
MUTH 6660, History of Music Theory I 
 
Dr. Frank Heidlberger, Fall 2009  Room 339 – heidlberger@unt.edu 

Office hours: TR 9.30-11 a.m. 

Class meetings: TR 3.30-4.50, room 293/library room 422 

 
This course covers Western Music Theory from the Greek Antiquity to the Middle Ages. We 
will explore, how “music” was understood in the cradle of Western culture, and how this 
understanding shaped the music of the Middle Ages. We will also examine musical 
developments genuine to the Middle Ages such as theories of modes, early polyphony and 
rhythmic organization in order to understand how and why these specific theories came up in 
their cultural and historical context. This includes the discussion of how terms and ideas of 
classical and early Music Theory influenced modern Music Theory.  

Basic literature (primary sources and research literature) will be available on Carrel 408. 
Introduction to the fields discussed here is provided by two books, Thomas Christensen (ed.), 
The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory, CUP 2002; and Thomas Mathiesen, Apollo’s 
Lyre. Greek Music and Music theory in Antiquity and the Middle Ages, University of Nebraska 
Press 1999. 

Helpful as an introduction to the music of the Middle Ages and its connection with the culture 
of the Antiquity one may consider Ann E. Moyer, Musica Scientia. Musical Scholarship in the 
Italian Renaissance, Cornell University 1992, chapter I, “The Discipline of Music in Antiquity 
and the Middle Ages”. 

A comprehensive Reader of Greek texts in English translation, including an excellent 
commentary is Andrew Baker, Greek Musical Writings, 2 Vols., CUP 1984. 

These books will be available on the Carrel or front desk (Christensen). For a comprehensive 
reserve bibliography, cf. the attached list. Additionally it is expected that the participants do 
their own bibliographical research, as appropriate for the chosen project. 

Student essays/presentations 

The main objective of this course is to provide opportunity of independent research on an 
advanced graduate level. This means that the participants are asked to prepare essays and   
presentations that meet this standard. Discussions in class should strengthen the critical 
approach to the topic. The role of the teacher should only be that of a mentor. This means that I 
will not “assign” topics, but instead assist you in the process of defining a topic, suggest 
directions of the research, give hints towards the structure and content of the essay and the 
class presentation. The detail work however, is up to the participant. 

Topics of the described eras are ordered in five historically and systematically defined units (see 
on the back). Each participant may work on two projects. One of these topics may be revised 
and turned in as the final essay. 

The Final essay is due on Thursday, December 10, 2 pm. 

It is expected that each participant meets class regularly and contributes to each session by 
participating in the discussions. If there are texts to be read in advance, the participants should 
be well prepared. Grading will be based on the quality of the essays, particularly the final essay, 
on the quality and originality of the class presentation and on participation in classroom 
discussions. 



TOPICS 

Introduction (1st week) 
- Phenomenological issues in Music 
Theory: Speculation, aesthetics, ethos 
- reading of Plato, Aristotle 

Unit III (week 7-8) 
- Early polyphony (around 1000) 

• Polyphony and performance 
practice 

• Theoretical works and their 
relation to musical 
practice/sources 

 

Unit I (week 2-3) 
- Greek Antiquity: 

• Concepts of music and number 
• Greek tone systems, musical 

application, and tuning 
• Ethical functions of Music 
• Musical instruments and their 

mythological significance 
 

• Aristoxenos 
• Pythagoreian school 
• Greek/Hellenistic music 

Unit IV (week 9-10) 
- Notre Dame/Ars Antiqua 

• Systems of Musical notation 
• Development of rhythmic 

organization 
• Development of polyphonic genres 

 
• Anonymus IV 
• Franco of Cologne 
• Johannes de Garlandia 

 

Unit II (week 4-6) 
- Late (Roman) Antiquity 
Music Theory and the Canon of the Arts 

• Boethius as a pivotal figure 
between Antiquity and MA 

• Early Christianity and music 
• Theory of plainchant 

 
• Boethius 
• Augustine 
• Cassiodorus 
• Isidor of Seville 

Unit V (week 11-13) 
- Ars nova and Trecento 

• Disputations of “New” Music 
• Aspects of Music and Society 
• New developments of tuning and 

temperament 
• Models of genre and time 

organization 
 

• Philippe de Vitry 
• Marchettus of Padua 
• Jacques de Liege 
• John de Grocheo 
• Adam of Fulda 
• Prosdocimus 

 
 


