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Reconciling Postmodernism and Analysis

This essay reviews the historical confrontation between postmodernism and contemporary 
music theory and analysis. To this end, it reviews how some of the notions considered 
pivotal to music theoretical discourse, such as subjectivity, authorial intention, organicism 
and unity, etc., have been problematized by new musicologists. Additionally it argues in 
favor of the re-assertion of these concepts as valid heuristic tools, especially with regards to 
recent music. The second part of the paper examines the music of the Catalan composer 
Hèctor Parra, whose particular compositional method mitigates the tensions between 
postmodernism and contemporary analytical thought.

Reader Killed the Analysis Star
The problematization of authorial intention – together with the critique of the traditional 
conception of ideas such as reason, man, truth, etc. – was one of the most active battlefields 
of French  theory during its apex in the 1960s and 1970s. The buzz phrase ‘Death of 
the Author’ was coined by the French philosopher Roland Barthes with claims like ‘the 
birth of the reader must be at the expense of the death of the author.’1 The emergence 
of the so-called ‘New Musicology’ in the 1980s is perhaps the clearest symptom of the 
advent of (post)structuralist thought in American musical scholarship. Ever since then, 
an increasing amount of musicologists have emphasized the necessary hopelessness of 
coming to grips with many of the practices they judge hard-wired into music theoretical 
and analytical practice. A postmodern ethos thus insists on superseding concepts such as 
‘the unified work’, ‘genius’, ‘organicism’, ‘immanent structures’, etc., by a consideration of 
the sociocultural context in which musical practices take place.2

 Lawrence Kramer, inspired by Lyotard’s seminal definition, describes postmodernism, as 

‘a	conceptual	order	in	which	grand,	synthesizing	schemes	of	explanation	have	lost	their	
place,	and	in	which	the	traditional	bases	of	rational	understanding	–	unity,	coherence,	ge-
nerality,	totality,	structure	–	have	lost	their	authority	if	not	their	pertinence.’3

For Kramer, traditional analyses of music, which focus solely on the dissection of the 
constituent parts of the musical works and their relationship to a central idea, do not do 
justice to music. He qualifies postmodern strategies of understanding as ‘incorrigibly 
interdisciplinary and irreducibly plural’ as they reject traditional concepts of both 
subjectivity and objectivity, focusing on ‘diverse, culturally constructed subjectivities.’4 
A postmodern look avoids reducing the meaning of a work to the structural coalescence 
of strictly musical ideas. Postmodern discourse about music thus focuses on meaning, 
presenting it as multifarious, and context-contingent. It insists on the relativity of all 
knowledge, ‘not just the conceptual presuppositions but the material, discursive and 
social practices – that produce and circulate knowledge.’5

1	 Barthes	1977,	p.	22.

2	 Alastair	Williams	(1998,	p.	281)	deems	it	ironic	that	the	discovery	of	the	import	of	context	in	music	by	new	

musicologists	came	so	late,	considering	that	Adorno’s	legacy	presents	us	with	copious	amounts	of	literature	

examining	the	intersection	between	the	strictly	musical	with	the	sociological	and	philosophical	domains.

3	 Kramer,	L.	1995,	p.	5.

4	 Kramer,	L.	1995,	p.	5.

5	 Kramer,	L.	1995,	p.	6.
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Poststructuralism redefined the notion of the subject in counterpoint to the idea of the 
autonomous Self, the unified, rational and unchangeable ego which had been central 
to modern continental philosophy since the Enlightenment. The postmodern subject 
opposes the existence of a fixed external reality that can be uncovered through analytical 
examination. It proposes to substitute the unity and centeredness of the Kantian 
transcendental ego with a conception of human identity as a socially mediated process 
of construction through culturally-specific significations. The postmodern critique of 
human subjectivity problematizes the value of stability and self-determination attributed 
to the individual – and, by extension, to the univocal musical work. Thus, poststructuralism 
insists on a ‘decentered subject’. 
 In his report of the confluence between postmodernism and musicology, Alastair 
Williams states that analysis, with its disinclination to go beyond technical matters, 
has been understood as representing a rationalist logic which is typical of modernity.6 
Williams renders suspect the alleged objectivism of the analytical approach as represented 
by Riemann, Schenker or Réti. For Williams, the underlying structures explaining Western 
works of art pretend to dehistoricize a particular repertoire, to downplay the import of 
context in meaning, and to ‘validate it by reference to timeless and universal laws.’ This, 
he says, is synonymous with hypostasizing a canon.7

 A similar kind of reasoning has been used in the explanation of music pertaining 
to mathematically inclined schools of composition, in particular serial and twelve-tone 
music of the postwar positivist American academia and the European serialists – read 
Carter, Babbitt, Stockhausen, Boulez, etc. In many of the analyses dealing with this kind 
of music, the analyst strives to detect abstract structures and then tries to explain how they 
are pervasive in a piece of music in which the structures are realized. This process reflects 
the intellectual atmosphere in which this kind of music developed, an environment that 
conceives music as research.8 The figure of the composer-theorist, perhaps best incarnated 
in Milton Babbitt, seems to envisage music in abstract, formalist terms. Rather than create, 
he explores different kinds of musical terrain in order to conduct his research within 
concrete musical contexts.
 In the hands of Williams, analysis is thus constructed as a self-deceiving form of 
subjectivity, which refuses to see itself as a construction built upon clear historical, aesthetic 
premises. Williams calls the failure to see analysis as a form of subjectivity ‘a serious 
structuralist deficiency.’9 For him, the postmodern self can be accounted for as a network 
of nonhierarchical social relationships unbound to a central identity. Poststructuralism 
wants us ‘fluid, emergent, decentralized, multiplicitous, flexible, and ever in process’,10 or 
as a most Lacanian realm of discourse rather than as a real thing or a permanent structure 
of the mind.11

 In postmodern musical thinking, the separation between the poietic and the esthesic 
has been brought to bear on the concept of musical unity. In his report of musical 
postmodernism, Jonathan Kramer talks about the almost universal value attributed to 
the concept of unity by Western composers. Anton Webern, one of the proverbial voices 
of twentieth-century modernist thought, defined unity as

‘the	indispensable	thing	if	meaning	is	to	exist.	Unity,	to	be	general,	is	the	establishment	
of	the	utmost	relatedness	between	all	component	parts.	So,	in	music,	as	in	all	other	hu-

