
best books on music history
best books on music history offer an invaluable gateway into understanding the evolution,
cultural significance, and artistic depth of music across eras and genres. Exploring the finest
literature on this subject reveals the transformative journeys of musical styles, influential
composers, and the socio-political contexts that shaped them. Whether for academic research,
personal enrichment, or professional insight, selecting authoritative and comprehensive texts is
crucial. This article presents a curated selection of the best books on music history, highlighting
essential reads that cover a wide range of periods from ancient music to contemporary
developments. These works provide detailed analyses, engaging narratives, and critical perspectives
that enrich any reader’s knowledge. The following sections will guide through the top titles,
thematic focuses, and practical recommendations for different interests within the field of music
history.

Essential Books Covering Classical and Western Music History

Exploring Popular Music and Contemporary Genres

Books Focused on World Music and Ethnomusicology

Biographical and Analytical Works on Influential Composers

Resources for Academic Study and Musicology

Essential Books Covering Classical and Western Music
History
The foundation of many music history studies lies in the examination of classical and Western music
traditions. This section highlights authoritative texts that chronicle the development of music from
the medieval period through the 20th century, focusing on influential movements, styles, and
composers.

Comprehensive Overviews of Western Music
Several books provide extensive coverage of Western music history, spanning centuries and offering
insightful commentary on musical evolution and cultural impact. These works are often utilized in
university courses and by scholars seeking a solid grounding.

The Oxford History of Western Music by Richard Taruskin – A monumental multi-volume
series that delves deeply into Western music from its origins to the modern era, emphasizing
historical context and critical analysis.



A History of Western Music by J. Peter Burkholder, Donald Jay Grout, and Claude V. Palisca
– Renowned for its clarity and breadth, this text covers key periods and figures with detailed
musical examples.

Music in the Western World: A History in Documents by Piero Weiss and Richard
Taruskin – This book uniquely combines primary source documents with historical narrative,
enriching the reader’s understanding through authentic perspectives.

Focus on Specific Eras and Styles
In addition to broad surveys, many of the best books on music history focus on particular periods
such as the Renaissance, Baroque, Classical, or Romantic eras. These focused studies provide in-
depth exploration of stylistic developments and compositional techniques.

Baroque Music: Music in Western Europe, 1580-1750 by John Walter Hill – Offers
detailed insights into the Baroque period's major composers and musical innovations.

The Classical Style by Charles Rosen – An influential analysis of the music of Haydn, Mozart,
and Beethoven, illuminating the principles underlying Classical-era compositions.

Romantic Music: A History of Musical Style in Nineteenth-Century Europe by Leon
Plantinga – Explores the expressive and cultural shifts in the 19th century that shaped
Romantic music.

Exploring Popular Music and Contemporary Genres
The study of music history extends beyond classical traditions into the rich and diverse world of
popular music and modern genres. These books address the origins, evolution, and cultural
significance of rock, jazz, hip-hop, and electronic music, among others.

Histories of Popular Music Movements
Books focusing on popular music often analyze how social, political, and technological changes
influenced the development of new sounds and cultural phenomena.

Can't Stop Won't Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation by Jeff Chang – A detailed
chronicle of hip-hop’s origins and its role in shaping urban culture.

Rock and Roll: An Unruly History by Robert Palmer – Traces the roots and explosive growth
of rock music with rich storytelling and critical insights.



Jazz: A History of America's Music by Geoffrey C. Ward and Ken Burns – Companion to the
acclaimed documentary series, offering a comprehensive narrative of jazz’s development.

Contemporary Music and Its Global Influence
Modern music genres continue to evolve rapidly, influenced by globalization, media, and technology.
Several books examine these dynamics and their implications for music history.

Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain by Oliver Sacks – Explores the psychological
and neurological impact of music, highlighting contemporary scientific perspectives.

How Music Works by David Byrne – Offers insights into the mechanics of music creation and
performance in the modern age, blending history with practical understanding.

Books Focused on World Music and Ethnomusicology
Understanding music history globally requires attention to diverse musical traditions beyond
Western frameworks. Ethnomusicology provides the tools and perspectives necessary to appreciate
the cultural contexts of music worldwide.

