
Postmodernism in Music

Postmodernism is a term that has been used extensively to describe general
trends and specific works in many different cultural contexts, including
literature, cinema, architecture and the visual arts. This Introduction clari-
fies the term, and explores its relevance for music through discussion of
specific musical examples from the 1950s to the present day, providing an
engagement between theory and practice. Overall, the book equips readers
with a thorough understanding of this complex but important topic in
music studies.

* Outlines and addresses the problems of defining what we mean by
postmodernism

* Explores when postmodernism begins
* Engages with a broad range of literature and sources, inviting wider

reading and thinking
* Uses specific musical examples to present ways of interpreting music

that can be defined as postmodernist.

KENNETH GLOAG is Reader in Musicology at Cardiff University.
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2.1 Michael Daugherty, Dead Elvis, opening to Fig. E page 29
Copyright © 1999 by Peer International Corporation. Printed by
permission of Faber Music Ltd, London, sole agent for Europe, New
Zealand and Australia. All Rights Reserved.

2.2 Michael Daugherty, Dead Elvis, from Fig. G to Fig. M 32
Copyright © 1999 by Peer International Corporation. Printed by
permission of Faber Music Ltd, London, sole agent for Europe, New
Zealand and Australia. All Rights Reserved

2.3 Michael Daugherty, Dead Elvis, from Fig. M to Fig. N 35
Copyright © 1999 by Peer International Corporation. Printed by
permission of Faber Music Ltd, London, sole agent for Europe, New
Zealand and Australia. All Rights Reserved.

4.1 Nicholas Maw, Music of Memory, opening 63
© Copyright 1995 by Faber Music Ltd, London. Reproduced by kind
permission of the publishers.

4.2a Robin Holloway, Scenes from Schumann, 3. ‘Dream Vision’ (‘Allnächtlich
im Traume’ Op. 48, No. 14), opening 67
© Copyright 1978 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
Reproduced by permission of Boosey &HawkesMusic Publishers Ltd.

4.2b Robert Schumann, Dichterliebe Op. 48, No. 14 (‘Allnächtlich im
Traume’) 68

4.2c Robin Holloway, Scenes from Schumann, 5. ‘Dream Visitation’
(‘Allnächtlich im Traume’ Op. 48, No. 14), opening 69
© Copyright 1978 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
Reproduced by permission of Boosey &HawkesMusic Publishers Ltd.

4.3a Robin Holloway, Fantasy-Pieces, 1. ‘Half Asleep’, bars 1–12 71
© Copyright 1978 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
Reproduced by permission of Boosey &HawkesMusic Publishers Ltd.

4.3b Robert Schumann, Liederkreis Op. 24, No. 1 (‘Morgens steh’ ich auf ’) 72
5.1 George Rochberg, Symphony No. 2, opening, bars 1–4 77
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Copyright © 1958 by Theodore Presser Company. International
copyright secured. All rights reserved. Reproduced under licence from
United Music Publishers Ltd, England.

5.2 George Rochberg, Symphony No. 2, ending, Fig. 790 78
Copyright © 1958 by Theodore Presser Company. International
copyright secured. All rights reserved. Reproduced under licence from
United Music Publishers Ltd, England.

5.3 George Rochberg, String Quartet No. 2, opening 80
Copyright © 1971 by Theodore Presser Company. International
copyright secured. All rights reserved. Reproduced under licence from
United Music Publishers Ltd, England.

5.4 George Rochberg, String Quartet No. 2, pp. 24–5 82
Copyright © 1971 by Theodore Presser Company. International
copyright secured. All rights reserved. Reproduced under licence from
United Music Publishers Ltd, England.

5.5 George Rochberg, Music for the Magic Theater, Act I, opening 86
Copyright © 1972 by Theodore Presser Company. International
copyright secured. All rights reserved. Reproduced under licence from
United Music Publishers Ltd, England.

5.6 George Rochberg, Music for the Magic Theater, Act II, opening 89
Copyright © 1972 by Theodore Presser Company. International
copyright secured. All rights reserved. Reproduced under licence from
United Music Publishers Ltd, England.

5.7 George Rochberg, String Quartet No. 3, third movement, opening 93
Copyright 1973 by Galaxy Music Corporation © under U.C.C. 1976
by Galaxy Music Corporation. All rights reserved.

5.8 George Rochberg, String Quartet No. 3, third movement, ending 94
Copyright 1973 by Galaxy Music Corporation © under U.C.C. 1976
by Galaxy Music Corporation. All rights reserved.

