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In contemporary Western culture the differences between private and pub-
lic spheres in the fields of both sex and music involve a dual consciousness in
that our sense of identity and agency in private is dissociated from what-
ever sense we may have of ourselves in the public sphere.2 Deep fissures
can arise between how we see ourselves as sexual beings in private and
how we respond to displays of sexuality in the media, just as our intensely
personal musical experiences seem to be at the opposite end of the notional
spectrum to all the technical, economic and sociocultural factors without
which much of the music that so deeply moves us would not exist.

Having served its purpose to kick start the central issue of dual conscious-
ness, sex can now be dumped and attention drawn to the rationale behind
this book about music. Clearly, I must have thought there was a problem to
solve, a lacuna to fill, or at least some error or half-truth to correct, other-
wise I would have saved myself the bother of writing these words and you
of having to read them. The point is that during my career in music studies
I came to realise that the central problem in understanding how music
works derives not from the dichotomies of private and public or of subjec-
tive and objective in themselves, but from the dual consciousness of individu-
als unable to link the two poles of those dichotomies. That is of course an
epistemological observation. It means that over the years I've repeatedly
found prevailing patterns of understanding connections between the vari-
ous spheres of human activity relating to music to be sorely inadequate.
Now, if that's supposed to be a reason for writing a book, it’s also a state-
ment in need of substantiation. In Chapters 2-4 I present evidence support-
ing the statement. Here in this preface, however, I think it’s better to explore
the problem from a more down-to-earth and personal perspective.

Bio 1: non-muso

Before concretising this book’s rationale with biographical detail, I'd better

1. Commercial format radio’s main business aim is, as Rothenbuhler (1987) explains, to
sell audiences to advertisers. See also Karshner (1972).

2. ‘Dual consciousness’ is a term coined by Frantz Fanon (1967) who uses it to denote
the way in which colonised subjects have to assume two identities at the same time:
in relation [1] to the colonisers and [2] to fellow colonised subjects. I have taken the
liberty of extending the concept here to include dissonances of identity between the
private and public spheres.
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first briefly explain what I mean by muso and non-muso. I use the colloquial
term muso (without the non-) in a non-derogatory sense to denote someone
who devotes a lot of time and energy to making or talking about music, es-
pecially about its technical aspects. A muso is in other words someone with
either formal training in music, or who makes music on a professional or
semi-professional basis, or who just sees him/herself as a musician or mu-
sicologist rather than as a sociologist or cultural studies scholar. Non-musos
are simply those who don’t exhibit the traits just described and it is they
who feature in this book’s subtitle. The question is why a musicologist like
me feels he has to write about music for ‘them’?

The basic idea behind this project started to take shape in the early 1980s
when music videos, cable TV, and academics specialising in popular music
were novelties. That bizarre conjuncture was, I suppose, one reason why I
was asked on several occasions to talk about music videos, a topic on which
I've never been an expert. The invitations came mostly from people in me-
dia studies, linguistics, political science and the like, more rarely from fel-
low music educators or scholars.3 Those colleagues in other disciplines
seemed to find music videos problematic because, if I understood them
rightly, standard narrative analysis was unable to make much sense of au-
diovisuals that clearly spoke volumes to their (then) young MTV-viewing
students. Some of those non-muso teachers had of course deduced that pop
video narrative makes a different sort of sense when it functions as visualised
music rather than as visual narrative with musical accompaniment. Those
colleagues, all qualified to talk about socio-economic aspects of music and
about Hollywood film narrative, seemed in other words to be asking me, a
musicologist, to help solve epistemological problems relating to music as a
sign system.

Aware of musicology’s embarrassing inability at that time to help fellow
educators and scholars outside our discipline solve an important problem,
I have to admit that, faced with the task of deconstructing musical narrative
for non-musos and their students, I felt at the best of times like the one-
eyed man —with severely impaired sight to boot— in the land of the
blind.# Since then I've gradually acquired partial vision in the other meta-

3. In the early 1980s I gave such presentations mainly in Sweden (e.g. Goteborg, Hel-
sjon, Karlstad, Kristianstad, Landskrona, Lund, Skurup, Sddertilje, Stockholm).
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phorical eye. That slight improvement means I think I can now see enough,
however blurred, to write this book, a task I wish were unnecessary and
which I wouldn't have undertaken if I didn't think music was important.
Trouble is that, judging from music’s humble status in the pecking order of
competences housed in most institutions of learning, it’s all too easy to be-
lieve that maths, natural sciences and language must all be more useful
than music whose pigeonholing as art or entertainment implies that it is lit-
tle more than auditory icing on the cake of ‘real knowledge’.> As we shall
see in Chapters 1-3, everyday extramural reality tells quite a different story.

Readership and aims

Although this book will hopefully also interest musos, it's primarily in-
tended for people who, like the teachers mentioned above, are educated in-
dividuals without formal or professional qualifications in music or musicology —
‘non-musos’ — and who want to know how the sounds of music work in the
contemporary urban West. It is for those who want to understand: [1] how
music’s sounds can carry which types of meaning, if any; [2] how someone with
no formal musical training can talk or write intelligently about those sounds and
their meanings. To cover that territory in a single book, simplifications and
generalisations will be unavoidable. At the same time, in order to make
sense of that territory, it will also be necessary to summarise basic tenets of
music’s specificity as a sign system and to defuse such epistemic bombs as
ABSOLUTE MUSIC and MUSIC AS A UNIVERSAL LANGUAGE (Chapters 2-3).

One thing this book will not tell you is how to make music, nor does it pro-
vide potted accounts of composers, artists, genres or of the music industry;
nor will it be of any use to students cramming for music theory or history
exams. It certainly won't help readers bluff their way through conversa-
tions about jazz, folk, rap, rock, classical music or ‘world music’. And un-
der no circumstances will it claim the superiority of one type of music over
another: there is plenty of literature of all the types just mentioned. This
book’s job is to present, without resorting to more than a bare minimum of
musical notation and in terms accessible to the average university student

4. 'Taggis de eenoog in het land der blinden’ (Leo Sanama in the Dutch daily Haagse
Post, 1980-05-31: 54-55).
5. See comments about music as ‘auditory cheesecake’ on page 60.
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outside music[ology] departments, ways of understanding the phenomenon of
music as a meaningful system of sonic representation.

The appearance of this book is further motivated by factors linked to the
emergence of popular music studies as a field of inquiry in higher educa-
tion.® The majority of scholars in this field have tended to come from the so-
cial sciences and non-muso humanities (communication studies, cultural
studies, film studies, political science, sociology, anthropology, cinema, lit-
erature, etc.) rather from departments of music or musicology. Like the
teachers flummoxed by pop video narrative in the 1980s, these colleagues
have understandably tended to steer clear of the MUSIC in POPULAR MUSIC,
leaving a methodological void which musicologists have only recently
started trying to fill. Since the early 1980s, when I conducted reception tests
on title tune connotations and, more notably, since the 1990s, when I started
teaching popular music analysis to students with no formal musical train-
ing, I have seen repeated proof of great musical competence among those
who never set foot inside musical academe. It is a largely uncodified ver-
nacular competence that has with few exceptions been at best underesti-
mated, more often trivialised or ignored, not only in conventional music
studies but also by those individuals themselves. This kind of competence
is discussed in Chapter 3 and used as one starting point for the method and
analysis sections in this book.

It would at this stage be fair to ask, given ‘musicology’s embarrassing ina-
bility... to help fellow educators and scholars outside [the] discipline’, how
a musicologist, with all the baggage of that discipline, can possibly explain
anything useful about music to non-musos.

Although initially trained as musician and composer, my involvement in
popular music studies, including music and the moving image, has
brought me into contact just as much with non-musos as with fellow musi-
cians and musicologists. That contact with non-musos ought, I hope, to
have taught me enough to know what sort of things need explaining about
the specifics of music as meaningful sound to those who have heard, en-
joyed or otherwise reacted to it but who are not specialised in making it or

6. Both IASPM (International Association for the Study of Popular Music) and the
Cambridge University Press journal Popular Music were founded in 1981.
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in verbalising about how it is made. Nevertheless, since it’s impossible to
gauge each reader’s prior knowledge in or about music, I have to apologise
in advance if I overestimate or underestimate the reader’s intelligence or
musical competence. I must also apologise to eventual muso readers if, in
the interests of a projected non-muso readership, I oversimplify the com-
plexities and subtleties of music making. With those two caveats out in the
open, I have to mention a third risk of misunderstanding, particularly
about the first part of this book (Chapters 1-5).

If one of the book’s aims is to help seal the epistemic fissure of dual con-
sciousness in relation to music, then I will, like it or not, have to visit areas
of knowledge in which I myself have no formal training. The trouble is that
the notional gaps between music as subjective experience and everything
else to which it is clearly related are more likely to be exacerbated than
healed by disciplinary boundaries institutionally delineating distinct areas
of competence. This means that if, as a mere muso, I cross the border into,
say, sociology, semiotics, neurology or communication studies, I risk of-
fending specialists whose institutional territory I enter without the manda-
tory visa of disciplinary competence because I may seem to be
transgressing, albeit inadvertently, the foreign territory’s taboos and break-
ing its disciplinary laws. In such instances I can only apologise and beg au-
thorities in the territory I am judged to have violated to treat me no worse
than they would an uninformed but inquisitive tourist with honourable in-
tentions. Notwithstanding that apology, I would suggest that it might be
more constructive to interpret at least some of my ‘illegal entries’ in terms
of a naive but potentially useful challenge to the foreign discipline. After
all, challenges in the opposite direction —against music studies from the
non-muso ‘outside world’— inform many of this book’s key issues.

Background 2: muso

When, as described above, those non-muso teachers asked me to explain
how the music in pop videos worked they were indirectly questioning ‘my’
discipline. They seemed to be assuming that musicology could come to the
rescue at a time when the discipline rarely showed interest in either popu-
lar music or in matters of musical meaning. Their assumption could in that
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sense be considered naive because it didn’t account for the institutional re-
ality of conventional musicology; but it also indirectly and, I believe, justi-
fiably questioned our discipline’s usefulness and legitimacy. Be that as it
may, their non-muso assumption about what musicology ought to be doing
resonated with my own misgivings about the discipline, particularly in
terms of its apparent reluctance to deal with matters popular or semiotic.
My questioning was different from theirs only in that it derived, as I see it,
mainly from muso experience. That experience is worth recounting for sev-
eral reasons. [1] It helps me retrospectively sort out key events influencing
my involvement in and ideas about music. [2] Some familiarity with that
process makes my personal and ideological baggage more transparent to
readers who can then “see where I'm coming from’ and apply whatever fil-
ter seems appropriate to any passage that may cause problems. [3] The ac-
count that follows also illustrates central problems in the epistemology of
music and explains why this book has been such a long time in the making.

Brief muso autobiography

I can’t have been much older than four when I first registered that music
was as sound connected to things other than itself. I remember bashing
clusters on the top notes of a piano and screaming ‘lightning’, then thump-
ing a loud cluster on its lowest notes and yelling ‘thunder” as I sat under the
keyboard in delighted trepidation at the threatening sounds I'd produced.
Not even then (1948) did I actually believe that the top notes ‘were’ or even
‘meant’ lightning and the bottom ones thunder, although I might well have
said so if asked,” but I was even then clear that the high sounds could not
possibly be linked to thunder and that the low ones were unthinkable in
terms of lightning. Having patiently put up with this sort of cacophony on
the piano for a year or two, my parents decided, for the sake of the family’s
sonic sanity, that I should be given piano lessons.8

In 1952, aged eight, I was blessed with a piano teacher, Jared Armstrong,

7. A four-year-old cannot be expected to theoretically distinguish between different
meanings of to be and to mean.

8. My THUNDER AND LIGHTNING memories are from a neighbour’s piano. It was not until
after we moved in September 1948 that I remember any piano in our own home.
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who, identifying the motoric torpor of the fingers on my left hand, looked
out of the window at snow falling from a grey sky and jotted down an
eight-bar piece called North Street in a Snow Storm, complete with a mourn-
ful melody to exercise my left hand and bare, static sonorities to occupy the
right. In the summer he swapped my hands around in By the Banks of the
Nene, another eight-bar mini-piece which this time featured a quasi-folk
tune in the right hand and a static bagpipe-like drone in the left. As with
the THUNDER and LIGHTNING, I didn’t think North Street in a Snow Storm
‘was’ or even ‘meant’ a snowstorm in the street outside our house any more
than I believed the banks of our local river to actually ‘be” in By the Banks of
the Nene. I just instantly recognised the sort of mood my piano teacher had
intended to put across and was in no doubt whatsoever as to which title be-
longed to which piece.? I knew in other words that the pieces neither
sounded nor looked like what their titles denoted, but I did think they
sounded like what it might feel like to see or to be in the scenario designated
by each title, even though I was obviously incapable at that age of distin-
guishing, albeit in such simple terms, between that type of connotation and
other sorts of signification.10

One year later I had to take lessons from a different piano teacher who
made me sit national piano exams for which I had to prepare pieces drawn
mainly from the euroclassical repertoire. Then, aged twelve,  was awarded
a music prize. It was in front of the whole school that a local classical music
celebrity presented me with a cloying biography of Mozart the Wunderkind
and made a short speech in which he seemed to be saying that the tiny clas-
sical parody I'd recently written was something of which the young Mozart
would not have been ashamed. Well, Mozart might not have been but I
was. That the local celebrity had mistaken my facetious parody for a
straight style composition was one thing; worse was the resentment I felt,

9. This excellent piano teacher (see |exetercollege.net/design/pdfs/08Register.pdf])
also introduced me to the WHOLE-TONE SCALE [»@] which, after several visits to the
local cinema, I managed to semiotically link with mystery. That prompted me to pro-
duce a short piece which I thought sounded spooky enough but which frankly just
meandered aimlessly and did not at all impress Mr. Armstrong. At that time (1952-
53) we lived on North Street in the small town of Oundle (Northamptonshire, UK),
ten minutes” walk from the River Nene [ni:n].

10. See Chapter 5, p.154ff. and p.179 for more on connotation and musical meaning.
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caused partly the Mozart book prize and partly by the local celebrity’s
words, at being compared to a sad freak in a powdered wig who used his
boyish charm and pretty music to ingratiate himself among doting rich-
and-famous grown-ups in late eighteenth-century Austria.ll It struck me
that classical music’s local representatives —my piano teacher, the celebrity
dishing out the prize, etc. — were treating me too as a precocious freak, per-
haps hoping that, if flattered enough at regular intervals, I would join their
ridiculous ranks, and, like an obedient dog, perform more musical tricks
for them. In retrospect I suppose that recruiting another circus animal
might have helped boost their credibility in the ARTISTIC TALENT stakes of
their own social aspirations, but at the time I felt angry and insulted. Want-
ing no part in their weird world I resolved to outrun everyone both in the
200 metres and on the rugby pitch, to go for longer bike rides, and to devote
myself at the earliest opportunity to music that seemed to actually work,
that had some real use and that didn’t “‘ponce about’.12

As luck would have it my next music teacher, Ken Naylor, held no fascina-
tion for freaks. He was an accomplished pianist, composer and church or-
ganist who ran choirs and orchestras with great skill, who wrote mean
close-harmony arrangements and who taught me how to play jazz stand-
ards. He encouraged me to compose and improvise, and introduced me to
Bartdk, Stravinsky and Charlie Parker, as well as to the anthems and mad-
rigals of Elizabethan composers. He also made me regularly transpose
hymns into more manageable keys for the congregation, and showed me

11. I'ended up by throwing away the book in disgust but I do remember one particu-
larly cloying page with a drawing of the boy wonder scribbling away at a desk and
the caption: ‘Little Wolfgang was locked up in a room with some manuscript paper.
What do you think he did?’ I was relieved to discover that my father also found that
page quite nauseating.

12. The piano teacher was Monica Okell, the school St. Faith’s (Cambridge, UK, 1953-
1957) and the local classical music celebrity Allen Percival whose Orchestra for Boys
and Girls appeared the same year (Percival 1956). The exams I took were the (UK)
Associated Board’s Grades 1 through 5. Other explanations. [1] the 200 metres was at
the time a race of 220 yards. [2] Ponce (n.) is derogatory UK slang for ‘a man given to
ostentatious or effeminate display in manners, speech, dress’ (thefreediction-
ary.com); poncing about means posturing like a ponce, wasting time with pointless
activities, etc. The sort of music I had in mind as not ‘poncing about’ consisted at that
time of jazz, pop and film music.



10 Tagg: Music’s Meanings — Preface

how to change their harmonies in the last verse to add a bit of drama to the
drab routine of daily prayers. He even helped me overcome my Mozart
trauma by drawing attention to the composer’s ability to transform “pretti-
ness and wit’ into passages of wondrously disturbing regret. Ken Naylor’s
professional eclecticism was living proof that no type of music could be
seen as intrinsically superior or inferior to another, and that music learnt
and produced by ear was just as legitimate as what you played or sang
from notation. Of more obvious direct relevance to the analysis parts of this
book were his practical demonstrations of relations between music as
sound and ‘something other than itself’, most strikingly the word-painting
skills I learnt from him when accompanying hymns in the school chapel.13

Following through on the vows I'd made aged twelve, I joined a trad jazz
combo while still at school and later, at university, a Scottish country dance
outfit and an R&B/soul band. In those three ensembles, as well as in other
non-classical groups I subsequently worked with, I was the only member
with any formal musical training. Being in the minority I had to curb my
specialist tongue whenever we needed to discuss the sorts of sound we
wanted to make. Fortunately, verbal denotation of musical structure was
rarely necessary because differences of opinion were almost always settled
practically using actual or imagined sound to compare musical idea x with
alternative y. At no time did I ever think that my fellow band members’ lack
of formal vocabulary denoting tonal structure meant that their musical
skills and knowledge were in any way less valid or less systematic than
those I had learnt in formal studies of the European classical repertoire. On
the contrary, it soon became clear that the arsenal of structural terms I'd had
to acquire in order to obtain a B.A. in music was quite inadequate, not least
when it came to issues of rhythmic/motivic bounce and drive (as in grooves
and riffs), even more so when denoting the details of timbre so important
in so many types of popular music.

It also became clear that I was inhabiting at least two different sociomusical

13. I owe alot to this exceptional man and musician, Ken Naylor (1931-1991), head of
music during my time at The Leys School, Cambridge (UK), 1957-1962. The word-
painting techniques are exemplified on pages 140-142.
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worlds with different repertoires, technologies, functions, values and
modes of metadiscourse.1* However, I never really believed that I was my-
self living two musically separate lives.15 True, the institutional and social
dividing lines between the official version of euroclassical music and all the
other musics with which I'd come into contact were real enough; but just as
my personality remained basically in tact when I learned to speak other
languages, I felt I was the same musical person regardless of whichever
musical idiom I happened to be playing in or listening to. The problem, I
insisted perhaps arrogantly, was not with me but on the outside. If that
were so I would, in the social reality outside my head, so to speak, have to
confront one sphere of musical activity with another. That sort of confron-
tation involved not only efforts to persuade fellow rock musicians to join
me at a performance of Bach’s Matthew Passion and fellow euroclassical mu-
sic students to listen to my Beatles tapes; it also involved developing verbal
discourse, comprehensible to members of whichever group I was arguing
with, that could explain in their terms the expressive and creative qualities
of whichever music was unfamiliar in their socio-musical sphere. This
stubborn insistence, inspired in no small part by Ken Naylor’s living proof
of musical eclecticism’s obvious advantages, meant that I acquired practical
training in verbal mediation between musos and non-musos, rockers and
jazzos, classical buffs and pop fans, etc. That training was also useful prep-
aration for writing this book.

The sort of confrontation just described seemed in general to go down bet-
ter with popular music acquaintances than with their euroclassical coun-
terparts. One probable reason, I think, is that the former had nothing to lose
in opening up to the latter whereas those whose career or meta-identity de-
pended on attaining or maintaining a higher sociocultural status did. As
explained in Chapter 3 (pp. 83-86) the CLASSICAL MUSIC = HIGH CLASS equa-

14. See also Chapter 3 under ‘Structural denotors’ (p.102,ff.). For more about unnotated
parameters of musical expression see introduction to Chapter 8 (p.253, ff.).
Obscure band references: [1] leader of the nameless school trad band (1958-60) was
Dave Lane (alto sax); [2] gatherings of the Cambridge University Scottish Dance
Society (1962-63); [3] The Soulbenders (R&B/soul, Cambridge 1963-65); [4] The
Finesilver-Kerr Quintet (Manchester 1965-66); [5-6] The Nazz and The Disturbance
(Varmland 1966-68); Roda Kapellet (Goteborg 1972-76).

15. cf. the musical ‘double lives’ of Korngold, Rdzsa and Morricone (p.76).
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tion was fuelled by the metaphysical aesthetic of ‘absolute music’ which,
by theoretically locating the most noble of musical experiences outside the
material world, enabled the privileged classes not only to feel culturally su-
perior by appearing to transcend mundane material reality but also to di-
vert attention from the fact that it was they who wielded the real power
actually in the material world. Given that no-one likes losing their privi-
leges, even if (or perhaps especially if) they are illusory, it was in retrospect
naive of me, if not plain stupid, to expect those with a vested interest in
maintaining the ABSOLUTE MUSIC aesthetic as part of the CLASSICAL = CLASS
equation to recognise equal value in other musics or to welcome the discus-
sion of music as if it meant anything except itself. The difficulty was that
the world of euroclassical music, as I knew it in 1960s Britain, was highly
contradictory about these matters.

While I knew very well, from working at the Aldeburgh Festival and from
frequent visits to King’s College Chapel, that art music was often per-
formed with great expressivity —‘as if it really meant something’—, the
music degree programme I followed at Cambridge focused mainly on tech-
nical and archival tasks. We had to ‘complete this motet in the style of Pal-
estrina’” without considering the expressive imperative of words like
crucifixus or resurrexit, to decipher lute tablature without sparing a thought
for Dowland’s word painting, and to write essays about Wagner without
linking his work to the moral, philosophical or political ideas of the com-
poser or his times. None of it seemed to make any sense. Meanwhile I car-
ried on gigging sporadically with the R&B band in pubs, in clubs and on
student dance nights, performing numbers like I'll Go Crazy, Walking The
Dog and Route 66.16 That sort of musical activity, on the other hand, did
make social sense to me.

It was with relief that I left the Renaissance theme park of Cambridge in
1965 to do a teaching diploma in Manchester where the pragmatics of mu-
sic education, including its social implications, were clearly on the agenda.
It was at the height of the pop boom in northern England and I was encour-
aged to submit an end-of-year mini-thesis about the possible uses of pop in
music education (Tagg 1966). I also managed, during my teaching practice,

16. See LRR for Brown (1960), Thomas (1963) and Rolling Stones (1964).
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to keep a class of usually rowdy pupils quietly and enthusiastically occu-
pied writing horror film scenarios following the third movement of Bar-
tok’s Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta.1” Fourteen years later Stanley
Kubrick repeated the same exercise, using the same music to underscore
three scenes in The Shining (1980). If it was OK for Kubrick to link music
and picture in that way, I argued retrospectively, it can’t have been wrong
for me or my pupils to have tried our hands at it, even if the scenarios we
produced were nowhere near as good as Kubrick’s. It was in any case more
grist to the mill of linking music to other things than just music, and it was
further evidence of unquestionable musical competence among a non-
muso majority that included both Kubrick and my secondary school pupils.

Despite considerable encouragement from my supervisor for what must at
the time have seemed quite bizarre ideas for music education,!8 other end-
of-year examiners were more conservative and predictable. They seemed
to dislike my lack of enthusiasm for subjecting boys aged thirteen through
sixteen to intensive vocal training and they disapproved of my reluctance
to make proper use of the school’s Orff instruments.1¥ Then, when I looked
in the Times Education Supplement for music teaching jobs, my heart sank
deeper as I discovered I would be expected to run recorder groups in one
school, enter pupils for Associated Board exams in another, to teach piano
and at least one wind instrument in a third, and so on. I had to conclude
that there was no job in education for someone passionate about the popu-
lar and semiotic sides of music, plenty for those plodding down the same
old path of performing the classics. That's why I dumped music education
as a career option and took a job in Sweden teaching English as a foreign
language, keeping music on as just a hobby (1966-68).

I was much happier with music on the sidelines, so, after two years at my
new job in Sweden, I decided to retrain as a language teacher (1968-71). 1

17. Plant Hill Comprehensive School, Manchester, January-March 1966.

18. I am very grateful to my supervisor, Dr Aubrey Hickman, outstanding humanist,
viola player and chain smoker, for his criticism and encouragement during my year
at the Department of Education at the University of Manchester (1965-66).

19. Orff instruments are basically inexpensive xylophones and metallophones whose
individual tone bars (keys) can be detached so no-one can play an unwanted note.
There is a complete aesthetic/educational theory behind the use of these instruments
(Orff Schulwerk) which I never found totally convincing.
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enrolled at the University of Goteborg and changed my musical sideline
from being in a rock band to singing in a choir. Now, one of the other choir
members was married to a man called Jan Ling, who had recently been
asked by the Swedish government to set up a new music teacher training
college. Ling told me that popular music would be on the curriculum and
that I was the only person he had met with the triaxial profile: [1] degree in
music, [2] teaching diploma, [3] experience of making popular music.
When asked to teach some music analysis at the new college in 1971 I leapt
at the opportunity. I was eager to try out ideas that had lain dormant since
abandoning music as a career option, but I soon ran into difficulties.20

The main problem was that the ideas I had about ‘meaning’ in popular mu-
sic were mostly intuitive, informed by music-making experience, not by
any process of analytical reasoning. I had no coherent theory codifying that
intuitive knowledge and only very patchy empirical evidence of structural
aspects relating to musical semiosis in any shape or form. It was clear that
if those ideas were to be of any use in education, they would have to be
tested in various ways until viable patterns started to emerge that in the
longer term might together constitute an at least partially coherent body of
theory and method. Most of the initial testing took place in analysis classes
where the students’ recurrent mistakes, questions and insights forced me
to formulate potentially useful patterns of analytical theory and ap-
proach.21 So, armed with my own experiences of music and music making,
with comments and questions from music students, with Dave Laing’s ap-
peal for ‘a semiotic dimension’ to the study of popular music (Laing 1969:
194-6), and with a few rudimentary concepts imported into musicology
from hermeneutics and semiotics, I ended up producing a doctoral thesis
in 1979 about the meanings of the title music to the TV series Kojak.

The Kojak thesis generated plenty of encouraging reactions but it was also
criticised for concentrating on one single piece of music and for its lack of
empirical underpinning. That’s why, in the 1980s, I conducted numerous
reception tests on fen title tunes (not just one) and, with Bob Clarida’s help,

20. For more about Jan Ling and the importance of Géteborg in the history of popular
music studies and education, see Tagg (1998a).

21. One such approach to gradually emerge in those early years (1972-76) was interob-
jective comparison, the main topic in Chapter 7 of this book.
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started dealing with response data, transcriptions and musical analyses.
The idea was to investigate listener responses in relation to structural ele-
ments in the ten theme tunes and, in the process, to thoroughly test, fine-
tune and improve the analytical methods proposed in the Kojak thesis. Due
mainly to the wealth of listener responses and their often complex connec-
tion to the musical structures eliciting them, Ten Little Title Tunes (TLTT)
proved to be a mammoth undertaking. In addition, logistical factors, in-
cluding full-time teaching commitments, the academic imperative to pub-
lish a yearly quota of articles or die, and moving continents all meant that
the 914-page book was not completed until December 2003.22

Even though I'd been encouraged, at various points during the 1980s and
1990s, by respected friends and colleagues to produce a book like this one,
and even though I'd been approached by a respected publishing house in-
terested in a book with the working title Music’s Meanings,?3 I felt unable to
start work on it before completing TLTT (Ten Little Title Tunes). It just didn’t
feel right to write, let alone publish, Music’s Meanings until the theory and
method I wanted to propose in it had been thoroughly tested. TLTT docu-
ments that process of testing in considerable detail. It is often used as a
source for ideas and information in this book (see p. 16, ff.).

Just as important in laying the groundwork for this book are all the stu-
dents who since 1971 have attended my analysis classes. Between October
1993, when non-musos first joined my MA seminar in Liverpool, and De-
cember 2009, when [ retired, I spent over 2,000 hours teaching some sort of
semiotic music analysis to around 800 students.2* That means lots of anal-
yses marked, lots of questions asked, lots of discussion and lots of opportu-

22. The ‘“earlier work’ is in Tagg (2000a, b). The 914-page book is Tagg & Clarida (2003).
For explanation of work on TLTT, see p.16, ff.

23. The friends and colleagues included Dave Laing, Simon Frith and Franco Fabbri.
Publishing interest came from Manchester University Press in about 1993.

24. The numbers are based on the following estimates. 13 years of full-time teaching (6
in Liverpool, 7 in Montréal) 4 courses (modules) at 3 hours per week for an average
of 26 teaching weeks per year (12 per semester in Liverpool, 14 in Montréal) amounts
to 4056 hours, minus the 2 non-analysis courses, or a total of 2028 hours analysis
teaching 1993-2009. Student numbers are estimated as follows: graduate seminars
min. 10, undergraduate classes max. 60, average = 30 students in 2 analysis classes
per year for 13 years (30 x 2 x 13) = 780 students. Roughly one third of the students in
one analysis class per year were non-musos (780 + 3 + 2 = 130).
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nity to observe which ideas and methods caused problems or led to good
results. Much of this book’s second part (Chapters 6-13) relies heavily on
that teaching experience and on the lessons I learnt about what did and did
not work, what was unnecessary, what needed clearer explanation, etc.

Part 1 (Chapters 1-5) also relies heavily on teaching experience but less on
the logistics of analysis classes, much more on decades of having to con-
front widespread assumptions, among both musos and non-musos, about
music and musical learning, assumptions that often go against the princi-
ples of analysis theory and method presented in Part 2. These assumptions
constitute a sort of ‘received wisdom’ consisting of articles of faith accord-
ing to which music is considered as an almost exclusively subjective, al-
most magical and irrational phenomenon of human experience that needs
to be kept in a mentally separate compartment from any systematic or ra-
tional notion of how knowledge and meaning are created and mediated.
My personal credo is that failure to be rational and objective about what is
habitually pigeon-holed as irrational and subjective is tantamount to intel-
lectual treachery in a culture and society which exploits our dual con-
sciousness for short-term goals of political or financial gain. Therefore, in
order to prepare the way for the sort of theory and method I present in Part
2, I have to examine, explain and deconstruct the articles of faith which
have for such a long time obstructed the development and spread of viable
and democratic ways of talking about music ‘as if it meant something other
than itself’.

In short, extensive testing of analysis procedures in the classroom and re-
peated exposure to ‘received wisdoms’ about music means that I now fi-
nally feel confident enough to present the background, theory and practice
of those analysis procedures to a wider public.

TLTT

TLTT (Ten Little Title Tunes; Tagg & Clarida 2003) is a 914-page tome to
which [ often refer in this book. To avoid having to explain the rationale
and procedures of TLTT each time, here’s a brief resumé of information rel-
evant to its use in this publication. My back cover sales pitch for TLTT in-
cluded the following statements.2>

‘[TLTT] documents the associations of hundreds of respondents to ten
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extracts of music, each heard without visual accompaniment but used...
as film or TV title music. It deals with links between listener connota-
tions and musical structures in the global, Anglo-US-American mass-
media culture of the late twentieth century, analysing musogenic cate-
gories of thought which own serious ideological potential.

Under headings like Minor Amen and crisis chords, Sighing sixths and sev-
enths, Country & Latin clip-clop, Big-country modalism, Ethnic folk lutes,
anaphonic telegraphy, Busy xylophones and comic bustle, The Church of the
Flatted Fifth and P.1. Cool, Latin percussion and eye shadow, etc., [TLTT] re-
veals how notions of gender, love, loneliness, injustice, nostalgia, sad-
ness, exoticism, nature, crime, normality, urgency, fashion, fun, the
military, etc. are musically mediated.’

The basic story is that between 1980 and 1985, and for methodological rea-
sons already mentioned (pp.14-15), I played the ten title tunes to individu-
als attending one of my lectures or seminars. Most of the 600-odd
respondents subjected to the this exercise were Swedish, but the tunes were
also tested on 44 Latin Americans. Many respondents were students still in,
or who had recently left, tertiary education, some were in secondary edu-
cation, others in adult education. The representation of men and women as
well as of musos and non-musos was roughly equal. The basic reception
test procedures, including their construction, implementation and result
classification are described in Chapter 6 (esp. p. 190, ff.).

TLTT involved a lot of statistical and analytical donkeywork. Since one
main aim was to find out HOW MUCH OF WHAT respondents imagined as
associated with WHAT in the ten pieces, each tune had to be painstakingly
transcribed, not to mention all the relevant bits of IOCM (»@, p.219ff.), and
responses had to be grouped in categories so that, for example, the number
of men or women imagined in connection with one tune could be reasona-
bly compared with the number of men or women associated with another.
That comparison provoked an enlightening but disturbing discussion of
the representation of male and female through music.26 Suffice it here to
say that response statistics from TLTT cited in this book can be interpreted
using the following example.

25. The complete back cover blurb, a more detailed overview of its contents, opinions
about it and a link to download it are all at |tagg.org/mmmsp/10Titles.html|[110218].
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Over 50% of respondents mentioned something in either of the categories
LOVE or MALE-FEMALE COUPLE on hearing the first tune in the test bat-
tery.2” Bearing in mind that the average number of concepts reported per
person per tune was greater than three and that the test was one of un-
guided association, 50% is a very high score indicating that every other re-
spondent independently chose to write down words like LOVE, ROMANCE
or COUPLE on hearing the piece —and that’s excluding responses like
STROKING, FLOATING, SLOW MOTION, EMBRACING, KISSING, DREAMING
and WONDERING. Associations in the campestral category (GRASS, MEAD-
OWS, FIELDS, etc.) were also common (15%), as were responses like WALK-
ING THROUGH/OVER/ACROSS the scenario (14%), in SPRING or SUMMER
(13%) some time in the NINETEENTH CENTURY (8%), most likely some-
where in NORTHWESTERN EUROPE (5%), definitely not in Asia, Africa or
anywhere on the American continent (all 0%). Nor were any detectives,
spies, cowboys, villains, crime, streets, disorder, or modern times men-
tioned by anybody: there was nothing fast, cosmic, urban, inimical, threat-
ening, eruptive, conflictive, military, asocial or anything else of that type
evoked by one or more of the other nine pieces, in any respondent’s imagi-
nation on hearing the piece. The percentages simply represent the proba-
bility of any of the individual test subjects coming up with a particular
connotation in unguided response to one of the ten test tunes, or of men-
tioning a connotation subsequently classified in one of the categories listed
in the VVA taxonomy shown as Table 6-1 (p.199, ff.).

