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Preface

As instrumental music evolved in the West over many centuries, its composers de-
veloped the capability of generating progressively longer and more complicated individual
works. What enabled this impressive growth was, on the one hand, their gradual crea-
tion of the generic conventions of musical form—especially sonata form and its variants;
and on the other, their growing powers of sustaining musical interest by means of sharply
differentiated themes, new techniques of musical development, increased sources of
sound production, and the like, even without the orientation provided by standard
forms. As we all know, by the mid —to late nineteenth century, a war in musical aes-
thetics broke out over the question of whether it was purely musical principles that made
possible such extensive statements in instrumental music, or whether composers and lis-
teners had to resort to stories and symbols from outside the music to make it cohere. In
the central Germanic musical tradition this conflict pitted the conservatives ( Brahms and
Joseph Joachim and their followers, as championed by the Viennese critic Eduard Han-
slick) against the New German School (Berlioz, Liszt, and Wagner, as championed by
the critic and historian Franz Brendel ). In Russia, the same two positions, more or
less, were taken by Anton Rubinstein and his colleagues at the St. Petersburg Conserva-
tory, on the one hand; and the moguchaya kuchka (the “Mighty Handful” of Bala-
kirev, Borodin, Musorgsky, Cui, and Rimsky-Korsakov, as championed by the critic
Vladimir Stasov) , on the other. The conflict was never really resolved, and so it has
lived on into and through the twentieth century. It—or something very much like it—still
thrives today, both in the day—to—day world of “Classical Music” in performance and
criticism, and in musical scholarship.

Modern theories of musical narrative—that is, the theories with which Doctor Wang’ s
book deal—have their foundation in precisely these issues of what is intrinsic, and what

is extrinsic, to music. What language do we need in order to make sense of Beethoven



sonatas, or Chopin Ballades, or Liszt tone poems, or Brahms symphonies? For us, as
musicians, will the language of music theory and analysis suffice? Or do we need some-
thing else? And what about the many listeners who have no background in music theory?
Does it enlighten them, or increase their understanding, if we interpret extended pieces
of instrumental music as telling a story, or at least as unfolding in parallel with a story?
And if so, do such stories help us also, as musicians, to achieve understanding? Given
our natural need to tell stories, or to invent stories to explain phenomena that we cannot
successfully explain otherwise, might we use narrative as a means to musical under-
standing, whether as musicians or non—-musicians? This is the question that the musical
theory of narrative asks; and that narrative musical analyses strive to answer in the af-
firmative ; and that Doctor Wang addresses in her book. I do not need to review and e-
valuate the various approaches to the topic that have developed in North American music
theory and musicology over the past few decades; she does that perfectly well. What 1
can provide, however, is some historical context to explain the growth of the narrative
approach to instrumental music over the past thirty years in Anglophone music theory,
from the point of view of someone who participated in it in its early stages.

To understand the history of narrative approaches to music in the US| it is essen-
tial to realize that American music scholarship is divided between music theorists and
musicologists (or music historians). Since the founding of the American Society for
Music Theory in 1977, as a separate organization from the much older American Musi-
cological Society, the two branches have been in many respects quite separate—with
different histories, and with different traditions, interests, values, and professional
language. In accordance with this division, although narrative approaches to musical
analysis and interpretation appeared in both the music—theoretical and music—historical
communities, they sprouted more or less independently, beginning in the late 1980’ s.
Why the late 1980 s, and why in both theory and musicology? As it turns out, the the-
orists and musicologists who began to take a narrative approach were responding to prob-
lems that they perceived in their separate disciplines, but the problems themselves were
quite different.

American music theory in the 1980 s was dominated by Schenkerian analysis as

the principal means to understanding tonal music, and pitch—class set theory and twelve
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—tone theory as the principal means to understanding post—tonal and twentieth—century
music. These theoretical systems, valuable and productive as they were, nonetheless
imposed rather strict limits on what could be said, theoretically—and analytically—speak-
ing. And in practice they imposed limits on what music could be dealt with. In tonal
music, the music considered to be of interest was primarily that of the canonic German
composers, from Bach to Brahms, plus Scarlatti and Chopin ( and thus little or no
French, Italian, or Russian music, and no music of the New German School ) , as exem-
plified particularly in Schenker’s work. In post—tonal and twentieth—century music, the
repertoire of choice was the music of high modernism—that of the composers of the Sec-
ond Viennese School, plus Stravinsky, Bartok, and a selection of post—1945 compos-
ers, plus perhaps Ives and Ruggles (and thus little or no Prokofiev or Shostakovich, or
Hindemith, Barber, Britten, or other midcentury neo—tonal composers). Although I
will be here concerned only with tonal music of the late eighteenth and the nineteenth
centuries, as is most narrative —based music —theoretical work, it is worth noting that
Doctor Wang extends her approach to Ives, Scriabin, Shostakovich, and Corigliano.
Similarly, a quite recent collection of essays edited by Michael Klein and Nicholas Rey-
land , Music and Narrative Since 1900 ( see bibliography ) , deals exclusively with twen-
tieth—( and twenty—first—) century music.

