Joe Straus’s Guide to Graduate Study in Music Theory

Part 4. Conference Presentations
I. Why give conference presentations?

A. Share your work with people who will understand it and be interested in it (the principal form of scholarly communication)

B. Learn things: responses to your paper in the formal question period and in the informal discussions that may follow will be instructive

C. Build your networks

D. Career advancement: publish or perish

II. Where to give conference presentations?

A. Regional conferences.  These are increasingly dominated by graduate student papers and are probably the best venues for your earlier efforts. See SMT and AMS websites for information and deadlines.

B. National conferences.  The big stage, with corresponding prestige, reach, pressure, and difficulty of getting on the program.  But if you have good work, go for it.

C. Graduate student conferences (like our own GSIM).  

D. Conferences on special topics.

III. Where do conference papers come from?

A. Seminar papers (consult with the instructor)

B. Independent study projects (you should design such projects with the possibility of presentation in mind).

C. Dissertation chapters (consult with your advisor)

D. Your response to published literature and conference presentations (another reason to read journals and go to conferences)

E. Collaborative engagement with colleagues and teachers, both at CUNY and within your emerging network of scholars with similar interests at other schools.

IV. How to write a paper proposal: the official Call for Papers (CFP)

A. Study it carefully and follow the instructions, including word count

B. Study successful proposals from previous years (see Appendix with ten successful proposals from recent years).

V. How to write a paper proposal: Six generic conventions (with examples from successful proposals)

1. State the problem (and say why it’s important and interesting).

	None of the four movements that fulfill the function of the traditional Scherzo and Trio in Brahms’s symphonies seem quite to fit that role. Indeed, each among the four seems to be in various ways both superficial and subtle to be unique unto itself. The third movement of the First Symphony resembles on its surface neither a scherzo nor a minuet; as a duple-meter lyric pastoral in an apparent ternary form, it might be more appropriately characterized as an intermezzo. (Samarotto)

	Motivic analysis of music that does not strictly belong in either category [tonal or post-tonal], such as music of the early 20th Century, poses difficulties not sufficiently addressed by a single tradition. (Heinzelmann)

	The attention paid by the music-theoretic community to Milton Babbitt’s oeuvre has focused largely on structural attributes, and to a lesser degree on listening experience and critical reaction, neglecting in large part performing experience (particularly that of performers who are not also theorists).  (Leong)


2. Connect with the literature (what you draw on; how you differ; “the situating move”).

	The “scordatura fantasy” in Lewin 1998 explored the question: given two specific set classes, what are the possible voice leadings between them?  Our inquiry into Berg’s op. 5, no. 1 suggests a variation of the same question: given a specific trichordal set class and a specific voice leading, what are the possible set-class destinations?  (Pau)

	Initial entrée into this aspect of the piece might be provided by an intriguing but enigmatic analysis of the opening in Schenker’s Free Composition. (Samarotto)

	Building on the Matthew Santa’s concept of Modular Transformation, I define eight types of motivic transformations, illustrate them with examples from Bach to Bartók, and introduce a new graphic representation of motivic transformation able to show changes of pitch as well as rhythm. (Heinzelmann)

	In his recent article on narrative archetypes, Bryon Almén borrows James Liszka’s semiotic theory of myth and applies it to the study of musical narrative (Almén 2003; Liszka 1989). Although Almén’s article holds much promise, it focuses primarily on Liszka’s method of structuring myth while largely ignoring a greater concern to show how myths are involved with cultural values. The proposed paper, therefore, seeks to expand Almén’s theory to demonstrate how musical narratives confront both musical and cultural values. (Klein)


3. Identify your solution to the problem.  Thesis statement (“I will show…”).  What’s new here?

	In this paper, I submit that in certain atonal pieces, a coherent musical structure is created through the use of consistency in voice leading, rather than through consistency in harmony.  In exploring my thesis, I will focus on a specific class of voice leading, the chromatic wedge. (Pau)

	In the following analysis, I will argue that Brahms has infused a traditionally segmented form with a fluidity and developmental impetus more associated with sonata movements. Brahms has so greatly remade the symphonic scherzo that the entire movement seems almost to fall within a single breath. An even greater achievement is that this remaking seems to occur not from without, by smoothing over formal divisions, for instance, but from within, through the most fluent realization of the metaphor of organic growth. (Samarotto)