Overview of chapters in Music’s Meanings

This book falls roughly into two parts. Part 1, ‘Meanings of “music”’ (Chap-
ters 1-5, pp. 33-183), clears the necessary conceptual and theoretical ground
for the bulk of the book in Part 2, entitled ‘Meanings of music” (Chapters 6-
13). Part 2 (pp. 185-498) focuses on ways of analysing music ‘as if it meant
something other than itself’.

26. See Chapter ‘Title Tune Gender and Ideology’ (TLTT: 665-679). Readers requiring
further details of the ‘donkeywork’ in TLTT are invited to consult TLTT’s appendices
1-6 (pp. 683-804) and its Chapter 3 (esp. pp.107-150). TLTT can be obtained by visit-
ing |tagg.org/mmmsp/publications.html| [110218].

27. The Dream of Olwen (Charles Williams, 1947).
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Part 1 —Meanings of ‘music’?
Chapter 1 —How much music? — simply explains the ubiquity of music in

everyday life and estimates its importance in terms of time and money for
inhabitants of the urban West.

Chapter 2 — The most important thing... — starts with definitions of and axi-
oms about ‘music’, including the concept of concerted simultaneity, the non-
antagonistic contradiction between music’s intra- and extrageneric aspects,
and the tenet that music is not a ‘universal a language’. After an intercultural
comparison of words denoting what we call ‘music’ and a short history of
the concept in European thinking, music’s relation to other modes of hu-
man expression is discussed using observations from the anthropology of
human evolution as well as from theories of cross-domain representation and
synaesthesis.

Chapter 3 —The epistemic oil tanker— is one of the bulkier vessels in this
fleet of chapters. It confronts the notion of ‘absolute music’, tracing its his-
tory, demystifying its articles of faith, including those of its ‘postmodernist’
counterpart, and deconstructing its ideological implications. The chapter’s
second part identifies institutional splits in musical knowledge (poietic v. aes-
thesic etc.) that exacerbate the polarities of dual consciousness. It also ex-
plains the central role of notation in conventional music studies.

Chapter 4 —Ethno, socio, semio— discusses the three main disciplinary chal-
lenges to conventional music studies in the twentieth century: ethnomusicol-
ogy, the sociology of music and the semiotics of music. It highlights their
contribution, real or potential, to developing the sort of music analysis cov-
ered in Part 2, underlining the importance of ethnomusicology and empir-
ical sociology, and addressing the problems of music semiotics in dealing
with semantics and pragmatics.

Chapter 5 —Meaning and communication— is the book’s ‘semiotic theory
chapter’. It explains key concepts like semiotics, semiology, semiosis (incl. ob-
ject - sign - interpretant), semantics, syntax, pragmatics, sign type (icon - index
- arbitrary sign), denotation, connotation, connotative precision, polysemy, trans-
mitter, receivet, codal incompetence and codal interference. All these concepts
are essential to the adequate treatment of the book’s main analytical ques-
tions about musical meaning.
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Part 2 —Meanings of music

Chapter 6 — Intersubjectivity— presents the first of two main approaches to
discussing the meaning of a musical analysis object. Six reasons for priori-
tising the aesthesic rather than poietic pole are followed by a brief presenta-
tion of how ethnographic observations can help in the semiotic analysis of
music. The bulk of the chapter deals with reception tests, the categorisation
of verbal-visual associations (VVAs), the establishment of paramusical
fields of connotation (PMFCs) and other important steps in the collection
and collation of response data. The chapter ends with a short section on the
use of library music in systematising reception test responses.

Chapter 7 — Interobjectivity— covers the second set of approaches to the in-
vestigation of meaning in music. After the definition of essential terms —
object, structure, museme — the two-stage process of interobjective comparison
is explained, complete with advice on collecting interobjective comparison
material (IOCM) and on the establishment of paramusical fields of conno-
tation (PMFC). Verification procedures — recomposition, commutation — are
also explained and the chapter ends with a section that should allay non-
muso anxieties about the designation of music’s structural elements as an es-
sential part of analysis procedure.

Chapter 8 —Terms, time & space— is the first of three to focus on parameters
of expression, i.e. on poietic factors determining how music sounds and
what it potentially communicates. A short first part presents paramusical
parameters (audience, venue, lyrics, images, etc.) and their role in the con-
struction of musical meaning. It also includes explanations of basic terms
essential to subsequent discussion— genre, style, note, pitch, tone, timbre and
the extended present. Most of this long chapter is devoted to simple explana-
tions of the first of the four main T-s of musical expression, i.e. the temporal-
spatial, including duration, phrase, motif, period, episode, speed, pulse, beat, sub-
beat, tempo, surface rate, rhythm, accentuation, metre and groove. It ends with a
section on aural staging, i.e. the placement of different sounds in different
(or similar) types of acoustic space, both in relation to each other and as a
whole in relation to the listener.

Chapter 9 — Timbre, loudness and tone — covers the second set of parameters
of musical expression. After reviewing instrumental timbre (vocal timbre is
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covered in Chapter 10) and how it creates meaning, an overview of acoustic
devices and digital effects units explains everything from pizzicato and vibrato
to distortion, filtering, phasing, limiting and gating. Then, after a short section
dealing with loudness, volume and intensity, the rest of the chapter provides
a rudimentary guide to all things tonal, including pitch, octave, register, inter-
val, mode, key, tonic, melody, tonal polyphony, heterophony, homophony, counter-
point, harmony, chords and chord progressions.

Chapter 10 — Vocal persona — concentrates on one complex of parameters of
musical expression whose meaningful details non-musos tend to identify
and label more easily than musos do. These aesthesic and vernacular charac-
terisations of spoken and singing voices are sorted into a taxonomy including
descriptors of vocal costume, as well as those derived from demographics, pro-
fessions, psychological and narrative archetypes. Practical ways of relating vocal
sound to posture and attitude are explained so that its meanings can be more
easily grasped and verbalised as part of the semiotic analysis.

Chapter 11 —Texture and totality[under construction]— covers composite
parameters of musical expression in two sections: [1] compositional texture
(synchronic); [2] narrative form (diachronic).

Chapter 12 —A simple sign typology [under construction]. With potentially
meaningful musical structures (musemes) identified and linked to possible
fields of paramusical connotation (Chapters 6-11), this chapter presents
workable ways of checking the viability of those links. Does the museme
relate to its PMFC as an anaphone through the process of gestural interconver-
sion, or as a genre synecdoche by referring to other music and its connota-
tions, or is it an episodic marker signifying start, end or bridge...? Or does it
just identify a ‘home style’ in relation to other styles of music (style indica-
tor)? Or is it a combination of more than one of those basic sign types?

Chapter 13 —Analysing film music — illustrates how ideas and procedures
presented earlier in the book can be put into practice. After a short descrip-
tion of the course Music and the Moving Image and a discussion of concep-
tual prerequisites to the subject, the rest of the chapter focuses on the
student assignment Cue list and analysis of a feature film, concentrating on
underscore and presenting ways of explaining how music contributes to
the overall ‘message’ of both individual scenes and to the film as a whole.
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Chapter 14 —Epilogue— [not yet written] will contain final thoughts and
comments, in question and answer form, summarising some of the book’s
main issues and including a WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? section.

Appendices
Glossary [»0]

Terms that I've borrowed, adapted or had to coin in order to designate phe-
nomena relevant to the ideas presented in this book are listed alphabeti-
cally and defined in the Glossary (p.501, ff.) which also explains
abbreviations and other terms that may be unfamiliar. For example,
"WHOLE-TONE SCALE [»@] means that the term “whole-tone scale’ is defined
under ‘W’ in this book’s glossary. Some specifically muso terms that may
need explanation (e.g. pizzicato, sul ponte, a cappella) are not included in the
Glossary because their meaning can be easily checked on line using, say,
the reliable Wikipedia glossary of musical terminology at | en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Glossary_of_musical_terminology| [120111].

References

To save space and to avoid uncertainty about which appendix to consult
when checking references, this book has only one source reference appendix.
Other substantial reasons for including ‘everything’ in one appendix are
explained on page 521. It is referred to from the main body of text by the
symbols ‘»E’, meaning ‘see Reference appendix’.

Self-referencing

I was initially embarrassed by the number of references made in this book
to my own work. Let me assure those who feel such references to be a sign
of self-aggrandisement that I have nothing to gain from self-promotion
now that I'm a pensioner and my career is over. The self-referencing is sim-
ply necessary because this book draws so much more on my own experi-
ence as a music practitioner, teacher and scholar than on anyone else’s.
Another reason is that several of the topics I've brought together in this sin-
gle volume have only appeared in writings scattered throughout dozens of
different articles, books or course materials, and that those writings often
go into greater detail than would be appropriate in this volume. That’s why,
rather than pretend that no such sources exist, I thought it better to refer to



Tagg: Music’s Meanings — Preface 23

my own work so that those wanting more ‘meat on the bone” would know
where to look. One final reason for the numerous self-references is that
substantial parts of this book have not previously appeared in any written
form. I simply decided to prioritise those previously unwritten parts and,
where appropriate, to refer to what was already available.

In-text and footnote referencing

In-text audiovisual and musical source references follow the same princi-
ples as bibliographical source references. For example, ‘Norman (1962)" re-
fers uniquely to publishing details entered in the ‘References” appendix for
the original recording of The James Bond Theme (p.545).

YOUTUBE postings are referenced using the unique filename code appear-
ing in their absolute URL address. For example, http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=msM28q6MyfY becomes simply Wl msM28q6MyfY, a 70% reduction
of line space from 42 to 13 characters. To view any YouTube clip referenced
in this way, just copy the unique code (e.g. msM28q6MyfY), paste it into the
YouTube SEARCH box and press ENTER. Only that one single clip will ap-
pear in the YouTube display. Just click the PLAY button (») to view/hear.

Copyright issues and access to musical illustrations

Most of the musical works referred to in this book have at one time or an-
other been issued as commercial recordings. It would in the 1990s have
been absurd to expect readers to have access to more than a very small pro-
portion of those recordings. In 2011, however, it is in most cases a very sim-
ple matter if you knew where to look. Fearing prosecution for inducement
to illegal acts, I can’t be more precise here than to say that there are several
well-known websites where you can hear the majority of recorded works,
audio or audiovisual, I refer to in this book. Some of those sites are pay-per-
download and legal, some are legal and free, while other free sites may
have posted recordings illegally. This much I can say: an online search for
|Police "Don’t Stand So Close To Me"| (with the inverted commas) produced
32,200 hits [2009-06-13], the first two of which, when clicked, took me to ac-
tual online recordings of the original issue of the tune (Police, 1980). Using
the on-screen digital timecode provided by the site hosting the recording, I
was able to pinpoint the radical change from verse to chorus at 1:48. The
whole process of checking a precise musical event in just one among mil-
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lions of songs took less than a minute. Please be aware that while it is not
illegal to listen to media posted on line, downloading works under copyright
without permission or payment most probably is.28

Referenced recordings that were at the time of publication not readily ac-
cessible are of two types: those in the public domain or which I've pro-
duced myself and others. In both cases the recordings are listed as
hyperlinks at tagg.org/bookxtrax/NonMuso/AVrefs.htm and housed on my
website (tagg.org) and in the latter case only short extracts illustrating the
relevant point are included.

Index

The index includes page references to all proper names appearing in the
book. That means it includes reference to authors, editors, performers,
composers, etc., as well as to titles of musical works, songs, tracks, albums,
films, TV productions and so on mentioned in the pages preceding the bib-
liography. The index also includes page references to all topics and to im-
portant concepts covered in the book.

Formalia

Typography

Fonts and symbols

1. Arial Narrow or Tahoma is used to save space, especially when internet
URLs are presented, e.g. |tagg.org/mmmsp/index.html]|.

2. Sans-serif is used for two purposes: [1] to distinguish computer key-
board input from the words around it, for example: ‘a Google
search for |Police "Don’t Stand So Close To Me"| produced 32,200 hits’;
[2] to distinguish the headings of tables and figures from the sur-
rounding text.

3. Bold Courier lower-case isused to distinguish note names (a
bb bl c# etc.) from other uses of single letters, as well as from the
very few chord names mentioned in this book and which are given
in upper-case (Bb, CHm?7b5, etc.).

4. A [feu'netik font] (phonetic font) makes the occasional appearance

28. Thanks to Bob Clarida, media and copyright attorney at Cowan, Liebowitz and Lat-
man (New York) for clarifying these simple legal points.
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for the reasons given on page 22 and in accordance with the sym-
bols shown in Table P-1 on page 26.

Capitals

CAPITALS are in general used according to the norms set out in section 6.9
of Assignment and Dissertation Tips |tagg.org/xpdfs/assdissv5.pdf|.

SMALL CAPITALS are used for five purposes, the first four of which occur in
the main body of text, the first two of those deriving from their usage in La-
koff and Johnson (1979).

1. To save space and to avoid having to insert a plethora of hyphens
and inverted commas when introducing a short string of words,
often adjectivally, to denote an integral concept, for example: The
MUSIC IS MUSIC myth is a symptom of dual consciousness.

2. To distinguish between typically authorial words and those of real
or imaginary listeners responding to music, for example: it’s essen-
tial to know how much AUSTRIA rather than, say, BRAZIL or JAPAN, and
how much SHAMPOO rather than GUNS or CIGARETTES respondents imag-
ined on hearing the reception test piece.

3. In Chapter §, to highlight an important term introduced for the first
time (roman font), or to refer to a term explained elsewhere in the
same chapter or in the Glossary (italic font).

4. To save page space with frequently recurring capital-letter abbrevi-
ations, for example DVD instead of DVD, I0CM instead of IOCM.

5. To facilitate quicker identification of alphabetically ordered entries
in the Bibliography and List of Recorded References (LRR).

Italics

Italics are in general used according to the norms set out in section 6.10 of
Assignment and Dissertation Tips (2001:49-52) |tagg.org/xpdfs/assdissv5.pdf].

Italics are also used to demarcate longer expressions that for reasons of
syntax and comprehension have to be included as part of the sentence con-
taining them and which would be even clumsier if delimited with quota-
tion marks, for instance: ‘you can also refer to musical structures in relative
terms, for example the danger stabs just before the final chord, or the last five
notes of the twangy quitar tune just before it repeats.’

Phonetics

The pronunciation of some terms in the Glossary is presented using the in-
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ternational phonetic alphabet (IPA), e.g. [pa'jetik] rather than [pau'etik] (po-
etic), for poietic, ['teembra], not ['timba] (timber), for timbre, but ['timbral] for
‘relating to timbre’. The phonemes of standard, southern UK English are
set out in Table P-1.

Table P-1. Phonetic symbols for standard southern UK English

a: | ah!, harp, bath, laugh, half b) hot shot, what, want, Australia
2 | hat, cat, map, Africa 0: | or, oar, awe, war, more, all, for, four,

autumn, taught, thought

ar | eve I my, fine, high, hi-fi, why J1 | toy boy, coil, Deutschland

au | down, around, about, Bauhaus, o | about, better, tutor, tuition, currant,

bow (bend forward, not bow current, colour, fuel, little, liar, lyre,
[bau]), now (not know [nau]), future, nurture, savanna, India, Italy,
plough (cf. o: and au) Europe, connect, persist, appoint

o) the, that, breathe, clothes, 9: | circumspect, fern, fir, fur, learn,

although, weather (cf. 8)

d3 | jazz, John, general, gin, footage, | U | no, know, toe, toad, cold, bow (knot),

bridge, Fiji, Django, Giacomo although, (cf. au, o:)
e help, better, measure, leisure { Sean, shirt, station, champagne, Nis
€:9 | air, bear, bare, there, they're tf | church, itch, cello, future, Czech hagek
€1 | date, day, wait, station, email, 0 | think, throw, nothing, cloth (cf. 3)
Australia, patient, hey!
I it, fit, minute, pretend A but, luck, won, colour
it eat, sees, seas, seize, Fiji, email u: | food, cool, rule, rude, through, threw
1:3 | hear, here, beer, pier U | foot, look, bush, put
] yes, yak, use, Europe, Goteborg | ju: | use, few, future, new music, tune
n singing, synchronise, think, 3 genre ['30:nr9 Fr. 33k], decision, meas-
gong, incredible, ure, seizure, garage, Zhivago, Rdzsa,

Janeiro, ZiZek, Dvorak ['dvo:3aek]

V= start of stressed syllable 1 = long vowel

Space-saving icons

Space-saving icons like & (composer), @ (performer), ® (phonogram) and
i (film director) are set out in the table at the start of the References appen-
dix on page 521. Symbols used in the main text or in footnotes include: »E
(see Reference appendix), »® (see Glossary), lll (YouTube file), %) (audio
example), @ (video example).

Footnotes

The software used to produce this book, Adobe FrameMaker v.8, has one
irritating defect: if there isn’t enough room at the bottom of the current
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page for the complete text of a footnote, FrameMaker puts the entire foot-
note text at the bottom of the following page, rather than starting the foot-
note text at the bottom of the same page and continuing it on the next one.
Therefore, if there is no text at the bottom of the page on which a footnote
flag number occurs in the main body of text, don’t be alarmed. The com-
plete footnote text will appear at the bottom of the next page.

You may also occasionally find the same footnote number?? occurring in
the main text twice in succession, like this.2? Don’t worry: both numbers in-
tentionally refer to the same footnote.

Some readers find my use of footnotes excessive and annoying.30 I've been
accused of either flaunting or feigning erudition but more often I'm told
that footnotes interfere with the flow of reading. While I sincerely regret
causing readers any irritation, I persist in my struggle for the right to foot-
note for the following six reasons.

1. Many footnotes consist of either references to other work or of
extended argumentation about, or exemplification of, a topic
which, for reasons of space and clarity, cannot be included in the
main body of text. The point is that readers sceptical about some of
the things I try to put across need to know if I have any backing for
what I write. Since it would be unfair to lumber all readers with that
sort of extra evidence, I try to make it as unobtrusive as possible by
consigning it to footnotes.

2. Some readers are simply inquisitive and just want to know a bit
more about a topic that I can’t fully cover in the main body of text. I
try to provide pointers for those readers if and when I can.

3. Since this book is written with a mainly non-muso readership in
mind, [ have painstakingly tried to exclude both musical notation
and musicological jargon from the main body of text. On a few
occasions, however, additional structural information potentially
useful to musos has been consigned to footnotes.

4. Despite the donkeywork involved in writing footnotes (at least one
third of the effort invested in producing this book), I think that aca-
demic procedures for source referencing are important so readers
know when the author is aware of using someone else’s ideas. It’s

29. Both footnote flags refer intentionally to this same single footnote.
30. Congratulations for having chosen [not] to read this totally gratuitous footnote.
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also important, I think, for readers to be able to find verbal, musical
and audiovisual source materials relevant to what I write about.
The main body of text would be much less readable if it included all
those references and it would be even less user-friendly if readers
had to turn to the appendices or go online each time they wanted to
know, for example, which recording of a particular tune I'm refer-
ring to. Footnotes provide a compromise solution to that problem.
As 1 try to explain in Chapter 2, music is a combinatory and holistic
symbolic system involving cross-domain representation and syn-
aesthesis. That in turn means that talking or writing about music
can (and maybe should) go off in almost any direction. Although I
make valiant efforts in this book to conform to the one-dimensional
linearity of the written word, it would be dishonest to give readers
the false impression that the richness and precision of musical
meaning can be realistically explained using the linearity of verbal
discourse and nothing else. Therefore, while I consider such linear-
ity useful when discussing music’s meanings, there are occasions
when it becomes inappropriate and when ‘going off at a tangent’ is
the only viable discursive strategy. That said, if I were to put every
possible tangent, every pertinent train of lateral musogenic
thought, into the main body of text it would at best read like a bad
parody of passages from Tristram Shandy (Sterne 1759-67). I there-
fore take the occasional liberty of putting some of the inevitably lat-
eral thinking that comes with the territory of music into footnotes.
Contradictions between musical and verbal discourse are some-
times downright comical. I've included a few such items in the
main text, for instance the dubious assumption that music is
polysemic and the implication that ‘atonal’ music contains no tones.
A few other jokes are peripheral to the main argument and have
been relegated to footnotes. Typical examples of marginal frivolity
are: [1] in the section on transscansion, where I suggest gormless
words you could sing to the Star Wars theme (Williams, 1977); [2] in
the section on sonic anaphones, where I raise the issue of whether
or not live poultry was used in Psycho Chicken (The Fools, 1980).

It’s for these six reasons that I fervently exhort those irritated by footnotes
to treat them indulgently, to at least tolerate their presence and, if need be,
to simply ignore them. Reading footnotes is after all an option. They aren’t
forced on you and they don't treat you as an infantile moron like the ad-
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verts on commercial TV, Google or YouTube do. If the footnotes still bother
you, just think of them like bonus features on a DVD: you don't have to
watch those any more than you have to read my footnotes or open ad links
on line. I don’t decide what you read of this book: you do.

Timings and durations

Given that most musical recordings exist in digital form, and given that
digital playback equipment includes real-time display, the position of
events within pieces of music discussed in this book is usually indicated in
minutes and seconds. With 0:00 or 0:00:00 indicating the start of the record-
ing in question, 0:56 indicates a point 56 seconds after 0:00 and 1:12:07 indi-
cates a point one hour, twelve minutes and seven seconds from the start
(see “Unequivocal timecode placement’, p.246, ff.). Durations are expressed
in the same form, e.g. 4:33 or 04:33 or 0:04:33 meaning 4 minutes and 33 sec-
onds. To save space, simple timings may sometimes be expressed as fol-
lows (examples): 6" = six seconds, 122" or 12.5" = twelve and a half seconds,
4'33 or 4'33" = four minutes and thirty-three seconds.

Milliseconds are given either as an integer followed by the abbreviation ‘ms’
(e.g. '5 ms’ for five milliseconds) or, when denoting exact points in a re-
cording, as the final part after the decimal point following the number of
seconds, e.g. 1:12.500 for one minute and twelve point five seconds, or
1:12:05.750 for one hour, twelve minutes and 5% seconds.

Frame counts in audiovisual recordings are expressed like milliseconds ex-
cept that they consist of only two digits and are separated from the seconds
count by a semicolon, e.g. 1:12:07;16 = one hour, twelve minutes, seven sec-
onds and sixteen frames. Unless otherwise stated, frames counts are based
on the NTSC rate of thirty (29.97) per second.

Date abbreviations

When abbreviated, dates are usually formatted yyyy-mm-dd (e.g. 2011-02-
18) in the main body of text. In footnote references and appendices they
also appear as yymmdd (e.g. 110218). The date in both cases here is the 18th
of February, 2011. The 9th of November 1981 would be 1981-11-09 (main
text) or 811109 (references).
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1. How much music?

NE simple way of understanding music’s importance is to esti-
mate the amount of time the average citizen of industrialised
nations is exposed to music on a daily basis.!

Time budget

[1] If the TV monitor in the average household is switched on for over
four hours a day, at least 120 minutes of music —in the form of jingles,
logos, advertising music, theme tunes and underscore, occasionally
also as performances and music videos— will pass through the TV’s
speakers into its viewers’ ears and brains.2

[2] Music heard in shops, boutiques, malls, supermarkets, hotels, bars
and lifts (elevators), or at religious and sporting events, or at the den-
tist’s, or in public spaces like airports and railway stations, or at the cin-
ema, or in the theatre, occupies roughly thirty minutes a day in the life
of the average citizen of industrialised nations.

[3] Some people wake up to a clock radio, some listen to weather and
traffic reports and some just keep a the radio on in the background for
large parts of the day. Another thirty minutes per day seems a reasona-
ble estimate here, given that most radio time consists of music between
bouts of news and weather.2

1. The figures cited for points 1 and 6 are based on information from a variety of
sources (e.g. Ala et al. 1984/1985), including notes taken at conferences (see note 2).
Approximations given in the other points are based on extrapolation.

2. ‘The total average time a household watched television [in the USA 2005-2006] was 8
hours and 14 minutes per day. [...] The average amount of television watched by an
individual viewer [was...] 4 hours and 35 minutes’ (Nielsen Media, 2007). Lennart
Weibull, (1989, Géteborg University seminar on “Music and the Media’), calculated
music to be present during 70% of TV broadcast time. This figure included MTV and
other cable channels as well as three terrestrial channels. Weibull also calculated that
music accounted for 90% of radio programming in Sweden in the late 1980s. As early
as 1935, 70% of BBC radio programming consisted of music. Maull (1999) estimated
music to be audible 35% of the time on the UK’s all four terrestrial channels during
peak viewing hours. Given that her calculations included two complete football (soc-
cer) matches, the approximation of 50% seems quite reasonable.
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[4] Some people are exposed to music all day in their place of work, oth-
ers aren’t. Another average of thirty minutes per day would hardly be
an excessive estimate for this source of music.

[5] Most people listen to some music of their own choice at home, in the
car or on a personal stereo system. We may also hear music performed
at festivals, on the street, in clubs, bars, concert halls, theatres and so on.
Many or us sing, whistle or hum in the shower or in the kitchen and
parents still sing lullabies and nursery rhymes to their young children.
Some of us go to karaoke bars and most of us join in Happy Birthday and
other festive songs. Some of us even play an instrument or sing in a
choir: if so, we have to practise. These voluntary acts of music will
likely account for another average of thirty minutes per person per day.

[6] Young people in the USA spend an hour every day playing compu-
ter games with virtually constant audio. If young people constitute one
fifth of the population, the average citizen will hear another twelve
minutes of music per day while gaming.

[7] If you have to phone a large corporation or public institution, you
will, after “your call is important to us’, be subjected to hold music be-
fore you finally reach a human being. On an average day you will also
hear a fair number of mobile phone ring tones, as well as several musi-
cal attention-grabbers over P.A. systems in airports or train stations.
You may even be within earshot of a belfry or carillon. It is not be un-
reasonable to estimate an average of another five minutes per day for
hold music, ring tones and tonal signals, bell chimes, etc.

Table 1: Average daily dose of music
Source of music  Estimated minutes/day

TV, DVD, video, games 120
Shops, bars, airports, etc. 30
Radio 30
Place of work 30
Personal choice 30
Gaming, phones, signals, etc. 17 (12+5)
Total 257 mins. =4 hrs., 17 mins.
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If these figures have any validity, average citizens of the Western world
(including babies, pensioners and the deaf as well as pop fans and mu-
sic students) hear music for more than one quarter of their waking life.
Even if you think these figures are exaggerated, it is unlikely that any
other sign system —the spoken or written word, pictures, dancing,
etc.— can on its own rival music’s share of our average daily dose of
symbolic perception.3

Money budget

Music’s share of our time budget is echoed by its economic importance.
Despite doomsday declarations from the industry about the suppos-
edly adverse effects of file sharing, global phonogram sales rose con-
stantly to stay at over $40 billion (US) between 1995 and 2001, since
when they have fallen back to 1990 levels of around $25 billion.4 This
recent decline should be seen against the backdrop of substantial global
increases in the following areas: [1] collection of publishing rights for re-
corded music;® [2] sale of satellite/cable TV services and of computer
games, both featuring more than their fair share of music; [3] digital de-
livery of music, accounting for 29% of industrial revenue in 2010;6 [4]
the recent emergence of live music promotion as the industry’s biggest
money spinner (Cloonan 2011).7 All of these trends should in their turn
be seen in the context of the financial meltdown of 2008 and of the re-

3. According to Sloboda et al. (2000), 44% of a sample of subjects, in any two-hour
period, were involved in activity that incorporated the experience of music, though
in only 2% of cases was listening to music the main focused activity.

4. Economia della musica (2011: 11-13). Thanks to Franco Fabbri for this reference. For
convincing refutation of music industry myths about illegal downloads, see research
firm The Leading Question’s 2005 finding that online music file sharers spent four
and a half times more on paid-for music downloads than did average fans (BBC
News Channel, 2005-07-27: news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/4718249.stm [111025].

5. Economia della musica (2011: 16-18). Also worth noting is, for example, that mobile
phone ringtone global download rights alone topped $1 billion (US) in 2002 and that
US ringtone sales alone reached $714 million in 2007 (Wikipedia article Ringtone cit-
ing research firm SNL Kagan in Entrepreneur magazine, 2009 [2011-07-08]).

6. Digital sales of recorded music rose by 940% between 2004 and 2009 to reach a 29%
share of total industry revenue in 2010 (IFPI, 2011: 6-7).
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sultant radical reduction of disposable income experienced by citizens
of those nations on whose statistics the trends are based.® It's also
worth noting that music is an important source of revenue for the na-
tional economy of countries like the UK, the USA and Sweden. It can
therefore be quite instructive to estimate how much money the average
citizen of the industrialised West spends on music.?

Let’s say you buy a new sound system for your home every ten years
and let’s assume that the music you hear via the TV and DVD player
you buy every ten years is worth one quarter of the purchase price
value. Perhaps you have a mobile phone that plays audio and video,
most likely also a sound card and audiovisual playback software on
your computer. You may also be among the one in twenty who buys
musical instruments, sheet music, etc. and you might be paying for pri-
vate music lessons. You'll almost certainly have to buy cables, plugs
and batteries for various items of your music equipment and you'll def-
initely be paying for the electricity you use to run it all. Estimating all
these costs at $3,600 over ten years works out at one dollar a day.10

If you still buy recorded CDs, or if you regularly pay to download mu-
sic files, or if you buy blank CDs or DVDs, or extra memory to store

7. Cloonan (2011: 1-2) notes that ‘in 2009... the value of live music in the UK... for the
first time in living memory... exceeded the value of recorded music’. ‘[TJhe most
important music company in the world now is not a major label, but Live Nation
Entertainment — an amalgamation of the world’s biggest concert promoter, Live
Nation, and the world’s biggest ticket agent, Ticketmaster’ (p. 5). ‘[IJn 2002 Paul
McCartney earned $2.2 million from recordings, another 2.2 from publishing and
64.9 from concerts’ (p. 3). One of Cloonan’s conclusions is: ‘If we think back to an ide-
ology of the 1960s where artists and audiences were pitted against “The Man” — then
that Man is now more likely to be a promoter than a record company’ (pp. 18-19).

8. Even before the full failure of finance capitalism in 2008 CD prices had increased
while average disposable income for all but the top 5% had decreased markedly in
both Europe and North America.

9. The estimates given in the next few paragraphs are no more than ‘intelligent guess-
work’. Their inclusion is mainly intended to encourage readers to realistically calcu-
late how much time they spend on music themselves.

10. Prices are approximate and in Canadian dollars, including taxes, as of December,
2006. A low-price flat-screen 27" TV monitor alone would have cost $1,000, an aver-
age computer setup about the same. An iPhone with accessories would set you back
another $500.
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your films and music, you'll probably be spending about $150 annually
($0.40/day). In addition to that, the share of the money covering music
production and copyright costs when you buy or rent a DVD, or when
you use pay-per-view, plus whatever musical activities, including pub-
lic music education, your local and national authorities may see fit to
provide or subsidise via taxation and levies,11 may well account for an-
other $150 annually. All in all that makes another $300 per average year
or $0.80 on a daily basis.

Much of our musical spending is indirect. Radio and TV license fees
have to cover the costs of broadcasting copyrighted music as a public
service while commercial broadcasters pay for the same rights with the
money they get from the pedlars of consumerist propaganda who in
their turn pass down their advertising costs to those of us who buy the
goods or services in question. Marketeers use money they get from us
to pay radio and TV stations to broadcast music that will make us want
stay tuned to whatever channel diffuses their propaganda. This means
that whenever we buy something advertised on broadcast media we
aren’t just paying for propaganda production: we're also paying for the
very thing that exposes us to their propaganda, i.e. music on our fa-
vourite format radio station. It’s very difficult to quantify what propor-
tion of a commodity’s retail price is devoted to its marketing, let alone
determine what part of the advertising budget goes to musical produc-
tion but there is little doubt that the amounts of money passing hands
here are substantial.12

11. A blank media levy exists in several countries. One of its purposes is to offset the
loss of music rights revenue attributed to private copying. A small but significant
part of revenue from the direct and indirect taxes we pay to government is used to
finance non-profit-making ventures like symphony orchestras, ballet companies,
jazz festivals, not to mention music education and research (including my salary).

12. Advertising budgets constituting 15-20% of production costs are not unusual, judg-
ing from a quick glance through fifty-odd web pages in December 2006. Typical
prime-time TV advertising costs in the USA are calculated at $40,000 for 30 seconds
or 10-15 cents per viewer but can skyrocket to $2.4 million (| ocw.mit.edu/NR/rdonlyres/Sloan-
School-of-Management/15-810Spring-2005/455AE876-A2F B-42C0-A6B7-92CC1CA48591/0/discussion_qus.pdf]
and |www.apache.co.zali/news/axcess/part1/nfl-super-bowl-ads-attract-big-audience.asp?article-tricks=6272 |,
both 2006-12-28). For advertising music production costs, see Fellows (1998).
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Every time we visit a café, restaurant, shopping mall, hospital, railway
station, etc. where piped music is publicly diffused, the costs of licens-
ing that music are once again passed down to the customer or user.
Every time we visit a bar or club featuring live music or a karaoke ma-
chine we will either have to pay an entrance fee or more than the usual
bar price for drinks.13 Even mobile phone ringtone rights and tele-
phone hold music costs are ultimately paid for by us, the customers.
Then perhaps you are a member of the Lady Gaga or Karlheinz Stock-
hausen fan club, in which case you might buy a T-shirt or other mer-
chandising memorabilia.14 Add to these indirect payments for music
the possibility of two visits each year to musical performances in a con-
cert hall, theatre, opera house, entertainment complex or sports arena,
plus your travel expenses for getting to and from the venue, and we are
looking at another estimated $250 each year or $0.70 a day.

In short, we probably spend on average the best part of $900 each year
on music, the equivalent of about $2.50 each day. In January 2007, $2.50
was roughly what you would pay in Canada for a standard loaf of
bread or for a litre of milk.

Conclusion

If music is as important as the descriptions just presented suggest, why
does it so often seem to end up near the bottom of the academic heap?
The short answer is that education and research (including this book)
are largely language-based while music is a non-verbal system for medi-
ating ideas. We may like to talk enthusiastically about our musical ex-
periences and tastes but we are often at a loss when it comes to
explaining why and how which sounds have what effect.

13. If you visit a bar featuring live music or karaoke three times a year, if you drink three
beers at $7 on each occasion, if the usual price for one beer is $1, and if the music
share of the mark-up is $4, that expense alone will count for $36 a year (1¢/day).