6	 Williams	2001,	p.	28.

7	 Williams	2001,	p.	29.

8	 Dahlhaus	1987,	p.	20.

9	 Williams	2001,	p.	21.

10	 Turkle	1995,	pp.	263-264.

11	 See	Lacan	1995,	p.	178.
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man	utterance,	the	aim	is	to	make	as	clear	as	possible	the	relationships	between	the	parts	
of	the	unity;	in	short,	to	show	how	one	thing	leads	to	another.’12

Kramer charges the majority in the academia tacitly agreeing with the modernist view 
that good pieces are coherent and administer ideas consistently. In a good composition, 
all parts are essential for the understanding of the whole, yet the whole transcends the 
parts. Often, this musical integrity is to be found beneath the surface, hidden in an 
underlying structure, the latency of which means that it can only be rendered manifest 
through technical analysis. Musical analysis is most often associated with revealing the 
inherent unity of a work. This association is sometimes made explicit by the author of the 
analysis, but more usually it just goes unspoken.13

 Kramer considers this conception to be typical of twentieth-century modernist thought. 
Yet nowadays we find that a lot of music resting under the umbrella of postmodernism 
challenges the absolute value of unity. As Kramer puts it, the listener’s perceptual unity/
disunity is not predicated anymore on the music’s textual unity/disunity.14 This calls for 
new methodologies that bypass the need to unveil or create such structures.
 According to Kramer, the assumed unequivocal rapport between perceptual unity with 
textual unity links nineteenth-century romanticism and twentieth-century modernism. 
Under a modernistic ethos, the onus is on the listener to accept the music exclusively 
along the composer’s terms. Kramer charges musical analysis up to the present date with 
allying the poietic with the esthesic through a ‘totalizing meta-narrative of textual unity.’15 
In it, only similarity is dealt with, but not disunity, for which well-developed theories are 
lacking. And difference is essential for other postmodern analytical disciplines outside 
of music analysis.16 Adam Krims contends that the very axioms of music theory – the 
tendency to invent models of musical structure and to analyze how particular pieces 
function as instances of those structures, the ‘virtual dogma’ of organic coherence within a 
musical work, as well as the establishment of the ‘great composer’ as the locus of meaning 
– dissonate with the postmodern critique of organicist/structuralist premises in music. 
Nevertheless, Krims also adds how a big part of postmodern analytical practice seems to 
dwell on the same old traditional methodologies and their essentialist assumptions of 
structural coherence.17 
 A traditional conception of the musical work sees it as a ‘single object – fixed, 
knowable, immutable, unified – rather than as a source of opposing, mutable, surprising, 
open-ended possibilities.’18 But no matter how carefully notated, a score is a material trace 
of some compositional intentions to which the performer can append a wide variety of 
open-ended meanings. The score, understood as such, is a text. A text is a work when it 
is legitimized by being univocally associated with an interpretation that gains prevalence 
above its alternatives according to the authority of its formulator.
 Poststructuralist musical scholarship distinguishes clearly between work and text. 
Barthes understands the work as an enclosed entity whose configuration of meanings 
is determined by the stamp of the author. As for the text, he argues: ‘There is now the 
requirement of a new object, obtained by the sliding or overturning of former categories.’19 
This new object is intertextual: it is the ever-changing canvas painted by the different 

12	 Webern	1963,	p.	42.

13	 Kramer,	J.	1995,	pp.	11-14.

14	 Kramer,	J.	1995,	p.	15.

15	 Kramer,	J.	1995,	p.	32.

16	 Kramer,	J.	1995,	p.	12.

17	 Krims	1994,	pars	2.3	–	2.5.	

18	 Cogan	1995,	p.	40.

19	 Barthes	1977,	p.	156.
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discourses that traverse it. It communicates constantly with other texts. In this way, 
authorial control is greatly lessened, and the immanent meaning of a text, if ever possible 
to grasp through analysis, is less important than what the different readings made of it by 
different people tell us about it.
 As Nattiez indicates, when a symbolic object, a text, a work, etc., enters the biographic 
horizon of an individual, the result is the creation of a new constellation of symbols 
interacting with one another. The meaning of a text is not the product of the transmission 
of a message that a receiver translates thanks to his knowledge of a fixed code he shares 
with the producer. It is a myth to see the symbolic object as an intermediary in a process 
of communication that transmits the meaning intended by the author to the audience.20 
The act of meaning is manifold: it can refer to a complex process of creation (poiesis) 
that has to do with the form as well as the content of the work, and also the point of 
departure of a complex process of reception (esthesis) that reconstructs a message. These 
two moments, however, are not necessarily equivalent. 
 Nattiez does not try to negate the possibility of any communication. In an act of 
symbolic functioning, communication is a particular type of exchange. The problem is 
that, as Nattiez believes, ‘musicologists, music theorists, analysts, critics, and musicians 
often have a different view of the matter: for them, there must be communication between 
the composer and the listener.’21 Nattiez sees communication as a particular case of 
exchange.
 The need of communication as the driving force of any composer does not correspond 
with the reality of the dynamic aspects of the meaning of human activities. Meaning is 
rather constructed: it emerges from the assignment of a whole new web of symbols to 
a particular text (or symbolic form): meaning emerges from the construction of that 
assignment. 
 Ever since philosophers took the ‘linguistic turn’, reality is seen as a verbal construct. In 
this light, since language is a system composed of networks of texts in a constant process 
of mutual reference, our account of reality is inherently unstable and ambiguous, and its 
meanings indeterminate, vacillating in a permanent state of flux. Philosophers of history 
such as Hayden White thus problematized the mere existence of necessarily inferable 
historical truths. In his treatment of the almost impossible task of writing an objective 
account of history and the apprehension of historical narration as a quasi-literary genre, 
White displays signs of the most quintessential postmodern skepticism: 

‘It	 is	difficult	 to	get	an	objective	history	of	a	scholarly	discipline,	because	 if	 the	his-
torian	is	himself	a	practitioner	of	 it,	he	is	 likely	to	be	a	devotee	of	one	or	another	of	 its	
sects	and	hence	biased;	and	if	he	is	not	a	practitioner,	he	is	unlikely	to	have	the	expertise	
necessary	to	distinguish	between	the	significant	and	the	insignificant	events	of	the	field’s	
development.’22	

His critique for the historian’s search for unifying structural theories could almost be 
applied verbatim to the flaws that the structural analysis of music has been charged with 
by postmodern musicologists.
 The implications of this phenomenon in the musicological sphere is that there is no 
‘music itself ’ with a purely musical meaning impervious to its social exterior. Formalist 
analysis, and the examination of the notation of the score becomes secondary, slippery, 
suspect. Notation is not a neutral device that transparently records ideas formulated 
independently of it. It affects the same essence of the message and by extension the ways 