Foundational Texts in Ethnomusicology
These works introduce readers to the study of music in its cultural and social contexts, emphasizing
the importance of fieldwork, oral traditions, and non-Western musical systems.

Worlds of Music: An Introduction to the Music of the World's Peoples by Jeff Todd Titon
– A widely used textbook covering a broad array of global musical traditions with audio
examples.

The Study of Ethnomusicology: Thirty-One Issues and Concepts by Bruno Nettl – A
critical guide to the discipline’s key themes and methodologies.

Music in Africa: Experiencing Music, Expressing Culture by Frank Tenaille – Explores
the rich musical heritage of African cultures and their impact worldwide.

Regional and Cultural Music Histories
In-depth studies on specific regions or cultural groups offer detailed accounts of unique musical
practices and their historical development.



Indian Classical Music and the West by James Kippen – Investigates the transmission and
transformation of Indian classical music in Western contexts.

Tuvan Throat Singing: Exploring the Music of Tuva by Theodore Levin – Documents the
distinct vocal tradition of Tuva and its cultural significance.

Biographical and Analytical Works on Influential
Composers
Biographies and analytical studies of key composers provide insight into individual contributions to
music history, revealing the personal and creative forces behind landmark compositions.

Definitive Composer Biographies
These biographies combine historical research with critical interpretation, offering comprehensive
portraits of composers’ lives and works.

Beethoven: Anguish and Triumph by Jan Swafford – A detailed and engaging biography of
Ludwig van Beethoven, exploring his artistic genius and personal struggles.

Mozart: A Life by Paul Johnson – Presents a compact yet thorough account of Wolfgang
Amadeus Mozart’s life and legacy.

Stravinsky: A Creative Spring by Stephen Walsh – Examines Igor Stravinsky’s early career
and lasting impact on 20th-century music.

Analytical Studies of Compositional Techniques
These texts delve into the structural, harmonic, and thematic elements of compositions, enriching
understanding of musical innovation.

The Music of Brahms by Walter Frisch – Analyzes the compositional style and historical
context of Johannes Brahms’s works.

Debussy: A Painter in Sound by Stephen Walsh – Explores Claude Debussy’s impressionistic
approach and its influence on modern music.



Resources for Academic Study and Musicology
For scholars and students pursuing rigorous academic study, a range of specialized resources
supports research and critical inquiry into music history and theory.

Textbooks and Reference Works
These books serve as foundational materials for formal music education and research, offering
detailed theoretical frameworks and historical data.

Music in Theory and Practice by Bruce Benward and Marilyn Saker – A comprehensive
guide to music theory with historical examples.

A Dictionary of Music and Musicians edited by Stanley Sadie – An essential reference for
terminologies, biographies, and historical facts.

The Cambridge Companion to Music History edited by Nicholas Cook and Anthony Pople –
A collection of essays by leading scholars addressing various aspects of music history.

Journals and Scholarly Publications
Engagement with current research is facilitated by academic journals and periodicals that publish
cutting-edge studies and reviews in musicology and historical musicology.

Journal of the American Musicological Society

Ethnomusicology

Music & Letters

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some of the best books on music history for
beginners?
Some of the best books on music history for beginners include 'A History of Western Music' by J.
Peter Burkholder, Donald Jay Grout, and Claude V. Palisca, and 'This Is Your Brain on Music' by
Daniel J. Levitin, which combines music history with neuroscience.



Which book offers a comprehensive overview of Western
classical music history?
'A History of Western Music' by J. Peter Burkholder, Donald Jay Grout, and Claude V. Palisca is
widely regarded as a comprehensive textbook covering Western classical music from the medieval
period to the present.

Are there any good books on the history of popular music?
Yes, 'The Rolling Stone Illustrated History of Rock & Roll' by editors Holly George-Warren and
Patricia Romanowski is an excellent resource that traces the development of rock and popular
music.

What book would you recommend for learning about the
history of jazz music?
'Jazz: A History of America’s Music' by Geoffrey C. Ward and Ken Burns is highly recommended for
those interested in the evolution of jazz, combining historical context with rich storytelling.

Can you suggest a book that covers global music history and
traditions?
'Worlds of Music: An Introduction to the Music of the World's Peoples' by Jeff Todd Titon explores
diverse musical traditions from around the world, making it ideal for understanding global music
history.

