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Course description 
 
Throughout its history, music has overlapped with both scientific or proto-scientific inquiry 
and religious practice. From Pythagoras to Keppler, from the quadrivium to contemporary 
theories of consciousness, the organizing principles underlying music have been imbued with 
great significance, often as manifestations of, or metaphors for, fundamental natural laws. 
 
In this class, we inspect the overlapping domains of music, mysticism, and the pursuit of 
knowledge in Western cultural history. What do the beliefs and theories of the past tell us 
about our relationship to music? What does music tell us about being human and of the world 
we inhabit? In an effort to answer these questions, we will be discussing topics ranging from 
psychoacoustics and fractals to celestial harmonies and birdsong, as well as listening to 
repertoire spanning from ancient Medieval compositions to tracks by contemporary 
computational artists. 
 
While having a background in music can be helpful and will no doubt inform the student’s 
relationship to the topics being discussed, no prior musical training is required. 
 
 
Reading and listening 
 
A partial bibliography is included at the end of this syllabus. You should expect to read 
between 30 to 50 pages in preparation for each lecture. We will also listen to relevant 
repertoire, both in class and as assigned along with your readings. Come to each lecture 
prepared to express your views, aesthetic reactions, and to ask and answer questions. 
 
 
Writing and presenting 
 
You will be required to write one term paper, 10–15 pages, in 12-point Times New Roman 
font, double spaced and with standard margins, which equals about 2500–4000 words. The 
essay will amount to 30% of your final grade. 
 
By the fifth class session, you need to have chosen your paper topic and have it approved by 
me. Towards the end of the semester, each student will give a presentation of their findings 
so far. (In some circumstances, this may be substituted with a written preliminary abstract of 
your paper.) The presentation constitutes 20% of your final grade and is intended to guide 
your writing process. You should be prepared to answer questions, both from other students 
and me. You are encouraged to choose a topic that aligns with your own areas of expertise 
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and/or aesthetic preferences. 
 
Additionally, there will be a few short precis-writing exercises: short summaries of some of 
the assigned readings, answers to specific questions on a broader topic, and the like. These 
will add up to 15% of your final grade. 
 
 
Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs) 
 
On successful completion of the course, the student will be able to 

◦ discuss the intellectual history of Western music as it relates to scientific 
inquiry and religious life; 

◦ demonstrate an aesthetic and analytical sensitivity in listening to relevant 
repertoire informed by an understanding of its cultural context; 

◦ analyze music through the application of basic concepts of psychoacoustics 
and music cognition; 

◦ assess theories and philosophies pertaining to music, meaning, and reality, 
both critically as well as with sensitivity to their particular historical, social, 
and cultural contexts. 

 
 
Grading 
 
Term paper   30% 
Presentation/abstract  20% 
Precis assignments  20% 
Participation   15% 
Attendance   15% 
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