	The paper considers an unusual serial design and its relation to Bartók’s manuscript revisions in  “Divided Arpeggios” from Mikrokosmos vol. 6.  In particular, we explore how Bartók’s transposition of a seven-measure passage in his working copy of the final draft—turning what was, in the earlier drafts, a harmonically closed B section into a harmonically open section—interacts with the work’s cyclical/serial design, engendering transformational isomorphisms with certain local and large-scale contrapuntal and harmonic structures in the work. (Gollin)

	“My Time of Day” is Sky Masterson’s confession: it is where he sheds his cool exterior and comes to terms with the fact that he has fallen in love with a missionary, a woman he only courted in order to win a bet. Each tonal region corresponds to a different phase in Sky’s dramatic personal transformation. The various modulations and tonicizations all accompany motivic or thematic changes, thereby projecting a series of relatively disjointed narrative events. Because this song is short, episodic, and fairly terse, in my talk I will spin out a fairly detailed analytical narrative, discussing tonal regions, counterpoint, and their textual correspondences. (Buchler)

	My paper demonstrates how the concept of step class enables a “parallel universe” of step-class operations suited to describe motivic transformations in modal, tonal, and post-tonal music. The enormous flexibility of the step-class approach stems from the fact that step classes can be mapped onto a variety of referential collections (e.g., the diatonic or octatonic).  (Heinzelmann)

	Our co-authored paper examines Babbitt’s None but the Lonely Flute for unaccompanied flute (1991) from the points of view of flutist and theorist.   We focus on the virtuosity—compositional and performative, apparent and hidden—that permeates the work. (Leong)


4. Describe your methodology.

	Example 1 illustrates the Icc relation between the two statements.  However, whereas inversion-about-C underscores a formal relationship in the large, it says little about the content and function of the inverted passages it relates.  More fundamental to the work’s structure, I argue, is its organization around what I have called maximally-distributed multi-aggregate (MDMA) cycles. (Gollin)

	The sketch appended to this proposal reflects one facet of my analytical methodology, and I will briefly explain some of the non-standard notation and their narrative implications. (Buchler)

	I will introduce eight types of step-class operations grouped into four categories (see example 1b). The first category includes motivic transformations within a single modular space… The second category discusses motivic transformation across different modular spaces (referential collections of different cardinality)…. The third category concerns inversions within and across modular spaces…. Finally, I briefly discuss internal motivic transformations; that is, transformations not brought about by a change in the referential pitch-class environment. (Heinzelmann)


5. Demonstrate specific results.

	We can see that there are clear similarities in the voice leading between trichords p and q in Example 4 and the voice leading between trichords x and z in Example 2.  However, while the voices lead off from the same pitch-class set in both examples (x and p), they lead to destination trichords (z and q) that exhibit different pitch-class content and set-class membership.  In other words, the trichordal pairs in these two examples from Berg’s op. 5, no. 1 exhibit consistency in voice leading, but not in harmonic motion.  (Pau)

	A related fluidity pervades the form. The opening theme of the intermezzo recurs as an ever expanding antecedent but is not tonally closed until the end of the movement. Example 5, an overview of the whole movement’s voice-leading structure, shows that the bass motion of the first five bars, Ab–F–C–Eb, is expanded throughout the A section. (Samarotto)

	Example 4a illustrates how pcs of the (3,5,3,3)-cycle are distributed pair-wise, with either 10 or 14 steps between like pairs (with an ordered pair-wise pc grouping, an 11/13 distribution is not possible).  The exposition unfolds the complete even form (unfolding clockwise on Ex. 3), while the reprise unfolds the complete odd form (unfolding counterclockwise on Ex. 3).  The presentation of both forms of the (3,5,3,3)-cycle in the exposition and reprise both distinguishes and binds the two sections.  (Gollin)

	However, the resurgence of  EQ \o(^,3) at m. 19 signifies a transformation of the initial melodic tone, now re-cast in the new key (G major). It more clearly represents a continuation of that initial A than either the salient A in m. 12 or the Ab in m. 16. These measures (12, 16, and 19) each function as points of dramatic and musical transformation as Sky Masterson gradually becomes the person that the missionary Sarah Brown wants him to be. (Buchler)