14. Though Stockhausen may have no official fan club, there are hundreds of web pages
(often ‘myspace’ sites) where he is mentioned with fan-like reverence. However, I
have yet to see a Stockhausen T-shirt or baseball cap.
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‘“Why and how does who communicate what to whom and with what
effect’ is of course the million-dollar question of semiotics and the last
part of this book will suggest ways of tackling that question in relation
to music. Still, before launching into the treacherous waters of music
semiotics it is essential to establish a workable definition of the word
music according to its use in contemporary Western culture. We at least
need to know what sort of boat we’re in before navigating those trou-
bled seas, because some of our difficulties about explaining music come
from culturally specific assumptions about its very nature.
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2. The most important thing...

USIC as a “‘universal language’, as the ‘language of love’, or at

least of body and feelings rather than of the rational mind,

or as an art transcending the sordid social realities of every-
day life, etc., etc. — these seem to be some of the most commonly held
assumptions about the nature of music in the culture I live in.1 Glanc-
ing through the estimates of music’s everyday importance (pp.33-38),
you don’t have to be a genius to deduce that those notions of music
won’t be much use in explaining how and why, in the everyday reality
of most people living in our media-saturated society, music communi-
cates what to whom with what effect. A more prosaic working defini-
tion of ‘music’ is needed. Please note that the definitions and axioms
that follow do not so much describe what I think the word music ought
to mean as the sorts of thing it seems to me to mean in everyday usage.

Definition and axioms

In this book, ‘music” will be understood as that form of interhuman com-
munication in which humanly organised non-verbal sound can, follow-
ing culturally specific conventions, carry meaning relating to emotional,
gestural, tactile, kinetic, spatial and prosodic patterns of cognition.

That rather convoluted working definition can be made clearer with
the help of the following eight axioms.

1. Music cannot exist unless it is heard or registered by someone,
whether out loud or inside someone’s head.

2. Although the original source of musical sound does not have to be
human, music is always the result of some kind of human media-
tion, intention or organisation, typically through production prac-
tices like composition, arrangement and performance. In other
words, to become music, one or more humans has/have to organise

1. “If music be the food of love, play on; / Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting, / The
appetite may sicken, and so die.” Words spoken by Orsino, Duke of the romantic
kingdom of Illyria, from Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (Act I, scene i, lines 1-3). ‘Music,
the universal language’ reads the inscription on one of the stained glass windows in
Liverpool’s Philharmonic pub (The Phil), diagonally across from the city’s Philhar-
monic Hall. Notions of music’s ‘transcendence’ are discussed in Chapter 3.
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sounds (that may or may not be considered musical in themselves),
into sequentially and synchronically ordered patterns. For example,
the sound of a smoke alarm is unlikely to be regarded in itself as
music, but sampled and repeated over a drum track, or combined
with sounds of screams and conflagration edited in at certain
points, it can become music.2

If points 1 and 2 are valid, then music is a matter of interhuman
communication.

Like the spoken word, music is mediated as sound but, unlike
speech, music’s sounds do not need to include words, even though
one of the most common forms of music making entails the singing,
chanting or reciting of words. Another way of understanding the
distinction is to remember that while the prosodic, or “‘musical’
aspects of speech —tonal, timbral, durational and metric elements
such as inflexion, intonation, accentuation, timbre, speed of deliv-
ery, timing, periodicity, etc.,— are all important to the communica-
tion of the spoken word, a wordless utterance consisting only of
prosodic elements ceases by definition to be speech because it has
no words: it is most likely to be understood as music.3

Although closely related to human touch, gesture and movement
—dancing, marching, strolling, jumping, hitting, tapping, shaking,
breathing, blowing, stroking, scraping, wiping, etc.—, human
touch, gesture and movement can exist without music even if music
cannot be produced without the mediation of some sort of human
touch, gesture or movement (even at the computer keyboard).

If points 4 and 5 are valid, music is no more equivalent to touch,
gesture or movement than it is to speech, even though it is inti-
mately associated with all four.

If music involves the human organisation and perception of non-
verbal sound (points 1-6, above), and if it is closely associated with
touch, gesture, movement and prosodic aspects of speech, it is close

Even John Cage’s famous 4’33 can be qualified as music because its performed
‘silence’ is organised as a sound event in relation to other, contrasting sound events.
Tonal languages, i.e. languages in which denotation is conveyed by means of pitch
(as tonemes) as well as by consonants and vowels (phonemes), e.g. Mandarin, Can-
tonese, Vietnamese, Ewe.
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to preverbal modes of sensory perception and, consequently, to the
mediation of somatic (corporeal) and affective (emotional) aspects
of human cognition.4

8. Although music is a universal human phenomenon, and even
though there may be a few general bio-acoustic universals of musi-
cal expression (p.45,ff.), the same sounds or combinations of
sounds are not necessarily intended, heard, understood or used in
the same way in different musical cultures (Tenet 3, p.45).

In addition to these eight axioms it is important to posit three more ten-
ets about the concept of music.

Tenet 1. Concerted simultaneity and collective identity

Musical communication can take place between:

¢ an individual and himself/herself;

e two individuals;

* individuals within the same group;

* anindividual and a group;

* agroup and an individual;

* members of one group and those of another.

Particularly musical (and choreographic) types of communication are
those involving a concerted simultaneity of sound events or move-
ments, that is, between a group and its members, between a group and
an individual or between two groups. While you can sing, play, dance,
talk, paint, sculpt and write to or for yourself and for others, it is very
rare for several people to simultaneously talk, write, paint or sculpt in
time with each other. In fact, as soon as speech is subordinated to temporal
organisation of its prosodic elements it becomes intrinsically musical, as is
evident from the choral character of rhythmically chanted slogans in
street demonstrations or in the role of the choir in Ancient Greek
drama. Thanks to this factor of concerted simultaneity, music and
dance are particularly suited to expressing collective messages of affective
and corporeal identity of individuals in relation to themselves, to each
other, and to their social, as well as physical, surroundings.>

4. See ‘Music and socialisation” (p.56, ff.).
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Tenet 2. Intra- and extrageneric

Direct imitations of, or reference to, sound outside the framework of
musical discourse are relatively uncommon elements in most Western
musics.® In fact, musical structures often seem to be objectively related
to either: [a] their occurrence in similar guise in other music; or [b] their
own context within the piece of music in which they (already) occur. At
the same time, it is silly to treat music as a self-contained system of
sound combinations because changes in musical style are often found
in conjunction with (accompanying, preceding, following) change in
the society and culture of which the music is part.

The contradiction between MUSIC ONLY REFERS TO MUSIC (the intrageneric
notion) and MUSIC IS RELATED TO SOCIETY (extrageneric) is non-antagonis-
tic. A recurrent symptom observed when studying how musics vary in-
side society and from one society to another in time or place is the way
in which new means of musical expression are incorporated into the
main body of any given musical tradition from outside the framework
of its own discourse. These intonation crises” work in a number of differ-
ent ways. They can:

* refer to other musical codes, by acting as social connotors of what
sort of people use those ‘other’ sounds in which situations, for
example an ‘ethnic’ flute in the middle of a piece of mainstream
pop or a ‘pastoral” drone inserted into a Baroque oratorio;8

* reflect changes in sound technology, acoustic conditions, or the
soundscape, as well as changes in collective self-perception accom-
panying these developments, for example from clavichord to grand
piano, from bagpipe to accordion, from rural to urban blues, from
rock music to techno pop;

* reflect fluctuations in class structure or other notable demographic
change, such as reggae influences on British rock; or the shift in
dominance of US popular music (1930s - 1960s) from Broadway

5. Even multitracking, overdubs, etc., although frequently performed by the same indi-
vidual on different occasions, constitute an intrinsic collectivity of parts or voices.

6. See ‘Sonic anaphones’ (p.405,ff.).

See Assafiev (1976: 100-101).

8. See ‘Genre synecdoche’ (p.444, ff.) and Fernando the Flute (Tagg 2000b: 34-5, 74-5).

N
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shows to the more rock-, blues- and country-based styles from the
US South and West;

* act as a combination of any of the three processes just mentioned.
Tenet 3. Musical universals

Cross-cultural universals of musical code are bio-acoustic. While such
relationships between musical sound and the human body are at the
physical basis of all music, the majority of musical communication is
culturally specific. The basic bio-acoustic universals of music can be
summarised in the following four relationships:

* between [a] the rate[s] at which notes or groups of notes are pre-
sented (pulse, surface rate, accentuations etc.) and [b] rates of heart-
beat (pulse) or breathing, or footsteps when walking or running, or
other bodily movement (shaking, shivering, waving, pulling, push-
ing, etc.). Put simply, no-one can musically relax in a hurry or stand
still while running;?

* between [a] musical loudness and timbre (attack, envelope, decay,
etc.) and [b] certain types of physical activity. This means no-one
can make gentle or ‘caressing” kinds of musical statement by strik-
ing hard objects sharply and that it is counterproductive to yell
jerky lullabies at breakneck speed. Conversely, no-one is likely to
use smooth phrasing or soft timbres for hunting or war situations
because those involved will be too relaxed to do their job;10

* between [a] speed and loudness of tone beats and [b] the acoustic
setting. This means that quick, quiet tone beats are indiscernible if
there is a lot of reverberation and that slow, long, loud ones are dif-
ficult to sustain if there is little or no reverberation. This is one rea-
son why a dance or pub rock band brings its own adjustable
acoustic space, in the form of echo and reverb units, to venues
where carpets and clothes absorb the sounds the band produces.

9. For relation between smaller bodily movements (fingers, eyes, etc.) and musical sur-
face rate, see Tagg (1997). For relation between musical tempo, metronome rates and
human heartbeat, see p. 278 ff.

10. Musical volume must be considered as a culturally relative phenomenon, in that var-
iations between societies in the loudness of the soundscape (Schafer 1977: 71 ff, 151
ff, 181 ff) will require ‘loud” and ‘soft’ to adapt to what is audible above the noise of
the soundscape (Tagg 1987: 145 ff). For more about links between vocal timbre and
types of human activity, see Lomax (1968).
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* between [a] musical phrase lengths and [b] the capacity of the
human lung. This means that few people can sing or blow and
breathe in at the same time. It also implies that musical phrases
tend to last between roughly one and nine seconds.!!

The general areas of connotation just mentioned (acoustic situation,
movement, speed, energy and non-musical sound) are all in a bio-
acoustic relationship to the various musical parameters with which
they are associated (pulse, volume, phrase duration, timbre, etc.). These
relationships may well be cross-cultural, but it does not mean that eval-
uation of such phenomena as large spaces (cold and lonely versus free
and open), hunting (exhilarating versus cruel), hurrying (exciting ver-
sus stressful) will also be the same even inside one and the same cul-
ture, let alone between cultures. One reason for such discrepancy is that
the musical parameters mentioned in the list of ‘universals’ (pulse, vol-
ume, general phrase duration and certain aspects of timbre and pitch)
do not include the way in which rhythmic, metric, timbral, tonal, me-
lodic, instrumentational or harmonic parameters are organised in rela-
tion to each other inside the musical discourse. Such musical
organisation presupposes some sort of social organisation and cultural
context before it can be created, understood or otherwise invested with
meaning. In other words, only very general bio-acoustic types of con-
notation can be considered as cross-cultural universals of music. There-
fore, even if musical and linguistic boundaries do not necessarily
coincide, it is fallacious to regard music as a universal language.

To clarify this essential point about music’s cultural specificity, it is
worth mentioning a little experiment I conducted at a symposium on

11. This practice is known as circular breathing. Some musicians (e.g. jazz saxophonist
Roland Kirk and every didgeridoo player) can inhale through the nose and blow out
through a wind instrument. There are also numerous bellowed (e.g. bagpipes,
organs), mechanical, electromechanical and electronic instruments that carry mel-
ody without the restrictions of the human lung. Some people even sing while breath-
ing in. Moreover, neither percussion instruments, nor plucked / bowed instruments
depend on breathing to measure phrases. Still, studies of rhythmic or melodic recur-
rence in any music will almost certainly show that most rhythmic / melodic state-
ments can be perceived as units (motifs or phrases) seldom occupying less than two
or more than ten seconds. Even the didgeridoo player measures the constant flow of
sound with rhythmic and timbral features that also fit in with phrase durations.
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cross-cultural communication.1? I informed thirteen participants, all
working in the sphere of immigrant cultures, that they would hear
eight short examples of music which were “all connected to one and the
same thing: an important event in any culture and something which
happens to every human being’. The participants were asked to guess
what the common denominator might be and, if they could not think of
anything, to jot down on a piece of paper whatever mood, type of ac-
tion, behaviour, images or thoughts the music suggested to them. All
eight examples, each taken from a different ‘non-Western’ music tradi-
tion, were connected with DEATH, a universal phenomenon if ever there
was because, with the exception of mass casualties in wars, natural dis-
asters etc., the death of virtually every individual is marked by some
form of ritual in all cultures. Did the thirteen cross-cultural experts
manage to spot death in the music they heard?

Despite the obvious initial hint (‘an important event in any culture and
something that happens to every human being’), not a single respond-
ent associated death or anything death-related (wake, funeral, mourn-
ing etc.) with any of the eight death-related music examples. True,
connotations like COMPLAINT, WAILING, SADNESS, SERIOUS and SUFFER-
ING occurred in response to two of eight extracts, but the most common
descriptions of all the examples had to do with either [1] energetic ac-
tion or excitement, for example WORK, WAR, FIGHTING, HUNTING, AGITA-
TION, DANCING, ADVENTURE, GYMNASTICS; or [2] HAPPINESS and
CELEBRATION, including JOY, CONFIDENCE, FEASTING, ABANDON, CON-
TENTMENT etc. There was even some LOVE and TENDERNESS as well as
one WEDDING. More significant is perhaps that eleven of the thirteen re-
spondents tried to identify the cultural origin of the music: there were
two AFRICAs (plus one JUNGLE), two ARABs (plus one each for BAZAAR,
DESERT, CAMELS and YEMEN), as well as one each for CHINA, GREECE, IN-
DIA and TURKEY. Clearly, the examples presenting music for funerals,
burials, etc. were considered foreign and associated with a variety of
moods and events, the vast majority of which have no discernible link
with anything ‘death-like” in contemporary urban Western culture.13

12. The symposium was organised by Jens Allwood of Goteborg University’s Linguistics
Department in 1983.
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Conceptual comparisons

Another way of understanding the Western concept of music is to com-
pare it to different but related concepts in other cultures. Although no
human society of which we have any knowledge has ever been without
music in the sense defined on page 41, the concept of music is by no
means universal. For example, the Tiv nation of West Africa (Keil 1977)
and the Ewe of Togo and Eastern Ghana do not appear to have found it
necessary to single out music as a phenomenon requiring a special
word any more than the British have needed different words for the
three basic types of snow that the Inuktitut language conceptually re-
fines into several subcategories.14 To be fair, the Ewe do actually use
the English word music, but only as an untranslated loan word to de-
note foreign phenomena like singing church hymns or listening to the
radio. The music they make themselves in traditional village life has no
equivalent label in the Ewe language. According to Ghanaian musicol-
ogist, Klevor Abo:

Vi really means ‘drum’ and h4 is the word for club or association. A vi
hd is the club you belong to in the village... Voice is called b4, so singing
is vu bd. Vii is used to signify the whole performance or occasion: the
music, singing, drums, drama and so on.’15

Having no exact verbal equivalent to our “music’ clearly does not mean
that the culture in question is without music any more than the English
language’s lack of verbal equivalent to the Hindi notion of rasa or to the
German notion of Weltanschauung means that Anglophones cannot
conceive of different types of feeling/mood/state-of-mind (rasa) or of
different ways of looking at the world (Weltanschauung). Nor is a lack of
equivalent to our word music connected to village communities in West
Africa because the Japanese, with their long-standing traditions of mu-
sic and theatre in official religion and at feudal courts, did not feel

13. For more details on this small experiment and on this topic in general, please see
‘Universal” Music and the Case of Death (Tagg 1993).

14. Inuktitut is an Inuit language. For more on Inuit words for various types of snow, see
| www linguistlist.org/issues/5/5-1401.html | and |www.industryweek.com/Columns/ASP/
columns.asp?ColumnlId=258| (both 2002-02-23).

15. Conversation with Klevor Abo, Géteborg, 2 November 1983.
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obliged to invent a word equivalent to the European concept of ‘music’
until the nineteenth century. The Japanese translated ‘music” as ongaku
(&Fx), on (F) meaning sound and gaku (%) enjoyment, i.e. sounds per-
formed for listening enjoyment or entertainment.16

In other words, neither the Japanese nor the Ewe needed a word for
what we mean by music until confronted by us Europeans and our cul-
ture. It must have been strange to come across people like us who
treated what we call music as if it could exist independently of a larger
whole (drama, poetry, singing, dancing, ritual, etc.), and the Japanese
went straight to the heart of the matter with the word ongaku, identify-
ing the European notion of music as referring to the non-verbal sound-
ing bits of what they themselves considered as part of a larger set of
symbolic practices. The Ewe reacted similarly, using the untranslated
English colonial word music to label European music which was not an
integral part of their own traditional culture and which we Europeans
conceptualise as distinct from other related cultural practices.1”

Both the Ewe (vi) and Japanese (gaku) concepts resemble to some extent
that of the ancient Greeks whose term techne mousiké (texvn pouvoikn or
mousiké for short) originally referred to the skills of all the muses:
drama, poetry, dancing, etc., not just to playing instruments or singing.
The musica of ancient Rome seems to have covered a similar semantic
field. However, during the Hellenic merchant period, there seems to
have been a shift in the meaning of Greek mousiké and Latin musica in
learned circles, so that Saint Augustine (d. 430), worrying about the se-
ductive dangers of music, seems to use musica in our contemporary
sense of the word music.18

16. Prof. Toru Mitsui (Kanazawa) lecturing at the IPM, University of Liverpool, Febru-
ary 1993. The Welsh for ‘music’, cerddoraeth, contains three morphemes: (i) cerdd (=
song or poem); (ii) -or, agency suffix like -or in inventor or councillor, hence cerddor =
bard/singer/musician; (iii) -aeth, abstract noun suffix like -ship, in musicianship. Cerd-
doraeth, translated as ‘music’, therefore means the art of those who make songs or
music. Cf. also Icelandic’s ténlilst (footnote 22,p.50) and the troubadour concept
(p.51). The closest Inuktitut concept is nipi: it includes music, the sound of speech,
and noise (Nattiez 1990:56).

17. There is, of course, much more to the history of meanings for the word ‘music” in
Europe. A few of those developments are mentioned later (p.50, ff.).
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It seems likely that this more restricted use of mousiké and musica pre-
vailed amongst scholars and clerics in Europe from the fifth century on-
wards.1® Moreover, Arab scholars between the eighth and thirteenth
centuries appropriated the Greek word mousiké (as al musigi) to refer to
what we mean by “instrumental music’ today, not to the gamut of artis-
tic expressions denoted by the mousike of Plato or Aristotle.20 It should
also be noted that Mohammed is said to have shown interest in music
and that the Koran itself contains no directly negative pronouncements
against music. However, orthodox clerics of Islam were later to warn,
like St. Augustine, against the evils of music, the main controversy be-
ing whether the Prophet’s judgement of “poets’, including musicians, in
the Koran’s 26th sura referred to music connected to infidel rites or to
music in general.2l The point here is that influential ascetic patriarchs
of Mediterranean and Middle-Eastern monotheism were worried
about the sensual power of the non-verbal aspect of sonic expression
and that they needed a concept to isolate and identify it.

What happens to ‘music’ in the vernacular languages of Western and
Central Europe before the twelfth century is anybody’s guess. Perhaps,
like old Norse or modern Icelandic, there was a blanket term covering
what bards, narrators of epic poetry and minstrels all did.22 Certainly,

18. “Through an indiscreet weariness of being inveigled do I err out of too precise a
severity: yea, very fierce am I sometimes in the desire of having the melody of all
pleasant music, to which David’s Psalter is so often sung, banished from mine own
ears and out of the whole church too.” Strunk (1952: 73-74), quoting Saint Augus-
tine's Confessions II (London, W Heinemann, 1912): 165-169.

19. e.g. Boéthius (d. 524), Cassiodorus (d. 562), Isidoro de Sevilla (d. 636), Odo de Cluny
(d. 942), Guido d’Arezzo (d. 1050), all quoted in Strunk (1952: 79-125).

20. e.g. Al-Kindi (9th century), Al-Farabi (870-950), Safi Al-Din (13th). Abu Nasr Al-
Farabi’s most important theoretical work, Kitab al-musigi al-akbir (= ‘A Greater Book
On Music’), refers to Aristotle. It is important to bear in mind here that Arabic music
theory sorted under the mathematical sciences (including al-gebra and al-chemi)
and that these theories (both musical and mathematical) were spread all over Europe
from the Arab cities of Cérdoba and Seville (see Ling 1983: 64, referring to Sigrid
Hunke (1971) and Henry George Farmer (1965)).

21. They cited traditional sources outside the Koran according to which Mohammed
was to have considered musical instruments the ‘muezzins of the devil’ (Skog 1975).

22. InIcelandic, music is tdnlist (= the skill or art of tones) and composer ténskald (= the
bard or poet of tones).
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the Northern French trouveres and the Provencal troubadours of the elev-
enth to thirteenth centuries were not only known as singers, players
and tunesmiths (trouver / trobar = find, invent, compose) but also as en-
tertainers, jugglers and poets.

Music enters the English language in the thirteenth century via old
French, whose musique appears about a century earlier.23 The arrival of
the word in the vernacular of both nations denotes more or less what
we mean by music today. It also coincides with the granting of charters
to merchant boroughs and with the establishment of the first universi-
ties. Unfortunately, there is hardly enough evidence to support the idea
that the crystallisation of the term music connects ideologically with the
ascendancy of a merchant class, even though the Hellenic period, Arab
mercantile hegemony in the Mediterranean, and ascendancy of the Eu-
ropean bourgeoisie, all seem to feature the new concept. Whatever the
case, the European ruling classes were able to use the word music in its
current meaning well before the eighteenth century: the semiotic field
had been prepared by clerics and ecclesiastical theorists who had, by
the eleventh century, established a metaphysical pecking order of mu-
sics. This type of hierarchy is, as we shall see the later (p. 70,ff.), impor-
tant to the development of the Romantic notions, parodied at the start
of this chapter, of music’s supposedly transcendental qualities.

These brief cross-cultural and historical observations about the word
music indicate that the concept denotes particular sets of non-verbal
sound produced by humans and associated with certain other forms of
symbolic representation, sounds which relate enough to physical and
emotional aspects of human experience to be considered disconcerting
by ascetic clerics. The question is: which “sets of humanly produced
sounds’ relate to which other forms of symbolic representation? One
answer to that question is provided by theories of human evolution.

Music and evolution

Animal music?

The oldest musical instrument discovered to date is a flute made from

23. Concise Oxford Dictionary (1995); Le Petit Robert (1993).
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the femur of the now extinct European bear and found in a Neander-
thal burial site in today’s Slovenia. The flute, unearthed in 1995, is be-
tween 45,000 and 84,000 years old.?4 Although (to split the difference)
64,000 years may sound like a long time ago, it is the mere twinkling of
an eye in terms of the evolution of our species: the earliest hominid
forms evolved from the higher primates at least 3%2 million years ago.2>

Evolutionist theories of music explain its origins in terms of adaptation,
by which is meant the ability of a species to find effective survival strat-
egies by means of adapting to their environment. One rather unlikely
theory is that music derives from the synchronous chorusing of higher
primates, while another argues more plausibly that ‘it is in the evolu-
tion of affiliative interactions between mothers and infants that we can
discover the origins of the competencies and sensitivities that gave rise
to human music.’26

Several other theories stress the importance of what Brown (2000) calls
‘musilanguage’, i.e. that language and music, both sonic and both neu-
rologically intertwined, stem from a common origin, ‘evolving together
as brain size increased during the last two million years in the genus
homo” (Falk 2000). Like the mother-and-infant theory, this explanation
also seems quite plausible because both Homo sapiens and neanderthalen-
sis had, if our knowledge of the Slovenian bone flute and other early
human instruments of music are anything to go by, clearly started to
treat oral language and music as distinct modes of sonic communication.
Although neurologically interrelated, these two sonic systems were
used for different functions. This aspect of evolution is important be-
cause the separation of music from language is often seen, rightly or
wrongly, as a trait distinguishing humans from other animals.

24. See Huron (1999). Most music archaeologists now agree that the object is a flute and
that it was made by Neanderthal man (for ongoing argument. Homo erectus, evolving
from earlier hominid forms which evolved from the higher primates, develops into
two genus: Homo neanderthalensis (c.400,000-50,000 BP) and Homo sapiens sapiens
(humans, from ¢.150,000 BP). Humans wipe out Neanderthals around 50,000 BP.

25. 3,500,000 years ago means 55 times older than the merely 64,000-year-old flute.

26. The more plausible theory is presented by Dissanayake (2000), the less plausible one
by Merker (2000).

27. The oldest human (rather than Neanderthal) instrument found so far that is still play-
able dates from 9,000 BC and was found in Jiahu (China).
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One common objection to the theory of distinction between music and
language as a basis for understanding the origins of music as a trait of
human behaviour argues that if we, as humans, say that birds and
whales sing, then we are talking about music, simply because that is
how we hear it. The sonic habits of humpback whales provide fuel for
this argument. As those great mammals migrate or swim around their
breeding grounds, they piece together repeated phrases, singing song
after song for up to twenty-four hours at a stretch. Humpback whales
have a seven-octave range similar to that covered by the piano key-
board, i.e. a range of fundamental frequencies within the limits of what
humans can hear, and much larger than the restricted range of pitches
the human voice can produce. As the months go by, whales modify
their song patterns and most males end up singing the same new song
after a while. Moreover, humpback whale song contains rhythms and
phrases which, strung together, build forms of a length comparable to
ballads or symphonic movements. It also seems that their songs contain
recurrent formulae which end off different phrases in much the same
way as we use rhyme in poetry. One theory about rhymes in whale
song is that they help in the breeding season when the males have to re-
member “‘what comes next’: the more elaborate the whale’s song pat-
tern, the more likely it is to rhyme.28

All these traits of whale song come across as typically musical to the
human ear. But the ‘music’ of the animal kingdom does not stop there:
certain insects produce distinct rhythmic patterns which, like those of
human music, vary and repeat in longer patterns. Moreover, eleven
percent of primate species can produce short strings of notes that,
though less musical to our ears than the songs of humpback whales,
form a recognisable pattern in time. This behavioural trait, characteris-
tic for most of our own music, is thought to have evolved independ-
ently four times within primates. Such evidence suggests that music is
not exclusive to the human species.

One problem with the objections just raised is that they are anthropo-
morphic in that they interpret non-human behaviour on the basis of hu-
man experience, perception and behaviour. The ANIMALS MAKE MUSIC

28. All information given here about whale song derives from Milius (2000).
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standpoint assumes, in other words, that the whales, insects and pri-
mates just mentioned hear and react to the sounds they make them-
selves in the same way that we hear and react to them; it also assumes
that animals produce those patterns of sound for the same reasons as
we make what we hear as comparable patterns of sound in our music.2?
For example, although we hear birds as the greatest songsters of the an-
imal kingdom, they do not necessarily make, hear and use their melo-
dies as we make, hear and use our music. Ornithologist Eugene Morton
puts it this way:

‘Any analogy to human music is not interesting to me. It doesn’t explain
anything about how the world is, except how humans want to perceive
it. Good on ‘em, but I want to understand animals... Birdsong consti-
tutes an avian broadcasting network, letting birds minimise the ardu-
ous work of flying about during interactions’.30

If singing can replace the amount of flying around birds would other-
wise have to do, it is certainly part of a symbolic system. Instead of
physically repelling every potential invader of its own space, a bird can
claim its territory by making sounds we call birdsong. Instead of flying
round to see if local members of the family are all there before they shut
down for the night and that they are all there again in the morning, an
individual bird can join in the evening and dawn choruses. Birdsong is
in other words a strategy for the survival of individuals within the
group, because they all have to have a place to nest, and for the group
as a whole, because they may all need to collect for foraging or migra-
tion. It seems that singing is just an energy-efficient way for birds to es-
tablish these relations essential to their survival.

It would in a similar way be unrealistic to expect whales, who have to
cover huge distances in search of food but reconvene for breeding, to
keep visual or tactile underwater checks on the whereabouts of each

29. Thomas Eisner, Professor of Entomology at Cornell University and accomplished
classical musician, holds that we must ‘draw a distinction between enjoying animal
sounds [as music] and saying that animals make music’, although, after hearing
recordings of humpback whales, he admitted: ‘if a whale calls me up tomorrow and
wants to do an evening of sonatas, I would be the first to volunteer” (Milius 2000).

30. US ornithologist Eugene Morton, quoted in Milius (2000).
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other, as individuals or as family groups, across vast stretches of ocean.
In this sense, whale song, by replacing tactile and visual contact with
sonic communication, also acts symbolically to facilitate the social co-
hesion necessary for the survival of their species. It is also highly prob-
able that the various functions of sonic communication in the animal
kingdom are linked with what we humans might qualify as pleasure
and pain, tension and relaxation, etc., i.e. with what we think of as emo-
tions and which are essential ingredients in the evolutionary process of
most sentient beings.3! If such ‘emotions” are linked to situations in the
animal kingdom where what we hear as their ‘music” is used to signal
messages we might understand verbally in terms like GET OFF MY PROP-
ERTY! or IT's OK, WE'RE ALL HERE, then it is also probable that the sounds in
question are accompanied by patterns of hormone production compa-
rable to those found in humans when stimulated in certain ways by cer-
tain sounds in certain situations.32

If there is any truth in the line of reasoning just presented, it would
seem that there may be grounds for calling that animal “‘music” music.
After all, such an argument would go, what we have described tallies
quite well with the seventh of our eight axioms about music (p.42),
with our observations about ‘concerted simultaneity and collective
identity” (p.43), and with several other points mentioned under our
working definition of music.

Whether or not zoomusicologists can demonstrate a separation be-
tween music and other forms of sonic communication produced by
non-human animals, the point here is that we humans seem to have
done so for at least 100,000 years. One sound-based symbolic system
(language) is more suited, though not wholly dedicated, to the denota-
tion of objects and ideas, while the other (music) is more closely,

31. For example, the human tendency to like the taste of sweet, heavy food is probably
grounded in the need of our ancestors to ensure they consumed enough carbohy-
drate fuel to provide the energy necessary for survival. With more abundant food
sources and a more sedentary lifestyle, humans have to consciously correct that
genetic trait.

32. There is no room here to enter this realm of biomusicology. For more information,
see section ‘Biochemical Evidence’, especially about naloxone, testosterone and oxy-
tocin, in Huron (1999).
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though not entirely, linked to movement, gesture, touch and emotion
(see axiom 4, p.42). As stated earlier, language and music, both neuro-
logically intertwined and both using the sense of hearing, seem to stem
from a common origin, evolving together as brain size increased during
the last two million years of evolution in the genus homo. However,
even though the oldest musical instrument found so far may be from a
Neanderthal burial site, it is after we humans managed, some 50,000
years ago, to wipe out our Neanderthal cousins that we start to leave
significant numbers of complex sonic objects behind us.33

To summarise: the separation of sonic representation into two distinct
but related spheres of activity —language and music— may have
started to evolve in our hominid ancestors but seems to have devel-
oped dramatically after their demise. Cross (1999) goes as far as to sug-
gest that this distinction between language and music may be the most
important thing humans ever did. I'll return to this point after the next
section which deals with music’s importance for another fundamental
aspect of human development.

Music and socialisation

At the age of minus four months most humans start to hear. By the time
we enter this world and long before we can focus our eyes on objects at
different distances from ourselves, our aural faculties are well devel-
oped. Most small humans soon learn to distinguish pleasant from un-
pleasant sounds and most parents will witness that any tiny human in
their household acts like a hyperactive radar of feelings and moods in
their environment. You know it’s no use telling baby in an irritated
voice ‘Daddy’s not angry’ because the little human sees straight
through such emotional deceit and starts to howl.

But baby’s hearing is not what most parents notice first about sound
and their own addition to the human race. They are more likely to reg-
ister the little sonic terrorist’s capacity to scream, yell, cry and generally
dominate the domestic soundscape. Babies are endowed with non-ver-
bal vocal talents seemingly out of proportion to other aspects of their

33. See footnote 27, p. 52.
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size, weight and volume: they appear to have inordinate lung power
and unfailing vocal chords capable of producing high decibel and tran-
sient values, cutting timbres and irregular phrase lengths, all commu-
nicating messages that parents interpret as I'M UNCOMFORTABLE or I'M
IRRITATED Or I'M IN PAIN, or I'M HUNGRY, messages demanding action such
as CHANGE MY NAPPIES! Or COMFORT ME! Or PROVIDE IMMEDIATE NUTRITION!
Maybe these tiny humans have to yell not just because they can’t speak
but also because they need to dispel whatever state of adult torpor we
happen to be in while watching TV, chatting, reading or, worst of all,
sleeping. Babies instinctively use sharp timbres at high pitch and vol-
ume, sounds that carry well, cutting through whatever ambient hum
and mumble there may be in the adult world, be it idle conversation,
TV in the background, fridges, ventilation, etc. Also, irregular rhythms
and intonation by definition avoid the sort of repetition that can grad-
ually transform into ambient (background) sound: a baby’s yell is al-
ways up front, foreground, urgent, of varying periodicity and quite
clearly designed to shatter whatever else mother, father, big sister or
big brother is doing. That sonic shattering is designed to provoke im-
mediate response. Desires and needs must be fulfilled now.

Now is the operative word here. Sonic statements formed as short rep-
etitions of irregularly varying length are also statements of urgency, as
well we know from news and documentary jingles — IMPORTANT, FLASH,
NEW, THE LATEST UPDATE.34 Babies seem to have no conscious past or no-
tion of future: all is present. The baby’s lack of adult temporal perspec-
tive in relation to self is of course related to its lack of adult senses of
social space, which, in its turn, relates to baby’s egocentricity, essential
for survival in the initial stages of its life.

Non-verbal sound is essential to humans. We monitor it constantly
from inside the womb until deafness or death do us part from its influ-
ence. We use our non-verbal voices to communicate all sorts of mes-
sages from the time we are born until we die or turn dumb. Together
with the sense of touch, non-verbal sound is one of the most important

34. For more on urgency cues, see ‘Newscasting’ (p.430, ff.).
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sources of information and contact with social and natural environ-
ments at the most formative stages of any human’s development. It is
vital to senso-motoric and symbolic learning processes at the preverbal
stage of development and central to the formation of any individual’s
personality. Then we all have to experience the process by which we
gradually learn that we are not the centre of others’” constant and imme-
diate attention: we have to get used to being just one human subject
and social object among many others. We have to have some sort of
working relationship with whatever society and culture we belong to
and we cannot live in the vain hope of returning to a state where we are
the sonically dominant or foreground figures. We can never regain any
lost paradise, whatever advertisers, spin doctors, religious fanatics or
drug-peddling pharmaceutical corporations might have us believe.

