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What is it we want to find, or claim, or establish, when we venture a hermeneutics of music? For 

Robert Schumann, who first attempted a systematic approach (complete with footnotes), 

hermeneutics led to the grafting of an expressive interpretation onto an initial structural analysis. 

Thus, expressive meaning was constrained from the start by a structural scaffolding, and that 

structure was the result of an analysis whose own interpretive biases could go unnoticed. 

Constraining the free play of expressive interpretation, by tying expressive meaning to that which 

musical structure can afford, might appear theoretically desirable, but what might be lost when 

the expressive potential of a work is reduced to that which can be supported by limited models 

of structure? I propose that we reverse-engineer the process and begin instead with an inquiry 

into expressive motivations for formal processes. To be sure, this approach requires a principled 

negotiation with the competencies of a style (as historically and theoretically reconstructed), as 

well as a sensitive negotiation between those competencies and the strategic innovations found 

in a given musical work. But it also demands the integration of a wider variety of analytical and 

interpretive approaches, ranging from embodied energies and virtual agencies to the inherent 

drama of forms. To be sure, we need to integrate the long-range coherence of voice leading with 

the unfolding of thematic discourses. But we also need to respect the irreducible significance of 

the surface, from the immediacies of gestures to the associations of topics and the figurative 

interpretation of tropes. I offer a set of presuppositions for a wide-ranging, speculative 

hermeneutics of music, and demonstrate how such an approach can recover a greater potential 

for stylistically warranted expressive meanings in works from the tonal repertory. 