5.9 George Rochberg, String Quartet No. 3, first movement, opening 95
Copyright 1973 by Galaxy Music Corporation © under U.C.C. 1976
by Galaxy Music Corporation. All rights reserved.

7.1 Philip Glass, Music in Contrary Motion, opening 122
© Copyright 1969 Dunvagen Music Publishers, Inc. (ASCAP). All
Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured. Reprinted by
Permission.

7.2 Philip Glass, Songs from Liquid Days, ‘Changing Opinion’, introduction 124
© Copyright 1986 Dunvagen Music Publishers, Inc. (ASCAP). All
Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured. Reprinted by
Permission.
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7.3 Philip Glass, Songs from Liquid Days, ‘Changing Opinion’, bars 37–48 125
Music by Philip Glass, Words by Paul Simon © Copyright 1986
Dunvagen Music Publishers, Inc. (ASCAP). All Rights Reserved.
International Copyright Secured. Reprinted by Permission.

8.1 Alfred Schnittke, Concerto Grosso No. 3, first movement, opening 134
© With kind permission C.F. PETERS MUSIC PUBLISHERS,
Frankfurt, Leipzig, London & New York.

8.2 Alfred Schnittke, Concerto Grosso No. 3, first movement,
from Fig. 4 to Fig. 5 135
© With kind permission C.F. PETERS MUSIC PUBLISHERS,
Frankfurt, Leipzig, London & New York.

8.3 Alfred Schnittke, Concerto Grosso No. 3, first movement, ending 137
© With kind permission C.F. PETERS MUSIC PUBLISHERS,
Frankfurt, Leipzig, London & New York.

8.4a J. S. Bach, Musical Offering, ‘royal theme’ 140
8.4b Sofia Gubaidulina, Offertorium, opening 141

© With kind permission MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI,
Hamburg.

8.5 Sofia Gubaidulina, Offertorium, ending, from Fig. 134 144
© With kind permission MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI,
Hamburg.
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Preface

This book is an introduction to postmodernism in music. It aims to provide an
introduction to what we understand by postmodernism in general and to further
explore some music that can be heard as appropriate examples of it. However, this
exercise is not as straightforward as this statement may suggest. Postmodernism is an
illusive term and, as will be discussed in chapter 1, it remains highly resistant to
definition. The application of postmodernism to music, both through the identification
of specific musical practices as postmodernist and as a broad framework of interpreta-
tion, would seem to only offer new problems. This bookwill not always necessarily solve
such problems but it will provide some directions and seek to put in place a context for
further debate and discussion. The approach will often be knowingly provisional,
posited at the level of suggestion, which invites the reader to do their own interpretive
work in order to begin to shape their own responses and inform their own conclusions.

Postmodernism is often claimed tobe about plurality, fragmentation, difference.All of
whichmeans that there is a great deal of music that could feature in this book. There is a
degree of diversity to the music that is discussed here, beginning with John Cage in the
1950s and endingmuchmore recently with DJ Spooky. Between these two points many
different musical contexts and practices are highlighted. Some of the music selected for
discussion reflectsmy own personal tastes and interests while in some instances, such as
the case studies of George Rochberg and John Zorn, their inclusion is based on the
existing literature that situates the music in relation to postmodernism, with the wish to
build dialogueswithwhathas alreadybeenwritten forming a central strategy in the book.
But this book does not offer a comprehensive account, no book could, and there ismuch
that is not featured. One notable exception is the phenomenon of world music and its
reflection of a global culture and economy, which for some is an extension of post-
modernism. I think this particular set of issues demands an introduction of its own.

Reading

Clearly postmodernism implies some form of relationship to modernism, and it is
important to have some understanding of that earlier context and concept before

xiii
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moving fully to confront postmodernism. However, although this book does touch
upon some key aspects of modernism it cannot offer a full account. Inexperienced
readers will therefore find it useful to engage with some background reading and
listening in relation to modernism. I suggest Leon Botstein’s excellent survey of
modernism in New Grove as a starting point.1

One of the key books regularly referenced here is The Condition of Postmodernity
byDavid Harvey. It also provides a quite brilliant synopsis of modernism and I think
that this forms an important background, particularly as it comes within the context
of a book on postmodernism.2 A general awareness of the main developments in
twentieth-century music will also help to provide an initial orientation. Arnold
Whittall’s Exploring Twentieth-Century Music presents an overview that can act as
an invaluable guide to the music of the period.3