Different cultures and subcultures develop different norms for what
course the process from baby via child to adult should run. The ulti-
mate goal —becoming a fully functioning adult— depends on what-
ever the society in question at any given time sees as desirable on
account of its material basis and cultural heritage. Assuming we have
all been babies and if baby’s power over the domestic soundscape in
the early development of every human is a biological necessity that
must be relinquished for that individual to survive among fellow hu-
mans in adulthood, then we ought to gain important insights into how
any culture works by studying patterns of socialisation that relate di-
rectly to non-verbal sound.

Humans can emit an enormous variety of non-verbal sounds. We
breathe, talk, cry, shout, yell, call, sob, sigh, laugh, giggle, burp, fart,
crunch, slurp, gulp, swallow, yawn, groan, moan, growl, cough, splut-
ter, slobber, wheeze, sniffle, sneeze, kiss, hiss, snort, spit, scratch our
heads, smack our lips, blow our noses, clear our throats, cough up
phlegm, etc. Our hearts beat, tummies rumble and intestines gurgle.
We make noise, however weak or strong, whenever we move our bod-
ies —when we sit down or stand up, walk, run, stroll, tiptoe, limp,
jump, hop, skip, drag our feet, stumble, fall, etc. We also shudder with
fear, tremble with delight, or shiver with cold so that their our chatter.
We make sound when we hit, kick, drag, push, cut, tap, pat, clap, ca-
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ress, chop, saw, hammer, grind, scrape, slap, splash, smash, etc. Some
of these sounds are loud, others soft; some are heavy, others light; some
are fast, others slow; some are high-pitched, others less so; some are
long or ongoing and repetitive, others short and discrete and so on. All
these humanly produced sounds are made within a context that is itself
full of sound. In urban industrialised societies we have fridges, freez-
ers, computer drives, traffic, aeroplanes, mains hum, air conditioning
and all sorts of other mechanical sounds; elsewhere we may be able to
hear wind in the trees, rain, sea swell, animals, birds, insects, running
water, thunder, earthquakes, ice breaking, crisp or slushy snow under
our feet, waves breaking on the shore, etc.

Some of these sounds we make ourselves, others we just hear in a wide
variety of acoustic settings, including those inside our own heads and
bodies. Which (combinations of) sounds are evaluated as pleasant and
unpleasant, which ones are deemed to be part of music and which ones
not, will largely depend on the culture we belong to and on what sort
of motoric and sonic behaviour prove to be generally compatible with
the needs of that community, be it a youth subculture in late capitalism
or a nomadic people using stone age technology.

All of us have been babies and all of us have had to learn that we cannot
for ever remain at the centre of the world around us, acoustically or
otherwise. We have to learn to cooperate, to negotiate social space and
uses for ourselves in relation to the community we belong to. Music
and dance provide socially constructed sonic and kinetic frameworks
for that learning process: most of us learn to sing, hum and whistle in
accordance with the norms of what our culture regards as music, rather
than just yelling, laughing, mumbling, or bashing objects at will. As we
acquire the gift of language we learn to distinguish between humanly
organised verbal and non-verbal sound. More importantly, by repeated
exposure, within the music culture to which we belong, to the simulta-
neous occurrence of certain types of musical sound with certain types
of action, attitude, behaviour, emotional state, environment, gesture,
movement, personality, people, pictures, words, social functions, etc.,
we construct a vast array of categories combining several of the constit-
uent elements just mentioned into overriding and integral musogenic
‘concepts’.
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Many of us also go on to learn how to play an instrument as a way of
making sound whose functions are clearly different not only to those of
spoken language but also to those we make when chopping wood,
hammering nails, ironing clothes, doing the washing up, flushing the
toilet, taking a shower, walking upstairs, driving a car, eating food, op-
erating machinery, folding a newspaper, closing the door, etc., etc. It
would, from the perspectives just presented, be absurd to regard music
as some sort pleasant but parasitic appendage to human life, as “audi-
tory cheesecake’ as one writer put it.35

Cross-domain representation and synaesthesis

There are other reasons for understanding music as an essential part of
the survival kit for any human society, not as just cultural icing on the
socio-economic cake. These reasons are presented by Cross (1999) and
can be summarised in the following simplified terms.

Our capacity as humans to process signals from the world around us
via different domains of representation (verbal, visual, motoric, emo-
tional, etc.) seems to have been one of our species’ great advantages in
the evolutionary struggle, in that we can sort out abstractions of cause
and effect by distinguishing between visual, verbal, sonic and motoric
impulses. Those domains of representation are even located in different
parts of the brain so that what we hear at a particular time (a sonic
event) does not have to represent the same phenomenon as a move-
ment or emotion we may experience at that same time. Put crudely,
having to rush up in a panic as the alarm clock goes off does not make
us think the alarm clock is stressed out.

Of course, such domain-specific signal processing in no way prevents
humans from making connections between several simultaneous do-
main-specific signals if they co-occur on a regular basis. For example,
when a loving parent talks in a sing-song voice to a baby while holding
and rocking it, the little one receives signals that are at the same time
specific to the sonic, motoric and emotional domains of representation.

35. The “parasitic’ notion comes from D Sperber’s Explaining Culture (Oxford, 1996), that
of ‘auditory cheesecake’ from S Pinker’s How the Mind Works (London, 1997). For cri-
tique of these notions, see Cross (1999).
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As these combinations of domain-specific signals are repeated, the infant
learns to make connections between them so that another, overriding
or ‘embodying’ type of representation comes into play. Such combina-
tions of sonic, motoric and emotional signals are sometimes called
proto-musical 36 They also relate to synaesthetic patterns of cognition.

Fig. 1-1. Domains of representation and the ‘embodying’ cross-domain level37

emotional

CROSS-DOMAIN
REPRESENTATION
("proto-music’)

The specific domains relating to (proto-) musical representation, shown
in figure 1-1, partially overlap and need some explanation.

[1] The physical domain covers the ballistics, trajectory and kinetic rela-
tionship of a body (or bodies, including one’s own) to the type of space
through which it travels or in which it is motionless. Fast or slow, jerky
or smooth, regular or irregular movement, or no movement at all, in an
open or closed space; movement which arrives or leaves within that
space, towards or away from a point inside or outside it, movement
which waits or passes over or under, up or down, to the left or right, to
the back or front, to and fro or in one direction, suddenly or gradually:
these aspects of movement and space, when enacted by a human, are
all part of the physical domain of representation. It also includes the en-
actment of some aspects of heaviness or darkness and lightness, of den-
sity and sparsity, as well as of multitude and singularity.

36. Cross (1999), drawing on Karmiloff-Smith (1992).
37. Motoric (f) means fine motoric, motoric (g) gross motoric.
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[2] The gross motoric domain of representation involves the movement
of arms, legs, head, etc., e.g. walking, running, jumping, dancing, push-
ing, pulling, thrusting, dragging, waving, rolling, hitting.

[3] The fine motoric domain of representation involves the movement of
fingers, eyes, lips, mouth, throat, etc. Blinking, glittering, shimmering,
rustling, babbling, clicking, tapping, fiddling, dripping, etc. all exem-
plify movement requiring fine motoric representation.

[4] The linguistic domain is mainly concerned with prosodic patterning,
with the ‘musical’ elements of speech, i.e. with intonation, timbre, ac-
centuation, rhythm, dynamics, etc., including the sonic characteristics
of vowels and consonants.

[5] The social domain involves the representation of patterns of human
interaction, for example of individuals to a group or vice versa. As we
shall see later, particular strategies for structuring musical parts or
voices can correspond to particular socialisation patterns.

[6] The emotional domain is self-evident. It involves evaluating a situa-
tion in response to different body states such as posture, muscular ten-
sion or relaxation, hormonal stimulation, adrenalin count, etc. It
includes evaluation of experience whose verbal conceptualisation is of-
ten formulated in polarities like pleasing/painful, happy/sad, beautiful/
ugly, love/hate, security/threat, etc.

It should be clear that these six domains of representation are in no way
mutually exclusive. For instance, it is impossible to imagine a gross mo-
toric activity like dragging (domain 2) without considering bodily
movement in space and aspects of heaviness (physical domain 1). More-
over, any aspect of the emotional domain needs to be qualified by as-
pects from other domains. For example, is the expression of pain sharp
and sudden? Is it relentless, throbbing and ongoing, or is it stifled in the
background? Does the pain come in gradual waves or as violent
shocks? Does it make you quiver, shudder, jump, fall over, fall apart,
yell, scream, groan or grumble? Or does it hit, stab, pierce or poison
you? Or does it make you depressed and apathetic? Is the pain re-
pressed and under control, or is it up front and violent? Perhaps it para-
lyses or silences you altogether? Is it the pain of a solitary individual or
does it more closely resemble a community of suffering?
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Proto-music’s six domains of representation also overlap in terms of
synaesthesis.38 For example, some onomatopoeic pairs, like babble and
bubble or rumble and tumble, are normally, though not exclusively, asso-
ciated with the sonic and visual/kinetic aspects respectively of the
same basic type of movement, as, indeed, are rustle and glisten. Other
sonically similar words like bustle, hustle and hassle not only lend them-
selves to expression in visual or sonic terms: they also include aspects
of social interaction and emotional evaluation. It is the combination of
all these aspects that makes such concepts particularly musogenic.

Before going any further in this explanation of cross-domain represen-
tation, I ought to clarify that I'm using the noun synaesthesis, not synaes-
thesia, to denote any normal use of two or more modes of perception at
the same time. While synaesthesia is generally used as a clinical term de-
noting a specific neurological condition involving the disturbance of
normal perception by the involuntary intrusion of impulses from more
than one sensory mode, synaesthesis is no more than a transliteration of
synaistheésis (ouvaiobnois), aisthésis meaning ‘perception” and syn =
‘[along] with’, “accompanying’, i.e. simultaneous perception in more
than one sensory mode.3? Synaesthesis is therefore not a pathological
condition but a normal and essential part of human cognition. The only
terminological trouble here is that synaesthesis and synaesthesia both
give rise to the adjective synaesthetic. To avoid further confusion, then,
synaesthetic will in this book qualify any type of perception using more
than one sensory mode at the same time. In more concrete terms, we
shall qualify, for example, the combined tactile, kinetic, visual and
sonic aspects of babble, bubble, bumble, rumble, crumble, tumble, rustle, bus-
tle, hustle or hassle as SYNAESTHETIC because they constitute instances of
normally functioning SYNAESTHESIS.40

To summarise the argument so far, music can, as we have defined it (p.
41), be understood as a specifically human type of activity which lets us
mix elements from any of the six domains of representation (p.61) into

38. Synaesthesis and synaesthesia are explained in the next paragraph.

39. For example: ‘[W]hile cross-sensory metaphors are sometimes described as “synaes-
thetic”, true [sic] neurological synaesthesia is involuntary and occurs in slightly
more than four percent of the population (1 in 23 persons) across its range of vari-
ants.” (len.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synesthesial, 2006-12-02).
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an integral whole. It is an activity allowing us to represent combina-
tions of signals from its constituent domains in one symbolic package
rather than in merely linguistic, social or corporeal terms. As a mean-
ingful system of non-verbal sound, music lets us engage in interper-
sonal activity on many levels simultaneously, either by making the
music or by responding to it individually or together with others. To
express ourselves on all these levels at the same time, humans do not al-
ways need to confront each other with verbal outbursts, bodily display
or physical interaction: we can use music instead. In other words, mu-
sic provides relatively risk-free action to members of the culture produc-
ing and using it because it provides socio-culturally regulated forms of
potentially risky interaction between humans. But music does more
than that in that it can also help avoid confusion. Avoid confusion? How
can that be when music is so often thought of as ‘polysemic’? I had bet-
ter explain (see also p.157,ff.).

Imagine, for example, the not uncommon state of mind characterised
by a mixture of, say, irritation or resentment and the feeling that is nev-
ertheless a nice day and good to be alive. Using the linguistic domain,
you could express this single dynamic state of mind directly to a friend,
partner, child, parent, or to the authorities, telling them first how
strongly you disapprove of their behaviour: you could start by speak-
ing with sharp timbre and choppy delivery, then switch to a smooth,
mellifluous voice. Using the fine motoric domain, you could frown then
smile, tap your fingers nervously then flutter your eyelids encourag-
ingly, grit your teeth then relax your mouth. Socially, you might want to
avoid the people causing the irritation and then make efforts to wel-
come them into your company. Using the physical and gross motoric do-

40. Interference from colour perception is an often cited symptom of synaesthesia (the
disorder). Given the connotatively polysemic character of colour, it is doubtful that
colours are operative in normal musogenic synaesthesis.RED can ‘mean’ danger or full-
blooded life, stop at the traffic lights or charge like a bull at a red rag; GREEN ‘means’ go
for un-green vehicles and can connote Ireland or Libya, envy or freshness; death can
be black or white, depending on your cultural membership; BLUE can be the blues or
a bright summer sky; YELLOW can be cowardly or sunny, etc., etc. Colour itself is not
normally associable with elements of musical expression but its often contradictory
individual connotations can —danger, stop, full-blooded, charge, go; Ireland, Libya,
sick, fresh; the blues, summer sky, etc.



Tagg: Music’s Meanings — 2. The most important thing... 65

mains of representation to communicate your state of mind, you'd
almost have to first beat up the person or people concerned, then caress
or hug them. Emotionally, you’d probably want to first yell and stamp
your feet, then sit down and relax; or perhaps you’d first tense your
shoulders and clench your fists, then lean back, open your arms and
show the palms of your hands.

Although feeling irritation on a basically good day is hardly a symptom
of emotional instability, expressing that dynamic using just one of mu-
sic’s constituent domains of representation, as described in the previ-
ous paragraph, would at best come across as contradictory and
confused. It would more likely cause offence, perhaps even provoke a
diagnosis of manic depression. However, thanks to its character of
cross-domain representation, music is able to mediate that same sort of
dynamic as a unified single experience in a socially negotiated and cul-
turally specific sonic form. After all, we seem to readily accept that the
single linguistic concept of LOVE involves feelings of vulnerable anxiety
and the fear of loss in addition to the occasional, indescribably power-
ful bout of euphoria. Similarly, it is totally impossible for us mortals to
entertain the notion of human LIFE without considering death.41

These platitudes about love and life serve merely to illustrate the fact
that while language only occasionally lets us conceptualise dynamic
states of being as integral experiences, music almost always does so.
FEELING ANGRY ON A GOOD DAY, or DESPERATELY TROUBLED IN THE
MIDST OF CALM AND BEAUTY, or TOTALLY SICK OF THE WORLD AND FEEL-
ING ALIVE BECAUSE OF THAT DISGUST — these are no more than pale ver-
bal hints of just part of three of the innumerable kinds of dynamic
mood categories that music can create.42 We should therefore not be
surprised that respected critics can describe the same piece of music —
in this case the first movement of Mozart’s 40th symphony — in terms

41. According to Swedish poet Kristina Lugn, life is the only possibility we have not to
be dead (‘[L]ivet dr den enda méjlighet vi har att inte vara déda’). Thanks to Margit
Kronberg (Molndal) for this reference (phone call 2006-12-25).

42. For TROUBLED IN THE MIDST OF CALM AND BEAUTY, try the third movement of Bartdk’s
fourth string quartet (1929). For SICK OF THE WORLD AND FEELING ALIVE BECAUSE OF THAT
DISGUST, try Nirvana’s ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’ or ‘Lithium” on CD Never Mind (1991).
Check out also the selection of mood categories listed on page166.
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of both ‘deepest sadness’ and ‘highest elation’.43 Was Mozart confused
when he wrote the music? Probably no more so than usual. Does the
music make a confused or contradictory impression? Certainly not to
modern European ears: it’s one of the most well-known, highly valued
and widely covered pieces in the Viennese classical repertoire. Were
the critics confused when they wrote about sadness and elation in the
same breath about the same music? No again: they, too, were just giv-
ing pallid verbal hints of what they felt the music to be expressing.

By combining input from its constituent domains of representation,
music forms integral categories of cognition that, from a logocentric
viewpoint, would be qualified as contradictory, confused or polysemic,
even though those categories seem to correspond more accurately with
what we actually feel or imagine on a daily basis: angry on a good day,
troubled in beautiful surroundings, sad and elated, vulnerable and eu-
phoric, etc. This holistic aspect of musical cognition may well be one
reason for music’s ability to move us so deeply, sometimes even to oc-
cupy our whole sensory being. It may also be one reason for music’s
therapeutic usefulness. Furthermore, music helps cognitive flexibility,
i.e. the ability to mix, switch and correlate across different domains of
representation. Viewed from these perspectives, music may indeed be,
as Cross (1999) concludes, ‘the most important thing that we humans
ever did’.

Summary of seven main points

[1] Humans may not be alone in having developed two systems of sonic
communication (language and music), but we are probably the only
species to distinguish so radically between the two (p.51, ff.)

[2] Music is a form of communication involving the emission and per-
ception of non-verbal sounds structured or arranged by humans for hu-

43. ‘Von Wehmiithigsten bis zum Erhabenesten’: Saint-Foix quoting an anonymous
review of the symphony movement (G minor, K550) in an 1804 number of the pres-
tigious Viennese periodical Allgemeine Musikzeitung. Among other review descrip-
tions of the same piece are “impassioned’, ‘worried’ and ‘moving’. For more on this
subject, see Stockfelt (1988: 21-22).
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mans. As such, music is a universal phenomenon in the sense that no
human society has ever been without it, even though the word ‘music’
may have no exact equivalent in many languages (p. 41, ff.).

[3] Music is no more a universal ‘language’ than language itself. Being
a universal phenomenon does not mean that the same sounds, musical or
verbal, have the same meaning in all cultures. The fact that language
and music do not trace the same cultural boundaries in no way means
that any music or language can be understood by everyone on the
planet (p. 45, ff.).

[4] Music often involves a concerted simultaneity of sound events or
movements. Unlike speech, writing, painting, etc., music is particularly
suited to expressing collective messages of affective and corporeal
identity, since individual participating voices or instruments must re-
late to the underlying temporal, timbral or tonal basis of the particular
music being performed (p. 43).

[5] By combining input from several domains of representation, music
forms integral categories of cognition that, from a verbal viewpoint,
may seem contradictory or polysemic but which correspond more ac-
curately and holistically with states of mind as they are actually felt
(verbal hints: ANGRY ON A GOOD DAY, SAD AND ELATED, VULNERABLE
AND EUPHORIC, etc.). Music also helps synaesthesis and cognitive flexi-
bility (p. 60, ff.).

[6] Music is, in different ways and to varying degrees, essential to any
human in the socialisation process leading from egocentric baby to col-
laborative adult (p. 56, ff).

[7] Music is important in contemporary everyday life in terms of the
amounts of time and money spent on it: about four hours and the price
of a loaf of bread or of a litre of milk per person per day (p.33, ff).

Given these seven points and the discussion they summarise, the next
question to ask is why music, if it is important in so many ways to hu-
mans, seems so often to end up near the bottom of the academic heap.
Although its status in Western institutions of learning may not be as
lowly as that occupied by other important aspects of human existence
like dance or domestic science, it is clearly not “up there” with mathe-
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matics, the natural sciences and language. This striking anomaly is ex-
plained in the next chapter.
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3. The epistemic oil tanker

F the stopping distance of an oil tanker is measured in nautical

miles and its turning radius in kilometres, the inertia of a cultural

legacy loaded with social, economic, technological and ideological
ballast is better calculated in centuries than in decades. This chapter
identifies one such metaphorical oil tanker with a view to charting a
less hazardous course through the troubled waters for which the vessel
was not designed. The oil tanker in question is a certain set of Western
notions about music, the troubled waters are those of the post-Edison
era and the epistemological hazards are the anomalies relating to the
unsuitability of that unwieldy vessel in those waters. Now, one of those
hazards is the contradiction between music’s humble academic status
and its importance in everyday life. It’s a contradiction that can only be
seen from two angles: either music just isn’t as important as I've made
out (in which case no contradiction exists) or else music’s importance is
underestimated and its character misunderstood. Assuming, on the ba-
sis of evidence given in Chapters 1 and 2, the second alternative to be
more plausible, it will be necessary to examine the persistent belief sys-
tem of which that contradiction is a symptom in order to clear the
ground for the analysis methods presented later. That’s why in this
chapter I'll try to identify and demystify some widely held articles of
faith about music, which in its turn entails considering connections be-
tween ideology and musical institutions, as well as between notions of
music and knowledge.

The basic anomaly

Compared to the visual and verbal arts, music in Western academe
lives in a sort of conceptual and institutional isolation from the episte-
mological mainstream. This relative isolation in academe stands in stark
contrast to music’s much greater integration into media production and
perception processes. Every time you put on a DVD, play a computer
game, watch a music video or are subjected to consumerist propaganda
on the TV, music is usually an integral part of what has been produced
and of whatever it is you experience on hearing and seeing that multi-
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media production. Assuming that music makes a contribution to that
experience, why, you might well wonder, in our tradition of knowl-
edge, do we seem to lack the conceptual tools that could help us under-
stand basic questions of musical meaning?

I've already questioned the notion of music as a ‘universal language’
(p-45, ff.) and suggested that music’s humble status in the pecking or-
der of sign systems in a largely logocentric and scopocentric tradition
of knowledge may be due to its essentially alogogenic [#@]! character.
As should be clear from the previous paragraph, there is, unfortu-
nately, more to the problem than that.

Articles of faith

One problem about understanding how music works as a sign system
is that those who have written about such things have not always been
transparent about their agenda. Another problem is that many sources
we rely on for ideas about music date from before the advent of free
public education and that verbal literacy was until then the preserve of
an élite. These sources have a long historical legacy. They are also often
normative, propounding, from particular standpoints in specific socio-
historical situations, notions of musical right and wrong, good and bad,
true and false, beautiful and ugly, elegant and vulgar, learned and igno-
rant, etc. Of course, the fact that literacy was until recently the preserve
of privileged minorities in no way implies that societies with little or no
division of labour have no musical norms, or that oral cultures have no
notions of how their music should sound. It simply means that, in our
largely scribal tradition of institutionalised and academically codified
knowledge, we tend to rely heavily on written documents whose
power agendas are rarely made explicit.

Musical power agendas: a historical excursion

One recurrent trait in documents about music from ancient ‘high’ cul-
tures (Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, Greece, etc.), is its link to official re-
ligious doctrine or to ostensibly indisputable physical phenomena.2 In

1. Alogogenic, logocentric, scopocentric: see Glossary.
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ancient Mesopotamia for example (3,000-600 BC), music theory was
connected to astrology and mathematics. The general idea was that if
you knew the motions of the stars, if you believed in their sway over
human destiny, then you understood the harmony of the universe. You
could theoretically be at one with the universe by making music which
abided by the rules of its harmony. Music of the court and of official re-
ligion was held to conform to such rules; that of other classes and peo-
ples did not. It was through such metaphysical links that an oppressive
political system could be identified with a system of musical organisa-
tion which was in its turn aligned with the immutable system of the
universe. Like the deification of the worldly system’s kings, metaphys-
ical connections between the ruling classes, their music and the heav-
enly spheres created the illusion that their unjust political system was
as divine, eternal, unquestionable and unchangeable as the universe.3

Written records from ancient China are even more explicit. The tonal
system of imperial music, based on observations about the relation of
rising fifths to the perfect ratio 3:2,4 was put into a cosmic perspective.
According to documents from around 450 BC, ‘[s]ince 3 is the numeral
of Heaven and 2 that of the Earth, sounds in the ratio 3:2 harmonise as
Heaven and Earth.’”> The importance of official music in ancient China

2. See Tagg (2002) at tagg.org/xpdfs/origins3.pdf (passim); see also Ling (1983: 14-69), Cross-
ley-Holland (1959:13-135).

3. One Mesopotamian (Sumerian, Babylonian, Assyrian, Chaldaean) notion was that
the primary divisions of a stretched string, expressed as the mathematical ratios 1:1
(unison), 2:1 (octave), 3:2 (fifth) and 4:3 (fourth) (see note 5), not only define octaves
and tetrachords, but also relate to the four seasons. There is also reason to believe
that Pythagoras (sixth century BC), after extensive studies in both Egypt and Meso-
potamia, brought back knowledge of harmonics and scales to Greece, where he and
his disciples developed their own theories of the harmony of the spheres, including
the notion of ethos (modal character and affect) that was later, via Arabic treatises,
to influence music theory in medieval Europe. See also Ling (1983:11-13); Crossley-
Holland (1959:13-15).

4. Therising perfect fifth is a tonal interval spanning four ascending steps (1[-2-3-4]-5)
in the Western major or minor scale, e.g. a-e skipping the intervening b-c-d, or b-
£# without the cH-d-e in between, or c-g missing out d-e-£. For much more
about fifths, see Tagg (2009: 98-101).

5. Documents: the Yueji ( %12 , ‘Memorial of Music’) and Liji ( #Li2 ‘Record of Rites’
(see also note 3), cited by Crossley-Holland (1959:42-46).



72 Tagg: Music’s Meanings — 3. The epistemic oil tanker

and its connection with irrefutable truths is also demonstrated by the
establishment of a Music Bureau (%R f¥, Yuéfu) under the Imperial Office
of Weights and Measures (141-87 BC). The Bureau’s brief was to stand-
ardise pitch, supervise music and build up musical archives.6 More im-
portantly, for over 2000 years of Chinese imperial history (221 BC -
1911), one set of musical practices was identified by ruling-class ideo-
logues as the ‘right music”: yiyue ( #5k ) or ‘elegant music’, as it was
called, refers both to court music of that long period and, more particu-
larly, to court music associated with Confucian philosophy.”

The music of imperial Chinese courts, especially yiyue (‘elegant mu-
sic’), was, as we just saw, related to the cosmic values of the numerals 2
and 3 which, in their turn, were related to notions of heaven and earth,
male and female, Yang (PH, sun) and Yin (&, shade), etc. Yiyue was cer-
tainly regulated by strict rules of performance, not only in terms of de-
tailed stage positions for instrumentalists and dancers, but also with
regard to tonal norms. Intricate division and subdivision of genres in
terms of both musical style and audience type illustrate further aspects
of complex codification, as do all the ancient texts setting out the his-
tory, aesthetics and metaphysics of imperial music-making. These
sources also imply that knowledge of such intricacies was important
for those producing and consuming the ‘elegant’ music, whose history
could be traced back to what was, even then, the distant past of an an-
cient dynasty.8 Moreover, imperial Chinese music could be reproduced
quite consistently from one performance or generation to another, not
only because of the many treatises codifying its aesthetics and practice,
but also because certain types of notation were used. Although such
notation, either as ideograms indicating pitch or as tablature for string
instruments, was probably used less prescriptively than the sheet mu-
sic followed by euroclassical musicians, it at least helped ensure that
singers and musicians could make the music they composed or per-
formed conform adequately to prescribed patterns.

6. Malm (1977:152), Crossley-Holland (1959:48).
7. Pian (1995:250-251).
8. Master Lu’s Annals (239 BC) cited by Crossley-Holland (1959: 45-46).
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Similar hierarchies of music are found in written sources from other

‘high’ cultures. For example, to qualify as art music (i.e. as belonging to

the ‘Great Tradition’), Indian performing art, be it from the North or

South, must, as Powers (1995:72) points out, satisfy two main criteria.
‘Firstly it must establish a claim to be governed by authoritative theoret-
ical doctrine; secondly, its practitioners must be able to authenticate a
disciplined oral tradition of performance extending back over several
generations.’

The important concept here is doctrine (sastra), more specifically san-
gita-$astra (musical doctrine). For Indian music to qualify as doctrinally
correct, it must adhere to at least one canonical precept: melodic con-
struction should be governed by one of the tradition’s ragas.® This rule
is so important that the proper term for correct musical practices,
$astriya-sangit (‘doctrinal music’), is less frequently used than ragdar-
sangit (music based on a raga). Indians also often use the English word
classical when distinguishing raga traditions from popular music prac-
tices. The Oxford Concise English Dictionary (1995) defines classical, qual-
ifying the arts, as:
‘serious or conventional; following traditional principles and intended

to be of permanent rather than ephemeral value... representing an ex-
emplary standard; having a long-established worth.’

Calling sastriya-sangit or ragdar-sangit ‘classical music’ is in other words
quite appropriate because not only do buzzwords of higher and lasting
value occur in the connotative spheres of both terms: $dstriya-sangit and
classical music also both allude to notions of tradition, doctrine, conven-
tion and learning. Besides, sdstriya-sangit’s qualification as scientific or
knowledgeable rhymes well with European-language equivalents of
classical music, like musique savante, musica colta, miisica culta, miisica eru-
dita, E-Musik, serious music and art music’.10 Unlike most types of ‘pop-
ular” and “folk” music, the musical practices qualified by such epithets

9. Raga can be understood as a melodic matrix for improvisation, with rules for
ascending and descending patterns using a specific tonal vocabulary. The specificity
of a raga is also determined by the relative importance of particular notes in that
vocabulary, by appropriate motifs or phrases, as well as by *paramusical links to
season, time of day and moods, etc.
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as classical are all associated with doctrinal texts codifying the philoso-
phy, aesthetics, performance, interpretation, understanding and struc-
tural basis of the music in question.

To cut a long story short, the division of music in Western culture into
categories of art or classical and folk or popular has numerous parallels
and forerunners. It is even possible that elements of Mesopotamian the-
ory passed via Greek and Arabic scholars into the metamusical mindset
of Europe’s medieval clerics and their trichotomy of musics.11 This tri-
chotomy consisted of musica mundana (the music of the heavens, of
spheres in the universe), musica humana (music providing equilibrium
of soul and body and instilled by liturgical song) and musica instrumen-
talis (the singing and the playing of instruments that were at the service
of the devil as well as of God). As Ling (1983:97) explains:

"[I]n the world of heavenly light, the harmonious and well-tuned music
of eternity is heard. Its opposite is the unbearable noise and dissonant,
discordant music of hell. Both heaven and hell exist on earth: the music
of heaven is reflected in liturgical chant —it is organised, well-measured
and based on science and reason. All other music is of the devil, being
chaotic, ill-measured and uneducated.’

Since musica mundana was an entirely metaphysical idea (the music of
the spheres, of heaven, of God’s perfect creation, etc.), the real world
contained only two sorts of music according to the aesthetic and reli-
gious precepts of the church fathers: (1) musica humana as the uplifting
liturgical song of Mother Church and of God’s representatives on earth
and (2) musica instrumentalis as all other music, be it of the devil or of
God. This basic dualism of musics changes character quite radically as
part of the lengthy and complex process by which the value systems of

10. Musique savante (French) literally means ‘knowledgeable music’ or music for edu-
cated people in the know. Musica colta (Italian) and muisica culta (Spanish) literally
mean ‘cultured’, ‘refined” music, i.e. music for educated and cultivated people.
Miisica erudita (Portuguese) means of course ‘erudite’ or ‘learned’ music. E-Musik
(German) is short for ernste Musik (ernst = ‘serious’), i.e. for people who take their
music seriously; it is generally opposed to U-Musik, short for Unterhaltungsmusik
(‘entertainment music’) but also similar to U-Bahn (underground railway/subway)
and U-mensch (a Nazi word meaning subhuman).

11. See footnote 3, p.71.
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feudal and ecclesiastical élites are supeseded by those of the ascendant
bourgeoisie. These bourgeois music values are important to under-
stand because they’ve been at the basis of much discourse about music
in Western institutions of education and research since the mid nine-
teenth century. They include notions of the musically Good, Beautiful
and True that still hold sway in many of our musical institutions and
still exert a strong influence on what sort of meanings, if any, those of
us who see ourselves as educated think that music can carry.

‘Music is music’

The notion of ABSOLUTE MUSIC and of its superiority is probably the
most striking feature of institutional music aesthetics in the Western
world. Hegel, for example, made the following distinction between the
musical values of the initiated and those of the average punter.

‘[W]hat the layman (Laie) likes in music is the comprehensible expres-
sion of emotions and ideas, something substantial, its content, for which
reason he prefers accompanimental music (Begleitmusik); the connois-
seur (Kenner), on the other hand, who has access to the inner musical re-
lation of tones and instruments, likes instrumental music for its artistic
use of harmonies and of melodic intricacy as well as for its changing
forms; he can be quite fulfilled by the music on its own."12

The most famous ABSOLUTE MUSIC aphorism was formulated by Aus-
trian music critic Eduard Hanslick who, in his treatise On Musical
Beauty (1854), wrote: “Music’s complete content and total subject matter is
nothing other than tonal forms in movement.’13 Since then, similar views of
music have ruled the roost in Western art music circles to such an extent
that some composers whose ‘tonal forms in movement’ clearly relate to
‘other subject matter” have denied any such relation. Stravinsky (1882-

12. My translation of passage from Hegel's Asthetik (1955, compiled from lecture notes
.1815), cited in Zoltai (1970:260). By Begleitmusik (begleiten = accompany) is meant
music accompanying stage action, dance, paramusical narrative, etc. ‘Sanctuary of
the Higher Arts’ (Asyle der hoheren Kiinste) is an epithet coined by Adolf Bernhard
Marx (1795-1866) who, on Mendelssohn’s recommendation, was appointed Director
of Music at the University of Berlin in 1830.

13. Tonend bewegte Formen sind einzig und allein Inhalt und Gegenstand der Musik’,
from Hanslick’s Vom musikalisch Schonen. Ein Beitrag zur Revision der Asthetik der
Tonkunst, Leipzig (1854). See also under 'Kinetic anaphones’, p. 416.
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1971), for example, once quipped that his music expressed nothing but
itself, implying that stage works of his (Petrushka, The Firebird, The Rite
of Spring, for example) were “pure’ music.14 It may be true that Stravin-
sky, a bit like David Bowie, frequently recast his public persona but the
very fact that he saw fit, even just once, to do so from the standpoint of
musical absolutism suggests that adopting that view may have ad-
vanced his artistic credibility in influential circles. This is certainly what
Mahler (1860-1911) once felt compelled to do: having already written
programme notes to his first three symphonies, he is reported to have
raised his glass at a soirée with Munich illuminati in 1900 and to have
proclaimed ‘death to all programme music’.15

The pressure on composers to conform to the notion of ABSOLUTE MUSIC
throughout the twentieth century cannot be underestimated. For exam-
ple, famous film composers like Korngold (1897-1957) and Rézsa (1907-
1995) lived double lives, compelled to separate their MUSIC FOR MUSIC’S
SAKE from their work for the movies.16 Similarly, Morricone has on oc-
casions expressed disappointment at the scant recognition he receives
for his concert music, however widely acclaimed he may be as a musi-
cal pioneer because of his work for the cinema.l” The point is: if the insti-
tutional dominance of absolutist aesthetics can affect the lives of widely

14. See Stravinsky & Craft (1959). The Firebird (1910) and The Rite of Spring (1913) are
ballet works. Petrushka (1911) was written for puppet theatre. All three works are
explicitly associated with specific characters, scenarios and moods.