20	 Nattiez	1990,	p.	16.

21	 Nattiez	1990,	pp.	17-18.

22	 White	1985,	p.	81.
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in which music is codified and later understood and performed by musicians. Notation 
marks an authorial presence, and this authority is crucial in determining the ways music 
is studied and valued. Scores cannot be detached from their textual procedures. The 
performer does not only follow instructions. He re-reads the musical text, re-enacting 
it. And because one can never completely determinate the social-linguistic setting in 
which this act of interpretation is going to take place, the situation invites a great deal of 
indeterminism.23 The symbolic background of each receiver is, to one degree or another, 
different. Thus, the construction of meaning can never be guaranteed to be the same for 
each personal case.
 One sign of this is the increasing tendency to collapse all the possible terms 
expressing different aspects of the reception of music – ‘hearing’, ‘listening’, ‘interpreting’, 
‘understanding’ – into ‘reading’. As Leo Treitler points out:

‘Why,	suddenly,	“reading?”	Certainly	not	in	the	sense	of	reading	scores.	It	is	a	sign	of	
the	distancing	from	‘music	itself’,	of	the	evasion	of	direct	engagement,	of	the	deciphering	
of	signifying	actions	that	has	suddenly	become	the	obligatory	route	from	the	event	to	its	
reception.	And	so,	indeed,	do	recent	“readings”	of	music	from	some	quarters	increasingly	
read.’24

Analysis Re-Appraised: Beyond Formalism, Back into the Subjective
The following assertion by Boulez throws light on the previous generation’s reluctance to 
speak of aesthetic problems and preference for a discourse of a technical kind:

‘We	belong	to	a	generation	that	does	not	willingly	address	aesthetical	problems;	not	
so	long	ago,	even	I	ardently	fought	against	those	words	commonly	wasted	on	everything	
and	nothing;	I	was	particularly	infuriated	by	expressions	such	as	“human”,	“cosmos”,	“the	
communion	between	man	and	the	world”,	“a	human	scale”,	etc.;	this	vocabulary	has	been	
overused	to	the	point	of	nausea,	in	the	most	despicable	or	fatuous	occasions.’25

Is the death of the author a response to the impossibility of speaking of music on these 
grand, all-embracing terms? Does the rejection of these terms imply the hopelessness of 
communicating any form of subjectivity through music, in an all or nothing, formalist vs. 
critical-hermeneutic dichotomy? And if so, was this impossibility self-imposed? Barthes 
declared the author dead in the 1970s. Was he really dead? As Kramer’s words indicate, it 
seems that this was more a wishful thought than a reality:

‘For	most	of	the	twentieth	century,	subjectivity,	in	the	sense	of	the	private	monad,	was 
regarded	 as	 an	obstacle	 to	both	musical	 experience	and	musical	 knowledge.	Too	much	
emphasis	on	feeling	or	ascription	of	meaning	could	only	obscure	what	was	truly	musical	
about	music,	its	articulation	of	style,	form,	and	structure.	Musical	knowledge	was	know-
ledge	of	the	variety	and	history	of	these	qualities;	musical	experience	came	from	following	
them	with	rapt	attention.’26

23	 Williams	2001,	p.	36.

24	 Treitler	1995,	p.	13.

25	 Boulez	1995,	p.	491.	(My	translation).

26	 Kramer	2003,	p.	6.	(My	emphasis).
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Here Kramer expresses the belief that modernist composers – who else can he be referring 
to? – are inconsiderate towards the historical character of their activity, to music’s appeal 
to interior states of mind, to its capacity to act as the place of articulation for the various 
aspects of the social. Though Kramer is careful enough to name no names, perhaps 
deductive reasoning can narrow the field. Making his recrimination extensive to all serialist 
composers would be a gross misrepresentation of the facts. The briefest look at periodicals 
such as Die Reihe can supply one with more than enough examples of musicians concerned 
with the social and the aesthetic aspects of their music. Even Boulez, despite his confessed 
disinclination to use ‘cosmic’ terms to describe his musical aims, has provided us with 
copious amount of literature addressing issues beyond the merely technical. Is Kramer then 
referring to the American postwar composers? It is true that most of the theoretical writing 
that serves as a basis for the establishment of twelve-tone and pitch-class set theory –  
I am referring to Babbitt, Lewin, Howe and Forte, among others – does not abound with 
considerations about what could be called extramusical meaning, circumscribing itself, 
rather, within the task of constructing musical systems. 
 But even if such considerations do not constitute the bulk of the theoretical production of 
the aforementioned authors, they are also there. Kramer goes on:

‘Informal	interpretations	of	music,	phrases	just	blurted	out,	unsystematic,	freely	me-
taphorical	or	epithetical,	not	especially	articulate,	are	important	far	in	excess	of	their	ap-
parent	 lack	of	 substantive	weight.	 They	 activate	 shared	 assumptions	 about	 subjectivity	
and	foster	feelings	of	alliance	and	identification.	Such	informal	ascriptions,	bearers	of	the	
hermeneutics	of	everyday	life,	carry	with	them	our	intuitive,	precritical	sense	of	the	world.	
Sharing	in	them	is	a	form	of	music-making.’27

It is a common habit among new musicologists to underline the fact that music analysis’ 
reaction to Barthes’ 1968 essay declaring the death of the author has happened rather 
behind schedule. Yet long after the origins of its problematization, and despite all the 
poststructuralist grievances, the concept of author is still very much alive. Nicholas Cook is 
prompt to point out how, even in the most mathematically abstract analyses, the ascribed 
creative value of the work by the analysts shows that, although some presume that ‘the 
author may be dead in music theory, … his ghost continues to haunt us.’28 Traditional 
musicologists still concern themselves with locating authorial intent, while performance 
experts are often guided by what they believe would be the desired rendition of a musical 
work by its own composer. And the idea of the composer-hero still motivates a great deal 
of music criticism dealing with Romantic as well as contemporary composers.
 As a less radical evaluation of music than that of the anti-formalists, ‘new’ musicology 
should not try to annihilate the author, but point out the general transfer of interpretative 
focus from production to reception in musical meaning-making. The death of the author 
should not be understood as the problem-free process of empowerment of a newly liberated 
reader. Cook draws attention to the necessity of evaluating the freedom that the interpretive 
approach concedes to the reader of the work. For example, he depicts Andrew Mead as a 
highly authoritative theorist through his analyses of twelve-tone music, especially those of 
Elliott Carter. This goes to the point of even rescinding the composer’s explicit intentions 
wherever these seem to contradict the theorist’s corroborations. In Cook’s eyes, Mead 
represents an extreme case of theory-based ‘dictatorship’, where authorial intent and the 
reader’s freedom are overruled by the theory’s authoritative comprehensiveness.29

