MUSI 409, MUSI 709

Gender and Sexuality in Popular Music

Fred Maus

202 OCH

Office hours W and F 1-2 or

by appointment

924-6497 or 924-3052

f.maus@virginia.edu

Focusing on British and North American popular music from the 1960s on, we will explore feminist and queer perspectives on the creation and circulation of genders and sexualities through popular music.  In addition to the thematic focus on gender and sexuality, the seminar will explore two contrasting methods of study: ethnography and musical analysis.  MUSI 409 is for undergraduate students who already have academic experience related to the course content.  MUSI 709 is for PhD students in music or other graduate students with an interest in the topic.

Preparation: please read assigned material carefully.  Pace your reading: the 

best schedule is likely to involve ongoing reading throughout the week.

Discussion: this will be the main activity in all our class meetings.  Please come to class with ideas, interpretations, and questions.

Email assignments: these will take the form of brief emails to me, due by 6 AM on the morning of each Monday when we meet for a class.  Send short assignments to me at f.maus@virginia.edu.  Include the number 409 or 709 in the subject heading.  I will redistribute these to the class by email during the morning.  Short assignments consist of a brief response to the assigned reading.  For instance, you could summarize something about the reading that seems valuable, and explain why you are drawn to it.  You could ask one or more questions about the reading or its significance that you would like to ponder further.  These messages will yield notes on the reading, for your own future use; a communication to me, helpful as I plan the class and contributing to my evaluation of you; and a communication to your fellow students, allow the exchange of ideas to begin before we meet for class.

Semester project: choose a particular individual performer or performing group in popular music from the 1950s on, a performer or group where you feel that issues of gender and/or sexuality are important.  During the semester, soak up everything you can about this topic.  Listen, read, explore: get obsessed.  (You might get obsessed as a fan, but I'm not asking you to do that.  You could pick a topic with which you do not personally identify in that way.  But do choose music that, as far as you can tell, you won't come to detest over the next months.)  

It would be useful to keep a journal of ideas and reactions throughout the semester, as your experiences accumulate and develop.  I won't look at the journal.  But at several points in the semester you will present me with some fruits of your obsession. 

All students in MUSI 409 and 709 will execute the first four steps of the project:

1. Proposal.  Send me a brief email announcing the target of your academic obsession, and saying a bit about why this would be a good subject for the succeeding work.  Due in my inbox by

2. First short paper.  What have you been able to learn about the audience for the music you chose?  How do issues of gender and sexuality arise in the make-up of the audience and in its thought about the musicians?  Use whatever resources you can find, including journalistic reviews, visits to clubs or concerts, interactions with fans, internet exploration, online chat, etc.  Write at least 4 pages; more is possible.  Due by electronic submission through the toolkit page, or by hard copy in my Department mailbox, 2 PM, Thursday 10/12.

3. Second short paper. Choose a song by your musician(s) that you find interesting.  Write a description that focuses on musical sound, using tools of musical analysis and/or other verbal resources that seem helpful.  Try, as well, to bring the sound you describe into relation with issues of meaning and, if possible, issues of gender and sexuality.  Consider the musicians and also their audiences.  Write at least 4 pages; more is possible.  Due by electronic submission through the toolkit page, or by hard copy in my Department mailbox, 2 PM, Thursday 11/16.

4. Third short  paper.  Write about some aspect of gender and sexuality, in relation to the musicians who obsess you.  What you say should be new in relation to what you have already written in previous papers.  (It doesn't need to contradict your earlier work - just some new ideas.)  You could, for instance, choose a different song to interpret, or write about a different aspect of the reception of the musicians, etc. Write at least 4 pages; more is possible.  Due by electronic submission through the toolkit page, or by hard copy in my Department mailbox, 2 PM, Thursday 11/16.

Students in MUSI 709 execute two further steps:

5. Bibliography. What are the main primary sources, such as recordings and videos, for your topic?  What are the most pertinent scholarly, critical, and/or journalistic writings?  What are the internet resources, including official websites, fan websites, discussion groups, etc.?  Turn in a bibliography, annotated with comments on each item. Write a paragraph or two summarizing what has been accomplished in relation to this music, and identify some interesting work that has yet to be done.  Due in my box, 2 PM, Friday 11/30.

6. Final paper.  Write a paper on some aspect of the performer or group.  By this point in the semester, you will know a lot about your topic.  The point of your paper is not to display your comprehensive knowledge.  Rather, against the backdrop of that knowledge, write a focused, well-argued paper that makes a distinct contribution to the existing literature on the topic.  You may cannibalize previous writing of your own whenever you wish.  However, please try to avoid a paper that merely adds dubious sentences of transition between unrevised self-citations of your previous papers: be sure that your final paper reads like a coherent train of thought with definite goals. Write about 10 pages.  (If your paper involves extensive presentation of data, the page count may rise a bit.)  Due in my box, 2 PM, Friday 12/14.

Grading: approximately 40 % for preparation, discussion, and short assignments; approximately 40 % for the semester project.

Textbooks include five books, available from the University Bookstore or other sources of your choosing, and three readers available only from The Copy Shop, 5-B Elliewood Avenue.  The first reader is available now; I will announce when each of the others is available.  The books are:

Kate Bornstein, My Gender Workbook 
R. W. Connell, Masculinities
Susan McClary, Feminine Endings
Philip Tagg and Bob Clarida, Ten Little Title Tunes
Sheila Whiteley, Sexing the Groove
8/29 Introductory meeting

9/5 Ethnography in popular music studies 

Daniel Cavicchi, Tramps Like Us, pp. 3-21, 134-157. 