15. Floros (1987) cites Schliedermayr’s report (Leipzig, n.d.: 13-14) that Mahler said
‘Pereat jedes Programm!” after a performance of his second symphony at the Hugo-
Wolf-Verein. Thanks to M Michelsen and ] G Williamson for the references.

16. Wolfgang Erich Korngold, Viennese composer and pupil of Mahler, wrote music for
films like Captain Blood (1935) and The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938). Miklos Roz-
sa, Hungarian pupil of Honegger, wrote music for Double Indemnity (1944), The Lost
Weekend and Spellbound (1945), Quo Vadis? (1951) and Ben Hur (1959). R6zsa’s autobi-
ography (1982) is actually entitled Double Life. See also pp.454-461.

17. Morricone wrote scores for The Good, The Bad and the Ugly and The Battle of Algiers
(1966), 1900 (1976), The Mission (1986), The Untouchables (1987) and hundreds of
other films. In November 1996, while working on Lolita (1997), he told me that he
was uncomfortable with the notion of his film music as the site of musical innova-
tion, even though his work for the cinema has not only captured the imagination of a
mass audience but also earned him the respect of avant-garde musicians like John
Zorn. Sergio Miceli, Morricone’s friend and biographer, told me in December 1999
that he had several times heard the composer express the same opinion.



Tagg: Music’s Meanings — 3. The epistemic oil tanker 77

acclaimed figures like Mahler, Stravinsky, Korngold, R6zsa and Morri-
cone, then such a view of music will have exerted at least as much in-
fluence on lesser figures in musical academe. For example, Frances
(1958), in his pioneering research about musical reception, received
several indignant responses from his music student informants in
which they expressed strong absolutist views of the following type:

‘No, no and no again. Music is music. I cannot conceive of it as a source
of emotional or literary ramblings.’18

I still (2011) meet individuals who object to the idea that music can re-
late to anything except itself. Musical absolutism, it seems, continues to
exert such a strong influence that it has, as we’ll see later in this chapter,
even spilled over into discourse about various types of popular mu-
sic.19 Obviously, the notion of ABSOLUTE MUSIC clearly conflicts with
semiotic approaches to music analysis, but its apparent tenacity also
suggests that it is an epistemic force to be reckoned with. If that is so, it
would be foolish to simply write off the notion without first examining
it in some detail, not least because, as already noted, musical structures
can in one sense be objectively related to only ‘either: [a] their occurrence
in similar guise in other music; or [b] their own context within the piece
of music in which they (already) occur’ (p. 44). ‘In one sense’ is of course
the problem here because the exclusively intrageneric stance of musical
absolutism ignores everything else to which music can be related. In
what comes next I'll try to explain the nature of and reasons for musical
absolutism’s epistemic lopsidedness.

‘Absolute’ and ‘non-absolute’

Calling music absolute literally means that the music so qualified is nei-
ther mixed up with, nor dependent on, nor conditioned by, nor other-
wise related to anything else. The first problem with this absolute
definition of absolute is that not even the most adamant musical absolut-
ist would claim such “absolute’ music as a late Beethoven quartet to be
100% independent of the musical tradition to which it belongs. Since

18. Frances (1958:288-9) ‘Non, non et non. La musique est musique, je ne congois pas
qu'elle puisse étre source de divagations sentimentales ou littéraires’.
19. See 'Popular “postmodernist” absolutism’, p. 87, ff.
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the quartet cannot have existed in isolation from the musical traditions
to which its composer and audiences belonged, any notion of ABSOLUTE
MUSIC must be dependent on at least the existence of other ABSOLUTE
MUSIC for its own identity. Absolute is in this case relative, allowing the
music in question to be absolute only in the sense of unrelated to any-
thing else except other (‘absolute’) music. Now, apart from the fact that
the other ABSOLUTE MUSIC would relate to more ABSOLUTE MUSIC, either
in a loop (circular argument) or, at some final point in an otherwise
endless chain of ‘absolute’ references, to something other than ABsO-
LUTE MUSIC, the slight qualification, just proposed, of ‘absolute’ as
partly relative is problematic for two more substantial reasons.

The first reason is that ABSOLUTE MUSIC relies on the existence of NON-
ABSOLUTE MUSIC for its distinction as “absolute’. Since NON-ABSOLUTE MU-
SIC must, at least by inference, be related to other music and to phenom-
ena that are not intrinsically musical, ABSOLUTE MUSIC must also, even if
indirectly, be related to other phenomena than music, thanks to its sine
qua non relation to NON-ABSOLUTE MUSIC, and to that music’s relation to
things other than itself. Moreover, since those who distinguish one type
of music from others by the qualifier ‘absolute” in no way make up the
entire population, they are just one of many sociocultural groups iden-
tifiable by their specific musical values and opinions.20 This means that
the term ABSOLUTE MUSIC is, like it or not, linked to the sociocultural po-
sition, tastes, attitudes and behaviour of those that use it. It thereby
identifies not only ABSOLUTE MUSIC in relation to other music but also its
fans in relation to users of other music. Due to such inevitable socio-
cultural connotation, ABSOLUTE MUSIC is a contradiction in terms.

The second reason for refuting the notion of ABSOLUTE MUSIC is its impli-
cation that the music thus qualified transcends not only social connota-
tions and uses but also patterns of synaesthesis.?l If that sort of
transcendence existed it would mean that demonstrable patterns of jux-
taposition between music and pictures, between music and words, or
between music and bodily movement (as in dance, film, opera, Lieder,

20. Without this fact of sociology, the US format radio system would fall apart (see any
number of The Broadcasting Yearbook of America).
21. See 'Cross-domain representation and synaesthesis’, p. 60, ff.
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pop songs, adverts, videos, computer games etc.) could never influence
the production or perception of ABSOLUTE MUSIC and vice versa. More-
over, if ABSOLUTE MUSIC were indeed absolute, it would need no ele-
ments of biologically or culturally acquired synaesthesis to exist, with
the consequence that NON-ABSOLUTE MUSIC (opera overtures, ballet
suites, TV themes, dance tunes, etc.) would be pointless in a ‘music
only’ situation (at a concert, on the radio, on your smartphone) where
their visual, dramatic or choreographic accompaniment is normally ab-
sent. Conversely, it would mean that ABSOLUTE MUSIC played in connec-
tion with anything but itself or other ABSOLUTE MUSIC would also be
useless because its ‘autonomy’ would preclude any synaesthetic per-
ception. This would in turn imply, for example, that the Taviani broth-
ers were deluded when they used snippets from the slow movement of
Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto in A (K622) as underscore to key scenes in Pa-
dre Padrone (1977); it would also mean that Kubrick misunderstood the
values of European art music in 2001 (1968), The Shining (1980) and Eyes
Wide Shut (1999), or that Widerberg, not to mention his cinema audi-
ence, were musically incompetent when responding to the Elvira Madi-
gan (1967) effect.22 In other terms, ABSOLUTE MUSIC contradicts music’s
inherent properties as a site of cross-domain representation (pp.60-66).

In short, if music called ABSOLUTE has ever had any social connotations,
if it was ever written or performed in given historical contexts by cer-
tain musicians, if it was ever heard in particular social contexts or used
in particular ways by a particular audience, if it was ever related to any
drama, words or dance, then it cannot be absolute. ABSOLUTE MUSIC can
therefore only exist as an illogical concept or as an article of faith. If so,
how can it have been so influential and why is it so resilient? A first clue
to this enigma is provided in the next three quotes.

22. In 2001 (1968) Kubrick uses Johann Strauss’s Blue Danube waltz (1867), the start of
Richard Strauss’s Also sprach Zarathustra (1895) and Ligeti's Atmosphéres (1961). In
The Shining (1980) he uses the third movement of Bartdk’s Music for Strings, Percus-
sion and Celesta (1936). In Elvira Madigan (1967), Widerberg uses the second move-
ment of Mozart’s 21st Piano Concerto in C, K467 (1785), for the hazy, slow-motion
summer-meadow love scene that became a popular template for romance in TV
adverts (see pp. 157-159).
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‘Passions must be powerful; the musician’s feelings must be full-blown
— no mind control, no witty remarks, no clever little ideas!’23

This sort of statement could have been made by a dedicated jazz musi-
cian. In fact the words date from 1762 and are uttered by the rebellious
main character in Diderot’s play Rameau’s Nephew.

German romanticist Wilhelm Wackenroder had similar ideas. In 1792
he described the optimal music listening mode as follows.
‘[I]t consists in alert observations of the notes and their progression, in
fully surrendering my spirit to the welling torrent of sensations and dis-
regarding every disturbing thought and all irrelevant impressions of
my senses.’24

In 1799, Wackenroder’s collaborator Ludwig Tieck wrote:
‘[Olnce music is freed from having to depict “finite”, distinct emotions,
it becomes the expression of “infinite yearning”, and this indefinite
quality is superior to the exactness of vocal music, rather than inferior,
as was believed during the Enlightenment.’25

Powerful passion, fully surrendering the spirit, infinite yearning etc. on
the one hand and, on the other, mind control, disturbing thought, irrel-
evant impressions, distinct emotions and so on: the value dichotomy is
clear in the three views of music just cited. Other important common
denominators are that they all, like the Hegel passage that started this
section (p.75), come from the same period in European history and that
they are all qualifiable as Romantic.

"Absolute’ subjectivity

The rise of instrumental music in eighteenth-century Europe can be un-
derstood in the context of the Enlightenment, rationalism and the bour-
geois revolution. The emancipatory values of these developments and
the subjective experience of that emancipation found collective expres-
sion not only in emotive slogans like liberté, égalité, fraternité but also in
a music that was itself thought of as liberated. Instead of having to
make music under the constraints of feudal patronage and of the Ba-

23. Diderot (1762:119, lines 298-299, 304-305; ‘La querelle des bouffons’).
24. Cited by Dahlhaus (1988:95).
25. Ludwig Tieck Phantasien iiber die Kunst (1799), cited by Dahlhaus (1988:18).
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roque theories of affect associated with the ancien régime,26 music could
now, it was believed, be purely instrumental, free to express emotions
without the encumbrance of words or stage action.2”

Of importance to this historical background is the fact that Romantic
views of music were conflated with notions of ‘personality” and ‘free
will” central to bourgeois subjectivity, both of which were treated as
conceptual opposites to the external world of material objectivity. Indi-
viduality, emotionality, feelings and subjectivity came to be imagined
as opposite poles to the social, rational, factual and objective. Music
played a central role in this history of ideas according to which the sub-
ject’s alienation from objective social processes was not so much re-
flected as reinforced, even celebrated. Since the humanist liberation of
the ego from feudalist metaphysical dogma went hand in hand with
the bourgeois revolution against the absolutism of the ecclesiastical and
monarchist hierarchy, it is hardly surprising to find contemporary no-
tions of music unwilling to tie down musical expression by means of
verbal denotation or any other type of reference to anything outside it-
self. After all, as long as the musical ideals were emancipatory in rela-
tion to an outmoded system of thought they could lend support to the
development of revolutionary forms of music and society. But what
happened when those musical ideals became the rule and their advo-
cates the rulers?

Perhaps the most significant change is that the radical instrumental
music of late eighteenth-century Central Europe, initially dubbed ‘Ro-
mantic’, acquires the label ‘classical’.28 This rebranding was established
by the mid nineteenth century, along with the music’s institutionalisa-
tion in philharmonic societies, concert halls, conservatories, etc.

26. The Theory of Affects (a.k.a. Affektenlehre, Doctrine of the Affectations, etc.) is asso-
ciated with the Baroque era and was particularly developed in Germany. Its basic
gist is that composers and performers can, by using particular melodic, harmonic
and rhythmic devices, provoke particular emotional responses in their audience.
For an extensive catalogue of Baroque affects, see Bartel (1997).

27. This part of the account is based largely on Zoltai (1970:193 ff.).

28. ‘Classical’ was not Tieck’s, Wackenroder’s or ETA Hoffmann’s label. For Hoffmann
(1776-1822), Haydn and Mozart were the first Romantic composers (Rosen 1976:19).
For more details about how classical became “classical’, see Ling (1984, 1989: both
passimy); see also Stockfelt (1988:61-91).
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Another striking symptom of the same process was the adoption of re-
current buzzwords to signal aesthetic excellence: ART, MASTERPIECE,
GENIUS, FREE, NATURAL, COMPLETE, INSPIRED, INFINITE, ETERNAL, SUBLIME,
etc.29 Raised to the status of classical, the once emancipatory qualities
of the music were mystified and its Great Composers mummified into
those little white alabaster busts that classical buffs used to keep on top
of well-polished pianos. Although the dynamic independence that the
canonised instrumental music once possessed had been dynamic and
independent in relation to older forms of music that were considered fet-
tered by certain types of extra-musical bonding, it was, as ‘classical’
music, stripped of that historicity. In its new state of sanctity it was con-
served in conservatories that by 1900 had successfully eradicated any-
thing that might upset the canon, including the improvisation
techniques that had once been part of the tradition whose champions
the same conservatories professed to be.30 This institutionalisation
process left the seemingly suprasocial ABSOLUTE MUSIC deep frozen as
sacrosanct notation: a century-and-a-half’s worth of performers were
subsequently conservatory trained to perpetuate it. At the same time,
concerts included less and less new music. For example, the proportion
of living to dead composers’ music on the concert repertoire in France
fell from 3:1 in the 1780s to 1:3 in the 1870s.31

Freedom of expression without verbal or theatrical constraint had been
the revolutionary drive of the new instrumental music that was later
canonised as “classical’. Once canonised, it needed theories that would
identify and codify those special qualities. And if the new music’s
emancipatory driving power had been its unfettered emotional expres-
sion then that would be an obvious trait to conserve in conservatories
and to expound upon in serious writings on music. One problem was

29. Apart from the Wackenroder, Tieck and Hegel quotes (page 80), please note [1] A B
Marx’s (see note 12, p.75) view of the sonata as ‘form of free development’ (Rosen
1990:83); [2] Hegel’s notion of music as ‘complete withdrawal into subjectivity’,
cited in Zoltai (1970:243) from Hegel (1955:806).

30. Improvisation was one of the most important skills of the European art music tradi-
tion: Bach, Handel, Mozart, Beethoven, Liszt, Franck and many others were
renowned not only as composers but also as improvisers.

31. Ling (1989:173) citing Weber (1977).
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that the new instrumental music had derived its perceived freedom of
expression, its own internal musical rhetoric and drama, not from being
devoid of words or dramatic action but from the fact that similar music had
been repeatedly associated with particular words or stage action. When music
went instrumental and crossed the street from the opera house or thea-
tre into the concert hall, it simply carried those links to words and dra-
matic situations.32

Still, even though the classical symphony could never have acquired its
sense of dramatic narrative without a legacy of affects from the Ba-
roque era, many experts still regard the European instrumental classics
as ABSOLUTE MUSIC. As Dahlhaus (1988:56) explains:

‘Early German romanticism dates back to the 1790s with Wackenroder’s
and Tieck’s metaphysic of instrumental music, a metaphysic that laid
the foundations of nineteenth-century music aesthetics and reigned vir-
tually unchallenged even in the decades of fin-de-siécle modernism.’33

That metaphysic lived on through much of the twentieth century. Even
Adorno’s hit list of listening types34 is clearly Hegelian and music s still
sometimes taught as if it were at its best when divorced from words
and the visual arts.35 Polarising the issue for purposes of clarity, it could
be said that keepers of the ABSOLUTE MUSIC seal condemned music, if
deemed bad, to the aesthetic purgatory of entertainment or primitive
ritual; if deemed good, they raised it to the lofty realms of Art. It is no
exaggeration to say that a large proportion of musicological scholar-
ship since A B Marx3¢ has been devoted to propagating an arsenal of

32. Rosen’s historical account (1976:155) of the classical Viennese symphony stresses
this point. ... ‘[TThe application of dramatic technique and structure to “absolute
music” ... was the natural outcome of an age which saw the development of the
symphonic concert as a public event. The symphony was forced to become a dra-
matic performance, and it accordingly developed not only something like a plot,
with a climax and a dénouement, but also a unity of tone, character and action it
had only partially reached before.

33. For discussions, explanations and critiques of the ‘Great Epistemic Divide’ in Euro-
pean thought, please see, for example, Bhaskar (1975, 1979, 1987), Connerton (1989),
Lakoff & Johnson (1979:189-193). See also Tagg (2003:27-29).

34. See Adorno (1941:32-48; 1976:1-20), Middleton (1990:57-60).

35. This process is described in detail by Zoltai (1970: 177-261).

36. Adolf Bernhard Marx (1795-1866): see note 12, p.75.
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terms and methods describing the complexities of European instru-
mental music in the classical tradition at the expense of other musics.
Among those ‘inferior others” we find not only the music of peoples
colonised or enslaved by the European capitalist classes (‘primitive’),
but also the ‘light music’ (Trivialmusik) of the nineteenth-century Euro-
pean proletariat oppressed by the same ruling classes (‘entertainment’).
That deprecation of low-brow by high-brow is callous, to say the least,
because the French Revolution of 1789 and the Code Napoléon of 1804
would never have materialised without the support and sacrifice of the
popular majority. Despite that support, the bourgeois revolution re-
neged on the promise of liberty and equality for all as it betrayed the
fourth estate (workers, peasants, etc.). You do not have to be a professor
of political history to work out that deprivation directly affects people’s
relationship to music, as the following simple points demonstrate.
¢ The less money you have, the less you can afford concert tickets,
instruments, rehearsal and performance space, musical tuition, etc.
¢ The less money you have, the more crowded your living conditions
will be, the less room you will have for musical instruments, and
the more likely you will disturb your neighbours when you make
music or be disturbed by them when they make music.

® The less leisure time you have, the less likely you are able to try out
other musics than those readily accessible to you and the less likely
you are to opt for music requiring patient listening or years of train-
ing to perform yourself.

* The noisier your work and leisure environments, the less use you
have for music inaudible in those environments, or for music
demanding that you listen or perform in a concentrated fashion
without disturbance or interruption.

Bearing these points in mind, Wackenroder’s ‘right way’ of relating to
music (p.80) would be out of the question under the conditions that
many people had to endure in industrial cities across nineteenth-cen-
tury Europe. Nor were the old musical ways of the countryside much
of an alternative. Apart from the fact that music connected with the cy-
cle of the seasons was not suited to life in an industrial town, most
members of the new working class were refugees from semi-feudal re-
pression in the countryside who had little reason to idealise their rural



Tagg: Music’s Meanings — 3. The epistemic oil tanker 85

past in musical or any other terms. Instead, the old folk music was re-
placed by street ballads, low church hymns, music hall tunes, popular
airs from opera and operetta, dance tunes, marches and so on. It was
this musical fare that nineteenth-century music authorities branded as
light, trivial, trite, crude, shallow, low-brow, commercial, ephemeral
entertainment in contrast to the deep, serious, classical, high-brow,
transcendental Art of lasting value which they prized. True, some char-
itable burghers registered that something was wrong and sought to
provide opportunities for the masses to raise their musical standards,
but that realisation of high and low in itself indicates that class differ-
ences were very much a musical as well as a political and economic
matter. So, the first probable reason for the longevity of European art
music’s absolutist aesthetics is that it worked for a long time as a relia-
ble marker of class membership. Even today, adverts for financial services
are much more common on classical format radio than on pop or coun-
try stations. However, the CLASSICAL MUSIC = HIGH CLASS equation did
not just work as a sociocultural indicator.

Members of the new ruling classes faced a series of moral dilemmas,
the most striking of which is probably that between the monetary profit
imperative of the capitalist system and the charitable imperatives of
Christianity. ‘Sell all that thou hast and give unto the poor’ rhymed
badly with paying your employees as little as possible to produce as
much as possible or with sending children to work down the mine. As
a businessman in a ‘free’ market with ‘free’ competition, it might ease
your conscience if you could draw clear dividing lines between your
business and your religion, between work and leisure, public and pri-
vate, personal and social, morals and money, etc. Any conceptual sys-
tem that could rubber-stamp such polarities would offer welcome relief
and help you sleep at night. Seen in this light, even the most outré state-
ments of Romantic music metaphysics3” have to be taken seriously be-
cause the institutionalised concept of ABSOLUTE MUSIC provided a kind of

37. i.e. Wackenroder’s utter submersion, Tieck’s (and Schopenhauer’s and Wagner’s) infi-
nite yearning, Lamennais’ above earthly things, infinite beauty, ideal model, eternal
essence rather than things as they are, Rousseau’s il n"y a rien de beau que ce qui n’est pas,
Hegel’s retreat into inner freedom... from content (matter), etc.
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get-out clause: if listening to music in the ‘right way” was a matter of the
emotions, of the MUsIC ITSELF and nothing else, then good business ought
to be a matter of making money, BUSINESS ITSELF and nothing else. Or, to
put it another way, feeling compassion or any other ‘irrelevant’ emo-
tion while making money would be as inappropriate as thinking about
money when listening to instrumental music in the ‘right’ way (see
p-80). To put it in a nutshell, MUSIC 1S MUSIC (ABSOLUTE MUSIC) can only ex-
ist in the same way as ORDERS ARE ORDERS OT BUSINESS IS BUSINESS. All three
statements are of course tautological nonsense, otherwise there would
be no music industry, no War Crimes Tribunal and no International
Monetary Fund; but that is not the point because the effects of the prac-
tices characterised by such conceptual absolutism and by the ideologi-
cal purposes it serves are painfully real. The conceptual dissociation of
money from morality, military orders from ethics, and the world out-
side music from music, all illustrate the way in which capitalist ideol-
ogy can isolate and alienate our subjectivity from involvement in social,
economic and political processes. We are in other words back to the is-
sue of dual consciousness raised at the start of the preface to this book.

Refocusing on MUSIC IS MUSIC, we need to mention one final reason for
the staying power of musical absolutism. I'm referring here to the way
in which members of the haute-bourgeoisie, already at on top of soci-
ety’s monetary pyramid, could easily, by claiming the artistic high
ground of musical taste transcending mundane material reality, con-
vince themselves that they were superior to the masses in more than
merely monetary terms: they cultivated what established experts
agreed was good taste in music, they adopted the ‘right way’ of listen-
ing to the ‘right’ music; lesser mortals did not. By theoretically locating
their musical experience outside the material world, the privileged
classes were not only able to feel superior: they could also divert atten-
tion from the fact that it was they who exerted the real power, they who
enjoyed the real material privileges, actually in the material world.

In this historical context, the Romantic metaphysics of music and its no-
tion of ABSOLUTE MUSIC, both of which became cornerstones in the capi-
talist state’s musical establishment, can be seen as essential supplies in
the conceptual survival kit of bourgeois subjectivity. It is for such rea-
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sons hardly surprising if academic institutions in a society still gov-
erned by the same basic mechanisms of capital accumulation38 have
until recently propagated conceptual systems validating dissociation of
the subjective, individual, intuitive, emotional and corporeal from the
objective, collective, material, rational and intellectual. It is also histori-
cally logical that this same dissociation should affect our understand-
ing of music and dance, the most clearly affective and corporeal of
symbolic systems, with particular severity. That dissociation lives on in
our culture even outside the European art music sphere.

Popular “postmodernist” absolutism

Remember Rameau’s fictitious nephew back in 1762 and his ideal of
music making with no mind control? Or Tieck and Wackenroder’s dream
of music freed from having to depict distinct emotions and their ideal lis-
tener fully surrendering to the welling torrent of sensations, disregarding
every disturbing thought?39 Now compare that with this.
[1] ‘The point is... [to] overthrow... the power structure in your own
head. The enemy is the mind’s tendency to systematise, to sew up expe-
rience. [...] The goal [is] in OBLIVION'. (Reynolds, 1987)40
[2] [TThe power of pop lies not in its meaning but in its noise,... the
non-signifying, extra-linguistic elements that defy “content analysis”:
the grain of the voice, the materiality of the sound, the biological effect
of the rhythm, the fascination of the star’s body’. (Reynolds, 1990)40
[3] ‘Rock and roll is corporeal and “invasive”... [W]ithout the mediation
of meaning, the sheer volume and repetitive rhythms of rock and roll
produce a real material pleasure for its fans.” (Grossberg, 1990: 113)

It's worth noting first that aversion to the idea of music mediating any-
thing but itself is not the only common denominator between anglo-
phone pomorockology [»@] in the year 1990 and the musical metaphysics
of German Romanticism in the late eighteenth century because, as Ta-

38. See K Marx: Grundrisse (1973: 221-223).

39. The full quotes start with Diderot’s Le neveu de Rameau on page 80.

40. Sources: [1] Reynolds (1987, his capitals), cited in Michelsen et al. (2000:262); [2]
Reynolds (1990:10), cited by Michelsen et al. (2000:259-260). Here’s a fourth quote.
‘Music excites the body to automatic movement, an exhilaration that defeats bore-
dom and inspires insight... Music gives the body control over itself, granting per-
sonal freedom and revealing sexual potential.” (Lull 1992:29-30).
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ble 3-1 (p.89) shows, both trace a similar path from radical alternative
to institutional norm with the following traits. [1] A canonic repertoire
is established (row 4 in Table 3-1). [2] Subjectivity and individual free-
dom are promoted as key notions (row 7). [3] A strong relationship
with political power develops (rows 9-10). [4] The educational institu-
tionalisation of each body of music takes place a generation or so after
the apogee of the original musical development subjected to subse-
quent canonisation (rows 1-2 in Table 3-1). For example, the city of Ber-
lin saw its first high-ranking (classical) music academic a generation
after Beethoven composed his fifth symphony and its first professor of

popular music a generation after the Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper album.41

Ossification (row 4 in Table 3-1) of the European classical repertoire
causes few eyebrows to be raised: it is seen as the nature of the beast, so
to speak. Less common knowledge is that similar tendencies developed
in the anglophone world of pop: whereas album charts from the 1960s
and 1970s included very few re-issues, back catalogue accounted for
the majority of pop sales in 2000.42 Such processes of repertoire consoli-
dation and conservation occur after an initial period of musical innova-
tion associated with social change (row 8). These processes also include
the adoption and patronage by state or corporate power of music that
was seen as at least inappropriate, sometimes even as a threat, in the re-
cent past.

41. Adolf Bernhard Marx was appointed Musical Director of the city’s university’s in
1830 and Peter Wicke was appointed professor at the Humboldt University’s Centre
for Popular Music Research (Forschungszentrum populire Musik) in the early 1990s.
This does not mean that either Wicke or A B Marx are evil institutionalisers! On the
contrary, both brought important new ideas into established institutions. They are
not the problem; the system represented by the established institutions, however, is.

42. See pp.82-82 for discussion of dead composers and their domination of the French
concert-hall repertoire by 1870. See also listings in Joel Whitburn’s Top LPs 1945-
1972 (1973b). According to Karen Collins, who from 1997 to 1999 ran the music sec-
tion of Future Shop (Canada’s second largest record retailers) in Kitchener
(Ontario), it was company policy to aim for 60% sales of back catalogue: ‘That’s
where all the margin is” was the message circulated to staff in a corporate e-mail.
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Table 3-1: Classical and popular music as institutionalised fields of study

classical music studies

popular music studies

1. initial period

1830s-1860s

1970s-2000s

2. institutions
created

conservatories, departments
of music and musicology

performing arts colleges, social
science and media courses

3. musical heritage

instrumental ‘classical’

first jazz, then pop/rock

4. ossification
tendencies

Music by dead composers
gradually dominates

1960s: few re-issues in charts;
2000: 60% of sales back catalogue

5. musical lingua
franca

Central European,
mainly Germanic

Anglo-American

6. global hegemony

European colonialism

US imperialism

7. liberties and atti-
tude to pleasure

liberation of the ego, emo-
tionality, postponed gratifica-
tion

liberation of the id, corporeality,
consumerism, immediate gratifi-
cation

8. hegemonic class
movement

rising capitalist merchant
class against feudal aristoc-
racy and abandoned fourth
estate

nouveau riche against old
‘cultured’ capitalism and new
lumpenproletariat

9. examples of state
appropriation and
sanctioning in UK

Héndel (mass appeal)
becomes Handel, musical
representative of UK state
power

Queen’s jubilee: Brian May, Eric
Clapton, Brian Wilson; Abba
songs on symphony orchestra
repertoire

10. UK official
honours bestowed
(selection)

Sir: A. Sullivan, C.V. Stan-
ford, C.H.H. Parry, E. Elgar,
R. Vaughan Williams, A.
Bliss, W. Walton, M. Tippett,
P. Maxwell-Davies, R.R. Ben-
nett, J. Tavener

Sir: Cliff Richard, Andrew Lloyd-
Webber, George Martin, Paul
McCartney, Bob Geldof, Tom
Jones, Elton John, Mick Jagger.
Dame: Vera Lynn, Shirley Bassey.
OBE: Van Morrison, Richard Star-
key (Ringo), George Harrison

One obvious UK example of state sanctioning (row 9) is the concert

held in Buckingham Palace gardens in June 2002, to celebrate Queen

Elizabeth II's fifty years on the throne.43 A succession of ageing rock

stars, including Eric Clapton, Brian Wilson, Ray Davies and Sir Paul

McCartney trooped on stage to perform a string of tunes from the late

sixties and early seventies.44 Sir is perhaps a particularly reliable indi-

cator of the process because popular music knighthoods (bottom of Ta-

43. Shown on BBC1, 2002-06-02. Recorded on DVD *Party at the Palace (see LRR).



90 Tagg: Music’s Meanings — 3. The epistemic oil tanker

ble 3-1) didn’t exist before Thatcher came to power in 1979, since when
Brits have been presented with Sir Cliff Richard, Sir Paul McCartney,
Sir Elton John, Sir Robert Geldof, Sir George Martin, Sir Andrew Lloyd-
Webber, Sir Michael Jagger, Sir Tom Jones, Dame Vera Lynn and Dame
Shirley Bassey, plus several pop-rock OBEs to boot.45

If the incorporation of previously oppositional music into pre-estab-
lished power structures had only been a matter of honorary titles,
things would not be so bad. Unfortunately, the old epistemic patterns
underpinning the dual consciousness that prevents individuals from
integrating subjective and objective aspects of (musical) life have been
much more substantially boosted by the way in which (not by the fact
that!) various forms of popular music have become academically insti-
tutionalised on two fronts: knowledge in and knowledge about music
(see p.101,ff.). In the first of these (the ‘rock/pop conservatoire’) reper-
toire canons and national exams were established, first for jazz and
later for rock performance, not just to legitimise those musics and those
who rose socially with them (row 8 in Table 3-1), but also to meet the
neo-managerial monster’s insatiable appetite for assessment, accountabil-
ity, enhancement, excellence, outcome, quality assurance, benchmarking,
league tables and other Kafkaesque concepts created to bring the com-
plex dynamics of teaching, learning and extramural reality into bizarre
one-dimensional schemes of quantification.46 These standardisation
mechanisms have often made it hard for educators to find room on the

44. The stars and their songs (with reference to original recordings) were: Eric Clapton:
Layla (Derek & the Dominoes 1970); Brian Wilson God Only Knows and Good Vibra-
tions (Beach Boys 1966a,b); Ray Davies: Lola (Kinks 1970); Sir Paul McCartney: Black-
bird and Hey Jude (Beatles 1968). Other ageing UK rock/pop stars at the event
included Ozzy Osbourne, Stevie Winwood, Sir Tom Jones and Sir Cliff Richard.

45. Ido not guarantee that my list of music knighthoods is 100% correct. [3] OBE =
Order of the British Empire, higher than MBE (Member of the British Empire) but
lower than knighthood (‘Sir” or ‘Dame’) in the league table of UK royal honours.
Benjamin Britten and Yehudi Menuhin declined their knighthoods, as did Bono and
Bowie. It’s interesting to note that only four British art music composers were
knighted since Thatcher came to power: Peter Maxwell-Davies, Richard Rodney
Bennett, John Tavener and Harrison Birtwistle. Gavin Bryars, Brian Ferneyhough
and Alexander Goehr have yet to make it...

46. It still hurts me just to write those words, let alone speak, read or hear them. For a
critique of this inadequate and destructive management culture, please see Auditi-
tis, a rampant contagion (Tagg 2002) |tagg.org/rants/audititis/audititis.ntmi#AUT|.
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curriculum for music still in dynamic interaction with extramural real-
ity, while budget restrictions often cause problems in keeping up with
the changes in media technology that music technology graduates will
have to confront in the outside world.

However, much more damaging to the development of analytical per-
spective presented in this book has been the inverted musical absolutism
that was so fashionable, at least in the anglophone world, around 1990
and which, like the old-style art-music absolutism discussed earlier, ex-
hibits avid aversion to making links between music as sound on the one
hand and its meanings, uses and functions on the other. Inverted musi-
cal absolutism has its own articles of faith as part of an irrational belief
system and still rules the roost in a significant number of institutions
supposedly devoted to studies of culture, including music. I'm refer-
ring here to what, in the context of popular music studies, I call
pomorockology and whose tendencies are exemplified in the three num-
bered quotes on page 87.

There’s no room here to provide much detail about the rise of “post-
modernist’ approaches to music and I take the liberty of referring read-
ers elsewhere for the a much fuller account.4” It is, however, important
to understand its basic problems, not least because it circulated widely
in the non-muso humanities and social sciences before gaining any
foothold in musicology.

It was around 1980 that ‘postmodernist’ approaches to music seemed to
take root among intellectual would-be radicals who, through lack of
anything else they could understand about music had, so to speak,
nothing to read but Adorno.48 The most striking traits in Adorno’s writ-
ings on popular music are: [1] ignorance of the music on which he
passes judgement; [2] absence of musical-structural levels of concre-
tion; [3] absence of empirical evidence (sociological, anthropological, or
otherwise) to support his theorising.49 More directly influential on rock
criticism in particular was Adorno’s protégé Herbert Marcuse who in
the 1960s popularised the social-critical philosophy of the Frankfurt

47. See TLTT: 66-89 — ‘Pomo-rockology, consumerism and the “liberation of the id”’.
48. See Graham Murdock’s comments in TLTT: 81-82.
49. TLTT: 41-43.
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School among radical US students, including founding Rolling Stone
columnist Jon Landau and pioneer rock historian Carl Belz (1969). It
was from these origins among upper middle-class students of philoso-
phy, literature and sociology —not music— that a literary style of rock
journalism developed which promoted subversion and spontaneity as
key criteria of authenticity.50 To cut a long story short, while in the
1960s and 1970s rock critics of this school concerned themselves with
radicalism and alternative politics, using terms like THE SPIRITED UNDER-
DOG, or BODY MUSIC THAT ENTERTAINS AND PROVOKES, the discourse
shifts, as rock becomes part of the mass media establishment, in the di-
rection of NOISE and OBLIVION, away from OPPOSITION and SUBVERSION.
Characteristic is the insistence on, to use Reynolds’ own words, ‘mu-
sic’s non-signifying elements that defy “content analysis”’.51 Like He-
gel’s connoisseur ‘fulfilled by the music on its own’ and Wackenroder’s
ideal listener ‘disregarding every disturbing thought’, pomorockology
promoted a MUSIC IS MUSIC aesthetic in which refusal to consider music
as a meaningful sign system became an article of faith. The origins of
this problem lie partly in the history of Cultural Studies.

