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Ontology of Musical Analysis and Criticism (OMAC) 
Value, Similarity, Structure, Meaning, Ascription, Date 

 
We want to describe “musical qualities and effects” as observed by listeners, performers, and composers. These 
are “critical claims” about music. 
 

●​ The claims will be: 

○​ made by particular person(s) or authorities 
○​ at a particular time and place 
○​ in some source (a book, article, or digital resource) 

 
●​ The claims will: 

○​ involve some musical work(s)--manifest in scores, recordings, or performances (which might be 
described via some kind of FRBR model that will both connect and distinguish between different 
musical ‘objects’ of the same kind, but still linked them to the work concept as needed​
 

●​ And claims will have some musical location(s).  This could be a WorkExpression, or 
Self-ContainedExpression, or ExpressionFragment.  

○​ certain bars (even:  “all of them” in the case of the WorkExpression. 
○​ An EMA reference 
○​ a rehearsal mark 
○​ some timecode (in a recording or digital file) 
○​ other verbal means of designation or informal reference (“near the end” 
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●​ Finally, and perhaps most importantly, these claims assign some aesthetic quality or effect to the 
passage, such as: 

○​ Value  
■​ “This part is excellent.” 
■​ “This aria is truly ugly. 

 
○​ Similarity:   

■​ How it relates to (or does not relate) to some OTHER WorkExpression, or 
Self-ContainedExpression, or ExpressionFragment.  

●​ “This phrase is an inversion of what we heard earlier at X in this work”, 
●​ “This is a quotation of the opening line of the “Habanera” from Bizet’s Carmen.” 

■​ How it relates to (or does relate) to some genre, style, or type 
●​ “This is not in Baroque style” 
●​ “This is typical of Nocturne endings.” 
●​ “Romanescas like these are everywhere.” 

 
○​ Structure (some set of forms or processes in time, including harmonic patterns, sections, etc).  

Examples of related concepts might include: 

■​ segmentation or section 
●​ “The development begins in bar X.”  
●​ “This is Phrase 2”.   
●​ “This is fuga.” 
●​ “This piece is in sonata-allegro design” 

■​ pattern or schema 
●​ “This rhythmic ostinato is fast.” 
●​ “This cadence is incomplete.” 
●​ “Here we modulate to a minor key.” 

■​ beginning (prelude, introduction) 
●​ “These 10 measures serve to introduce the main key.” 

■​ continuation (or development, variation) 
●​ “The second motive is repeated in different instruments.” 

■​ climax (or low point) 
●​ “The arrival of the tonic is important.” 

■​ repetition (immediately after X) or reprise (after some intervening event) 
■​ interruption (or truncation) 
■​ closure (ending, coda) 

 
○​ Meaning (representing some idea, mood, image, character, or event)  

■​ “This passage evokes the pastoral.”  
■​ “This tune is melancholy.” 

○​ Ascription (some assertion about who created the work) 

■​ “This piece is probably not by Josquin des Prez, despite the fact that it is attributed to 
him in Source X.” 

■​ “This anonymous work is probably by Dittersdorf.” 

○​ Date (some assertion about when the work was created) 
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■​ “On the basis of its harmonies, I think this piece dates from the 1860s, and not before.” 
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In the Work, or In the Claim: 

Objective or Subjective? 
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OMAC will build upon FRBRoo Ontology for Works 
 
 
From a general perspective, we rely on the following basic classes from FRBRoo: 
 

●​ Work (F1) 
●​ Expression (F2) 

○​ Self-Contained Expression (F22) 
○​ Expression Fragment (F23) 

●​ Type (E55, CIDOC-CRM) 
●​ Person (F10) 

 
 
The OMAC proposes to extend these classes as follows (this is work in progress): 
 

●​ Work (F1) 
○​ Musical Work 
○​ Claim Work [The critical or analytic idea per se] 

■​ ... 
●​ Expression (F2) 

○​ Self-Contained Expression (F22) 
■​ Claim Self Contained Expression [The idea as found in a given edition, source, file] 
■​ Musical Self-Contained Expression 

○​ Expression Fragment (F23) 
■​ Musical Expression Fragment 

●​ Type (E55)​  
○​ Value Type (good, ugly, etc.) 
○​ Similarity Type 

■​ Genre Type (e.g., mazurka, pastoral) 
■​ Style Type (e.g baroque) 
■​ Allusion Type 

○​ Meaning Type 
○​ Structure Type 
○​ Date Type 
○​ Ascription  Type 
○​ etc. 
○​ ... 