 Cook, with his usual lucidity, shakes the received conventional critiques of musical 

27	 Kramer	2003,	pp.	6-7.

28	 Cook	1995,	p.	424.

29	 Cook	1995,	p.	425.
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analysis when he states that ‘theory might be said to be a discipline predicated on the 
death of the author.’30 Contemporary analysis, which he understands as beginning with 
Schenker, can be understood as a shift of attention from the composers’ intentions to 
explanations one had to find in the ‘music itself ’. Cook makes Schenker the archetypical 
case, with his theory explaining the principles by which music, and not the composer, 
operates. Apropos the composer-genius

‘the	superior	force	of	truth	–	of	Nature,	as	it	were	–	is	at	work	mysteriously	behind	his	
consciousness,	guiding	his	pen,	without	caring	in	the	least	way	in	following	his	conscious	
intentions,	the	result,	alas!,	would	often	be	a	miserable	composition.	But,	fortunately,	that	
mysterious	power	arranges	everything	for	the	best.’31

But one can also find more flexible approaches that let go of the total administration of 
meaning. Jonathan Bernard talks about analytical approaches that are rendered more viable 
if they renounce the striving for exactitudes in his apprehension of minimal music.32 This 
is an alternative approach to exclusively ‘numerological’ formalist analysis, where concrete 
mathematical formulations are substituted by sensory analogies, mainly from the world of 
painting and sculpture. Although the critique might be made that visual correspondences 
cannot account for exclusively musical concepts such as pitch or rhythm, or that the 
essentially static consideration of the aforementioned arts clashes with musical experience 
as temporally unfolding, value is given to certain relationships that these arts do have in 
common with music. By focusing on the interplay between the different levels of density 
and contrast, or by emphasizing surface rather than depth,33 these visual analytic approaches 
suggest different ways of ‘seeing’ music. This is tantamount to an empowerment of the 
listener, which in Bernard’s case does not go against the well-being of the composer.
 Bernard’s approach shows us that, although still perfectly legitimate a motive as it may 
be, analysis has moved beyond limiting itself to detecting over-arching schemes in the search 
for structural coherence. Music-theoretical discourse does not necessarily need to be about 
unity. It must further be said that insensitivity to disunity is not a defect of the approaches 
at our disposal, but rather stems from a procedural bias. Indeed, a methodological toolbox 
able to disclose unity is also, by the same token, able to speak about disunity. Fred Everett 
Maus agrees: 

‘Any	non-vacuous	vocabulary	 for	asserting	close	musical	 relationships	also	provides	
ways	of	denying	those	relationships	–	that	is,	ways	of	identifying	differences.’34

As Cook points out, the problem of the ‘obsession’ with unity might just be an apparent 
one, a mere word game. A theory of musical unity, he says, is equally a theory of musical 
disunity; it just depends on how one chooses to see it:

‘Schenker’s	theory	is	a	means	of	relating	unity	to	disunity.	We	generally	think	of	it	as	
a	mechanism	that	takes	foreground	disunity	as	its	input,	and	yields	background	unity	as	
its	output.	But	it	makes	equally	good	sense	to	think	of	Schenker’s	theory	as	a	means	of	
demonstrating	the	diversity	(…)	of	the	foreground;	it	is	precisely	the	comparison	with	the	
unified	background	that	makes	these	qualities	stand	out	in	relief.’35

30	 Cook	1995,	p.	424.

31	 Schenker	1954,	p.	60.

32	 Bernard	1995,	p.	266.

33	 Cook	1995,	p.	425.

34	 Maus	1999,	p.	171.

35	 Cook	1995,	p.	429.
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If there is something that can be generalized as a trope of the theoretical apprehension of 
music, it is the need for delving beneath the surface, to enact a dialectic of unity / disunity 
through a consideration of different complexity levels in a piece. This is not the same, 
however, as claiming that analysts only look for unity. They might even be specifically 
looking for the contrary. Early analysts focused on the unity found in Beethoven’s 
symphonies because they appeared discontinuous to the naked ear.36 Postwar musicologists 
tried to fight the image of Webern’s music as disconnected through articulating accounts 
of the ways in which the row was a pervasive, though latent, structure in it. On the other 
hand, accounts such as Jonathan Bernard’s consideration of minimalist music try to 
bring to the fore the processes of change underlying an apparently continuous surface. 
The leitmotif in music theory has been to oppose music’s phenomenological appearance 
against a conceptual substrate. In this way, music analysis transcends many of the critiques 
posed by postmodernism and becomes a discipline fully engaged with difference.
 The music theorist Joseph Straus is eager to accept that, for traditional theorists, there 
is much to gain from addressing the concerns posed by poststructuralism. But even if the 
analytical concerns undergo drastic transformations, the ‘powerful and sophisticated analytical 
technologies we have developed through thirty years of intense communal effort’ can still be 
employed whatever the enterprise, since they guarantee system and rigor. In his own words, ‘if 
analysis is to play its necessary role in serving a post-structuralist ideology, let us insist, then, 
on analytically precise, and theoretically grounded contextual definitions of unrelatedness.’37

 Analysis’ claims to objectivity must not anymore be seen as a strategical attempt to 
reach a position of authority by means of allegedly positivistic rhetoric. At the turn of 
the nineteenth century, the institutionalization of the study of music as an independent 
scholarly pursuit set about a legitimization process within a literary climate busy 
celebrating the ‘autonomy of the aesthetic’. Criticism began developing into some sort 
of ‘structural poetics’, fostered by the ever-increasing obsession with the printed text and 
the rise of the concept of the work as the privileged study object. As Ruth Solie explains, 
the main idea introduced into the aesthetic consideration of works was that of ‘organic 
unity’, which valued works of art to the extent that they could be comprehended under 
the universal laws of the biologist’s paradigm. The increasing importance of biological 
models and their replacement of mechanical ones as privileged paradigms of explanation 
for literary criticism marks the transition to an analytical philosophy of art and in 
particular to music analysis.38 As Andrew Bowie contends, the ideology of organicism 
and aesthetic autonomy were two concepts that mutually reinforced each other in their 
attempt to objectify art, and especially music, as a space between sensory perception and 
intellectual cognition. Through organicism, the aesthetic was presumed to establish a 
purpose in Nature, and the Self resolved the Kantian division of subject and object.39