	Chopin’s Second Ballade opens with the pastoral theme shown in Example 1, representing a desirable order that closes positively in the putative home key, F major. The second theme, also shown in Example 1, crashes upon the idyllic scene, beginning in A minor and announcing a storm or battle topic. Our sympathies lie with the opening theme, suggesting that a desirable close to this narrative will find the storm subsided and the pastoral theme reasserted in the home key. But, as Example 2 shows, when the pastoral theme reappears, it has difficulty maintaining that musical topic, this time concluding with a passage that prolongs an anxious and striving diminished-7th, leading to a blaring announcement in G minor before a move to the dominant of D minor. (Klein)

	The notated meter plays an ambiguous role, fluctuating dramatically in its distance from both time-point structure and musical surface.  Although this distance prompts some critics to question the perceptual relevance of precise time points, duration, and even tempi, it is not an isomorphism of surface, meter, and time-point array that demonstrates both Babbitt’s and the performer’s virtuosity, but rather interplay among all three levels—now distant, now coinciding.  Babbitt’s skillful manipulation of these distances can be seen in mm. 98-108, the “climax” of Lonely Flute.  (See Example 4 and corresponding array aggregates in Example 5.)  (Leong)


6. Conclusion (“I will show…”)

	In each instance, the composer appears to have been focused primarily on voice-leading gestures.  As a result, the harmonic activity in the music is determined in large part by the voice leading, not the other way round. (Pau)

	This paper will show that this movement is composed as a series of ever-expanding phrases that grow organically out of the opening five bars, subsume parenthetical diversions (including a whole trio) in their wake, and completely overwhelm any sense of the traditional formal divisions. (Samarotto)

	The talk will explore the analytical consequences of other MS revisions, including Bartók’s altered transition to the reprise and his alterations to the lead-ins of each section—changes that have implications for the work’s motivic coherence and large-scale tonal design.  Bartók’s revisions offer a rare and fascinating view into his compositional processes, a chance to compare the paths not taken with those he chose.   (Gollin)

	Culturally, the ballade as ironic narrative replays a theme common to Chopin’s music, which often questions an idealized pastoral. If, however, we hear the pastoral theme as a singular voice, then the reversal of fortune in the ballade is tragic—the defeat belongs not with tonality or pastoral as ideal types but with this particular use of tonality and this particular token of pastoral. (Klein)

	In Babbitt’s Lonely Flute, then, the virtuosity of both composer and performer plays hide and seek.  At times flamboyantly displayed, at others deeply hidden, virtuosity is at all times a sine qua non of the work.  (Leong)


VI. How a program committee operates 

A. Membership

1. People from a range of subspecialities

2. Often including people local to the conference

3. Including the President of the society ex officio

B. Submissions are read anonymously: they don’t know the author and, if they can guess, they are not supposed to say or let it influence their judgment.  AMS reserves some slots for well-known people who wrote supar abstracts, but SMT is pure.

C. The grouping into sessions comes later—each submission is read on its own merits

D. If you ever have the chance to be on a program committee (at GSIM, for example), jump at it—there’s no better way to learn what program committees are looking for

VII. The proposal itself—some general advice

A. Matters of content

1. Should be your best work, carefully revised in accordance with suggestions from someone experienced in these matters.  Allow time to make the revisions you will certainly want to make.

2. It’s always easiest to write a proposal when you have already done much of the work on the paper.  So, as time permits, write the paper first and the proposal second.

B. matters of form

1. Avoid footnotes (but include short bibliography)

2. Use nice graphics.  Include your best, most vivid, and beautifully presented musical examples

3. Avoid errors of spelling, grammar, or fact

C. matters of style and tone

1. Establish your authority by showing knowledge of the literature and methodological command

2. Be generous to the non-specialists—make sure the significance of your work will be apparent to all

3. Make sure the first two or three sentences are working well for you—reader interest may fall off sharply if they are not

VIII. How to present a conference paper (see advice from Schmalfeldt and Alegant, attached to this outline)

A. A script for oral presentation, not a written paper.  

1. Give your listeners time to understand what you are saying.  Build in plenty of repetition.

2. Give them time to orient themselves in your musical examples (e.g. “Please turn now to Example 4 on the third page of the handout. [Pause] There you will see the first six measures of the string quartet laid out in the usual way.  I want to direct your attention to the harmony in measure 3: C# in the cello, G# in the viola, B in the second violin, and E# in the first violin.  Etc. Etc.”)