My own work in musical narrative was borne out of frustration with these limita-
tions. Although I was grateful for the analytical power that Schenker’ s ideas provided , I
kept noticing aspects of tonal music that his system did not capture, or did not capture
very well. In the mid-1980’ s I developed a strong interest in the semiology and literary
criticism of Roland Barthes, and as [ was reading his classic S/Z, it occurred to me that
he was articulating the same sorts of connections that interested me in some tonal music,
but that seemed somehow “off—limits” in the music theory of that time. I had the good
fortune of finding two colleagues also interested in narrative approaches to music—Fred
Maus and David Schwarz—and having a session on the topic accepted at the national
meeting of the Society for Music Theory in 1987. Professor Maus and I were able to pub-
lish our papers the very next year (his “Music as Drama” in Music Theory Spectrum, my
“Roland Barthes’ s S/Z from a Musical Point of View” in In Theory Only). By coinci-

dence, both Maus and I drew our musical examples from middle—period Beethoven: he
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the Quartet in F Minor, Op. 95; I the Piano Trio ( “Ghost™) in D Major, Op. 70, and
the Fourth Symphony, Op. 60. Our choices were in a way prescient: since that time,
most of the work on musical narrative in the music—theoretical community has focused on
Beethoven’s middle period and later. 1 discovered later that our work in musical narra-
tive had been preceded by two wonderful essays of Edward T. Cone: “Three Ways to
Read a Detective Story or a Brahms Intermezzo” (1977), and “Schubert’ s Promissory
Note: An Exercise in Musical Hermeneutics” (1982). And it has been followed by
much more excellent work by Professor Maus, along with many valuable contributions by
Kofi Agawu, Marion A. Guck, Gregory Karl, Robert Hatten, and especially Byron
Almén, whose insightful book on musical narrative is the first monograph to focus exclu-
sively on musical narrative.

On the historical side of musical scholarship, problems within the discipline also
gave rise to an interest in narrative approaches. Although these problems were different
from those in music theory, they had the similarity of involving both limitations of point
of view and limitations of repertory. The limitation of point of view was that musicology
tended to concentrate on projects that involved positivistic scholarship: work on auto-
graph manuscripts, transmission and publication of older music, composer biography,
and the like. The limitation of repertoire was that the discipline more or less passed over
the nineteenth century—at least after the death of Schubert, and with the exception of
Brahms. That these constrictions were very real problems became progressively clearer
in the late 1970’ s, and they were dramatically articulated by the appearance, in 1977,
of a new journal, Nineteenth—Century Music. This new periodical militated for serious
scholarship on the music of the nineteenth century, and for critical approaches to com-
plement manuscript study and other sorts of positivistic research. And so there was sud-
denly a flowering of work on the very music which at the time was politely passed over
and ignored—Italian opera, French grand opera, Wagner, program music, Russian mu-
sic, and much more. One branch of this new work, beginning around 1990, involved
musical narrative, and it featured scholars such as Lawrence Kramer, Carolyn Abbate,
Anthony Newcomb, and Vera Micznik. This work was of a quite different cast from that
in music theory, in that it was founded, on the one hand, on a tradition of historical

scholarship and criticism rather than on musical analysis; and on the other, on traditions
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of literary scholarship. Such scholars tended to denigrate musical analysis—even musi-
cal analysis that sought to learn from narrative theory—as formalist, anti-historical , and
insufficiently critical. And so they developed different ways of approaching music as nar-
rative, and they spawned a tradition of dealing with the topic that is quite different from
that practiced in music theory.

That such is the case is unfortunate. It might overstate the point to claim that for a
long time young theorists interested in musical narrative would read Maus, Agawu,
Guck, and Hatten, etc., but not Kramer, Abbate, Newcomb, and Micznik; while
young music historians would read Kramer, Abbate, Newcomb, and Micznik, but not
Maus, Agawu, Guck, and Hatten. But there is nonetheless truth in the assertion. Fa-
vorable signs are now appearing, though. Byron Almén, in his 2008 book, takes into
account both the music—theoretical and music—historical sides of narrative an analysis
and criticism, along with that of a non—anglophone tradition that I have not yet men-
tioned: that of semiotics (or, in French sources, sémiologie) , as seen in the work of
Eero Tarasti, Jean-Jacques Nattiez, and Marta Grabocz. It is also good news that Doc-
tor Wang’ s book appropriates work from all these scholarly traditions, and it is especial-
ly good that she is doing so in China—both because she will give Chinese musicians and
music scholars a through and balanced view of musical narrative theory in the West for
the past 30 years or so, and because she has developed her own independent ideas,
which serve as the basis of her interpretation of works from Chopin to John Corigliano.
She is to be congratulated on her accomplishment, and I look forward to reading her

book—though I regrettably will have to wait until it is translated into English to do so!

Patrick McCreless
Professor of Music, Yale University

February 10, 2013, New Haven
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