 Nowadays, most scholars have acknowledged the relativity of all knowledge. Daily 
contact with students evinces the fact that young analysts and composers do not explain 
music in terms of eternal, transcendent laws anymore. Bearing this in mind, presenting an 
account of a piece of music in a value-free language – though language is never entirely 
free of ideology; but neither is it always trying to impose patriarchal, Western, colonialist 
or elitist views – of some structural features in order to clarify the internal workings of 
the piece should not be seen as an act of legitimation by an authoritative, agenda-pushing 
expert. If anything, it should be regarded as a personal, yet perfectly plausible, act of 
meaning-enhancement. As Arnold Whittall indicates:

36	 Cook	1995,	p.	429.

37	 Straus	1995,	par.	6.

38	 See	Solie	1980,	p.	148;	also	Samson	1999,	p.	39.

39	 Bowie	1993,	p.	45.
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‘Through	description	and	interpretation	of	the	formal	principles	and	technical	proce-
dures	with	which	 (…)	 themes	and	motives	are	presented	and	manipulated,	 the	analyst	
can	provide	a	foundation,	a	background	against	which	the	individual	interpretation	of	the	
dramatic	significance	of	thematic	components	may	be	placed.	And,	if	human,	the	analyst	
can	rarely	exclude	all	discussion	of	dramatic	meaning	from	his	technical	commentary.’40	

If postmodernism wants to be true to its own tenets, it should accept that anyone should 
be able to speak about any aspect of music in any way that serves the purpose at hand, 
provided they do not elevate any of their postulates to the level of eternal, self-evident 
or necessarily universal wisdom. As Kofi Agawu reminds us, the point is not ‘whether a 
work is autonomous (or relatively autonomous) but when in the analytical process it is 
appropriate to set it up as such for particular heuristic purposes.’41 Furthermore, whether 
one favors structure, detached search for objectivity, systematic evidence, etc. or, on the 
other hand, subjectivity, poetic criticism, metaphoric thinking or participant observation, 
one must bear the following in mind: any facet of music that, at one point in history, was 
presented as systematic sooner or later enters, by virtue of its historicity, the realm of the 
subjective. Therefore, one is almost forced to agree with Kramer that those differences are, 
in the long run, untenable.42

With this critical examination of the concepts of authorship, unity and text, I hope to 
have provided the backbone for the understanding of the kind of general problems 
the contemporary analyst must integrate into his endeavor. Nevertheless, it seems that 
many of the aforementioned concerns apply only when speaking of the deceased authors 
of past eras, whose real self – the one we would perceive were we given the chance of 
speaking with them about their work vis à vis – was erected in a different cultural context, 
about which documented evidence might be scarce, and from which we are separated 
by a symbolic gap. Since we are trying to come to grips with a creative mind active in a 
different aesthetic paradigm, some kind of speculative psychological reconstruction must 
logically take place. And in this realm, the subjective thrives.
 What about a synchronic look at the music of today, though? What about living, active 
composers one has relatively unimpaired access to? Whose expressed intentions and 
compositional methods one has the chance to investigate through first-hand dialogue? In 
what follows, I shall put into perspective the theoretical notions exposed up to this point, 
relating them to the compositional proceedings of the Catalan composer Hèctor Parra. 
I believe that this composer’s particular set of technical and aesthetic coordinates offer 
a conciliation of the dichotomies and polemics elicited by a poststructuralist account of 
contemporary music. With this, I hope to show how teaming up with a living composer 
not only is a most fruitful analytical strategy, but also how this alliance necessarily weakens 
the dichotomy between formal reductionism and postmodern contextual relativism.43

The Polyhedric Author
Hèctor Parra was born in Barcelona in 1976, but now resides in Paris. He followed piano 
and composition studies at the local conservatory, and has been active as a composer of 
contemporary chamber and orchestral music for more than 15 years. In parallel with his 
musical career, Parra is active as a painter. His interest in the visual arts materializes in his 

40	 Whittall	1981,	p.	63.

41	 Agawu	2004,	p.	269.

42	 Kramer	2003,	p.	8.

43	 The	reader	might	need	to	know	here	that	Parra	and	I	are	both	musicians	and	classical	composers	born	and	

educated	in	Barcelona	yet	living	abroad,	and	our	ages	differ	by	one	year.
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attempts to develop structural parallels between different art forms. In this connection, Parra 
completed a period of artistic research during his IRCAM residency in 2005, which consisted 
of the investigation of possible isomorphisms between color perception and sound perception 
in computer-assisted composition of music. His investigation entitled Towards a creative 
approach to structural inter-relations between acoustic and visual spaces44 forms the basis for the 
following outline of Parra’s particular conceptualization of musical structure, which contains 
features that originate in the visual arts and are extended to the musical sphere.
 Cézanne’s attempt to devise a logical order of the use of color inspired by his 
observation of nature serves as a model for Parra’s administration of what could be called 
‘visual modulation.’ Parra regards this as a ‘visual grammar’ that organizes the impressions 
received by the senses and enables the construction of color-complex combinations.45 
Parra’s method of devising the harmonic and rhythmical elements in his pieces is directly 
inspired by this procedural strategy.
 The structural analogy between the visual and the auditory may be explained as 
follows: just as a painting can be understood as a succession of individual color units, 
whose juxtaposition in different combinations results in concrete curves of visual tension, 
the perception of rhythm can also be thought of as a succession of elementary rhythmical 
units, whose duration Parra takes as comprised between 1 and 6 seconds. In the same 
way that color can be represented through several variables,46 Parra devises a multi-
parametrical system that maps color into rhythmic parameters. In this way, rhythmical 
modulations47 are obtained that correspond to significant visual trajectories extracted 
from a colorimetric analysis of concrete paintings, or just to color combinations intuitively 
spawned by the composer with specific musical results in mind.48

 Each rhythmical unit is composed by the superposition of two cells. One of them always 
presents a series of attacks49 in accelerando (increasing exponentially), while the other cell’s 
attacks are progressively slower (decreasing logarithmically, i.e., in an inverse manner to its 
opposite cell). The rhythmic unit results from the union of the 2 cells, as is shown in Figure 1. 
In most cases, they display a certain temporal staggering in order to bring each cell’s character 
into being. Their simultaneous onset would result in a neutralizing effect.