B. Prepare a great handout, with beautiful musical examples (you can also project them via PowerPoint, but the hard copy has its special merits).  The handout should be fully articulate—it should be possible to infer your main points just by studying the handout.

C. Include other visual aids, recordings, live performance (if possible).  It’s a live presentation for a live audience, and you should take advantage of the medium.

D. Less is more.  If you have one or two important points to make, that is plenty for a 20- or 30-minute presentation.  Don’t try to cram stuff in.  Give a feeling of ease and graciousness.

E. One practical suggestion: Print your talk out in large type.  Punch holes and insert it into a three-ring binder.  Then you never have to worry about losing a page, or dropping a page, or having the pages out of order.

Tips for a Successful Presentation

Janet Schmalfeldt

SMT Conference-Philadelphia, 8 November 2001

I. After thanking moderator Jane Clendinning for introducing me, I asked her please to recite her introduction a second time. Thus Jane conspired to help me "act out" a little routine showing how not to behave at the opening of a presentation. I attempted to demonstrate that the following moves might not be the best:

(a) Fail to make initial contact with the audience or the moderator, and forget to thank her for her introduction. Instead, head immediately for the CD player; discover that you don't know how to work the system, and then whisper to the moderator for help. After she has helped you, take elaborate time setting up your music examples at the keyboard (if there is one; if there isn't one, ask the moderator, "Where's the piano?"). Be sure accidentally to leave the text of your paper at the piano or the CD player, so that you have to go back for it before beginning to speak.

(b) Now go to the podium and take a very long drink ofwater (pour it yourself, if necessary). Rustle your pages, checking to make sure they're in the right order (they're not). Then test the microphone, even though it has already been working fine; be sure to say, "Can everyone hear me?" As an additional stalling technique, consider using that well-worn cliche, "Does everyone have my handout?" Then waste even more time waiting for individuals to settle down after scrambling for these.

(c) Now open your presentation by announcing the title of your paper, even though the moderator has already done this. Then pause to pour yourself another huge drink of water.

(d) Remembering that it's important to seem as if you're making contact, begin to read by looking up from your typescript and then back down, as often as possible, in short jerky gestures; choose as your focal point a spot above the last row of seats in the hall, so that you don't really have to look anyone in the eye. Having gotten roughly this far into my "routine," I broke down in laughter, sensed from the audience that my negative demonstration had served its purpose, and then used the following text as a basis for my informal continuation.

II. I see numerous veterans of the lecture circuit here tonight. So let me stress that, as I understand it, I haven't been asked to speak for their benefit. Rather, I've tried to reconstruct in my mind just what it was like to give an SMT paper for the very first or second time; maybe my "tips" won't seem so obvious to you if you can join me in putting yourself in that frame of mind. To begin (for real, this time), even if you intend to read your paper word for word, I recommend striving to capture the impression that you are speaking directly to us. Your tone doesn't necessarily have to be conversational, or informal, or improvisational; you simply need to convince us that you are absolutely in touch with your thoughts right here and now, and that you are eager-in a spontaneous kind of way--to share your ideas with us. But if you're at all like me, you might actually be nervous, underneath that charming façade.  And when you're feeling nervous, it's all too easy to misread your own work, because your mind is traveling elsewhere. So here's where rehearsals prior to a presentation are essential. In short, your presentation--like any public address--is a performance of the highest order; to perform well usually calls for a bit of practice in advance.

(a) To gear up for a presentation at a national conference, like this one, I recommend at least one semi-public rehearsal. A few colleagues could suffice for your audience, but an informal departmental colloquium--with faculty as well as students--would be even better. Make it clear from the outset that you're hoping for a critique of your performance. By all means seek critical reactions from your advisor and from other faculty with experience as lecturers: helping their students prepare for conference presentations should be regarded as part of their job. By this I don't just mean that your mentors should help you assess the content of your presentation; they should also be keen to help you find just the right pace and tone for your delivery: generally moderate and persuasive, with some variation in tempo from time to time; not too slow or too fast, not too loud or too soft; not too high or too low. Faculty advisors might also be very useful in helping you affirm whether the order of presentation of your ideas leads to the crystal clear conclusion you want us to gain. It's not always necessary to take every piece of advice you might receive after a semi-public rehearsal, but it's almost always useful to consider just what might have motivated or provoked each suggestion.