Which book explores the cultural impact of music throughout
history?
'How Music Works' by David Byrne delves into the cultural, social, and technological aspects of
music, providing an insightful perspective on its historical impact.

Are there any recent books on music history that have gained
popularity?
'Musicophilia' by Oliver Sacks remains popular for its exploration of music's effects on the brain,
while 'Dancing in the Street: Motown and the Cultural Politics of Detroit' by Suzanne E. Smith has
gained attention for its focus on Motown's historical significance.

What books cover the history of electronic music?
'Last Night a DJ Saved My Life: The History of the Disc Jockey' by Bill Brewster and Frank
Broughton is an excellent read covering the origins and evolution of electronic music and DJ culture.



Is there a good book about the history of music in America?
'America’s Musical Life: A History' by Richard Crawford offers a thorough exploration of America's
musical development from colonial times to modern day.

Which books are recommended for understanding the history
of music theory and composition?
'The Study of Counterpoint' by Johann Joseph Fux is a classic that has influenced Western music
theory, while 'Music in Theory and Practice' by Bruce Benward provides a modern overview of music
theory and its historical context.

Additional Resources
1. This Is Your Brain on Music: The Science of a Human Obsession
This book by Daniel J. Levitin explores the connection between music and the brain. It blends
neuroscience, psychology, and music theory to explain why music affects us so deeply. The author
uses accessible language to reveal how music shapes our emotions, memories, and social
experiences.

2. Music: A Subversive History
Written by Ted Gioia, this book offers a fresh perspective on the history of music by focusing on the
rebellious and transformative power it holds. Gioia traces how music has challenged social norms
and political structures throughout history. It’s an engaging read for those interested in the cultural
impact of music.

3. How Music Works
NPR music critic and musician David Byrne examines the mechanics of music and its evolution over
time. The book covers everything from the physics of sound to the social contexts in which music is
created and consumed. Byrne combines memoir, history, and analysis to offer a comprehensive view
of music’s role in society.

4. Love Saves the Day: A History of American Dance Music Culture, 1970-1979
Tim Lawrence provides an in-depth look at the origins of dance music and club culture in the United
States. The book highlights the social and political environments that helped shape genres like disco
and early house music. It’s an essential read for understanding how dance music became a cultural
phenomenon.

5. The Rest Is Noise: Listening to the Twentieth Century
Alex Ross delivers a masterful account of 20th-century classical music and its intersection with
historical events. The book covers composers, movements, and the broader cultural shifts that
influenced music during this turbulent century. Ross’s narrative makes complex music history
accessible and compelling.

6. Chronicles: Volume One
Bob Dylan’s memoir provides personal insights into the music scene from the 1960s to the 2000s.
While not strictly a history book, it offers valuable firsthand perspectives on the evolution of folk,
rock, and popular music. Dylan’s storytelling gives readers a unique look at the creative process
behind iconic music.



7. Sound of the Beast: The Complete Headbanging History of Heavy Metal
Ian Christe chronicles the rise and development of heavy metal music from its roots to modern
times. The book includes interviews, historical context, and analysis of the genre’s cultural
significance. It is a definitive guide for fans and scholars interested in metal’s impact on music
history.

8. Baroque Music: Music in Western Europe, 1580-1750
By John Walter Hill, this comprehensive text explores the Baroque period’s rich musical landscape.
It examines the works of key composers and the stylistic developments that defined the era. The
book is ideal for readers seeking an in-depth understanding of early music history.

9. Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain
Oliver Sacks delves into fascinating case studies demonstrating music’s profound effects on the
human brain. The book reveals how music can heal, trigger memories, and alter perception in
surprising ways. It’s a compelling read for anyone curious about the neurological side of music
history.
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  best books on music history: Music Ted Gioia, 2019-10-15 A dauntingly ambitious,
obsessively researched (Los Angeles Times) global history of music that reveals how songs have
shifted societies and sparked revolutions. Histories of music overwhelmingly suppress stories of the
outsiders and rebels who created musical revolutions and instead celebrate the mainstream
assimilators who borrowed innovations, diluted their impact, and disguised their sources. In Music:
A Subversive History, Ted Gioia reclaims the story of music for the riffraff, insurgents, and
provocateurs. Gioia tells a four-thousand-year history of music as a global source of power, change,
and upheaval. He shows how outcasts, immigrants, slaves, and others at the margins of society have
repeatedly served as trailblazers of musical expression, reinventing our most cherished songs from
ancient times all the way to the jazz, reggae, and hip-hop sounds of the current day. Music: A
Subversive History is essential reading for anyone interested in the meaning of music, from Sappho
to the Sex Pistols to Spotify.
  best books on music history: The Complete Idiot's Guide to Music History Michael Miller,
2008-07-01 A beautifully composed journey through music history! Music history is a required
course for all music students. Unfortunately, the typical music history book is dry and academic,
focusing on rote memorization of important composers and works. This leads many to think that the
topic is boring, but bestselling author Michael Miller proves that isn’t so. This guide makes music
history interesting and fun, for both music students and older music lovers. • Covers more than
Western “classical” music—also includes non-Western music and uniquely American forms such as
jazz • More than just names and dates—puts musical developments in context with key historical
events
  best books on music history: Selected List of Music and Books about Music for Public
Libraries Louisa Martha Hooper, 1909
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  best books on music history: Essentials in Music History Thomas Tapper, Percy Goetschius,
1914
  best books on music history: The American History and Encyclopedia of Music: History of
American music, with introductions by G. W. Chadwick and F. Damrosch. W. L. Hubbard, editor ,
1910
  best books on music history: The American History and Encyclopedia of Music: History
of American music , 1908
  best books on music history: The Routledge Companion to Popular Music History and
Heritage Sarah Baker, Catherine Strong, Lauren Istvandity, Zelmarie Cantillon, 2018-05-16 The
Routledge Companion to Popular Music History and Heritage examines the social, cultural, political
and economic value of popular music as history and heritage. Taking a cross-disciplinary approach,
the volume explores the relationship between popular music and the past, and how interpretations of
the changing nature of the past in post-industrial societies play out in the field of popular music.
In-depth chapters cover key themes around historiography, heritage, memory and institutions,
alongside case studies from around the world, including the UK, Australia, South Africa and India,
exploring popular music’s connection to culture both past and present. Wide-ranging in scope, the
book is an excellent introduction for students and scholars working in musicology, ethnomusicology,
popular music studies, critical heritage studies, cultural studies, memory studies and other related
fields.
  best books on music history: The Cambridge History of Fifteenth-Century Music Anna Maria
Busse Berger, Jesse Rodin, 2015-07-16 Through forty-five creative and concise essays by an
international team of authors, this Cambridge History brings the fifteenth century to life for both
specialists and general readers. Combining the best qualities of survey texts and scholarly literature,
the book offers authoritative overviews of central composers, genres, and musical institutions as
well as new and provocative reassessments of the work concept, the boundaries between
improvisation and composition, the practice of listening, humanism, musical borrowing, and other
topics. Multidisciplinary studies of music and architecture, feasting, poetry, politics, liturgy, and
religious devotion rub shoulders with studies of compositional techniques, musical notation, music
manuscripts, and reception history. Generously illustrated with figures and examples, this volume
paints a vibrant picture of musical life in a period characterized by extraordinary innovation and
artistic achievement.
  best books on music history: Tentative Selection from Best Books New York State Library,
1912
  best books on music history: Modern Music and Musicians: Encyclopedia: v. 1. A history of
music; special articles; great composers; v. 2. Religious music of the world; vocal music and
musicians; the opera; history and guide; v. 3. The theory of music; piano technique; special articles;
modern instruments; anecdotes of musicians; dictionary. (musical terms and biography) Louis
Charles Elson, 1912
  best books on music history: On this Day in Music History Jay Warner, 2004-08 Brimming
with fascinating trivia about popoular music from rock and R&B to country.
  best books on music history: Gleanings from the History of Music Joseph Bird (Musician),
1849
  best books on music history: History of American Music William Lines Hubbard, 1908
  best books on music history: The Etude , 1916 A monthly journal for the musician, the music
student, and all music lovers.
  best books on music history: The study of the history of music, with an annotated guide to
music Edward Dickinson, 1908
  best books on music history: Subject Guide to Books , 1925 Contents.--v.1. History, travel &
description.
  best books on music history: Bulletin University of Illinois (Urbana-Champaign campus).
College of Education, 1915
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