Almost all Cultural Studies pioneers examined the verbal or visual me-
dia, i.e. the symbolic systems privileged in public education and those
which were technically reproducible for teaching purposes at the time:
‘literally, the sort of thing you could photocopy’, as Simon Frith once
put it.52 Their concern with music, at least as we musos understand the
word, seemed with few exceptions to be sporadic, unsystematic or mar-
ginal.53 Indeed, there was little point in photocopying musical notation
if neither students nor teachers could decipher it. More importantly,

50. Michelsen (1993:63) and TLTT:43. Michelsen et al. (2000) chart the course of Anglo-
US rock criticism from journalism into the academy, registering recurrent themes in
the development of the rockologist canon. For more details, see TLTT: 64-65). This
literary tradition often seems to have a Leavisite agenda. It uses the magic argu-
ment of ‘authenticity” to confirm the musical tastes of the faithful and to bring con-
verts into the fold. It is also characterised by remarkable scribal sleight of hand and
sometimes by verbal virtuosity parading as intellectual or aesthetic authority.

51. For details of quotes, see TLTT:65. The full Reynolds quote is no.2 on page 87.

52. Phone conversation, 2002-06-17.

53. Among the exceptions to this trend are of course Frith (1983, 1996) and Laing (1969,
1985). I'm only discussing general tendencies here, not the exceptions.
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there was, as several colleagues in cultural and communication studies
have pointed out, nothing much to read in English at that time about
music except Adorno.>¢ For example, when asked over the phone in
2002 why he thought Cultural Studies scholars had engaged so little
with music as text, Dave Laing replied:5>
‘[T]here wasn’t much out there by musicologists, except for loners like
Wilfred [Mellers]. But there’s more to it. I think Adorno got in the way.
He had high-art and left-wing cred that suited the way things were go-
ing in sociology, Cultural Studies and so on. [H]is ‘On Popular Music’
reinforced a set of prejudices about the popular-classical split, [but] we
knew that pop music had different values (intensional versus extension-
al and so on) and musicology seemed mostly to be about notes on the
page. Besides, [popular music] was so much about style and clothes and
a way of life, not just about the music and definitely not about notes. So,
I don’t think it even occurred to us to ask anyone in the Music Depart-
ment [and] I don’t think any of us were really aware of ethnomusicolo-
gy either.’

Laing’s retrospective ties in with the justified questioning of musicol-
ogy’s usefulness, as expressed by the non-muso colleagues who in the
1980s asked me for a musicological explanation of pop videos (p.3,ff.)
and which first prompted me to think about writing this book. That
said, conventional musicology’s general inability to deal with relations
between musical text and context wasn’t the only problem because it
takes two to tango and at least two to decide not to. Nor does it explain
the paradox whereby pomo rock critics developed their own variant of
the same ABSOLUTE MUSIC value aesthetics which characterised the con-
ventional type of musicology whose legitimacy they criticised.

54. See, for example, interview with Graham Murdock in Tagg (1980:66-72).

55. 2002-07-01. Dave Laing’s answer exists in a fuller version, complete with the ellipses
I've removed here for reasons of clarity and space, in TLTT: 82. It is also worth quot-
ing part of Peter Wicke’s explanation of the reluctance of Cultural Studies scholars
to deal with music as text. ‘First I think it's because... they just didn’t know how to
describe sound in a precise way and didn’t want to appear handicapped... Then I
think there was a pseudo-politicisation when they tried to explain music in social
terms... Going into the music means confronting other experiences, not just your
own....They would have had to theorise their social position in relation to others,
but they often just mystified their own cultural experience instead” (phone conver-
sation with the author 2002-07-01).
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That music became —and has largely remained — a ‘troublesome ap-
pendage to Cultural Studies’ is frustratingly clear to those of us who
have worked as musicians.56 Apart from the fact that the last to be hired
and first to be fired as staff member at Birmingham University’s famous
CCCS [»9] was its only musicologist,5” it has often been disheartening
to register that the efforts we make as musicians to present sound x
rather than y to produce effect z in contexts a, b or c are usually passed
over in silence by non-muso colleagues supposedly studying music.
I've even felt like the inferior partner in an unequal marriage where I'm
expected to know about Bachelard and ‘embeddedness” while very few
of my Cultural Studies colleagues bother to find out what pentatoni-
cism or synth presets are all about, or to understand how structuring
sounds in different ways relates to the sociocultural contexts in which
they’re produced and used. Still, however annoying such lack of reci-
procity may be, griping about it will not improve matters. It’s better to
explain.

One problem with Cultural Studies was that it had by the 1980s become
the victim of its own success. Having started with a democratic agenda,
including studies of cultural identities formed around various types of
popular music —youth subcultures—,58 the Birmingham school under-
standably attracted acolytes like moths to a flame from a wide range of
disciplines. One symptom of the problem was the Centre’s need to
maintain its identity by providing a common epistemological umbrella
for all those recruits from all those different disciplines. The ensuing
theoretical superstructure that swelled to unimaginable proportions
was largely based on what Mattelart and Neveu (1996) call (in French)
La ‘French Theory’ and features the following heroes of the archetypal
pomo bibliography: Barthes, Baudrillard, Bourdieu, Derrida, Deleuze,
Kristeva, Lacan and Lyotard.>® Members of this disciplinarily heteroge-
neous bunch of scholars (linguists, literary critics, philosophers, social
theorists, but not a single muso) have featured as mandatory authori-

56. The TROUBLESOME APPENDAGE epithet is Franco Fabbri’s (email 1995-06-23).

57. The musicologist was Dick Bradley; see Bradley (1992) and Tagg (1980:73-79).

58. e.g. Stanley Cohen’s Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1972), Paul Willis (1974) on biker-
boy culture, and, most influentially, Dick Hebdige on subculture (1979).
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ties to which countless writers seem obliged to refer in texts emanating
from the “postmodernist’ establishment.®0 This practice has two deplor-
able side-effects: [1] those who don’t comply with its imperatives can be
ostracised from the institutional community it helps define;¢1 [2] theory
sections of writings about any cultural phenomenon often swell to ludi-
crous proportions, leaving little or no room for empirical or structural
investigation, that is assuming that such practices are allowed at all in
extremist pomo circles. Mattelart and Neveu (1996 §69) do not mince
words about all that inflated meta-theorising.

‘Faced with a world whose complexity is no more than a convenient slo-
gan, Cultural Studies took up the challenge by introducing an abusive
inflation of meta-discourses rather than by investigating a theory of that
complexity.’62

The fact that you are reading these words right now means that even
this book is blighted by the problem. I cannot avoid the issue and can-
not pretend that these obstacles to our understanding of music don’t
exist because they are still widely accepted in circles where, at least in

59. T've omitted Foucault because, even though frequently listed in pomo bibliogra-
phies, the little that I've read by him seems to make sense. BATTLE OF THE BIBLIOGRA-
PHIES is a phrase coined by Barsky (1998). Social theorist Slavoj Zizek, although
Slovenian and not French, might be a more recent candidate for the cult-stud biblio-
graphical hall of fame due to an enviable citation index and his work ‘in the tradi-
tions of Hegelianism, Marxism and Lacanian psychoanalysis’ (Wikipedia).

60. A good idea of the sort of litany I'm referring to can be seen on the Postmodernism
Generator at |elsewhere.org/pomo/| [100927]. It just generated two papers: [1] Subcultural
deconstruction and the preconceptual paradigm of expression (Derrida is in the first sen-
tence); [2] The Broken Sky: Neocapitalist dematerialism in the works of Joyce, which
begins like this. ““Truth is used in the service of sexist perceptions of sexual iden-
tity,” says Sontag. The subject is contextualised into a Lyotardist narrative that
includes culture as a reality. Therefore, Marx’s analysis of neocapitalist dematerial-
ism implies that reality is created by the collective unconscious.”

61. This is such a serious issue that I cannot give examples even in a footnote lest the
pomo police in the institutions I'm thinking of take it out on individuals opposed to
their authoritarian régime with all its anti-authoritarian slogans.

62. The passage continues: ‘It should be remembered that the label “theory” is only
warranted by conceptual constructions which help solve problems and which
renew our ability to understand objects...The conceptual sophistry [of Cultural
Studies in the 1980s] conceals modes of thinking which are drenched in conformity
and which are unable to tackle the new power relations that arise with the generali-
sation of technical and productive systems.’
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anglophone academe, the very people I'm writing for actually work
and study:. It's regrettable having to devote so much time to unravelling
misconceptions in order to focus on what really needs to be written
about, but I shall persevere.63

The second problem relating to Cultural Studies in the 1980s concerns
the subject’s new recruits. Unlike the baby-boomer generation, they
had no first-hand experience of the postwar changes in popular culture
that were musically manifested in the form of rock and pop music and
which were related to radical changes in patterns of subjectivity.64
Raised with a TV in the home and with access to 24-hour pop radio
channels, the new Cultural Studies generation entered an intellectual
environment that differed noticeably from what confronted baby-
boomers when they had attended university twenty years earlier. The
new scholars also lived in a very different political climate to that of the
1960s as the Thatcher and Reagan regimes unleashed their virulent
strain of capitalism on the population.Working-class values of commu-
nity and resistance suffered severe setbacks from anti-union and anti-
welfare policies, while left-wing intellectuals were in a quandary about
how to react as their own security was threatened by government cru-
sades against ‘sociology’ and by the imposition of monetarist manage-
ment models on universities. The problem was compounded by the
apparent inability of Cultural Studies to manage its own success inside
an establishment to which it had been at least partially opposed and,
perhaps most significantly, its loss of its social foothold outside aca-
deme.%5 One symptom of this institutional malaise was that one of the
subject’s most influential theoretical models, that of subcultural opposi-
tion, became something of a paradox once it was itself part of a success-
ful enterprise: it became more like an academic parallel to the more
blatant anomaly of continuing to celebrate the subversive underdog
when rock was already part of the big-business establishment.

63. The amount of footnote text on page 95 is indicative of two things: [1] I want to ded-
icate as little as possible of the main text to problems of pomo; [2] at the same time I
have to convince those inhabiting pomo planet that they will need to confront other
arguments and other authors before throwing my ideas out with the rubbish.

64. The change from Blue Tango to Hound Dog, so to speak; see TLLT: 63-64.

65. See Mattelart & Neveu (1996 §62) for this part of Cultural Studies’ early history.
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The most obvious change in Cultural Studies in the 1980s is probably
the shift in emphasis on popular agency away from active participation
in sites of opposition to the celebration of mass-culture consumers as
agents in the ‘construction of meaning’. Of course, information about
audiences is vital to understanding the dynamic of any cultural ex-
change but, as Mattelart and Neveu (1996: §§70, 76) explain, obsession
with the notion of the audience’s freedom to determine the meaning of
mass-mediated messages easily obscures the relations of power that ex-
ist between members of the audience and the socio-economic order
which imposes restrictions on the range of readings effectively open to
negotiation. Such idealisation of ‘alternative readings’ constitutes little
more than an academic variation on the old FREEDOM OF CHOICE theme
chanted at consumers by zealots of the ‘free’ market.6¢ This change of
focus coincides with the replacement of a partially Keynesian economic
policy by neo-liberalist monetarism. It also coincides with pomo-rock-
ology’s abandonment of the SUBVERSIVE UNDERDOG in favour of the sort of
DECONTEXTUALISED BODY celebrated in the Reynolds quotes on page 87.67

The decontextualised body is perhaps the most insidious article of faith
to come out of “postmodern’ Cultural Studies and rock criticism. Like
the ideal of uninhibited ‘full-blown feelings” and the establishment of
an ABSOLUTE MUSIC aesthetic around the time of the bourgeois revolu-
tion, postmodernist bodyism also celebrates music in absolutist terms
but with one significant difference: it believes in the liberation of the
body rather than of the feelings and emotions (the id and the ego in row
7 of Table 3-1 p.89) and it celebrates the immediacy and ‘oneness’ of
musical experience so that the sound of the music is seen as inseparable
from the body responding to it. This notion is extremely problematic

66. See for example ‘Cross-cultural readings of Dallas’ (Liebes & Katz, 1993).

67. This problem is central to any study of popular culture but cannot be discussed
here. Mattelart & Neveu (1996 §35) suggest ‘it would be worth asking if “populist”
divarications identified at the end of the eighties may not have precedents in the
generous use of the label “resistance” to cover a range of cultural traits and prac-
tices which might just as well be understood as the resigned acceptance of domina-
tion, as the admission of impotence behind the mask of derision or insolence.’
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because it implies that musical ‘texts” do not exist, as the following an-
ecdote illustrates.

During a discussion I had in the mid 1990s with some popular music
studies colleagues, two pomorockologists in a state of text denial held
that the Percy Sledge hit When A Man Loves A Woman from 1966 was not
the same in 1987 after its use in a widely diffused jeans commercial,
even though the music used in the advert, not to mention the song’s re-
issue following the popularity of the commercial, were both identical
with the same original recording from 1966. The pomo case against this
empirically demonstrable fact started quite convincingly: since the
record-buying and TV-viewing public are the ultimate arbiters of pop’s
meanings and values, and since the context of the jeans commercial was
different to that of the same recording’s original release in 1966, differ-
ent connotations and different values were perceived in relation to the
song. I had no trouble with that. Then my pomo colleagues argued that
if the same music did not come across as the same thing to those using it
in the new context, it could not be the same as before because audiences
are the arbiters of musical meaning. That, I thought, was a non-sequitur
because according to their line of reasoning, music was defined only as
the response it receives and/or as the symbolic values attributed to it in
some context or other, not as and not even in relation to the sonic text
which elicited that response or to which those meanings were attrib-
uted in that context. The fact that commercial exploitation of the origi-
nal recording’s connotations was dependent, twenty years later, on the
TV audience’s ability to recognise the music as ‘that song’ (a musical
text) with its own connotations for each listener in an earlier context
rather than another song with other connotations from another time
and place did not seem to matter; nor, apparently, did the fact that At-
lantic (Sledge’s record label) cashed in on the same song’s renewed pop-
ularity, under new circumstances and with new connotations, by
issuing a simple re-release, i.e. without having to re-record a single
track, without having to produce a new musical text.68

By marginalising or disregarding the musical text [»@] or work [»0],
pomo-rockologists conflated specific sets of culturally organised sound
with the activities and reactions they believed to occur in connection
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with those particular sounds under a particular set of circumstances,
even if they presented neither evidence of those activities and reactions,
nor details of the context they had in mind. Obviously, if no musical
text exists there can be no relatively autonomous set of musical sounds
which can exist in other contexts where those same sounds may or may
not be invested with different meanings, give rise to different reactions,
have different functions, etc. All that remains in other words is just one
idealised and absolute context. Now, ABSOLUTE CONTEXT is of course just
as much an aberration as ABSOLUTE MUSIC (TEXT), not only because a con-
text must by definition contain a text to exist as such (just as no text can
exist without a context), but also because no context can have a specific
character if no other contexts exist with which to compare it (just as no
text can exhibit specific traits if there are no other texts from which it
can differ). Put in simple semiotic terms, whereas the old musical abso-
lutism had potential signifiers but no signifieds, pomo absolutism had
only potential signifieds but no signifiers. Whichever way you look at
it, semiosis is out of the question. Such a standpoint is clearly of no use
if you want to know how music communicates what to whom, but it
must be a godsend to anyone with a canonic axe to grind: with seman-
tics and pragmatics out of the picture, the coast is clear for propagating
an authoritarian view of music, not so much because socio-semiotic ev-
idence is inadmissible as because it has been abolished. By mystifying
text and disregarding context, romantic music metaphysics could rank
ways of responding to music on a scale of arbitrary aesthetic excellence
compatible with bourgeois notions of subjectivity. By mystifying con-
text and abolishing text, pomo-rockology did the same in reverse for
the latter-day ideology of consumerism.69

68. True, you might say that GAY is not the same word in 2010 as it was in 1910 because its
meaning has shifted so radically. However, although figurative conflation of signi-
fier and signified may be common in everyday speech, it is a different matter if you
want to explain the processes by which English-speaking sexual minorities appro-
priated mainstream vocabulary to signify their own identity in positive terms. You
would be hard pushed to do so convincingly if you could not distinguish between
the word GAY and its various meanings in different contexts!
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The gist of the argument is that pomo-rockology’s socially decontextu-
alised body in an idealised ‘absolute context” is no better than conven-
tional musicology’s idealised, socially decontextualised emotions
expressed in an idealised “absolute text’. Bodyism may in fact be worse
in one sense, because while conventional musicology relies at least on
syntax, pomo-rockology speculates about pop/rock aesthetics, viewing
semantics with great suspicion and throwing both syntax and pragmat-
ics out the window.70 Indeed, if, as seems to be the case in extreme
pomo-rockology, there is no musical text, then there can be neither
pragmatics, nor syntax, nor even semantics because, so to speak, the
music IS THE BODY (or vice versa) in no specific social context; or rather
(which amounts to the same thing), music IS the body in one implicit,
idealised, absolute and ‘seamless’ context. If that is the case, we are not
so much dealing with a latter-day variant of Hanslick’s absolutist claim
that music is ‘nothing other than tonal forms in movement’71 (MUsIC IS
MUsIC), but with something even more metaphysical: the IS of po-
morockologist aesthetics conflates music with the body instead of clar-
ifying particular types of relationship between the two, while the body,
devoid of social context, remains a culturally undefined entity.

The problem should be clear enough. By conflating signifier with signi-
fied, medium with message, message with response, response with text
and text with context, pomorockology has, like the finance capitalism
under which it grew and flourished, created an inscrutable black box
whose contents are jealously protected from scrutiny. All those constit-
uent parts of semiosis are conceptually imprisoned, inaccessible, invis-
ible, nameless. All you get to see is the box, the packaging. This
reification of an abstraction which obscures the material and social dy-
namics of music seems to mirror larger contemporary processes of rei-
fication too faithfully for it to be interpreted as a historical fluke,

69. There is no room here to pursue the links between pomorockology and consumer-
ism (bodyism’s ‘liberation of the id’, sex fixation, immediate gratification, consum-
erist regression, compulsions through dysfunctional object relations, etc.). For
more, please see TLTT: 70-73, 76-77. See also next page.

70. Syntax, semantics and pragmatics are explained on page 148 and in the Glossary.

71. See page 75 for complete Hanslick quote.
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especially in view of other coincidences between, for instance, the cele-
bration of rock intensionality and consumerism’s dependence on im-
mediate gratification, or between the abandonment of rock’s SUBVERSIVE
UNDERDOG and the dismantling of the welfare state.”2 Viewed from this
perspective, it seems that pomo-rockology has helped create the im-
pression of an inscrutable monolith of power in which the political
economy, its ideology, culture and patterns of subjectivity are fused
into a seamless ‘postmodern” whole; for if one type of subjective expe-
rience of a musical text in a particular context is confused with the mu-
sic as text, and if that experience is conflated with the specific cultural
context in which it occurs, then there can be no negotiation of meaning
between text and context. With the effective denial of such negotiation,
individual and collective experiences of music are bound to be concep-
tualised as inscrutable and monolithic. It is in this way that canonic COr-
POREAL OBLIVION can be understood as a consumerist variation on the old
absolutist theme of music as UTTER SUBMERSION, INFINITE YEARNING Or ETER-
NAL ESSENCE. In short, it should be obvious by now that postmodernist
absolutism will be of as of little use as its euroclassical counterpart in
getting to grips with matters of musical meaning.

Musical knowledges

The staying power of ABSOLUTE MUSIC, be it packaged as ‘classical’ or
‘postmodernist’, is reflected in and reinforced by the institutional or-
ganisation of musical knowledge. This symbiosis of institutional and
value-aesthetic categories is fuelled by the intrinsically alogogenic and
largely non-denotative nature of music. The problem can be under-
stood in terms of five anomalies, one of which has already been men-
tioned several times: music’s lowly status in institutions of education
and research versus its obvious importance in everyday reality.

The second anomaly follows from the first. While, for example, critical
reading and the ability to see below the surface of advertising and other
forms of propaganda are considered essential to independent thought,
and although such skills are widely taught in literary or Cultural Stud-

72. For more, please see TLTT: 70-73, 76-77.
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ies, equivalent skills relevant to understanding musical messages are
not. This book is supposed to be a contribution to filling that gap.

Structural denotors

The third anomaly is really another aspect of the second. It highlights
disparity between the analytical metalanguage of music in the Western
world and that of other symbolic systems. More specifically, it deals
with peculiarities in the derivation patterns of terms denoting struc-
tural elements in music (structural denotors) when compared to equiv-
alent denotative practices applied in linguistics or the visual arts. This
third anomaly requires some clarification.

It is possible at this stage, using a simplified version of terms explained
at the start of Chapter 5 (p.145), to equate the notion of a ‘meaningful
musical structure or element’ with Peirce’s sign, i.e. that part of musical
semiosis which represents whatever is encoded by a composer, per-
former, studio engineer, D], etc. (the sign’s object) and which leads to
whatever is decoded by a listener (the sign’s interpretant). For example,
the final chord of the James Bond theme (Em29), played on a Fender
Stratocaster treated with slight tremolo and some reverb, is a structural
element (sign) encoding whatever its composer, arranger, guitarist and
recording engineer intended (object) and decoded as listener response
(interpretant) verbalisable in approximate terms like an excitement/ac-
tion cue associated with crime, spies, danger, intrigue, etc.”3 The musi-
cal structure (sign) is described here from a poietic standpoint: ‘Ema9’ (‘E
minor major nine’) designates how the chord is constructed, ‘Fender
Stratocaster” the instrument on which that chord is played and so on.
The description is not aesthesic because it is not presented in terms of its
interpretant: it is not identified as a ‘danger cue’, ‘spy sound’, ‘crime
chord’, “detective chord’ etc.74 ¢ 00

Poietic will qualify terms denoting a structural element of music from
the viewpoint of its construction in that such a term derives primarily

73. This chord (E minor major nine) contains the notese b g d# f#. The Fender Stra-
tocaster is a type of electric guitar. The chord is also sounded on a vibraphone.
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from the techniques and/or materials used to produce that element (e.g.
con sordino, glissando, major minor-nine chord, analogue string pad, phasing,
anhemitonic pentatonicism). Aesthesic, on the other hand, will qualify
terms denoting structural elements primarily from the viewpoint of
perception (e.g. allegro, legato, spy chord, Scotch snap, cavernous reverb).7>

In the analysis of visual art, it seems, at least from a layperson’s point of
view, that it is just as common for the identification of structural ele-
ments to derive from notions of iconic representation or of cultural
symbolism as from concepts of production materials and technique.
For example, structural descriptors like gouache or broad strokes clearly
derive from aspects of production technique and are therefore poietic,
while the iconic representation of, say, a dog in a figurative work of art
would be called dog, an aesthesic term, rather than be labelled with de-
tails of how the visual sign of that dog was produced. To put some meat
on the theoretical dog’s bone, the dog in Van Eyck’s famous Arnolfini
marriage portrait7¢ could also be considered a sign on indexical as well
as iconic grounds, if it were established that dog was consistently inter-
preted in a similar way by a given population of viewers in a given so-
cial and historical context: the dog might be understood as recurrent
symbol of fidelity, in which faithful dog would work as an aesthesic de-
scriptor on both indexical and iconic grounds.

In linguistics there also seems to be a mixture of poietic and aesthesic
descriptors of structure. For example, the phonetic term voiced palato-al-
veolar fricative is poietic in that it denotes the sound /3/, as in genre
['3anra], Zizek ['3i:3ek] or Zhivago [31'va:gau], by referring to how it is
produced or constructed, not how it is normally perceived or under-

74. Poietic and aesthesic are terms borrowed from Molino via Nattiez (1976). I had previ-
ously used the adjectives constructional and receptional to designate the same thing
as poietic and aesthesic respectively. Though etymologically more esoteric, Nattiez’s
adjectives have two advantages: [1] they are shorter; [2] they are often used in semi-
otic circles. Poietic derives from Greek moetv (=to make, produce), aesthesic from
aicbnots (=perception).

75. The last two descriptors, ‘spy chord’ and ‘cavernous reverb’, mix both aesthesic
(‘spy’, ‘cavernous’) and poietic (‘chord’, ‘reverb’) modes of denotation.

76. The Marriage of Giovanni Arnolfini and Giovanna Cenami; 1434; oil on wood, 81.8 x 59.7
cm; National Gallery, London. A Google Image search for <Arnolfini marriage> pro-
duced links to hundreds of sites showing the painting (2007-12-09).
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stood:77 it is an etic (as in ‘phonetic’) rather than emic (as in “phonemic’)
term. One the other hand, terms like finished and unfinished, used to
qualify pitch contour in speech, are aesthesic rather than poietic: they
refer to what is intended by the particular sound or to how it is inter-
preted, not to technicalities of its construction.

Given these perspectives, it should be clear that, compared to the study
of visual arts and of spoken language, conventional music analysis in
the West exhibits a predilection for poietic terminology, sometimes ex-
cluding aesthesic categories from its vocabulary altogether. This termi-
nological tendency may be fine for formally trained musicians but it is
usually gobbledygook to the majority of people and prevents them
from verbally denoting musical structures.

Skills, competences, knowledges

The fourth anomaly involves inconsistency in Western thinking with
regard to the status of aesthesic competence in language compared to
other symbolic systems. Whereas the ability to understand both the
written and spoken word (aesthesic skills) is generally held to be as im-
portant as speaking and writing (poietic skills), aesthesic competence is
not held in equal esteem when it comes to music and the visual arts. For
example, teenagers able to make sense of multiple intertextual visual
references in computer games are not usually dubbed artistic, nor cred-
ited with the audiovisual literacy they clearly own. Similarly, the wide-
spread and empirically verifiable ability to distinguish between, say,
two different types of detective story after hearing no more than two
seconds of TV music does not apparently allow us to qualify the major-
ity of our population as musical. Indeed, artistic usually seems to qual-
ify solely poietic skills in the visual arts sphere and musicality seems to
apply only to those who perform as vocalists, or who play an instru-
ment, or can decipher musical notation. It is as though the musical com-
petence of the non-muso majority of the population did not count. The
fifth and final anomaly, in fact a set of two times two dichotomies, of-
fers some clues as to a possible remedy.

77. See Gimson (1967:33).
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Table 3-2 divides musical knowledge into two main categories: music as
knowledge and knowledge about music. By the former is meant knowledge
that relates directly to musical discourse and that is both intrinsically
musical and culturally specific. This type of musical knowledge can be
divided into two subcategories: poietic competence, i.e. the ability to com-
pose, arrange or perform music, and aesthesic competence, i.e. the ability
to recall, recognise and distinguish between musical sounds, as well as
between their culturally specific connotations and social functions. Nei-
ther poietic nor aesthesic musical competence relies on any verbal de-
notation and are both more usually referred to as skills or competences
rather than as knowledge.

Table 3-2: Types of musical knowledge

Type Explanation Seats of learning
1. Music as knowledge (knowledge in music)
la. Poietic creating, originating, producing, com- conservatories,
competence posing, arranging, performing, etc. colleges of music
1b. recalling, recognising, distinguishing
Aesthesic musical sounds, as well as their cultur- ?
competence ally specific connotations and social func-

tions

2. Metamusical knowledge (knowledge about music)

2a. ‘music theory’, music analysis, identifica- | departments of
Competence in tion and naming elements and patterns | music(ology), acade-

musical of musical structure mies of music
metadiscourse

2b. explaining how musical practices relate | social science
Competence in to culture and society, including departments, litera-
contextual approaches from semiotics, acoustics, ture and media stud-
metadiscourse business studies, psychology, sociology, | ies, ‘popular music

studies’

anthropology, Cultural Studies.

The institutional underpinning of division between these four types of
musical knowledge is strong in the West. In tertiary education, poietic
competence (la) is usually taught in special colleges or conservatories,
musical metadiscourse in departments of music or musicology as well as
in conservatories or colleges, and contextual metadiscourse (2b) in practi-
cally any humanities or social science department, less so in music col-
leges and conventional music(ology) departments.
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Aesthesic competence (1b) is virtually impossible to place institutionally
because the ability to distinguish, without resorting to words, between
musical sounds, as well as between their culturally specific connota-
tions and social functions is, with the exception of isolated occurrences
in aural training and in some forms of ‘musical appreciation’, generally
absent from institutions of learning. Aesthesic competence remains a
largely vernacular and extracurricular affair. Indeed, there are no
courses in when and when not to bring out your lighter at a rock con-
cert, nor in when and when not to stage dive, not even in when and
when not to applaud during a jazz performance or at a classical concert.
And what about the ability to distinguish musically between degrees of
threat, between traits of personality, between social or historical set-
tings, between states of mind, behavioural attitudes, types of love or of
happiness, sadness, wonder, anger, pleasure, displeasure, etc.; or be-
tween types of movement, of space, of location, of scenario, of ethnicity
and so on? Those sorts of musical competence are rarely acquired in the
classroom: they are usually learnt in front of the TV or computer screen,
or through interaction with peers and with other social groups. In fact,
the epistemic problem with music, as it has in general been academi-
cally categorised in the West, can be summarised in two main points.

Firstly, knowledge relevant to music’s production and structural deno-
tation has been largely separated from that relating to its perception,
uses and meanings. Established institutions of musical education and
research have therefore tended to favour etic rather than emic and
poietic rather than aesthesic perspectives. Such imbalance, in symbiosis
with a long history of class-specifically powerful and metaphysical no-
tions of ‘good” music’s absolute and transcendent qualities (pp.70-87),
has led to frequent misconceptions about music as a symbolic system
(e.g. pp.44-47, 75-77). This imbalance has also exacerbated ontological
problems of music’s alogogenicity and made the incorporation of musi-
cal knowledge(s) into a verbally and scribally dominated tradition of
learning an even more difficult task.

Secondly, the virtual absence of aesthesic learning (knowledge type 1b)
in official education has meant that, compared to analytical metalan-
guage used with visual or verbal arts, relatively few viable aesthesic de-
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notors of structure exist in musical scholarship. This paucity of user-
oriented terminology has restricted musicology’s ability to address the
semantic and pragmatic aspects essential to musical semantics. If that
were not the case, this book would be superfluous. In addition to these
two overriding problems relevant to the development of a simple sem-
iotic approach to music analysis (the real subject of this book), one final
major issue of institutional legacy needs to be addressed: Western mu-
sical notation.

Notation: ‘I left my music in the car’
Use and limitation

Notational literacy is useful, even in the age of digital sound. Let’s say
you need to add extra backing vocals to a recording, that neither you
nor the other musicians in your band are able to produce the sound
you're looking for and that you contact some professional vocalists to
resolve the problem. You could give those singers an audio file of the
mix so far and indicate where in the track you want each of them to
come in to sing roughly what at which sort of pitch using which kind of
voice. This would be a time-consuming task involving your recording,
for demonstration purposes only, something none of your band can
sing anyhow; it would also involve either extra rehearsal with the vo-
calists or the risk of them arriving in the studio and failing to sing what
you actually had in mind. It's clearly much more efficient to send the
vocalists their parts written out in advance. It’s quicker for them and it’s
both quicker and much less expensive for you because you won't waste
studio time and money on unnecessary retakes.

This utilitarian aspect of notation is important for two reasons: [1] it
highlights the absurdity of excluding notational skills from the training
of professional musicians and it contradicts widely held notions about
notation’s irrelevance to the study of popular music; [2] it illustrates
that the prime function of musical notation is to act as a set of particular
instructions about musical performance rather than as a storage medium
for musical sound. This last reason is of particular relevance to the dis-
cussion of musical meanings.
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Many well-trained musicians can read a score and convert what’s on
the page into sounds inside their heads. This ability is no more magical
than being able to imagine scenery when perusing a decent physical
map. However, although no sign system is totally irreversible, the abil-
ity to make sense of any such system presupposes great familiarity
with its limitations, more specifically an intimate knowledge, usually
non-verbalised, of what the system does not encode and of what needs
to be supplied to interpret it usefully. For example, if the vocalists hired
for your recording session are professionals and if the notation you sent
them is adequate, they should be able to deduce from experience what-
ever else you want them to come up with in addition to the mere notes
on the page. Just by looking at that notation, an experienced musician
will understand what musical style it belongs to and, in the case of pro-
fessional vocalists, will produce classical vibrato, gospel ornamenta-
tion, smooth crooning, rock yelling or whatever else you had taken for
granted. In short, they will know to apply a whole range of expressive
devices relevant to their craft and to the style in question, making deci-
sions about timbre, diction, dialect, pronunciation, breathing, phrasing,
vocal register and so on that are nowhere to be seen on the paper or in
the email attachment you sent them.

Western musical notation is in other words a useful performance short-
hand for certain types of music. It graphically encodes aspects of musi-
cal structure that are hard to memorise, especially sequences of pitch in
terms of melodic line, chordal spacing and harmonic progression. It can
also encode these tonal aspects in temporal terms of rhythmic profile
and periodic placement, but it does not convert the detailed articulation
of these elements. Moreover, elements of timbre and aural staging
hardly ever appear in notation and parameters of dynamics (volume),
phrasing, and sound treatment are, if they appear at all on the page,
limited to terse or imprecise written instructions like f, cresc., leg., con
sord., sotto voce, laisser vibrer, medium rock feel, brisk, etc.”8

78. Parameters of musical expression are dealt with in Chapter 8 (p.253).
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Another important limitation of Western notation is that it was devel-
oped to visualise some of the tonal and temporal parameters particular
to a specific musical tradition. Just as the Roman alphabet was not con-
ceived to deal with foreign phonemes like /8/, /8/ (TH), /§/ or /3/(sH, zH),
Western music notation was not designed to accommodate African,
Arab, Indian, Indonesian or even some European tonal practices.”d
Moreover, since the establishment, in the early eighteenth century, of
the ubiquitous bar line in Western music notation, it has been virtually
impossible to graphically encode polymetric aspects of music from
West Africa or parts of Latin America where the notion of a downbeat
often makes little sense. Even the frequent downbeat anticipations in
basically monometric jazz, blues, gospel, funk and rock styles, so famil-
iar to almost anyone living in the urbanised West, can only be clumsily
represented on paper.80 In terse technical terms, the efficiency of our
notation system is restricted to the graphic encoding of monometric
music containing fixed pitches which conform to a division of the oc-
tave into twelve equal intervals.81

Once aware of the restrictions just explained, it is of course possible to
make good use of written music, not only as performance shorthand, as
with the backing vocalists mentioned on page 107, but also, if you have
that kind of training, as a viable way of putting details of tonal and
rhythmic parameters on to paper, provided of course that the music in
question lends itself to such transcription. Indeed, the analysis of music
and its meanings would be easier if scholars held such a pragmatic
view. The problem is that these simple truths still have to be explained
to some students and colleagues who hold the scopocentric belief that
the score is in some way the MUSICAL TEXT or the MUSIC ITSELF.82

79. See section ‘Blue notes’ in Tagg (1989) for just one example of European pitches
incompatible with Western (art) music notation.