44	 My	translation.	The	original	French	title	is	Pour une approche créatrice des interrelations structurelles entre les 

espaces acoustiques et visuels.	From	now	on,	all	the	translations	from	the	original	text	in	French	will	be	mine.	I	

must	also	point	out	that	the	visual	examples	used	throughout	this	research	have	been	borrowed	from	Parra’s	

thesis	with	his	permission,	for	which	I	am	most	grateful.

45	 Parra	2005,	pp.	26-27.

46	 The	HSV	colorimetric	system	chosen	by	Parra	dissects	the	total	color	space	into	three	components:	hue,	

saturation	and	value.	For	more	details	about	the	reasons	for	Parra’s	choice,	see	Parra	2005,	pp.	33-34.

47	 Rather	than	following	Babbitt’s	interpretation,	‘rhythmical	modulation’	is	used	here	in	a	quasi-metaphorical	

way;	it	refers	to	something	like	a	‘gradient’	in	the	density	of	rhythmical	events,	an	evolution	of	a	parameter	

towards	one	direction	in	a	dynamic	system.

48	 Parra	2005,	p.	45.

49	 Parra’s	artistic	choice	is	to	have	from	3	to	5	attacks	per	cell.

Figure 1
Cell	couples	for	the	color	orange	(left)	and	blue	(right).
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The intensity of the increase or decrease in the distances between attacks is determined by 
the hue of the color and also by its level of saturation. The spacing out between the upper 
and the lower cell is the result of a function that takes hue and saturation as its arguments. 
With the virtually infinite combinations that can result from the analysis of various color 
couplings, the final aim of this system is to give a unique character to each color-unit. The 
system is devised so that the degree of depth of each color is reflected in the amount of 
rhythmic energy. The sensation of movement resulting from the visual perception is thus 
related to the sensation produced by the movement (or displacement) of each rhythmical 
unit, which responds to the relatively flat or vibrant nature of each color.50

 Parra’s system maps the three HSV coordinates of the different color units within a 
modulating visual space into a rhythmical space, controlling the 7 parameters of which 
the latter is composed:

- Degree of acceleration or deceleration of the 2 cells of the unit (2 parameters: one 
measuring the acceleration, the other the deceleration)

- Number of attacks per cell (2 parameters, i.e., one per cell).
- Asynchrony between the cells’ onset (1 parameter).
- Proportion of duration between the 2 cells (1 parameter).
- Total duration of the rhythmical unit (1 parameter).

When the saturation of a color decreases, the functions in the system return a linear 
increase, which corresponds to evenly spaced attacks. Thus, colors in the vicinity of the 
gray area will tend to produce rhythmic regularity. Conversely, an increase in the energetic 
character of the unit responds to irregular rhythmic features.51

 At a primary level, one can conceive the creation of a compound rhythmical unit 
through the superposition of two different units reflecting a coupling of complementary 
colors. Figure 2 illustrates the union of the colors orange (upper cell) and blue (lower cell), 
which according to Parra causes a strong visual tension given their opposed extremes of 
proximity and visual depth.52

50	 Parra	2005,	pp.	45-46

51	 I	will	not	go	deeper	into	the	description	of	how	the	various	color	parameters	are	transformed	into	concrete	

rhythms.	The	function	is	very	complex,	and	since	this	is	not	an	article	on	algorithmic	programming	per	se,	

the	exact	inner	workings	of	the	process	are	not	essential	for	the	discussion	at	hand.

52	 Unfortunately,	the	colors	cannot	be	reproduced	in	the	printed	figures.	Since	most	people	are	able	to	evoke	

the	colors	mentioned	here,	the	decision	was	made	to	maintain	the	references	to	the	original	figures	in	which	

the	colors	were	presented	in	the	rectangles	on	the	left,	which	have	been	hued	here	in	various	grey	shades.

Figure 2
Opposition	of	an	orange	cell	(above)	with	a	blue	cell	(below).
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In the rhythmical plane, this tension results in a strong deformation of the uniform flow of 
time, a result that substantiates Parra’s active quest for aesthetically significant couplings, 
as his description of the previous figure evidences.
 In musical terms, these irregularities take form in the flowing line between upper 
(orange) and lower (blue) cells. It starts with an opening propulsion of energy (initial 
attacks linked to orange [above] but also to blue [below]), followed by a central 
development (mainly linked to orange [above]), suddenly stopped by a second propulsion 
(blue extremities) which brings us to the final expansion (guided only by orange).53

 As a contrast, Figure 3 shows the opposition green (upper cell) – magenta (lower 
cell). Both colors have little depth, which prompts the superposition of two relatively 
regular units, albeit with different durations. This constitutes a less energetic unit than the 
previous one, which Parra accentuates through their simultaneous onset.

A second organizational level is reached by the sequential presentation (with possible 
overlaps) of the rhythmic molecules, combinations that ‘contribute to the material 
realization that is most successful for their artistic project.’54

 Figure 4 shows three different color couples that have been combined to produce a visual 
– thus rhythmic – trajectory of an approximate duration of 15 seconds. An intense, attention-
grabbing couple (first 2 cells on the left, orange above, blue below), marks the very dense first 
part.55 A climactic point (middle cells) characterized by the yellow (above) / violet (below) 
contrast follows this. The last cells (on the right), a less tensioned green (above) / magenta 
(below) coupling, equilibrates the character of the phrase by stopping the momentum.
 Once several phrases have been fabricated through the deliberate – that is, non-
automated – arrangement of different color patterns in succession, a succession of 
attack points emerges. The final stage consists on the transformation of this temporal 
continuum into traditional mensural notation. The quantization is done with the 
assistance of a special library of the software OpenMusic called Kant,56 which analyzes 

53	 Parra	2005,	p.	61.

54	 Parra	2005,	p.	64.

55	 The	couples	are	named	as	they	occur	from	left	to	right.	The	first	color	of	each	couple	is	the	color	above,	the	

second	below.

56	 Developed	at	IRCAM	by	Benoît	Meudic	in	2003,	and	included	in	the	software	bundle	OpenMusic.

Figure 3
Green	(above)	–	magenta	(below)	opposition.
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sequences of attack points in continuous time and suggests different ways to convey them 
as representations of discrete time. The procedure has several phases: first, the points 
envisioned as ‘strong’ – such as the beginnings of measures and other important rhythmic 
points – are marked with the lines that exceed the height of the staff in Figure 5 (upper 
staff).

