story

starts and ends in the murky circumstances

that early (too little sources) and contempo-

rary history (too many) dictate, suggesting

that in the middle period things are a lot easi-

er to survey. His claim to truth must somehow

be connected with a refusal to acknowledge

that all interpretative history is written ‘in the

middle of things’, confined by the present-day

state of research and the concept of ‘classical

music’ itself, or, to paraphrase Gadamer, by the

tradition and authority that brought it to us in

the first place. Taruskin’s account of music his-

tory is not outlandishly strange nor does it lack

sound judgement, but that does not make it a

true account.

Strangely enough, Taruskin’s basic assump-

tion, and, I suppose, his most cherished one,

remains implicit. As indicated above, Taruskin

truly believes in the special qualities of classi-

cal music. Somehow he cannot bring himself

to state this unequivocally, although every-

thing in the OHWM points to it. The choice to

focus on literate traditions is mainly an elegant

way to sidestep folk music, entertainment

music, jazz etc. without having to defend its

exclusion by reason of aesthetic inferiority. In

the end, it proves to be an empty gesture,

because Taruskin cannot evade the influence

of pop music, and he has to devote some atten-

tion to it, noting that this music was dissemi-

nated ‘not primarily through literate media’

(V, p. 311); arguably the biggest understate-

ment in these volumes. Nor does his attention

for the listeners amount to much, not because

Taruskin’s account of their reactions is biased

or wrong, but because he is interested in the

audiences of the past when, and only when,

there is a present-day audience that still

responds to the same music. We do not see the

historical audience itself, but only its reaction

to music that has survived in today’s reper-

toire. In both instances everything cooperates

to concentrate attention on the great master-

works, assuring that these volumes contain a

‘history of music’, or, more precisely, a history

of the well-known masterpieces.

Is that bad? For the majority that will peruse

these books probably not. Most of them will be

devotees of classical music, who will be quite

content to find that Taruskin tacitly approves

of what Dahlhaus (yes, Dahlhaus) once

remarked when discussing the distinction

between ‘E- und U-Musik’ (yes, a binarism):

that the ‘ästhethische Rangordnung’ that

favours classical music is something ‘an der

man nach wie vor festhält und festhalten
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muß’.16 Of course, it is easy to make fun of the

claim that classical music has an ‘ability to

express a much wider range of feeling and

ideas than other kinds of music’. In my opin-

ion, Taruskin’s devotion to the masterpieces of

classical music is nothing to be ashamed

about, but unfortunately he fails to acknowl-

edge that his defence of classical music is noth-

ing more than a fence around a terrain, or, in

this case, a certain body of texts (to remain

true to the concept of musical literacy), need-

ed to fend off intruders. His seemingly prag-

matic approach is brimming with unacknowl-

edged ideology. As an ‘a priori’ his point of

departure is no different from claims that real

musical masterpieces faithfully reproduce the

‘Stand des Materials’, or that their worth is

based on the refinement with which self-refer-

ential compositional rules have been exploited.

Regardless of Taruskin’s lust for glory, his

claim to have written a totally original kind of

music history cannot be upheld. He has writ-

ten instead a splendid survey of the great com-

posers of classical music, truly a ‘history of

music’, and as such these erudite volumes com-

mand respect and deserve a wide audience.

Jeroen van Gessel is research fellow at the
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