80. See Tagg (2000a:42-44).

81. See Chapter 00, p.000, ff. for explanation of these terms.

82. Thanks to Bruce Johnson (Sydney) for the term scopocentric and to Jean-Jacques Nat-
tiez (Montréal) for graphocentric.
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Now, given the hegemony of the written word in institutions of Euro-
pean knowledge, it would in one sense be odd if, before the advent of
sound recording, music on the page, rather than just fleetingly in the air
or as the momentary firing of neurons in the brain cells of members of
a musical community, had not acquired a privileged status. After all,
notation, despite its obvious shortcomings, was for centuries music’s
only tangible medium of storage and distribution. The weight of this
legacy should not be underestimated because it ties in with important
historical developments in law, economy, technology and ideology.
There is no room here to disentangle that nexus but it is essential to
grasp something of notation’s radical influence on music and on ideas
about music in Western culture.

Law, economy, technology, subjectivity

Well before the advent of music printing around 1500,83 notation was
already linked to the sort of subjectivity that later became central to
bourgeois ideology. Of particular interest in this context is a passage in
the entry on notation (Notschrift) from the 1956 edition of Musik in Ges-
chichte und Gegenwart.84 The article draws attention to the musical doo-
dlings of an anonymous monk who should have been copying
plainchant but whose own musical imagination seems to have spilled
out on to the parchment. He was supposed to be using the technology
of notation to perpetuate the immutable musica humana of Mother
Church, not for recording ideas like ‘what if I arrange the notes like this
instead?’ or ‘what if I combine these two tunes?’ or ‘what if I change
their rhythm to this?” Of course, the abbot overseeing the duplication of
liturgical music has crossed out the offending monk’s notes. Not only
had this insubordinate brother made a unholy mess in a holy book; he
had also, by committing his own musical thoughts to paper, challenged
ecclesiastical authority and the supposed transcendence of God’s music
in its worldly form (musica humana).85 Preserving Mother Church’s mu-
sic for perpetuity was good; allowing the musical thoughts of a mere

83. Woodcut music printing dates from 1473 (Eslingen, Germany), moveable type
music printing from around 1500 (Petrucci, Venice).

84. MGG is an authoritative German-language music encyclopaedia.

85. Musica humana: see pp. 74-75.
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mortal to be stored for posterity was not. A millennium or so later, the
democratic potential of music technologies like digital sequencing, re-
cording and editing, not to mention internet file sharing, is sometimes
ignored or demonised by other authorities, elitist or commercial, whose
interests, like those of the medieval abbot, lie in preserving hierarchical
legacies of social, economic and cultural privilege.86

At least two lessons can be learnt from this story of the wayward monk.
One is that there is nothing conservative about musical notation as
such, even though its long-standing symbiosis with conservatory train-
ing and its conceptual opposition to graphically uncodified aspects of
musical production (improvisation, etc.) can lead those who rarely
make compositional use of the medium to believe that ‘notes on the
page’ constitute an intrinsically restrictive type of musical practice. The
anonymous monk’s doodlings and our studio vocalists’ notational liter-
acy (p.107) both suggest the opposite. It is also worth remembering
that, unlike European classical music, other traditions of ‘learned’” mu-
sic rely rarely, if at all, on any form of notation to ensure their doctri-
nally correct reproduction over time.87

The second lesson is that the connection between notation and subjec-
tivity has a long history whose development runs parallel with the
emergence of notions of the individual discussed earlier (pp.80-81, 85-
87). Of particular importance is the process by which, in the wake of
legislation about authorial ownership in literary works, creative musi-
cians, no longer subjected to the anonymity of feudal patronage, were
able to put their printed compositions on the ‘open market’. In late
eighteenth-century London, for example, the market was a growing
throng of bourgeois consumers wanting to cultivate musical habits be-
fitting the status to which they aspired. As Barron (2006:123) remarks:

"The capacity to earn a living by selling one’s works in the market freed
the artist of the burden of pleasing the patron; the only requirement
now was to please the buying public.’

86. Thanks to Jan Ling (Goteborg) for the MGG reference.

87. See section on India, pp.73-74. For example, Rig Veda chants have been passed down
orally, with great attention paid to detail, for the last 3000 years or so. For sources
and more information, see Tagg (2002:23-25).
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Notation was a key factor in this development. As the judge, Lord
Mansfield,88 stated during a 1774 court action brought by Johann Chris-
tian Bach against a London music publishing house:

"Music is a science: it can be written; and the mode of conveying the idea
is by signs and marks [on the page].”89

Thanks to these marketable ‘signs and marks’, composers became the
legal owners of the ideas the sheet music was seen to convey. Compos-
ers became authors of not only a tangible commodity (sheet music) but
also of financially quantifiable values derived from use of that com-
modity: they became central figures and principal public actors in the
production and exchange of musical goods and services.

’As the buying public diversified its tastes, many [composers] cultivat-
ed greater self-expression and individuality (it was a way of being no-
ticed). Under the sway of patronage, ... [the composer] was expected to
be self-effacing... Craft counted more than uniqueness... The rise of a
wider, more varied and anonymous [public] encouraged [composers] to
carve out distinctive niches for themselves. They were freer to experi-
ment, because less commonly working to peer expectation or commis-
sion — instead producing in anticipation of demand, even to satisfy
their own sense of Creative Truth and personal authority.’90

Rameau’s nephew (p.80) would have been delighted at this turn of
events, perhaps even more pleased by the magic attributed to the Artist
by representatives of German Romanticism, at least if the following
characterisation of their notion of ‘the text’ is anything to go by.

"The text, which results from an organic process comparable to Nature’s
creations and is invested with an aesthetic or originality, transcends the
circumstantial materiality of the [score]... [I]t acquires an identity im-
mediately referable to the subjectivity of its [composer].91

88. William Murray, first Earl of Mansfield (1705-1793), recognised authority on mer-
cantile law, including contributions to the abolition of slavery.

89. Bach v Longman (1774: 624), cited by Barron (2006:118). Composer ] C Bach (1735-
1782), was ] S Bach’s youngest son and is also known as ‘The London Bach'.

90. Roy Porter: English Society in the Eighteenth Century (1990, London: Penguin; p.248),
cited by Barron (2006:123). I have replaced ‘artist’ or “writer” in the Porter quote
with ‘[composer]’ on each occasion.
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Here we are back in the metaphysical musical world of Tieck, Wacken-
roder and Hegel, except that this time we’re armed with notation as le-
gally valid proof of the composer’s subjectivity and of the “authenticity’
of his Text/Work/Oeuvre.92 In short, musical notation in Europe around
1800 stands in the middle of a complex intersection between:

¢ the establishment of music as a marketable commodity;

* developments in the jurisprudence of intellectual property;

¢ the emergence of composers from the anonymity of feudal patron-
age and their appearance as public figures and principal actors in
the exchange of musical goods and services;

* Romantic notions of genius and subjectivity.

Add to these four points the problem of MUSIC IS MUSIC (ABSOLUTE MU-
SIC) and its institutionalisation (pp.70-81), plus the fact that notation
was the only viable form of musical storage and distribution for centu-
ries in the West, and it should come as no surprise that many people in
musical academe still adhere to the scopocentric belief that notation is
THE MusIC it encodes so incompletely. Indeed, this belief is so en-
trenched in some muso circles that the word music still often denotes no
more than ‘signs and marks’ on paper, as in statements like ‘I left my
music in the car’. The institutional magic of this equation should not be
underestimated. For example, one research student told me his sym-
phonic transcription of a Pink Floyd track was intended to ‘give the
music the status it deserves’; and I was once accused of trying to ‘legit-
imise trash’ because I had included transcriptions in my analyses of the
Kojak theme and Abba’s Fernando (Tagg 2000a, b).

Another important reason for the longevity of the equation MUSIC =
SHEET MUSIC is of course that notation was, for about a century and a
half (roughly 1800-1950), the most lucrative mass medium for the musical
home entertainment industry. In most bourgeois parlours, the piano was
as focal a piece of furniture as the TV in latter-day living rooms. Before

91. Roger Chartier: The Order of Books (1994, Cambridge: Polity Press, pp.36-37), cited
by Barron (2006:123). Chartier is in fact characterising ‘the literary ontology subse-
quently advanced by such architects of German Romanticism as Herder, Kant and
Fichte’. Once again, I have changed ‘book’ to ‘[score]” and ‘author’ to ‘[composer]’.

92. See The Musical Work. Reality or Invention (Talbot, 2000).
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the mass production of electro-magnetic recordings in the late 1920s, or
even as late as the 1950s and the advent of vinyl records, sheet music
was, like an audio file, encoded ‘content’ in need of software and hard-
ware to decode and reproduce. The parlour piano was only part of that
hardware; the rest of the hardware and all the necessary software re-
sided in the varying ability of sheet music consumers to decode notes
on the page into appropriate motoric activity on the piano keys (or on
other instruments, or by using the voice). The sheet music medium on
which consumers relied in order to realise an aesthetic use value, hope-
fully commensurate with the commodity’s exchange value (its mone-
tary price), demanded that they contribute actively to the production of the
sounds from which any aesthetic use value might be derived. In this
way, consumer preoccupation with poietic aspects of musical commu-
nication was much greater than it was to become in the era of sound re-
cording. Poietic consumer involvement in musical home entertainment
was also greater than that required for deriving use value, aesthetic or
otherwise, from a newspaper or novel, especially after the introduction
of compulsory education and its insistence on verbal literacy for all citi-
zens: notational literacy was never considered such a necessity, even in
the heyday of sheet music publishing.

The fact that those who regularly use Western notation today are al-
most exclusively musicians, not the general listening public, reinforces
the dichotomy between knowledges of music, especially that between
vernacular aesthesic competence (e.g. aural recognition of a particular
chord in terms of crime and its detection) and the professional ability to
denote musical structures in poietic terms (e.g. ‘minor major nine’).
What composers, arrangers or transcribers put on to the page is, as
we’'ve repeatedly stated, usually intended as something to be per-
formed by trained musicians who, in order to make sense of the ‘signs
and marks’, have to supply from their own experience at least as much
of what is not as of what is on the page. It goes without saying that it
would today be economic suicide to produce sheet music en masse in
the hope that Joe Public would derive any value from it. Despite this
patent shift in principal commodity form during the twentieth century
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from sheet music to sound recording, musical scopocentrism is still go-
ing strong, not only in the musical academy but also in legal practice.
As late as November 2003, a California judge declined to award com-
pensation to a jazz musician whose improvisation had been sampled
on a Beastie Boys track. Judgement was passed on the grounds that the
improvisation was part of a work whose score the plaintiff had previ-
ously deposited for copyright purposes in written form but that the im-
provisation in question was not included in that copyrighted score.?3

One final aspect of the dynamic between notation, subjectivity and the
institutionalisation of musical knowledges deserves attention if any
strategy for developing more democratically accessible types of dis-
course about music is to be at all viable. This dynamic has to do with
the composer’s star status in the Western classical tradition after 1800.

Back-tracking to the nineteenth-century bourgeois music market for
the last time, composers became, as we have seen, the legal owners and
recognised authors of ideas conveyed through the tangible commodity
of sheet music. In this way they also became the most easily identifiable
individuals involved in the production of music. For example, the big-
gest names on popular sheet music covers were, in the heyday of nota-
tion, those of the composer and lyricist, while the optional As
PERFORMED BY... data, which only starts to appear in the inter-war years
after the commercial breakthrough of electro-magnetic recording, was
assigned a much smaller font. Of course, in the classical field, piano re-
ductions and pocket scores virtually never include details of notable re-
cordings of the work in question. Indeed, although nineteenth-century
artists like Jenny Lind or Niccolo Paganini were unquestionably treated
like pop stars in their day, they never acquired the lasting high-art sta-
tus of composers enshrined as Great Masters in Western musical aca-
deme’s hall of fame. Romantic notions of the individual, of music as a
refuge of the higher arts and of virtually watertight boundaries be-
tween subjective and objective contributed to this canonisation process.
Among the continuing symptoms of this romanticised auteurcentrism
we could mention conventional musicology’s considerable zeal for dis-

93. For more detail, see Newton v Diamond |phillaw.com/html/beastie.html|070222.
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covering musical Urtexts or for re-interpreting Beethoven’s notebooks
compared to its relative lack of interest in how such music was used
and in what it meant to audiences, either then or more recently. In
short, the vast majority of musicological textbooks still deal with com-
posers, their subjectivity, their intentions and their works, the latter
overwhelmingly equated with the poietically focused medium of nota-
tion, much more rarely with the effects, uses and meanings of that mu-
sic from the viewpoint of the infinitely greater number of individuals
who make up the music’s audiences.%4

The consequences of notation’s long-standing central position in music
education are, in the perspectives just presented, quite daunting.
Thankfully, several major twentieth-century developments have high-
lighted many aspects of the anomalies brought together in the discus-
sion so far. These developments, discussed in the next chapter, have not
only enabled a critique of conventional musicology: they also prefigure
the sort of analytical approaches presented in Chapters 6-13.

Summary of main points
[1] Music’s relatively low status in the academic pecking order is due

not only to its inherently alogogenic nature but also to its institutional
isolation from the epistemological mainstream of European thought.

[2] The relative isolation of music from other aspects of knowledge in
our tradition of learning is not only due to the latter’s logocentric and
scopocentric bias but also to a powerful nexus of historical, social, eco-
nomic, technological and ideological factors.

94. One exception to the rule that music’s listeners constitute an ‘infinitely greater
number’ of individuals than its producers might be the minuscule fan base for cer-
tain types of ‘contemporary’ art music in the West. I have been to recitals of esoteric
music where composers actually outnumber listeners. This strange milieu is linked
to another symptom of auteurcentrism. I refer here to the often bizarre teaching of
composition in the academy where Romantic subjectivity seems to run riot, one of
its saddest syndromes being the innovation angst affecting young composers who
feel obliged to conform to the originality edicts of tiny totem groups —Darmstadlt,
anti-Darmstadt, post-Darmstadt, modernism, serialism, postserialism, postmodern-
ism, stochasticism, minimalism, avant-garde sensualism, aleatorics, acousmatics,
electro-acoustics, etc. ad inf.
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[3] Socio-musical power agendas are a severe obstacle to the under-
standing of music as a meaningful sign system. Music’s relative isola-
tion in our tradition of knowledge is partly due to a long history of
institutional mystification: notions of suprasocial transcendence have
for thousands of years been a recurrent trait in learned writings about
learned musics. The doctrinal ghost of one such notion of suprasocial-
ity —ABSOLUTE MUSIC ("MUSIC IS MUSIC")— still haunts the corridors of
musical academe in the West.

[4] The strong link between ABSOLUTE MUSIC and Romanticist (bour-
geois) notions of subjectivity reinforces a more general dissociation or
alienation of individuals from social, economic and political processes.
In so doing, the link between ABSOLUTE MUSIC and bourgeois notions of
individuality also obscures the objective character of shared subjectiv-
ity among audiences, placing disproportionate emphasis on the indi-
vidual composer or artist in the musical communication process.

[5] Postmodernist absolutism is a latter-day variant on its art music
counterpart. It exhibits similar traits of: [i] change from radical alterna-
tive to established intellectual canon; [ii] repertoire ossification; [iii]
adoption and propagation by privileged classes; [iv] metaphysical and
illogical discourse, often authoritarian, promoting the superiority of
certain musical practices over others.

[6] Postmodernist absolutism came out of literary-style rock journalism
and Cultural Studies, not out of institutionalised music studies. While
classical absolutism focused on musical texts at the expense of their
context, postmodernist absolutism tended to deny the existence of a
musical text altogether. In either case semiotic approaches to music are
out of the question.

[7] Overriding emphasis on the production of music, rather than on its
uses and meanings, is so firmly entrenched in (classical) Western insti-
tutions of musical learning that terms denoting elements of musical
structure are almost always poietic, rarely aesthesic. Consequently,
those without formal musical training are largely unable to refer in a
doctrinally correct fashion to such structural elements (signs). This lack
of officially recognised aesthesic structural denotors makes the discus-
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sion of musical meaning by those without formal training a very diffi-
cult task.

[8] The longevity of notation as the only medium of musical storage and
distribution before the advent of recorded sound, combined with its
subsequent status as the most lucrative medium during the early part of
the twentieth century, has compounded many of the difficulties men-
tioned above. Unlike the written word, notation, conceived and used
almost exclusively for the production of musical sound rather than for
its perception, exacerbates the poietic imbalance of musical learning in
the West. At the same time, notation’s long-standing status as commod-
ity form, combined with its historical association with European no-
tions of subjectivity, especially during the Romantic era and in the
wake of legislation rubber-stamping the composer as an authentic orig-
inator and owner of marketable property, has further contributed to the
poietic lopsidedness of thought about music in Western institutions. It
has in the process also reinforced the metaphysical views of music and
subjectivity mentioned in points 3 and 4.

The long and short of these eight points and of the discussion they sum-
marise is that it should come as no surprise if intelligent people per-
fectly capable of embracing a socially informed semiotics of language
or cinema are generally unable to do the same with music: the historical
legacy of musical learning in the West has simply made that task ex-
tremely difficult. At the same time, although it is vital to understand
the causes of this problem, it should also be obvious that it must be
solved. Musical realities after a century of mass-diffused sound clearly
demand that the mental machinery of the historical legacy be over-
hauled.
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Back to the tanker...

Therefore, returning to the analogy that started this chapter, we are per-
haps now slightly better placed to determine what cargo to salvage and
what to discard along with the ballast of the oil tanker representing the
historical legacy we have just reviewed. Although we may be able to
neither manoeuvre the massive vessel satisfactorily nor bring it to a
complete standstill, we can at least decrease its inertia and more easily
predict its behaviour. If all else fails, we can always abandon ship and
row our lifeboats towards another point on the shoreline. Hopefully the
tanker can be safely moored before it causes more damage so that we
can use as much fuel as possible salvaged from its hold to run less cum-
bersome vessels providing a more efficient and ecologically friendly
shipping service in the public interest. Several epistemological lifeboats
have already put out. They are the subject of the next chapter.
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4. Ethno, socio, semio

HIS chapter tries to answer one question: if conventional views

of musical learning in the West are still going strong, what

changes in thinking about music occurred during the twentieth
century that paved the way for developing alternatives? These changes
or challenges —the ‘lifeboats” in the final paragraph of Chapter 3—
form part of the epistemological foundations on which the analysis sec-
tion of this book rests. Challenges of particular relevance in this context
have been what, for reasons of brevity in this chapter, are labelled
ETHNO (as in ethnomusicology), SOCIO (as in the sociology of music) and
SEMIO (as in the semiotics or semiology of music). These three qualifiers
imply that studying music should, unlike conventional music studies
in the West which have no such qualifying prefixes, entail considering
music as an integral part of human activity rather than as just ‘music as
sound’ (ABSOLUTE MUSIC). Put simply, ETHNO relates music, as defined
on page 41,ff., to peoples and their culture, SOCIO to the society produc-
ing and using the music in question, SEMIO to the meanings and func-
tions, expressed in both musical and other terms, of the humanly
organised sounds being studied.

Ethno

The earliest major challenge to institutionalised wisdom about music in
the nineteenth-century West came from what is generally called either
ethnomusicology or the anthropology of music.

There are several plausible explanations for the rise, in Europe and
North America around 1900, of these ETHNO approaches. One reason
may be that alienated European and North American intellectuals
sought alternative cultural values to those of the brutal monetary econ-
omy they lived in. Another reason may have been concern for the fate
of pre-industrial cultures threatened by urbanisation, a third the search
for national musical identity. Whatever factors may have sparked inter-
est in “folk” and “other” musics at the turn of the previous century, one
thing is clear: ethnomusicology would not have flourished without the
invention of recorded sound.1
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Now, although notation, not sound recording, was, during the first half
of the twentieth century, the main musical storage medium in the West,
acoustic recording, commercially available since around 1900, allowed
collectors of non-notated music to store what they sought to document
as it sounded rather than as scholars heard it or were able to transcribe it.
Thanks to the new recording technology, standards of reliability in mu-
sical documentation improved: collectors could no longer return from
field trips with mere transcriptions of the music they wanted to study.
Through repeated listening to a recording of an identical sequence of
musical events, they could more easily grasp unfamiliar ways of struc-
turing pitch, timbre and rhythm, taking note of all relevant parameters
of expression, not just those suited to storage in the European system of
notation.

This early development in ethnomusicology is of importance to anyone
studying music stored and/or distributed in aural rather than graphic
form because focus on musical “texts” shifts from notation to sound re-
cording. With the early ethnomusicologists, audio recording became
the primary medium for musical storage and acted as the basis for tran-
scription. Put another way, the roles of notation and recording were re-
versed. In European art music, composers and arrangers produced
notation that served as the primary medium on which live performance
and any subsequent recording were based, whereas the notation of mu-
sic in other traditions relied on sound recording of a primary live per-
formance for its existence as a text used for purposes of study rather
than for (re)performance. Later, after the advent of moving coil micro-
phones and electrical amplification in the 1920s, field recordings by col-
lectors like Peer, Hammond and Lomax were to have an even greater

1. Construction of a national musical identity in the late 19th and early 20th century
seems to have been particularly important in European countries outside the domi-
nant Central European musical sphere, e.g. Hungary, the Balkans, Russia, Spain,
Scandinavia, Ireland, Scotland and England.

Edison invents the cylinder phonograph in 1877; Emil Berliner patents the first
flat disc gramophone in 1888; recordings of Native American music start in
1889; Stumpf’s trip to Siam dates from 1900, Bartok and Kodaly’s first collec-
tions from 1904, Hornbostel’s first expedition from 1905, Sachs & Hornbostel’s
organology from 1914.
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impact: previously non-notated music traditions like hillbilly and the
blues could now be stored, reproduced and distributed in quantities
that would soon outstrip those of sheet music publishing. By the time
of the Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper (1967), of course, media primacy is in the
recording, live performance becoming at best an attempt to re-enact the
recording on stage, often an outright impossibility, while notation has
little or no relevance.2 Given this historical background, there are at
least three reasons for stressing the importance of ethnomusicology’s
challenge to Western institutions of conventional musical learning.

First: by using audio recording in their studies, early twentieth-century
scholars, researchers, collectors and musicians made ‘other’ musics
available for interested Westerners to hear, study and appreciate.
Through subsequent work by scholars and collectors, more music from
more cultures became available on phonogram, this development in-
creasing the Western listener’s chances of finding aesthetic values in a
greater variety of musics and substantially reducing the viability of main-
taining a single dominant aesthetic canon for music.

Second: due to obvious differences in structure between Central Eu-
rope’s musical lingua franca and the ‘other’” musics studied by eth-
nomusicologists, “‘we Westerners” could never take the meanings and
functions of ‘their’ music for granted in the same way as ‘we’ thought
we could with our own. “We’ needed explanations as to why “their’ mu-
sic sounded so different from ‘ours’. “Their’ music remained incomprehen-
sible to us unless it was related to paramusical phenomena, that is, unless it
could be conceptually linked to social or cultural activity and organisa-
tion other than what we would call ‘musical’ —to religion, work, the
economy, patterns of behaviour and subjectivity etc. If applying no-
tions of the “absolute’ to familiar music in familiar surroundings is, as
we already argued (p.77,ff.), a contradiction in terms, applying such
notions to unfamiliar music in unfamiliar contexts would be even sil-
lier. So, forced to put the sounds of unfamiliar music into the specific

2. The media primacy of recording in pop music can be traced back at least as far as
Phil Spector in the early 1960s (Richard Williams, 1975). See Green (2001) for nota-
tion’s absence in popular music learning strategies.
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social context of ‘foreign” culture in order to make any sense of them at
all, we had to compare the sounds of our own music with those of peo-
ple living in other cultures, and the context of their music with our own
cultural tradition. Perhaps we would need to ask how ‘our” music
worked in ‘their’ context if ‘their’ music was incomprehensible to us
without understanding it in “their’ context; and if we had to ask those
sorts of question, maybe we would need to start thinking more seri-
ously about how “our’ music worked in ‘our’ own context. Whatever
the case, understanding anything of the unfamiliar music that eth-
nomusicologists recorded meant thinking comparatively. It meant re-
flecting on the givens of our own music, culture and society in order to
understand ‘theirs’; it entailed thinking in terms of cultural relativity.
Under such circumstances, musical absolutism was out of the question.

Third: as already suggested, attempts at transcribing other musics actu-
alised the limitations of our own system of notation and thereby the
limitations of music encodable within that system. This process pro-
vided insights into the relative importance of different parameters of musical
expression in different music cultures and paved the way for a musicology
of non-notated musics. Diversity of aesthetic norms for music became
reality and musical ethnocentricity, including Eurocentric notions of
musical ‘superiority’, “absolute music’ and ‘eternal” or “universal” val-
ues could be challenged. This sense of the relativity of aesthetic norms for
music was of central importance in the latter formulation of aesthetic
values for all forms of music outside the European classical canon.

In short, ethnomusicology refuted the viability of maintaining just one
aesthetic canon. It also drew attention to the importance of non-notata-
ble parameters of expression and, of particular relevance to this book, it
obliged any serious scholar of music to deal with questions of function and
meaning in a socio-cultural framework.

Socio

The earliest text devoted explicitly to the sociology of music appeared
in 1921.3 That date coincides roughly with the invention of the moving
coil microphone and with the first broadcasting boom. A few years
later, patents were taken out on electro-magnetic recording and on op-
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tical sound.4 These new sound-carrying technologies were essential to
the development of radio, records and talking film. Mass diffusion of
music via these new media highlighted differences in musical habits
between social classes within the same nation state because people
were now much more frequently exposed to what ‘everyone else’” —
those “others’ again!— listened to. It is also essential to note that the
same inter-war years saw momentous social and political upheavals,
including the emergence of the Soviet Union, the increasing strength of
working-class organisations, general strikes and such disastrous effects
of capitalism as the Wall Street Crash, economic depression, rampant
inflation and the rise of fascism.

Realisation of this socio-economic-cultural conjuncture and concern
about the future of individuals within this new and unstable type of
mass society seem to be the main reasons behind the development, not
least during the socio-political turmoil of the Weimar republic, of a so-
ciology of music dealing with the everyday musical practices of the
popular majority (those ‘others’ again!). Hence, for example, the estab-
lishment in 1930 of the Berlin journal Musik und Gesellschaft, subtitled
‘“Working Papers for the Social Care and Politics of Music’. Before dis-
appearing after the Nazi Machtiibername in 1933, Musik und Geselleschaft
had contained articles about, for example, music and youth, amateur
musicians, urban music consumers and about music in the workplace.5
There were, in short, good ethical and political reasons for intellectuals
to take a serious look at interactions between music, culture, class, soci-
ety and values. Out of these political, social and aesthetic concerns
about pre-war popular culture emerge two general trends which exert
considerable indirect influence on the understanding of music in the
West. One of these sOCIO trends was more empirical, the other more
theoretical.

3. Max Weber’s Die rationellen und soziologischen Grundlagen der Musik. For a fuller
account of this “socio” section, please see Tagg & Clarida (2003:39-48).

4. For example, (1924) BBC radio license sales rise to two million and Western Electric
patent electro-magnetic recording; (1925) first commercial electro-mechanical
recordings and standardisation of r.p.m. to 78; (1926) formation of NBC by RCA and
first “talking’ film; (1927) 100 million record sales in the USA; (1928) Fox acquire
rights on optical sound; (1931) 70% of BBC airtime is music.
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The empirical trend in the sociology of music concentrated largely on
documenting the musical tastes and habits of different population
groups. It can in very general terms be understood as serving both ex-
ploitative and democratic purposes. It is exploitative, for example,
when the demographic data it produces is used by commercial media
to sell socio-musically defined target groups to advertisers, while its
democratic potential lies in the fact that similar demographic data can
be used as arguments for the democratisation of public policy in the
arts and education. Put simply, the democratic potential of empirical
sociology not only contributed to a general broadening of the notion of
culture, a conceptual cornerstone in what became Cultural Studies; it
also fuelled the opinion that publicly funded music institutions were
undemocratic. Such critique helped pave the way for the serious study
of musics of the popular majority, musics whose producers, mediators
and users are so tangibly involved in the complex construction and ne-
gotiation of sounds, meanings, values and attitudes in our own society.
Under such circumstances it would be absurd to study music as ‘just
music’, illogical to determine any aspect of musical structuration with-
out considering its function or meanings.

Several proponents of the “more theoretical’ SOCIO trend held very dif-
ferent views about the music of the popular majority. The most well-
known representative of this trend was Adorno, a figure so frequently
referred to by other writers on popular culture that anyone seriously
studying music in the mass media is almost ritualistically obliged to
mention him. One reason for Adorno’s academic notoriety is that, de-
spite the Musik und Gesellschaft connection just mentioned, he is treated

5. The complete 1930-31 run of Musik und Gesellschaft is reprinted in one volume (Kol-
land, 1978). The authors of two articles (“The Effects of Rhythm in the Fulfilment of
Industrialised Factory Work’, “‘Musical Rhythms in Factory Work’ and “Musical
Rhythm as a Means of Increasing the Productivity of Typists’) ask if music can
humanise an impersonal, mechanical working environment or if it just a tool for
increasing production and for numbing the political will of the working class?” For
information about the connection between Musik und Gesellschaft and popular music
studies, see Tagg (1998a). “‘Mass observation’ studies of popular culture were also
conducted in the UK during the 1930s by scholars like Q.D. Leavis (thanks to Bruce
Johnson for this information about Queenie Leavis, wife of Professor F. R. Leavis of
Leavisite fame).
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as if he were the first music scholar to deal with popular music. The
chapter ‘On Popular Music’ from his Introduction to the Sociology of Mu-
sic (1962) is Adorno’s claim to academic fame in this respect.

Adorno’s ‘On Popular Music’ can best be described as uninformed and
elitist. The author seems to have very vague notions about the music,
musicians and audience on whom he passes judgement.® He also
presents a hierarchy of listening modes, according to which concen-
trated listening as you follow events in the score is right and having
music on in the background as you wash the dishes is wrong.” More-
over, Adorno’s equation of a strong, regular beat and an easily singable
tune with the manipulation of the masses expresses disdain for music’s
somatic properties, as well as for the working class which, according to
the socialism he professed to embrace, would rid society of the capital-
ism he himself criticised. How can such a learned man be so contradic-
tory? According to Paul Beaud (1980), Adorno’s deaf ear for popular
music can be explained as follows:

‘His texts” [on popular music] ‘date from his American period when he
was on the lookout for fascism everywhere. Anything resembling
rhythm he equated with military music. This was the visceral reaction
of the exiled, aristocratic Jew during the Hitler period.’

This plausible explanation raises two other problems. One is that pop-
ular music in the Third Reich was not dominated by military marches
but by sentimental ballads (Wicke 1985), a fact substantiating the view
that Adorno was out of touch with the musical habits of the populace.
The other problem is that Adorno’s aversion to music’s somatic power
is contradictory to the point of anti-intellectualism because it precludes
the development of rational models capable of explaining music’s rela-
tion to the body and emotions. Since, as we shall see next, Adorno ex-
erted considerable indirect influence on “alternative” studies of music in
the second half of the twentieth century, and since no mean amounts of
music in our contemporary media have such clear emotional or somatic

6. For more on Adorno’s problems with ‘jazz” and popular music, see Gracyk
(1996:149-174); see also Tagg & Clarida (2003:41).
7. This view strongly resembles Wackenroder’s metaphysic of ‘immersion’ (p,80)
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functions, awareness of Adorno’s shortcomings is essential. Ignorance
of popular music, disdain for the musical habits of the popular classes,
visceral aversion to music’s corporeal aspects and celebration of its cer-
ebral aspects are hardly the ideal premises on which to base an under-
standing of Abba, Bob Marley, Céline Dion, death metal, James Brown,
the Dixie Chicks, games music audio, line dancing, Radiohead, salsa
festivals, techno rave, TV themes and so on and so forth.

So, why bother about Adorno at all? “Because he has been so influen-
tial’ is the easy answer I just gave, but it’s an answer that begs other
questions. If Adorno was himself light years away from forming a via-
ble approach to understanding music in the mass media, why is he so
often referred to by scholars with that particular field of interest? That
question raises serious epistemological issues which anyone trying to
develop a musicology of mass-mediated music would be wise to con-
sider. One explanation is that Adorno’s influence on two areas of
thought about music has been indirect and paradoxical.

First, Adorno, a musicologist with some high-art composition creden-
tials, introduced music academics to a vocabulary of social philosophy
which, despite its obvious shortcomings,8 made it just that little bit
harder for those academics to bury their heads in wonted formalist
sand. Second, and more importantly, Adorno was Herbert Marcuse’s
mentor and it was Marcuse who popularised the social-critical philoso-
phy of the Frankfurt School among radical U.S. students in the sixties,
not least among those who, wittingly or not, contributed to the formu-
lation of the rock canon.? It is in this second way that Adorno indirectly
contributed to the establishment of influential types of postwar Eng-

8. For example, what on earth do the following Adornian pejoratives actually mean:
Reiz (stimulation), [Wirklichkeits-]Flucht (escape [from reality]), Ablenkung (distrac-
tion), Bekriftigung (affirmation) and Nivellierung (standardisation / homogenisation),
not to mention avant-garde, jazz and kitsch? None of these terms are clearly defined or
exemplified.