(b) Much more essential is the discipline of undertaking several private rehearsals—with just you and a friend, or you alone, maybe talking to a mirror [or to a video camera, as one member of our audience judiciously suggested during the discussion at the end of this special session]. In a private rehearsal, if you plan to read (rather than informally "deliver") your work, keep a red pen handy and use it to underline such items as cues for playing music examples, key words within sentences, and even key syllables within words. (Also consider italicizing or boldfacing a certain key words or syllables in your typescript, as you see me doing here.) That is, treat your paper like a script, or a musical score, with which you will perform. In this way, if you become distracted during the actual delivery, the possibility of switching into a perfectly fine automatic pilot mode will be waiting for you. If you plan to play music examples at the keyboard, or on any other instrument, including voice: (1) first be sure that your instrumental or vocal skills are up to the challenge, and strive to perform eloquently-by which I don't mean perfectly, but I do mean accurately, expressively, and in tempo; (2) second, practice very carefully the move from script (text) to instrument and back (this has always been the hardest thing for me!). Be sure to create bold signals in your typescript as to where you must return, after you've finished playing or singing. Most important, TIME YOUR PAPER; and don't deceive yourself as to how long performances of your music examples will take. If your paper is too long, start cutting! Finally, when moderators ask to receive papers prior to their session, honor their request and determine to meet their deadline. Some moderators are even willing to offer suggestions in advance, about both length and content; these can be invaluable, and they can save you some embarrassment at the actual presentation. 

(c) Just a few more tips--most of them probably all-too-obvious. These are for handling the day of the presentation and the big moment itself To be sure, some speakers are naturals; they just can't wait to get up there, and they don't need much preparation for doing so. But even those speakers might want to consider a few of these cautionary steps. Be sure to bring an extra copy of your paper (e.g., one in carry-on and the other in checked baggage) as well as the originals for your handouts (in case you need to make more copies at the conference site). One never knows these days--about the perils of travel or the number of attendants your presentation might attract. As for the handouts themselves, err on the side of too many rather than too few; listeners who must try to follow your argument without the help of your examples can get pretty grumpy, if not irrevocably lost. As early as possible at the conference, find the room in which you'll present, and try to get comfortable in it. If you can't actually test your own speaking voice in the room, then listen for how other speakers are using its acoustic. How well do voices carry? Will you want to speak more softly, or project more strongly, than usual? Is the mike working properly? Are the speakers and the audio/visual equipment in good shape? If not, and if no one but you seems to care, then try to find your moderator or the local arrangements person and request some technical help. 

(d) If you plan to play the keyboard, do whatever you can to try out the instrument: sneak into the room over the lunch break, or during the evening the night before. If this can't be done, listen carefully to how others sound on the instrument. Might you want to use more, or less pedal, in this room? Will you want to watch out for that A-natural 440 which is ringing like an alarm system?

(e) Be sure to arrive at your session at least ten minutes before it is scheduled to begin. Promptly introduce yourself, or say hello to, your moderator; she/he will be relieved to know that you're there. Then, even if you're not the first speaker, try to get your equipment in place; check the height of the podium or the mike, so that you know whether you'll need to adjust either of these when you get there; adapt to the lighting in the room. Be sure to give your handouts to the appropriate person; but consider requesting that they not be distributed until just before you are to be introduced. Conference attendants have a nasty habit of snatching handouts for one session before heading off to another; but valuable time can be wasted, and momentum lost, when speakers stand at the podium silently waiting for handouts to be distributed.)

(f) Now comes the business of waiting to speak. If you worry about a dry throat or an upset stomach, bring some lozenges or some Rolaids. If your hands tend to get cold, don't be embarrassed to wear gloves until it's time to move to the podium. When, at last, you've been introduced, thank the moderator, give the audience a gracious, welcoming smile, proceed directly to your opening statements, and try your utmost to have a good time.

