
Current Issues in Music Aesthetics (MA), 7.5p, HT 2017 
Weeks 47-50, 10.15-12.00, Tuesdays and Thursday (room tbc) 

 

Outline 

The overriding theme of this course is the role of expectation and anticipation in musical 
experience. More specifically, how our perception and appreciation of music draws on the 
categories, concepts and knowledge we apply as players and listeners. We will study this question 
in connection with music in general but also with a view to shedding light on specific modern 
musical trends, for example in improvisation and film music. Central questions will include: ‘What 
role do innate and learned patterns play in the way we hear rhythm and melody, style and form?’; 
‘Do our musical emotions relate to the satisfaction and denial of our appetites and expectations?’; 
‘How do our musical expectations interact with narratives (such as in film)?’. Not only are these 
questions central to contemporary music aesthetics, they also intersect with important research in 
music analysis as well as in mainstream neuroscience, psychology, and philosophy. The course will 
seek to present an integrated approach to the domain of study, with each seminar picking out a 
particular theme. The course is designed as a partner course to the Musicology Department’s MA 
Course in Aesthetics of Music (7.5c Code 5MU522) which provides grounding in the history and 
central contemporary issues of music aesthetics.  

 

Course requirements 

Students are required to attend seminars and be prepared to discuss the ideas and reading prescribed 
in each case. The examination will take the form of an essay (approx. 3000 words) which seeks to 
provide an answer to any one of the questions addressed by each seminar. Candidates will be 
expected to give a presentation on their assignments before preparing a written paper for submission 
by 10 January 2018.  

 

Course teachers 

Guy Dammann (guy.dammann@musik.uu.se) 

Tobias Plebuch (tobias.plebuch@musik.uu.se) 

Elisabeth Schellekens Dammann (elisabeths.schellekens@filosofi.uu.se) 

 

Key dates 

21/11/17 Course starts 

15/12/17 Student research presentations 

10/1/18 Essay submission deadline (via Studentportalen) 

 

 

  



21/11 Seminar 1: Introduction (ES) 

 The seminar will provide an outline of the course content, reading material and 
teaching structure. An overview of the main concerns will be sketched. Open 
discussion. 

Huron, D (2006). Sweet Anticipation: Music and the Psychology of Expectation. Cambridge, MA. 
MIT Press. Extracts uploaded to Studentportalen. 

 

23/11 Seminar 2: Rhythm, Melody and Harmony (GD) 

 In what ways do theories about expectation impact on our understanding of the 
fundamental building blocks of music? In what ways does our ability to perceive 
events according to learned patterns inform our ability to experience a rhythm as a 
rhythm, or melodies and harmonic progressions as such?  

London, J (2004). Hearing in time: psychological aspects of musical meter. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Scruton, R (2011). “Rhythm, Melody, and Harmony”, in The Routledge Companion to Philosophy 
and Music, ed. Gracyk and Kania. London. Routledge. 

Berger, J, and Turow, G (eds.) (2011). Music, science, and the rhythmic brain: cultural and clinical 
implications. London. Routledge. Extracts uploaded to Studentportalen  

 

28/11 Seminar 3: Emotion, Expectation, Perception (GD) 

 How do ideas about expectation and anticipation in music relate to the way in which 
we experience emotions in relation to music, both as listeners and players? This 
seminar builds on the influential theories of Leonard B Meyer, and the ways in which 
the neuroscientist David Huron has revised them in order to look at how our 
emotional experience of music informs our perception of musical form. 

Meyer, L B (1956). Emotion and meaning in music. Chicago. University of Chicago Press. 
Extracts uploaded to Studentportalen. 

Huron, D (2006). Sweet Anticipation: Music and the Psychology of Expectation. Cambridge, MA. 
MIT Press. Extracts uploaded to Studentportalen. 

    

30/11 Seminar 4: Attunement in Musical Listening (GD with guest Erik Wallrup) 

 How do we explain the idea of attunement in music, and the process by which 
listeners’ sensibilities (and sensory expectations) are adjusted by the music they attend 
to? Is musical ‘attunement’ a metaphor, or is it a primary function of musical 
experience to which other applications of the term refer metaphorically? This seminar 
looks at the recent contribution to this debate by Erik Wallrup to investigate whether 
ideas of attunement, and in particular Heidegger’s ethical and aesthetic notion of 
‘stimmung’. 



Wallrup, E (2015). Being Musically Attuned: The Act of Listening to Music. Farnham. Ashgate. 
Extracts uploaded to Studentportalen 

 

5/12  Seminar 5: Improvisation and Experimental Form (GD) 

This seminar looks at the phenomenon of improvisation and experimentation in 
music. Does improvised music, such as jazz for example, rely more, or less, on our 
formal expectations, and does the idea of improvisation challenge received notions 
about the perception of form in music? Why is the idea of defeating our expectations 
at such an aesthetic premium in modern music? 

Brown, L (2011). ‘Improvisation’, in Routledge Companion to Music and Philosophy 

Hamilton, A (2000). ‘The Art of Improvisation and the Aesthetics of Imperfection,’ British 
Journal of Aesthetics 40: pp. 168-185. 

 

 

7/12  Directing expectations: music, narrative and film. (TP) 

The final seminar in the series will look at the way music is used in films to influence 
or direct our awareness of narrative. How do our musical expectations and 
associations intersect with our expectations about narrative structure and story-
telling.  

Davidson, A. (2004). Hollywood Theory, Non-Hollywood Practice: Cinema Soundtracks in the 
1980s and 1990s. Extracts uploaded to Studentportalen. Ashgate. 

 

15/12  Presentations (GD, ES, TP double session) 

During this seminar the students will have 40 minutes each to present a draft of their 
extended essay and to receive two short replies to it, followed by open discussion. 

 

10/1  Hand-in date for essays. 

 

 

 


