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See your advisor for guidance in your particular area since these guidelines may vary as 
applicable to your instrument.  Sample papers are available for your perusal in the School of 
Music Graduate Office.  Citations should follow an accepted style guide. 
 
 
Historical Background Study 

 
A.  Title Page Information 

1.  Does the title of the work have significance (descriptive or programmatic)? 
2.  Is there an editor, arranger, or transcriber?  Who are they? 
3.  Is there a dedication, or was the piece commissioned?  Does this have significance? 
4.  Are there introductory or program notes provided with the score/music? 
 

B.  Biographical Information 
1.  Trace the life and education of the composer and/or librettist as appropriate. 
2.  What was the composer’s primary instrument?  Does it affect the composition of this 
work? 
 

C.  Chronological Information 
1.  Where does the work fall chronologically in the composer’s output? 
2.  What is the composer’s experience in working with this medium? 
3.  Where was it composed? 
4.  For whom was it composed? 
5.  Why was it composed? 
6.  When and by whom was the first performance given? 
7.  How was the work received? 
8.  Are there multiple editions of the work?  Which is most reliable? 
9.  If the work is a transcription, how does it compare to the original? 
 

D.   Social, Cultural and Historical Information 
1.  What Societal, Cultural, Historical, and/or Personal events occurred at the time that 
the work was created? 
2. What influence did these events have upon the composer? 
 

E.  Stylistic Information 
1.  How does this work compare to other works by the same composer? 
2.  How does this composer’s compositional style compare to other composers of the 
same time period? 
3.  Is the work a song or a dance?  How does the text or type of dance influence the 
interpretation of the work? 
 

F.  Performance Practice Information 
What stylistic performance practice ideas should be considered in the performance of this 
work? 
 



 
Compositional/Theoretical Background Study 

 
Discuss the composer’s use of each of the following elements of music: 
 
A.  Duration 

1.  Form (discuss the organization of the work from motive to large formal groups) 
2.  Meter (discuss the use of meter) 
3.  Tempo (discuss proper tempos for the work and any changes that may be needed) 
4.  Rhythm (discuss the composer’s use of rhythm) 
5.  Articulation (discuss the composer’s use of articulation, bowings or diction) 
 

B.  Pitch 
Melodic and Harmonic (discuss the organization of the work melodically and 
harmonically – Identify keys/modes/sets as well as harmonic structure) 

 
C.  Volume 

1.  Loud vs. Soft (discuss the organization of the work regarding the use of dynamics) 
2.  Balance (discuss the concept of balance as it relates to the dynamics of multiple parts) 
 

D. Timbre 
1.  Individual Instrument or Voice timbre 
2.  Individual tone quality 
3.  Combination of individual timbres in orchestration 
4.  Blend 
 

E.  Texture 
Is the work monophonic, homophonic, or polyphonic? 
 

Pedagogical/Technical Study 
 
What pedagogical or technical problems does the performer face in preparation of this work 
for public performance? 
 

1.  Problems as they relate to elements of music 
2.  Problems as they relate to vocal, woodwind, brass, string, or percussion 
3.  Keyboard 
 

Interpretive Study 
 
What interpretive decisions have you made regarding the performance of the work? 
 

1. What decisions have you made regarding the overall shape and pacing of the work? 
2.  How are the concepts of tension and release achieved? 
3.  Is there clear direction towards and away from musical high points of events? 

 
 
 
 

 