Then, as can be observed in the middle staff, the tempo is adjusted so that it resembles as 
much as possible the initial tempo heard by the composer, yet allows for a more faithful 
quantification of the original sequence. Following this, the program suggests concrete 
rhythms, which the composer can fine-tune according to his intuition. At this point, some 
of the positions of the attack points can be slightly altered for clarity’s sake (lower staff).

(30 100 100)

(210 100 100)
(330 100 100)

(120 100 100)

(270 100 100)

(60 100 100)

Figure 4
Phrase	composed	by	an	initial	orange	vs.	blue	opposition,	followed	by	a	yellow	/	violet	coupling,	
finalized	with	a	green	/	magenta	pair.	

Figure 5
Upper	staff.	Quantization	process,	step	1:	choice	of	strong	points.
Middle	staff.	Quantization	process,	step	2:	choice	of	tempo	and	bar	start	points.
Lower	staff.	Quantization	process,	step	3:	first	suggestion	of	quantized	rhythms.
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Finally, Parra transcribes the rhythmic phrase by hand (Figure 6).57 This final process 
combines the observation of the notation suggested by the program with personal choices 
about how to accentuate the temporal gesturality of the phrase for dramatic effects, or to 
better adapt it to the requirements of the desired impact of the musical situation being 
produced or – in the case of vocal music – to the semantic content of the text, etc.

To this end, the quantified rhythms suggested by the program are enhanced through 
such expressive devices as ancillary / grace notes, fast arpeggiated sweeps, unusual 
modes of instrumental articulation, dynamic modulations that convey the sense of the 
phrase (pmff) or that oppose it (creating structural polarities that result in tension 
[sffzp]), etc. All these factors seek to contribute to the better performance of the 
technical and expressive demands of the music, and are the fruit of a non-automated, 
careful consideration of the music by the composer in which his own aesthetic intuition 
plays the foremost role.
 After this scrutiny of the method by which some elements of Parra’s music are 
obtained, one could still register the grievance that what we are aware of are not Parra’s 
aesthetic or semantic intentions – which one could rather prefer to consider as belonging 
to a more affective, psychological, literary or any other kind of symbolic sphere – but 
the technical aspects governing the construction of exclusively structural components in 
his pieces. Reducing the meaning of Parra’s music to the mere account of the structure-
generating strategies he follows in his pieces would thus betray the inveterate list of 
negligences imputed to traditional, formalist analyses. We would have committed, as 
Richard Taruskin calls it, the ‘poietic fallacy’.58 In fact, circumscribing the role of authorial 
agency to the application of a tightly conceived compositional method could also be 
seen as invoking Lyotard’s ‘grand schemes of explanation’, in a most reactionary form 
of allegiance to traditional modes of musical understanding and their dependency on 
concepts such as coherence and structure. As Lawrence Kramer suggests, the exclusive 
description of music – Parra’s, in our particular case – through a condensed account of 
the directed materialization of some structural relationships would betray the ‘essentially 
interdisciplinary and irreducibly plural’ character that must be present in a postmodern 
interpretation of music.59

 At the purely formal level, the general aim of Parra’s investigation can be described as 
the development of a compositional algorithm that enables isomorphic mappings from 
the visual to the rhythmical plane. By means of this discrete system of parameters, the 
tensions present in the perception of time are made to reflect the same kind of tensions 
that the perception of colors in a painting presents. So much for formalism. But Parra’s 
writings also abound with explicit formulations about the aesthetic intentions of his 

57	 Figure	 6	 does	 not	 represent	 the	 composer’s	 handwriting,	 since	 it	 had	 to	 be	 set	 in	 print	 for	 reasons	 of	

clarity.	

58	 See	Taruskin	2004.

59	 Kramer,	L.	1995,	p.	5.

18

(  = 84)

Lies

-Concitato-

6:4
( )

nicht mehr -

3:2
( )

v.m.

schau! schau nicht mehr [g] eh

7:8 3:2
( )( )

v.m.

vibr.

Figure 6
Quantization	process,	step	4:	final	hand	transcription.
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artistic approach. The following citation is one among many instances where Parra links 
the technical aspects of his compositional endeavor with the broader context, beyond the 
material realization of some mathematical relations for their own sake:

‘One	can	reasonably	think	that	today’s	public,	used	to	receiving	a	multiplicity	of	stimu-
lations	in	a	passive	and	unremitting	way,	sometimes	disconnected,	is	in	need	of	a	more	
intense	and	polyhedric	stimulation	of	perception	in	order	to	attain	a	deep	aesthetic	expe-
rience.	Intense	by	means	of	its	high	degree	of	density,	and	polyhedric	insofar	as	it	addres-
ses	different	facets	of	the	sensibility,	although	in	an	articulated	fashion	around	a	unity	or	
central	core.	That	is	why	our	purpose	is	far	from	the	“tradition”	that	consists	in	assembling	
a	polyphony	of	orthogonal	or	disconnected	elements.’60

Here Parra addresses the problem of perception in a society where mass production of 
commodified artistic products subsumes individual lives in a haze of stimuli, surrounding 
them by a relatively saturated yet segregated flow of impressions. In order to convey the 
kinds of structural tensions he perceives in elements from other sensory fields, such as 
a painting by Cézanne or a poem by Celan, Parra adapts his creative process to satisfy a 
concrete expressive need: the presentation of an aesthetics of polyhedric connectedness 
that will indulge the listener’s need for intense stimuli at multiple levels.61

 Here, Parra addresses the use of technological means in his pieces:

‘In	fact,	a	big	part	of	these	new	possibilities	comes	from	the	application	of	new	tech-
nologies	in	almost	every	domain	of	music.	This	richness	of	methods	is	nevertheless	not	
all	that	unrelated	to	the	crisis	spawned	by	the	insufficiencies	of	the	aforementioned	pa-
radigms.	A	challenge,	both	personal	and	collective,	presents	itself:	to	master	these	new	
media	and	to	integrate	them	in	the	Western	musical	tradition.’62

In Parra’s hands, the dichotomy between the use of premeditated abstract procedures 
and the semantic capacity of art thus becomes blurry. Parra’s enterprise shows how one 
can invoke tremendously complex formal structures without sacrificing the possibility of 
the expression of a subjectivity. In possession of this evidence, it seems ridiculous not to 
come to grips with the intention of a composer whose aims and procedures lay open for 
inspection and who so eloquently expresses an alliance of the poietic with the esthesic. Why 
the postmodern suspicion? Maybe it constitutes a reaction to the times where the pendulum 
hung at the other end of its arch. Yet if so, such corrective bias is not required anymore.