Sara Cohen, "Men Making a Scene," in Whiteley, pp. 17-36.

Fiona Buckland, Impossible Dance, pp. 1-15, 36-85.

9/12 Analysis in popular music studies 

John Covach, "Form in Rock Music: A Primer," in Stein, Engaging Music, pp. 65-76.


Susan Fast, "Music, Contexts, and Meaning in U2," in Everett, ed., Expression in Pop-Rock Music, pp. 33-57.

Allen Forte, "Schenker's Conception of Musical Structure"


Lori Burns, "Meaning in a Popular Song: The Representation of Masochistic Desire in Sarah McLachlan's 'Ice,'" in Stein, Engaging Music, pp. 136-148.



Fred E. Maus, "Masculine Discourse in Music Theory," Perspectives of New Music 31, 2 (summer 1993), pp. 264-293. 

9/19 Philip Tagg's recent work


Philip Tagg and Bob Clarida, Ten Little Title Tunes, pp. 431-501.

9/26 Feminist issues 

Mavis Bayton, "Women and the Electric Guitar," in Whitely, pp. 37-49.

Karen Pegley and Virginia Caputo, "Growing Up Female(s)," in Brett, Wood, and Thomas, pp. 297-313.

Susan McClary, Feminine Endings, pp. 3-34, 53-79, 132-166.


Fred Maus, "Gender, Sexuality, and Musical Meaning" (manuscript).


Lynne Segal, "Rethinking Heterosexuality," in Straight Sex, pp. 213-266.

10/3 reading day !

10/10 Gender studies and masculinity studies

R. W. Connell, Masculinities, pp. 87-181

Kate Bornstein, My Gender Workbook, pp. 1-71 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, "'Gosh, Boy George, You Must Be Awfully Secure in Your Masculinity,'" in Berger, Wallis, and Watson, Constructing Masculinity, pp. 11-20

Robert Walser, "Forging Masculinity: Heavy Metal Sounds and Images of Gender," in Running with the Devil, pp. 108-136

Ariel Swartley, "This Prince Is No Pretender"

Nancy J. Holland, "Purple Passion: Images of Female Desire in 'When Doves Cry'"

Cynthia J. Fuchs, "'I wanna be your fantasy': Sex, Death, and The Artist Formerly Known as Prince"

10/17 Queer issues

Philip Brett, "Musicality, Essentialism, and the Closet," in Brett, Wood, and Thomas, Queering the Pitch, pp. 9 - 26. 

Suzanne G. Cusick, "On a Lesbian Relation with Music: A Serious Effort Not to Think Straight," in Brett, Wood, and Thomas, pp. 67 - 83.


Nadine Hubbs, "Music of the 'Fourth Gender': Morrissey and the Sexual Politics of Melodic Contour," in Foster, Siegel, and Berry, eds., Bodies of Writing, Bodies in Performance: Genders 23, pp. 266-96.


Judith Peraino, "'Rip Her to Shreds": Women's Music According to a Butch-Femme Aesthetic," repercussions 1, 1 (spring 1992), pp. 19 - 47.


D. A. Miller, "At the Bar," in Place for Us, pp. 28 - 64.

II. Case studies

10/24 Women's music

Adrienne Rich, "Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence."

Holly Near, Fire in the Rain … Singer in the Storm, pp. 53-142.

Kay Gardner, "Form and the Divine Proportion," in Sounding the Inner Landscape, pp. 192 - 224

Watch the video Radical Harmonies and, if you have time, also watch The Changer.

10/31 Femininities


Keith Negus, "Sinéad O'Conner - Musical Mother," in Whiteley, pp. 178-190.


Interview with Sarah McLachlan, in Marc Woodworth, ed., Solo: Women Singer-Songwriters, pp. 1-19.


Susan Bordo, "'Material Girl': The Effacements of Postmodern Culture," in Unbearable Weight, pp. 245-275, 339-341.


Michael Musto, "Immaculate Connection," in Creekmur and Doty, eds., Out in Culture, pp. 427-436.


Pamela Robertson, "Does Feminist Camp Make a Difference?," in Guilty Pleasures, pp. 115-138, 169-172.

11/7 Disco and clubbing

Richard Dyer, "In Defence of Disco," in Out in Culture, pp. 407-415.

Walter Hughes, "In the Empire of the Beat," in Roos and Rose, eds., Microphone Fiends, pp. 147-157. 

Maria Pini, Club Cultures and Female Subjectivity: The Move from Home to House, pp. 93-154.

Ben Malbon, Clubbing: Dancing, Ecstasy, and Vitality, pp. 134-179.

Philip Tagg, "From Refrain to Rave."

11/14 Pet Shop Boys, B-52's 

Fred Maus, "Glamour and Evasion: The Fabulous Ambivalence of the Pet Shop Boys."

Nabeel Zuberi, "U. K. Public Limited Company: England's Consuming with the Pet Shop Boys," in Sounds English, pp. 73-103, 251-254.

Mark Butler, "Taking it Seriously: Intertextuality and Authenticity in Two Covers by the Pet Shop Boys."

Fred Maus, "A Kiss on the Pineapple: Sexuality and the B-52's."