(g) Remember that the last sentence of your paper does not mark the end of your presentation: one more stage remains, and it characteristically begins with the moderator's "Are there any questions or comments?" BE READY FOR THOSE QUESTIONS. This could be your most impressive moment! Don't respond to questions simply by reiterating points you've already made; use this moment as a chance to strengthen your position, to display the even greater breadth of your research, and to touch upon materials that had had to be cut from your paper. Engage with your interlocutors; don't feel obliged just to agree politely with them ("That's a good point," etc.); conversely, don't just disagree with them for the sake of harping on your own views. By the way, consider planting a question or two amongst your friends in the audience. There's nothing so awkward as not being asked a single question!

IV. Let me conclude here with the hope that I haven't now begun to demonstrate how not to end a presentation. Have I run overtime? If so, then I'm doing a fine imitation of myself on numerous past occasions. We owe it to our listeners, to our fellow panelists, to our moderator, and especially to ourselves to end on time, without having to race to the finish. As one who has not always managed to heed this advice, I'll propose that it may be the best "tip" I can offer.

On Giving the Presentation

Brian Alegant

Oberlin College Conservatory

Remember three things when giving a presentation.

First: Timing is everything.

Think about your presentation as if it were a performance. Whether you read formally or deliver informally, consider carefully the flow of information and the demands you will make of your audience. Practice your presentation until it is polished. Stay within the allotted time frame-so that there is time for questions and comments-and allow ample time for your ideas to resonate. Sadly, this scenario is not uncommon: a presenter begins by saying that the paper is much too long, delivers the paper at an inhumanly fast clip, fast-forwards through six pages of beautifully-written prose in a frantic effort to have a conclusion, exceeds the time limit, and leaves no time for questions. Such a presentation is not only inconsiderate of the audience; it virtually precludes a scholarly exchange of ideas. [Imagine hearing a live performance of the "Waldstein" sonata, in which a pianist, under time pressure, takes a tempo that is too fast and skips the secondary theme of the recapitulation.]

Second: less is more.

Rather than focus on the material you want to cover, determine the (three or four) points you want your audience to "get," then build your presentation around these ideas. In my experience, this strategy is both user-friendly and successful. Streamlining your presentation allows your audience to digest your work. A word of caution to graduate students and relatively inexperienced presenters: think twice about "stuffing" a dissertation chapter into a conference presentation. Rather than cutting down a chapter until it fits within the allotted time frame, consider working in a bottom-up fashion: identify your main points, craft your arguments, and focus your efforts on articulation and delivery. I would say two things to those who are compelled by thoroughness and are fearful about leaving any stone unturned. First: even if you had an hour you couldn't say everything you wanted to; there would still be "holes." Second, a talk is a perfect venue for sharing work in progress and exchanging ideas. An article is a better vehicle for thoroughness. If there is an issue you want to explore, but can't find a way to work it into your presentation, have a friend ask you a leading question during the Q&A (which, of course, you have left plenty of time for!).

Third: Consider how, when, and why you use aural and visual materials.

Some people are visual learners; others are aural learners. It is both possible and profitable to accommodate each type of learner. Think carefully about how best to utilize musical examples and visual aids such as handouts, overheads, and/or computer-assisted displays. Experience has shown me that a well-designed handout can be a tremendously effective tool.

Some suggestions for visual aids:

"Set the table": show and tell your audience what you will do, and how much time you will spend on your points. Some presenters put an abstract on the first page of the handout, others show outlines or "game plans" in handouts or overheads. Construct your handout so that it is a self-sufficient document. Ideally, someone should be able to follow your talk by perusing your handout. Annotate your handout: use headers, indents, and text boxes to guide your listeners, to articulate the subdivisions of your talk, and to "modulate." You can incorporate information in your handout that you do not refer to in the talk (owing to time constraints or conceptual overload). Such "for perusal at your leisure" material might include analytical examples, annotated bibliographies, and suggestions for further research. [As an aside: if you have an analytical reduction, always try to provide a score for the passage in question. Many people find it hard to "trust" a reading otherwise.] Use overheads or power-point presentations in lieu of, or in addition to, handouts. Overheads allow you to control the rate of information; they also serve as insurance if you happen to run out of handouts. But be sure to practice: overheads and PowerPoint presentations are can be cruel and unforgiving.