Conclusion
As Robert Morgan indicates, the intentional fallacy could only work in periods where 
the existence of general aesthetic conventions constituted a sort of ‘absolute objectivity 
beyond the reach of the personal attitudes even of the composer himself.’63 But the same 
fallacy does not hold up today, when works are supplied together with their technical 
description, which amounts to inventing its own set of ad hoc conventions or, in an 
almost synonymous sense, having no conventions. Cook’s suggestion of a possible view 
of music theory as being predicated on the death of the author has already been pointed 

60	 Parra	2005,	p.	111.

61	 This	 concrete	 segment	 refers	 to	Parra’s	work	Strette	 (2003)	 for	 soprano,	 live	 electronics,	 real-time	video	

projection	and	lights,	with	text	extracted	from	the	poem	Engführung	by	Paul	Celan	and	based	on	a	pictorial	

analysis	of	Cézanne’s	painting	Château Noir (1904).

62	 Parra	2005,	p.	113.

63	 Morgan	1977,	p.	40.
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out.64 How else can we understand music whose meaning does not come from itself but 
through its consideration against a background of stylistic conventions (in the case of 
the tonal period) or against nature-given rules (in the kind of Schenkerian analysis)? But, 
by the same token, in an era where pieces contain their own set of rules, and where these 
rules are explicitly provided by the composer, the author is alive and kicking.
 By now, the fact that the bulk of the so-called ‘new musicologists’ busy themselves 
with the household names of the classical Austrian-Germanic canon, rather than trying 
to present a counterpoise to its artistic value or at least interrogate it on the basis of its 
invested ideology constitutes common knowledge. Paradoxically enough, this is the sin 
Kerman attributed to hardcore music theorists in his famous diatribe against theory, in 
which he proposed to do away with its pillar-concepts and practices such as organicism, 
technical (formalist) analysis, etc.65 In fact, as Jonathan Dunsby points out, most 
postmodernly-bent musicologists hold what is considered to be a contemporary ideological 
stance66 yet have dropped out altogether from participation in contemporary art.67 
 Coming back to the problem, or the need, for distance, it might very well be that formalist, 
technical analysis and the emphasis composers put on manifesting their intentions are the 
most valuable pieces of information we have about the endeavor of contemporary classical 
music. Not only, as Christensen has shown, is all analytical knowledge fully historical,68 
in the sense that a systematic view cast upon reality is still indebted to a particular view 
of things which is temporally and geographically contingent, but it is also very difficult, 
almost futile, to determine in advance what will constitute the significant, hermeneutically-
determinant facts one may want to tease out tomorrow about the music of today. In such a 
case, a technical analysis of the interplay of the structural aspects giving shape to a piece will 
always constitute a valid source of knowledge, all the more if we are aware that it was that 
feature which stimulated the composer in the first place.
 Before the institutionalization of music pedagogy in the nineteenth century, analysis 
was an element overlapping with composition. During the successive processes of 
emancipation of analysis as an academic discipline in its own right, both analysis and 
composition exhibited the tendency to break apart into a plethora of different ‘isms’, each 
of which claimed the patent on artistic truth. This phenomenon is, we should all hope, 
a process the current state of affairs is striving to reverse. Scholars must embrace the 
necessarily multifaceted outcome of any investigation dealing with artistic objects. Not 
only is the gap between analysis and composition vaguer than some decades ago, but also 
much of the contemporary theoretical writing is inspired by the kind of ad-hoc theorizing 
composers apply in their pieces. The latter gives evidence of the fact contemporary music 
theory does not worry anymore about the canonizing power and universal validity of its 
statements, but of its fitness in explaining how particular pieces were put together.
 As Agawu points out, even during the worst years of the storm, those that went into 
hiding continued to produce work that was good in an older but no less valid tradition 
of scholarship.69 This implies that the critiques of analysis have been swallowed but not 
necessarily stomached. As Straus contends, most analysts were drawn to their discipline 
because of the pleasure taken in the close engagement with their favorite musical works 

64	 Cook	1995,	p.	424.

65	 See	Kerman	1980.

66	 Although	the	fact	that	most	of	the	ideas	supporting	their	views	take	their	origin	from	the	writings	of	French	

poststructuralists	of	the	1960s	and	70s	poses	the	question	of	how	contemporary	we	can	still	consider	these	

paradigms.

67	 Dunsby	2004,	p.	25.

68	 See	Christensen	1993.	

69	 Agawu	2004,	p.	267.
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and in order to explain how they are put together, how their inner structures function.70 
No matter how much concepts as ‘work’ and ‘structure’ are object of suspicion in critical 
theory, the lack of an empirical proof that such concepts are actually harmful or immoral 
to the whole scholarly endeavor renders postmodern revisionist agendas suspect in 
themselves. 
 Analysis should continue broadening out the methods and approaches that have 
already proved useful. But at the same time, theory and analysis should abandon their 
essentialist tendencies in favor of a non-positivist type of understanding (Verstehen), thus 
transcending the Cartesian dichotomy between subject and object, which is not achieved 
through subjectification of a text but by means of an ongoing and never-ending process 
of mediation.71 The hermeneutic side of analysis should have as its primary concern to 
bring out the tension between the text under scrutiny and the present in a dialectic process 
revealing the double-sidedness of any object of interpretation: its capacity to act as a 
historical document written by an individual living within a unique cultural setting and 
addressing definite problems within a personal discourse, yet open to new interpretations 
by virtue of being read in new contexts. 
 The understanding of a methodology or the interpretation of a theory cannot take place 
independent of its application to a concrete historical concern. Yet musical analysis, as it has 
been practiced upon music of the past, is still valid in that it is flexible enough to adapt to 
evolving musical environments and able to generate new approaches susceptible of crystallizing 
into new traditions. As Christensen says, we are distant from the past, not separated.72

 One need only question any colleague to realize the extent to which music scholars 
in general agree on the same basic matters. No academic nowadays would maintain that 
there is such a thing as absolute music (outside of a historical category), or that culture 
does not leave its imprint on music. Concepts such as radical formalism or cultural / 
linguistic relativism are hopefully becoming obsolete as axioms among music scholars.
 If there is ever going to be a moment of musical syncretism, where all different strands 
of the scholarly apprehension of music collaborate in order to give the most complete 
account of any musical situation, it will be through an epistemological shift, whereby 
specialists of one field will start valuing other approaches by the extent to which they 
‘pitch in’ – and not by what they leave out – in regard to the common enterprise of 
understanding music.
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