All the literature that is cited in the book, and some others that have exerted an
influence on the writing of it, is presented again at the end in the form of a
bibliography. There is no list of recommended reading as such. Throughout this
book there are many quotations, at times quite extensive, from other books and
articles. This book is in part a text about other texts. Postmodernism is always in
some way a discourse, a debate about what we think it means and to which it might
be applied. It is therefore essential that we engage with what has already been written
on the subject. Chapter 1 provides an overview of some of the general, theoretical
literature on postmodernism. This is highly selective, but many of the key thinkers
and key texts that are featured do remain central to postmodernism. It is hoped that
readers will not only use this overview as foundational to what follows in this book,
but will also pursue some of the ideas that are presented here through the reading of
the selected quotations back into the context fromwhich they came. Often there will
be suggestions for further reading and development in the form of references given
in the notes. It is not expected that every reader will engage with every suggestion,
but it is hoped that some will choose to follow certain directions and ask their own
questions.

Given the initial complexity that seems to often envelop discussions of post-
modernism some readers may find it useful to look at some other concise surveys by
way of introductory co-reading. I still find Jann Pasler’s discussion of postmodern-
ism in New Grove to be a highly effective summary,4 and Derek Scott’s
‘Postmodernism and Music’ is an admirably concise outline of postmodernism
and its relevance for music.5 I also think that the early stages of David Bennett’s
Sounding Postmodernism provide a highly valuable account of postmodernism and
music.6

At various points in the book specific concepts and contexts are mentioned –

feminism, intertextuality, subjectivity, among many others. In some cases clarifica-
tion of a concept and some background will be given but it is not always possible to

xiv Preface
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stop the flow of the discussion to fully explain such terminology, but nor is it
considered necessary to provide a glossary. Rather I think it would be more
productive for readers to seek clarification when required through reference to
other texts. Andrew Edgar and Peter Sedgwick’s Cultural Theory: The Key
Concepts provides helpful accounts of many concepts, including postmodernism,7

andMusicology: The Key Concepts by David Beard andmyself is directed specifically
to the exploration of such concepts from a musicological perspective.8 I think many
readers would benefit from easy access to both books.

Listening

It is hoped that the descriptions of music given at various stages of the book will
encourage readers to seek out the relevant recordings and scores, and form their own
impressions of both the music and the interpretation of it that is presented. The list
of recordings provided only brings together those recordings that have been featured
in the discussion. It does not, for example, include recommended recordings of
works as such, particularly those only mentioned in passing. Given the nature of the
issues that this book engages with I think it would be highly appropriate for readers
to respond through their own listening preferences. I am always surprised and
stimulated when I ask students to bring recordings of what they hear as post-
modernism in music to the discussion, and I hope readers will pursue that spec-
ulative but thought-provoking process for themselves.

Dates are provided for specific works, recordings, composers and musicians that
are considered to be central to the main direction of the discussion but not when
mentioned only as passing references and suggested points of comparison.

Preface xv

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-76671-5 - Cambridge Introductions to Music: Postmodernism in Music
Kenneth Gloag
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521766715
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgements

David Harvey mentions in the preface to his book The Condition of Postmodernity
that he cannot recall when or how he first became aware of the term postmodernism.
I share that sense of uncertainty as to how or when I first encountered it, although
I do know that readingHarvey’s book was a pathway to a better understanding of the
seemingly complex nature of postmodernism. But, if I cannot reconstruct exactly
the first encounter, then certainly the memory of one of the first direct engagements
is based on my own undergraduate student experience at Surrey University in the
late 1980s and being asked by George Mowat-Brown to write an essay that critiqued
Christopher Butler’s book After the Wake (thanks, George!). That essay, and the
supervision of it, pointed me in the direction of postmodernism, which has
remained an area of interest since that time.

Postmodernism has featured extensively inmy teaching at CardiffUniversity over
many years and in many different contexts, and I would like to thank all those
students, undergraduate and postgraduate, who participated in many relevant
discussions. In particular I would like to acknowledge the contribution of Alexis
Paterson, whose doctoral research on minimalism and postmodernism overlapped
with the planning of this book.

I would also like to thank several friends and colleagues at Cardiff University –

David Beard, Keith Chapin, Sarah Hill, Nicholas Jones, Clair Rowden, Peter
Sedgwick and Charles Wilson – for their interest and support. I would also like to
thank the music library staff at Cardiff University for their help and assistance in
many ways.

I also extend thanks to Vicki Cooper and her colleagues at Cambridge University
Press for their help and support for this book, and I would like to thank, once again,
Nicholas Jones for his work in preparing the music examples.

xvi

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-76671-5 - Cambridge Introductions to Music: Postmodernism in Music
Kenneth Gloag
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521766715
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

	http://www: 
	cambridge: 
	org: 


	9780521766715: 