●​ Person (F10) 
○​ Editor 
○​ Arranger 
○​ Composer 
○​ Critic 
○​ Analyst 
○​ Performer 

■​ Violinist 
■​ Pianist 
■​ Cellist 
■​ … 
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Some Comments on the Ontology Classes 
 

●​ Persons (without which could not ascribe responsibility for any claim or work; in FRBRoo, class Person 
F10), and  

●​ Roles (Editor, Arranger, Composer, etc. which will allow us to distinguish among the various ways in which 
the same person might take part in the creation, performance, publication, or evaluation of a work of art). 

○​ FRBRoo does not cover the modeling of roles.  
○​ Individuals instantiating classes like Editor, Arranger, Composer, etc. are persons satisfying 

certain conditions; e.g., a composer is a person who composed at least one musical work. 
○​ The same person can satisfy multiple roles; e.g., John being both a composer and a cellist. 

 
●​ Claims: 

○​ The same claim-work may be reported in mulitiple books or resources (claim-expressions). 
○​ A claim is about a work, or a work’s expression or a work’s quality (e.g., the genre) 

 
 

Claims, Formalized: 
 

A)​ Data about a musical work (i.e., chopin_op17_no 4 ) 
 

●​ chopin_op17_no 4 instance_of Musical Work 
●​ chopin_op17_no 4 composed_by Chopin 

 
B)  Data about a claim work (i.e., John the Musicologist in the role of Critic states that the genre of Chopin’s 
op17 no 4 is Mazurka) 

 
●​ John instance_of Critic 
●​ omac_claim_similarity_id12 instance_of Claim Work 
●​ omac_claim_similarity_id12 made_by John the Musicologist 
●​ omac_claim_similarity_id12 made_on 10/05/2019 
●​ omac_claim_similarity_id12 is_about chopin_op17_no 4 
●​ omac_claim_similarity_id12 attributes_genre_type mazurka 

 
 

Claims, Exemplified in Scholarship 
 
Here is a narrative version of a claim about “similarity”, in this case an argument about how a particular work 
follows (or does not) the ‘rules’ of a given genre.  The example from the works of Bach, and the author is a noted 
musicologist, Lawrence Dreyfus [Dreyfus, Laurence. “J. S. Bach and the Status of Genre: Problems of Style in the 
G-Minor Sonata BWV 1029.” The Journal of Musicology, vol. 5, no. 1, 1987, pp. 55–78. JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/763824.]   Here is one chart-like example concerning the second movement of BWV 1029: 
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And here is the narrative that Dreyfus weaves concerning these relationships between individual works and 
collective constructions such as National Styles or various dance genres: 
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And here is more from an essay about Mahler, by Vera Micznik [Micznik, Vera. “Mahler and ‘The Power of 
Genre.’” The Journal of Musicology, vol. 12, no. 2, 1994, pp. 117–151. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/763985.] 
 
Here, too, she shows how a single work alludes to, juxtaposes, and synthesizes a series of dances that all 
‘work’ as pieces in triple meter, but which each consitute their own ‘types’ in the work of Austro-Hungarian 
music of the 19th century. 
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Finally, let’s put this in the context of the CRIM project, in which we make Claims about: 
 

●​ Musical Patterns that we find in individual pieces (these are ‘contrapuntal [musical] types’, small building 
blocks that come in conventional schemas involving pairs of voices). There are our Observations. 

●​ And Pairs of Works that bear some direct and specific borrowing to each other--not just because they 
share the same universe of patterns, but rather because there is some clear evidence that one alludes to 
the other.  In this sense the connections are both “generic” and “specific”, just as any given work can be 
both conventional and unique. 

●​ Moreover, these “allusive pairs” demonstrate certain “transformational” procedures, in which old 
materials are shifted around, or new materials added to old ones. These are our Relationships. 

●​ This is nicely illustrated in this “Relationship” by Peter Schubert:   
○​ Specifically:  the Fevin mass Transforms (non-mechanical transformation) a motive (soggetto) from 

Josquin’s motet, by adding a New CounterSubject to the original soggetto.  BOTH excerpts 
represent the SAME “contrapuntal [musical] type”, but they are not the same music. 

 
 
Clip from  CRIM Project: https://crimproject.org/relationships/2401/ 
 
 

​
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Music Encoding Conference discussion notes 

 

During the CRIM Workshop 

●​ There was some skepticism expressed about the need for such an ontology, or at least anything more 
detailed than simply acknowleding (in logical form) the fact that a particular observation about music was 
made by some authority. 

