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A term, coined by the literary critic Julia Kristeva, that encompasses the entire range of relationships 
between texts, from direct borrowing, reworking or quotation to shared styles, conventions or 
language. It posits a view of texts, not as independent entities or forms of communication, but as 
responses to other texts, embedded in a perpetual stream of interrelated texts. Applied to music since 
the 1980s, it is a broader term than Borrowing, which typically focusses on the use in one piece of one 
or more elements taken from another. Thus intertextuality embraces the use of a general style or 
language as well as of a borrowed melody. Moreover, while borrowing is a monodirectional relationship 
in which one piece borrows from another, intertextuality encompasses mutual relationships, as when 
two pieces draw on the same convention but neither composer was aware of the other piece.

Musical scholars have used the term in two main contexts: to avoid making historical claims where 
evidence is uncertain, and to facilitate discussions of musical meaning, especially from a semiotic 
perspective (see Semiotics). To speak of ‘borrowing’ is to claim that a composer knew of a certain work 
and took one or more elements from it in fashioning a new one. When chronology is unclear, the 
available evidence may not support such a claim. Thus scholars of the isorhythmic motet have used 
‘intertextuality’ to describe similarities in isorhythmic structure that are clearly not accidental, when it 
cannot be established which motet was written first, or whether there may have been another work, 
now lost, on which both motets were modelled. Studies of the Renaissance mass and Magnificat have 
used the term to avoid the specific claims implied by ‘parody’, ‘borrowing’ and imitatio. In studies of 
more recent music, ‘intertextuality’ has been used for its breadth and for the connections it suggests to 
modern literary theory in general. By embracing everything from direct quotation to stylistic allusion 
and use of conventions, an intertextual approach can address the entire range of ways a musical work 
refers to or draws on other musical works. Interpreting those relationships as signs within a semiotic 
theory can illuminate the work's meaning, as can a study of the associations the other music may carry 
for the listener.

The related terms ‘intertexturality’ (Hertz, 1993) and ‘intermusicality’ (Monson, 1996) have been 
proposed to focus on the characteristics of music as a sounding art and to avoid the implications of the 
word ‘textual’ that music can be reduced to a text that must be read. The former allows discussion of 
relationships between music, the other arts and the realm of ideas, and the latter focusses on music as 
improvised, performed and heard.
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