●​ But there was also good discussion about what else might be needed in such a system: 
○​ How can we balance the general and the specific? Should we focus on the ‘middle ground’ of 

interoperable terms and concepts?  Simply formulating all insights as ‘claims’ is too broad.  
Doing so with great technical specificity that might reflect a particular analytic vocabulary, on the 
other hand, will be too specific.   The various categories under discussion here aim to fill that 
middle ground. There was support for the idea of formulating a ‘common core’ and then allowing 
users to adapt the ontology to their needs.  Thus the URI coud be one of our proposed 
categories, to which individuals would then link their particular terms.  [“Harmonic Prolongation” 
would thus be a kind of “Structure”.] 

○​ To the extent that scholarship often involves debate and revision, we will need to understand that 
Claims can be made about other Claims, no less than about Works or their Manifestations or 
individual items. 

○​ Claims will also need some measure of reliability or certainty.  It is not clear how these values 
would be assigned. 

○​ One could argue that an Edition is itself a kind of Claim, since it builds upon (and selects ‘truth’ 
from) particular texts or objects in order to posit some version (Manifestation) of a Work.   

■​ Indeed, MEI is “claim” based, since it is an encoding of what the signs mean, and also 
because it embodies detailed information about who is responsible for what in terms of 
editorial choices. 

■​ But MEI scores cannot say much about the relatedness of several pieces (of the sort 
we see in our Similarity Claims).  Nor would it be simple to incorporate detailed 
information for analytic claims about patterns or structures in XML encodings, with 
their disparate presentation of staves and bars.  We can ‘mark’ notes in MEI, but we 
cannot include in MEI all of the varied information that the scholarly community would 
want to say about each piece, or about groups of pieces. 

○​ What about Performances as Claims?  Or Claims about Performances?  FRBRoo models tend to 
privilege the Work Concept rather than aspects of rendition, or traditions in which the renditions 
are more important than the work.  But we need some way of marking the “how” of performance 
(vs the “what” of works). 

■​ Maxim:  In classical musical, the work is often presumed to be richer than any individual 
rendition of it (this is the kind of thing  we say about Shakespeare, for instance), where as 
in popular music and in the great oral traditions, it’s the realization or rendition that 
matters more than the work (as in The Ballad of Lady Margaret, or any blues song, or a 
cover of a Tin Pan Alley tune). 

○​ Example from Vienna: 
■​ Eduard Hanslick’s writings and those of his contemporaries in the Viennese musical 

press contain _different_ claims about the same piece.  The vocabularies for describing 
these might of necessity be part of some database of his writings.  But we can model 
them externally, too, with URIs that will connect Hanslick as authority with the Works or 
Events he describes, and the Claims he makes about them. 
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Combined Session Notes (CRIM and LOD Groups) 
 

●​ Linking In and Linking Out is the big aim of our work.  How in relation to MEI? 
○​ One model is offered by MELD:  https://github.com/oerc-music/meld which allows users to link 

media and images to specific passages or spans in MEI encodings. 
○​ Another approach can be see in the EMA system:  https://github.com/umd-mith/ema, which 

creates URI-style “coordinates” for any common music notation score that can in turn be 
‘resolved’ to any structured representation of that score, including MEI. 

●​ But what space is afforded in each of these systems for the details of the Claims we might make 
concerning what these passages represent, mean, or do?  The OMAC ontology seemed to offer some 
promise in this context, pointing to ways in which the character of the assertions might be structured in a 
logical way, and thus open them to discovery and re-use. Specific points about OMAC included: 

○​ The ‘middle ground’ as the focus of our work, as noted above.   
○​ Any claim about Value will also need a connection to some System of Values.  Otherwise ‘This 

is Best’ will be meaningless. 
○​ Authorities:  what about crowd source data, such as Folksonomies?  
○​ What is the research goal of such an ontology?  If we cannot see how it advances research, we 

should not spend too much time on this. [The goal is to make interpretive claims and insights 
durable, discoverable, and interoperable; these goals seem especially important as digital 
projects (with their assemblages of collective, small-scale insights) grow. 

○​ Claims about Claims (since scholarship is often founded on the revision or repetition of other 
judgments).  Reliability will be an attribute of the agent. 

●​ Possible Outcomes and Priorities for 2019-2020: 
○​ A Best Practices Document, highlighting a Common Core of concepts and areas for further 

work) 
○​ Some Practical Examples (of LOD and some Semantic concepts and classes) 
○​ Tutorials (on how to advance any of this)  [Perhaps these could be part of the MEI Tutorial area?] 
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