9. Black Panther leader Angela Davis, Yippie party chairman Abbie Hoffman and
founding Rolling Stone editor Jon Landau were all students of Marcuse at Brandeis
University. Carl Belz, one of the first historians of rock, taught at Brandeis at the
same time as Marcuse. The rock canon is discussed in Tagg & Clarida (2003:59-88).
See also Michelsen et al. (2000: 63, ff.).
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lish-language discourse on music. In journalistic or academic guise, this
discourse, which was also influenced by traditions of literary criticism
and political theory, seems typically to concern itself with a certain set
of social and cultural issues —youth, subculture, fashion, the business
and the media, etc. — and with alternative aesthetic canons of authen-
ticity in popular music. This aspect of Adorno’s indirect influence is
paradoxical because the rock canon of authenticity, for example the
‘spirited underdog’ and the ‘body music that ... provokes’,10 contrasts
starkly with Adorno’s cerebral anti-somatic stance.

Two other explanations will serve to complete the bizarre picture that
is Adorno’s position in the pantheon of authorities to which scholars of
contemporary culture so often seem obliged to refer. One reason is sim-
ple: that Adorno is much more widely translated into English than
other comparable authorities. This prosaic reply begs the question
‘why Adorno and not others?’

The general gist of the second explanation is that many aspects of
Adorno’s writing align neatly with pre-existing value systems and con-
ventional categories of thought in the humanities. More precisely,
Adorno is empiriphobic and undialectic on two fronts, for not only are
the voices of music’s creators and users conspicuous by their absence in
his writings; his work also involves little or no discussion of music as
sound. Adorno is on this second count at an advantage in institutions
where conceptual boundaries between musical and other types of
knowledge are kept tight because no discussion of musical structure
means that scholars without musical training can be spared the embar-
rassment of not knowing what ‘minor-major-nine” and other items of
muso jargon actually mean (see p.75). For scholars in other arts or in so-
cial science, theorising around music (metacontextual discourse) is
simply more accessible than discourse involving reference to the
sounds of music in the terms of those who produce them (metatextual
discourse with its poietic descriptors). At the same time, Adorno’s lack
of ethnographic and socio-empirical concretion, combined with his ev-
ident unfamiliarity with the realities of popular culture, are sympto-

10. These expressions derive from Robert Christgau and Jon Landau respectively.
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matic of the sort of art criticism or literary theory in which little or no
substantiation of value judgements seems to be required. As long as the
language is abstruse enough and as long as shared aesthetic values are
largely confirmed, disciplinary boundaries can be maintained and
there need be no disconcerting paradigm shifts. Add to all this the left-
wing credibility inherent in Adorno’s status as a critical intellectual Jew
having fled from the Nazis to the English-speaking West and his popu-
larity as reference point for anglophone academics who see themselves
politically left of centre should come as no surprise.11

In short, Adorno’s value-laden theorising has thrown two major obsta-
cles in the path of those who want to understand how music can carry
meaning in contemporary industrial society.

[1] By omitting musical ‘texts” from his discussions of music, Adorno
reinforces disciplinary boundaries between studies of musical structu-
ration and other important aspects of understanding music.12

[2] By excluding empirical concretion, by privileging unsubstantiated
value judgements and by his apparent unawareness of his own igno-
rance about the music of the popular majority, Adorno has reinforced
scholastic tendencies in arts academe to confuse the elegant expression
of aesthetic opinion with scholarship.

To summarise: Adorno’s value lies in what his status as much quoted
authority tells us about the tradition of knowledge that has kept him in
that position. It is in spite of him that the socIO challenge to the old ab-
solutist aesthetics of music met with any success. That challenge came
mainly from empirical studies of musical life in the industrial West,
studies enabling scholars to argue for the democratisation of institu-
tions of musical learning, as well as for the validity of studying musics
of the popular majority. SOCIO was also, it should be added, a conven-

11. Ernst Emsheimer, ethnomusicologist, born into another well-to-do Jewish family the
same year and in the same part of Frankfurt as Adorno, fled east, not west, from
Nazi Germany. Though his influence on popular music studies is as important as
and more constructive than Adorno’s, his contribution through Jan Ling’s work in
Goteborg remains largely unknown (see Tagg: 1998a).

12. See “Skills, competences, knowledges” (p. 104, ff.).
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ient general-purpose label which for a very long time could be stuck on
to studies that discussed music as an integral part of sociocultural ac-
tivity or which examined musics outside both the European classical
canon and the conventional hunting grounds of ethnomusicology.13

One final symptom of problems with both socIO trends in music stud-
ies links back to the absence of musical “texts” in most work about music
in the mass media. Such studies are still overwhelmingly conducted by
scholars with a background in the social sciences or cultural studies. It
would be unreasonable to demand of those colleagues the expertise as-
sociated with the description of musical structures, more reasonable to
expect musicologists to have devoted more effort to studying the vast
repertoire of musics circulating on an everyday basis via the mass me-
dia. With the exception of ethnomusicologists, who until quite recently
in general avoided that vast repertoire, very few music scholars exam-
ined relationships between that music and the social, economic and cul-
tural configurations in which it plays a central part. As a result of this
epistemological gap and thanks to the relative accessibility of the un-
substantiated theorising produced by Adorno, the denial of context as-
sociated with Romantic theories of absolute music could be replaced,
just as idealistically, with explicit denial of the existence of musical
texts. From the musician’s perspective, such text denial is of course ab-
surd.14 How this problem affects the main point of this book may be
easier to understand with the help of Table 4-1 (p.132).

Table 4-1 shows that SOCIO approaches deal mainly with social aspects
of Western music outside the classical tradition and virtually never
with music in non-Western societies. ETHNO studies, on the other hand,
have traditionally dealt with the musics of non-Western cultures and,
as the thick double-ended arrow indicates, with the interaction between
music as sound and the sociocultural field of which it is part. The table

13. In November 2007 I discovered I had been labelled sociologue by two French musicol-
ogists.’Sociologist’, eh? That should cause mirth among my social science friends!

14. For a full discussion of the musical text denial problem, see ‘Pomo-musicology, con-
sumerism and the “liberation of the id”” and ‘Music: a troublesome appendage to
cultural studies’ in Tagg & Clarida (2003:66-88).
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also suggests that conventional European music studies are mainly
concerned with the production and description of Western art music
texts, less with its social aspects or with interaction between the ‘musi-
cal” and “social’. An ethnomusicology of ‘other musics in Western soci-
ety’ (the middle two columns on the ETHNO line in Table 4-1) would
therefore be extremely useful if we want to understand the meanings
and functions of music in the contemporary mass media. Since such
studies are still relatively rare,1> we may have to look elsewhere.

Table 4-1: Typical topics for ETHNO and SOCIO studies .

woon s ——w Western music culture foreign’,
Db]er:l;s of btl.ldy ~— ) Jethnicll .rgxoh'cf
art music other musics ‘other” cultures
General : . . . : .
music | society | music | soci music | soci
* approach 4 oy W Ety L ety
conventional
European .~ -8
musicology
ethno C—— o ."-.
socio/cult-stud. o .

. = very likely to be studied @ - less likely though possible object of study
~a—p= - link likely to be studied

15. One notable exception is Italian ethnomusicologist Serena Facci and her studies of
mobile phone ringtones and of aerobics music. Moreover, now that the ‘noble sav-
ages’ that ethnomusicologists once hunted have become an endangered species to
the point of virtual extinction, attention and interest has shifted increasingly to the
study of urban musics in ‘exotic’ places.



Tagg: Music’s Meanings — 4. Ethno, socio, semio 133

Semio

The semiotics of music, in the broadest sense of the term, deals with re-
lations between the sounds we call musical and what those sounds sig-
nify to those producing and hearing the sounds in specific sociocultural
contexts. Defined in this way, SEMIO approaches to music ought logi-
cally to throw some light on the interaction between any music as text,
anywhere or at any time, and the socio-cultural field in which the text
exists. In fact, SEMIO studies should ideally produce the following pro-
file in Table 4-1.

Western Western ‘other’
‘classical’ music ‘popular’ music musics

SEMTO He—m NB-—m BE-—E

music society music society niusic society

Should and ought are operative words here because the majority of mu-
sic studies carrying the SEMIO label deal only with certain types of mu-
sic and/or only with certain aspects of meaning. This very broad
generalisation needs some explanation since there is no single semiotic
theory of music but rather, as Nattiez (1975:19) has suggested, a range
of “possible semiotic projects’.

SEMIO approaches to studying music first appear with that label around
1960 and initially draw quite heavily on linguistic theory of the time.
These early studies were later criticised by semio-musicologists1® who
drew attention to problems caused by transferring concepts associated
chiefly with the denotative aspects of language to the explanation of
musical signification. Such laudable caution about grafting linguistic
concepts of meaning on to music seems nevertheless to have encour-
aged a reversion to a largely congeneric view of music.l” Indeed, the
majority of articles in volumes of semio-musical scholarship published
in the 1980s and 1990s show an overwhelming concern with theories of
music’s internal structuration (syntax). The same literature shows
much less interest in music’s interrelation with other modes of expres-

16. For example Imberty (1976b), Lerdahl and Jackendoff (1977), Keiler (1978).
17. Monelle (1992:28-29) provides a useful summary of the problem of metatheorising
in music semiotics of the 1970s.
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sion and pays scant attention to music’s paratextual connections (se-
mantics). Evidence linking musical structure to musician intentions or
listener responses and discussion of these aspects of semiosis to the
technology, economy, society and ideology in which that semiosis
takes place (pragmatics) is conspicuous by its absence. This observation
is based on the perusal of 88 articles published in three learned semio-
musical volumes. 59 of those 88 articles (67 %) discuss either overriding
theoretical systems rather than direct evidence for the validity of those
systems, or else they deal with syntax rather than with semantics or
pragmatics. In the remaining 33% (29 articles) a few semantic issues are
addressed but only three articles (3.4%) discuss pragmatics, each of
those three focusing on musicians, none on music’s final arbiters of sig-
nification — its users.18 Clearly, syntax fixation and a lack of attention
to semantics and pragmatics will not be very useful if we want to un-
derstand "how music communicates what to whom’ on an everyday ba-
sis in the modern world. Indeed, Eco (1990:256 ff.), emphasising the
necessity of integrating syntax, semantics and pragmatics in any study
of meaning, provides a very critical opinion of the ‘semiotic” tendencies
just mentioned.

“To say that pragmatics is one dimension of semiotic study does not
mean depriving it [the semiotic study] of an object. Rather, it means that
the pragmatic approach concerns the totality of the semiosis... Syntax
and semantics, when found in splendid isolation become... “perverse”
disciplines.” (Eco 1990:259)

One possible reason for the lack of semantics and pragmatics in so
many music-semiotic texts may be the fact that the type of linguistics
from which theoretical models were initially derived accorded semiotic
primacy to the written word, to denotation and to the arbitrary or con-

18. The three volumes are: [1] a special music issue of Semiotica (vol.66-1/3, 1987); [2]
Musical Semiotics in Growth (Tarasti, 1996) and [3] the proceedings of the 5th Interna-
tional Congress on Musical Signification (Stefani et al. 1998). We assume here that: (a)
syntax denotes aspects of signification bearing on the temporal relationship of signi-
fying elements (signs) within a given mode of communication; (b) that semantics
deals with the relation between such signs and what they stand for, and that (c) prag-
matics focuses on cultural and social activity relating to the production and interpre-
tation of meaning.
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ventional sign.1? Such notions of denotative primacy were understand-
ably considered incompatible with the general nature of musical
discourse. However, denotative primacy has been radically challenged
by many linguists. Some of them argue that prosody and the social
rules of speech (including also timbre, diction, volume, facial expres-
sion and gesture) are as intrinsic to language as words, and that they
should not be regarded as mere paralinguistic add-ons.20 Other lin-
guists refute denotation’s primacy over connotation, and all underline
the importance of studying language as social practice (pragmatics).21
Music semiotics has, it seems, either been slow to assimilate such devel-
opments in linguistics or chosen to disregard them. How can such re-
luctance be explained if incompatibility with linguistic theory is so
much less of an issue in 2010 than it was in the 1960s and 1970s?

The syntax fixation of many musicologists rallying under the semio
banner is regrettably difficult to understand in any other terms than
those discussed in Chapter 3 —the hegemony of musical absolutism in
Western seats of musical learning. While ethnomusicologists had to re-
late musical structure to social practice if they wanted to make any
sense of ‘foreign” sounds, and while the sociology of music dealt mostly
with society and hardly ever with the (socially immanent) phenome-
non of music as sound, most music semioticians were attached to insti-
tutions of musical learning in which the absolutist view still ruled the
roost. Their tendency to draw almost exclusively on European art mu-
sic for their supply of study objects provides circumstantial evidence
for this explanation,?2 not because music in that repertoire relates to
nothing outside itself (on the contrary, see p.75-77), but because the no-

19. Arbitrary or conventional sign: for explanation, see Chapter 5, pp. 153-156, including
section Denotation and connotation.

20. e.g. Atkinson (1984) on the body language of orating politicians, Hirsch (1989) on
turn-taking in conversations, Bolinger (1989) on intonation and grammar.

21. See Lakoff & Johnson (1979) on metaphor, Lakoff (1990) on the cultural and experi-
ential basis of linguistic categories, etc. See also Harris (1981), Halliday (1985), Cruise
(1988) and Kress (1993).

22. That evidence is easily obtained by perusing major works of music semiotics (e.g.
Monelle (1992), Nattiez (1975), Tarasti (1978)), not to mention the 88 learned articles
(p-133-134).
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tion of “absolute’ music has been applied with particular vigour to mu-
sic in that tradition. Without exaggerating too grossly, it could be said
that the tradition of music semiotics we are referring to is not only “per-
verse’ in the sense put forward by Eco, but also based on a flawed (ab-
solutist) notion of a limited musical repertoire developed during a
limited period of one continent’s history by a minority of the popula-
tion in a limited number of communication situations.

The main problems with the majority of semio-musical writing in the

late twentieth century West can be summarised in five simple points.

1. Itis hampered by its institutional affiliation with the ‘absolute” aes-
thetics of music.

2. Its objects of study are usually drawn from the limited repertoire of
the European art music canon.

3. It exhibits an overwhelming predilection for either syntax or gen-
eral theorising, much less interest for semantics and virtually none
for pragmatics.

4. It concentrates almost exclusively on works whose compositional
techniques must be considered as marginal, i.e. as the exception to
rather than as the rule of current musical practices, codes and uses.

5. Itresorts to notation as the main form of storage on which to base
analysis.

The general neglect, by musicologists and semioticians, of Western mu-
sics outside the classical canon as a field of serious study is of course a
matter of cultural politics, but it is also a matter of importance to the de-
velopment of both musicology and semiotics. The reason is that music
circulating in contemporary media cannot be analysed using only the
traditional tools of musicology developed in relation to European art
music23 because the former, unlike the latter, is:

1. conceived for mass distribution to large and sometimes heterogene-
ous groups of listeners;

2. stored and distributed in mainly non-written form;

23. Music for the audiovisual media, whatever its style, is considered here as part of the
‘popular’ in an axiomatic triangle consisting of “art’, ‘folk” and “popular’ music. For
definition of these terms, see Tagg (1979:20-32 or 2000a:29-45).
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3. subject, under capitalism, to the laws of ‘free” enterprise according
to which it should help sell as much as possible of the commodity
(e.g. film, TV programme, game, sound recording) to as many as
possible.

According to the third point, the majority of music heard via the mass
media should elicit some “attraction at first listening’ if the music is to
stand a chance of making a sell or, in the case of music and the moving
image, of catching audience attention and involvement more efficiently
than competing product. It also means that music produced under such
conditions will tend to require the use of readily recognisable codes as
a basis for the production of (new or old) combinations of musical mes-
sage. Failure to study this vast corpus of familiar and globally available
music means failing to study what the music around us usually medi-
ates as a rule. It surely makes more sense to start by trying to under-
stand what is mediated in our culture’s mainstream media before
positing general theories of signification based on discussion of subcul-
tural, counter-cultural or other ‘alternative’ musical codes like avant-
garde techno, speed metal, bebop, Boulez, Beethoven’s late period or
any other repertoire contradicting or complementing rather than be-
longing to the dominant mainstream of musical practices in our society.
Using exceptions to establish rules may be considered standard prac-
tice for scholars projecting an image of high-art or high-cred cool but it
is not a viable intellectual strategy for constructing a semiotics of music
in the everyday life of citizens in the Western world.24

The neglect of popular music as an area for semiotic analysis causes
other basic problems of method. We have already touched on tenden-
cies of graphocentricism which treat the score as reification of the
‘work’ or ‘text’ when in fact the notes represent little more than an in-
complete shorthand of musical intentions.2> Such confusion is less
likely in the study of popular music because notation has for some time
been superseded as the primary mode of storage and dissemination to

24. You might as well claim that general semiotic principles of the English language can
be established by analysing ebonics (was ‘jive talk’), Cockney or the work of e e cum-
mings or John Donne.
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the extent that popular music ‘texts” are usually either commodified in
the form of sound recording carried on film, tape or disc, or stored dig-
itally for access over the internet. Due to the importance of non-notata-
ble parameters in popular music and to the nature of its storage and
distribution as recorded sound, notation cannot function as a reliable
representation of the musical texts circulating in the mass media.

Moreover, it is probable that the professional habitat of music semioti-
cians in institutions of conventional music studies which still focus on
the European art-music canon tends to encourage a return to the old
absolutist aesthetics as the line of least intellectual resistance. Conven-
tional musicology’s pre-occupation with long-term thematic and har-
monic narrative seems often to preclude discussion of the meaningful
elements of sound from which the various themes and sections are con-
structed and without which no narrative form can logically exist. The
spectre of ABSOLUTE MUSIC can even cast its shadow over empirically sub-
stantiated studies in which listener responses are restricted to adjec-
tives of general affect and from which connotations of concrete
phenomena are excluded, even though combinations of such connota-
tions often constitute musogenic semantic fields.26

This account of the semiO phase is rather discouraging: we seem to have
ended up where we started (p.121), still dogged by notions of musical
absolutism. We have to some extent been describing a music semiotics
which is semiotic by name rather than by nature. Put bluntly, if the
semiotics of music, as it seems largely to have been applied, were a
commercial venture, it might well qualify for indictment under the
Trades Description Act.2”

There are, however, exceptions to the general trends of grand theory

25. Notation as reification of the ‘channel’ between ‘emitter” and ‘receiver’ (Eco 1976: 33)
seems unsatisfactory even for music predating the era of sound recording. For more
on the problems of musical notation, see pp. 105-116.

26. See ‘Gestural interconversion and connotative precision’ (Tagg, 2005a). The same
problem was addressed 43 years earlier by Frances (1958:278ff)! Of course, we do
not hold that the music ‘is” or even ‘means’ the same thing as the individual connota-
tions reported by respondents.
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and syntax fixation just discussed. A few of these exceptions are explic-
itly semio, while most of them are semiotic by nature if not by name.
They have all informed, to varying degrees and in different ways, the
type of approach presented later in this book and have all challenged,
sometimes in the face of considerable opposition, the institutionalised
conventions of ABSOLUTE MUsIC. One work deserves special mention in
this context: it is Franceés” doctoral dissertation La perception de la mu-
sique (1958), a thoroughly researched and pioneering semio-musical
work that has influenced the ideas presented in this book but which is
seldom mentioned by those who defer to Adorno or who rally under
the semio-musical banner. For reasons of space we can do no more than
merely list, in the next footnote, some of the other ‘SEMIO exceptions’
relevant to the main part of this study.28 Readers wanting to know more
are instead referred to Marconi’s Musica, espressione, emozione (2001) for
a useful and extensive historical coverage of semiotic approaches to
music.29

Bridge

This chapter has dealt with twentieth-century challenges to the grapho-
centrism and to the absolutist aesthetics of music in official institutions
of education and research in the West. Although some of the tendencies
described seem to have done little more than reformulate conventional
conceptual differences between musical and other forms of knowledge
(the socio avoidance of music as sound, the SEMIO syntax fixation, etc.),

27. For example, Cook’s A Guide to Music Analysis (1987) devotes only 28 of its 376 pages
(7.5%) to semiotic music analysis. Since half of those 28 pages consist of music exam-
ples, only 3.7% of the book discusses how musical structures relate to anything apart
from themselves.

28. Those studies include, in alphabetical order: Assafiev (1976), Bernstein (1976), Bjorn-
berg (1984), Blacking (1976), Boiles (1976), Brackett (1995), Cooke (1959), Davies
(1994), Delalande (1993), Feld (1982), Frances (1958/1972), Imberty (1986), Huckvale
(1990), Jiranek (1998), Karbusicky (1986), Van Leeuwen (1999), Ling (1978), Kivy
(1989), Marconi (2001), Martinez (1997), Maréthy (1974, 1987), Mellers (1962, 1973),
Middleton (1983, 1990), Nattiez (2000), Rosing (1977, 1978, 1983), Stefani (1976, 1982),
Stilwell (1997), Tarasti (1978) and Walser (1993)

29. Marconi’s book, which accounts for relevant literature in English, Italian, French and
German is highly recommended for anyone who reads Italian.
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the three challenges —ETHNO in particular — have made it much easier
to address questions of musical meaning in the everyday life of citizens
in the Western world. At the same time, although an absolutist aesthet-
ics of music may still be on the agenda of many learned institutions, it
can also be viewed as a mere historical parenthesis: it has after all only
been “official policy” in Western institutions for a century and a half.
More importantly, everyday musical reality outside the academy has
been consistently ‘unabsolute’. Musicians have continued to incite
dancers to take to the floor and to gesticulate energetically or smooch
amorously, while lonely listeners have regularly been moved to tears
by sad songs and derived joy or confidence from others. More recently,
movie-goers and TV viewers have been scared out of their seats, or they
have distinguished between the good and bad guys, or reacted to ur-
gency cues preceding news broadcasts, or registered a new scene as
peaceful or threatening, or understood that they are in Spain rather
than in Japan or Jamaica, etc., etc., all thanks to a second or two of mu-
sic carrying the relevant message on each occasion

Even inside the academy, the notion of music as a symbolic system
never really died. There were always champions of musical meaning,
people like Herman Kretzschmar, who declared ‘autonomous instru-
mental music’ to be a ‘general danger to the public,’30 or Deryck Cooke
(1959), o1, as already mentioned (p.139), Robert Frances. But there were
also organists. Organists? Yes, church organists have always had to do
things like extemporise between the end of their initial voluntary and
the arrival of the bride at a wedding service or the coffin at a funeral.
On such occasions, organists have to create moods encouraging the
congregation to adopt appropriate postures and attitudes. My own or-
gan teacher even encouraged me to word-paint hymns, as the follow-
ing zoom-in on one microcosm of actual music-making demonstrates.

30. Kretzschmar, concert music critic in Leipzig in the 1910s, sees Hanslick’s notions as
“untenable’ (see p.75). He also states: ‘instrumental music uninterruptedly demands
the ability to see ideas behind the signs and forms’ [of the music] (quoted by Kneif,
1975:65). Hoeckner (2002) provides substantial and thought-provoking documenta-
tion of hermeneutics applied continually to the most “absolute’ and ineffable
‘moments’ of nineteenth-century ‘classical’ music.
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Number 165 in the old Methodist Hymn Book (1933) is ‘Forty Days and
Forty Nights’, a popular hymn for Lent, referring to Jesus fasting in the
wilderness and usually sung to the tune Heinlein by M Herbst (1654-
1681). The words of verse two are:

Sunbeams scorching all the day,
Chilly dewdrops nightly spread,
Prowling beasts about Thy way,
Stones Thy pillow, earth Thy bed.

Thanks to my organ teacher,3! I learnt to apply variations of timbre to
each of the four lines just cited. For line one I would, on the Great man-
ual, push down all mixture tabs, fifteenths, etc., flick up all 16-foot and
loud 8-foot tabs, and remove my feet from the pedals. These poietically
described actions translate into aesthesic terms as follows: I removed
the dark, booming low notes and produced a sparkling, sharp, bright,
high-pitched, edgy timbre for ‘sunbeams scorching all the day’.4400

For line two’s “chilly dewdrops’ I moved from Great to Choir organ,
making sure that 4- and 2-foot claribel flutes were in evidence. I would
still desist from using the pedal board. This operation produced a
smaller, much less sharp, more rounded, cooler, slightly airy but pre-
cise and delicate kind of timbre, still without the darkness of bass notes.

For the “prowling beasts” of line three I lifted my hands up to the full
Swell organ with all its reed stops connected, ensuring at the same time
that my feet were playing all possible passing notes in the bass line as-
signed to the 16-foot Posaune. Full reeds on the Swell is as close as a
church organ gets to guitar distortion: it gives a rich, gravelly, ‘danger-
ous’ kind of sound. Together with the low-pitched, rough sounding Po-
saune —not unlike the fat bass timbre of an Oberheim synth— and the
insertion of extra notes to produce a walking bass line, the “prowling
beasts” were appropriately ‘musicked’, I thought.

In line four I returned to the Great, this time with only 8-foot Diapasons
selected, while disabling the 16-foot Posaune pedal tab and suppress-

31. Ken Naylor, Leys School, Cambridge (UK), where I was school organist (1961-62).
The organ was a three-manual pneumatic Willis sporting tabs, not stops.



142 Tagg: Music’s Meanings — 4. Ethno, socio, semio

ing the tendency to go on playing passing notes with my feet. The idea
here was to create a medium-volume sound, quite large but devoid of
brilliance, delicacy or rough edges —a loudish sort of flat, medium,
‘grey’, ‘matter-of-fact’ sound for ‘stones thy pillow, earth thy bed’.4400

This personal anecdote documents a musical reality that flies in the face
of ideas propounded by musical absolutists, partly because the sounds
I produced actually communicated something to someone other than
myself, making me aware of relationships between timbre and various
aspects of touch, movement and space. As a musician I also learnt
which harmonies made the old ladies in the local Methodist church
more sentimental, which bass licks worked better with members of my
university’s Scottish Country Dance Society, which placement of which
mike connected to which amp with which settings made me sound
more like Jerry Lee Lewis, which patterns on a Hammond organ made
people think our band resembled Deep Purple, which type of arpeggia-
tion made the accordion sound more French, etc. It is this kind of expe-
rience, which I share with countless other musicians, arrangers and
composers, that motivated my attempts to critique the dry theme-spot-
ting exercises of syntax-fixated music analysis —the story so far in this
book — and to develop ways of examining music as if it had uses be-
yond its mere self as just sound, i.e. as if it actually meant something. The
rest of this book takes that sort of empirically proven poietic conviction
for granted.
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Summary of main points

[1] Ethnomusicology has been particularly important in developing
ways of relating music as sonic ‘text’ to its meanings, uses and func-
tions. It has also demonstrated the absurdity of propagating one single
aesthetic canon for all music and, through its pioneering use of sound
recording, drawn attention to the importance of non-notable parame-
ters of musical expression.

[2] Two types of sociology, neither of which concerned itself with musi-
cal structuration, have made an indirect contribution to the develop-
ment of analysis methods presented in this book. Through Adorno a
tradition of critical theory became popular among students of litera-
ture, communication studies and Cultural Studies, while, more impor-
tantly, empirical, demographic sociology helped motivate the inclusion
of popular music in academe, i.e. music evidently incompatible with
notions of the “absolute” and clearly demanding a different mind-set.

[3] Despite its theoretically promising potential, the semiotics of music,
with its disciplinary habitat in seats of conventional musical learning
whose corridors were still haunted by the ghost of ABSOLUTE MUSIC at
the turn of the millennium, focused largely on syntactical aspects of
musical semiosis at the expense of semantics and pragmatics. Alterna-
tive views of music as meaningful sign system (e.g. Kretzschmar,
church organists) nevertheless persisted throughout the reign of musi-
cal absolutism and have influenced the development of analytical
method used in this book.
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5. Meaning and communication

ORTING out notions of ‘music’ is what this book has mainly been

about so far and the last chapter ended with a promise to treat

music as if it actually meant something. Indeed we shall, but the
promise cannot be fulfilled without first bringing some order into the
concepts of meaning and communication.

Concepts of meaning

Meaning, sign, semiotics

Meaning, in the sense of one thing conveying, indicating or referring to
something else, is a recurrent concept in this book. Signification, treated
here as a virtual synonym to meaning, contains the morpheme sign.
Sign, in its turn, simply means a thing indicating or representing some-
thing other than itself. It is in this sense that Charles Peirce, US philos-
opher and father of modern semiotics, ended up by using the word.!
Sign also turns up in expressions like sign system and sign type.

Sign system denotes a set of conventions of meaning, like this kind of
written English, or like impressionist painting, or like music for silent
films in North America and Western Europe. Sign type designates the
way in which a sign relates to what it signifies, for example, if it physi-
cally resembles what it means (icon, p.151) or if the relation is arbitrary
or conventional (p.153). Sign is also a translation of the Ancient Greek
words séma (orjua) and sémeion (onueiov) found at the root of words like
semiotics, semiology, semiosis, semaphore and semantics.

Semiotics, deriving from Peirce’s semeiotic, means the systematic study
of sign systems. Semiology, a term coined by Swiss linguist Ferdinand
de Saussure, is generally used to mean the same thing as semiotics.2
There are some important differences, a few of which will be discussed
shortly, between Peircean and Saussurean terminology. Saussure’s most
widely used concepts are probably the signifier, a translation of the

1. Peirce eventually replaced representamen, a term he had used earlier, with sign.
2. Infact, Saussure defined semiology as the ‘science which studies the life of signs
within the framework of social life’ (Le petit Robert: Paris 1970).
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French word signifiant (= sign) and the signified (signifié = what the sign
stands for or represents).

Unlike silicosis, SEMIOSIS is not a clinical condition but, like osmosis, a
process. Semiosis is simply the process by which meaning is produced
and understood. It includes the totality of, and the connections be-
tween, three elements that Peirce called sign, object and interpretant and
which I'll explain next. As already suggested, it’s simplest to think of
the sign as a thing, with an identifiable physical existence, that repre-
sents or stands for something other than itself.

Semiosis: your aunt’s dog

Let’s say that the sign is a photo you once took of your aunt’s dog. The
photo clearly isn’t your aunt’s dog —it’s a photo of it—, even though
you might point to the photo and say ‘that’s my aunt’s dog’: the photo
represents your aunt’s dog. What you saw the moment you took the
photo, that momentary visual perception, constitutes what Peirce calls
the object,3 while the photo representing that object is its sign. However,
when you look at the photo long after you took it and see MY AUNT’S
DOG, your visual perception can never totally correspond with what
you saw when you took the photo (its object). This later perception and
interpretation of the sign, rather than your perception of the dog when
you took the photo, is called its interpretant. Now this distinction be-
tween object and interpretant might seem like academic nit-picking be-
cause it's obvious that the photo looks like your aunt’s dog. Still, that
very obviousness can be a problem because differences between object
and interpretant, as well as between interpretants, inevitably occur in
relation to the same sign. Those differences cause meanings to be rene-
gotiated, to change and to adapt to new needs, functions and situations.
To understand that dynamic more easily, let’s go back to your aunt’s
dog and put some more meat on the poor animal’s conceptual bone.

3. ’The object corresponds to an entity of an external world or a prototypical represent-
ative of such an entity as perceived, remembered or reflected on by an individual
agent. It is called external entity. This entity can be any kind of unit: a physical or
imagined object, an emotion or sensory perception, an experience, an observed or
imagined relation, a remembered event or situation, and so on.” (Priss, 2001: 161-2).
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Many years after taking the snapshot, you open your family album and
look at that same old photo of your aunt’s dog. Note first that it has now
become ‘that same old photo’. Time has passed, you are different and
circumstances have changed but the photo (the sign) remains the same.
Maybe your beloved aunt has died in the meantime, or maybe you sub-
sequently learnt things about her that put her in a bad light. Or perhaps
you yourself now have a devoted dog, or perhaps you were badly bit-
ten recently by one that looked like the dog in your photo. Any of these
factors could easily affect the interpretant[s] you form when looking at
the same photo at that later date. True, the prosaic MY AUNT’S DOG as-
pect of the interpretant will still work after all those years, but it will
likely give rise to an array of different final interpretants, ranging from
wistful longing for bygone days, when you were a child and you
played with your kind aunt’s dog, to WHAT A MANGY MONGREL! or WHAT
A MEAN OLD WOMAN! And just wait until you start showing your My
AUNT’S DOG photo to friends and family. When you do, they will, in
their turn, form other final interpretants of the photo. The content of
those interpretants will depend on things like how well your family or
friends knew your aunt and her dog, on whether or not they like dogs,
whether or not they like you, and on a whole host of other factors.
Whatever the case may be, this MY AUNT’S DOG story illustrates the ne-
cessity of distinguishing between object and interpretant, as well as be-
tween interpretants, in relation to the sign. These distinctions are
essential when it comes to understanding how musical signs work,
how the same sounds can mean different things to different people in
different contexts at different times.

A complementary way of understanding semiosis is, as I just inferred,
to look at it in terms of a message and its communication. There are
three main aspects to this process, too: [1] the thing or idea to be en-
coded (similar to Peirce’s object), [2] the concrete form of that code —the
sigh— and [3] the decoded version or interpretation of that code (simi-
lar to Peirce’s interpretant). Seen in this light of intention and interpreta-
tion, the ‘ideal’ semiosis would theoretically produce total unity
between the sign as semiotically intended and as interpreted. The word
chair would, for example, represent a fully identical notion of CHAIR in
the minds of both speaker/writer (as an object) and listener/reader (as
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an interpretant), while the photo of your aunt’s dog would be perceived,
by anyone at any time, in exactly the same way as you saw the dog
when you took the photo. Since exact correspondence between in-
tended and interpreted message is impossible (and we shall shortly see
how, even in the case of chair), semiosis is also sometimes used to refer
to processes by which meanings of existing signs are modified and re-
negotiated, as with your interpretants that changed over time in rela-
tion to the same MY AUNT’S DOG photo.

To put a musical slant on these observations about shifts in meaning
over time, just think of the distinctive wining sound of the pedal steel
guitar in Country & Western music (C&W). This sound may have de-
rived something from dobro and slide guitar techniques in the US
south, but its most obvious sonic forerunner is the Hawaiian guitar,
popular in the USA in the late 1920s and early 1930s, before electrically
amplified musical instruments were commonplace. To cut a long story
short, from originally connoting things like HAWAIl and SUNSHINE,
those steel guitar glissandi (swooping, sliding sounds) were gradually
incorporated into the C&W mainstream and ended up as mere style in-
dicators of Country music without the Hawaiian connotations.# The
advantage of looking at semiosis in such ways is that, by including in-
tention as well as interpretation, the semiotic process is more open to
understanding in terms of social and cultural interaction.

Semantics

Semantics, a term coined by French linguist Michel Bréal, is defined by
my dictionary as ‘the study of the relationships between signs... and
what they represent’.5 Semantics is just one aspect of semiotics (or sem-
iology) and the word is often used in contradistinction to both [a] syn-
tax (the formal relationships of one sign to another without necessarily
considering their meaning) and [b] pragmatics (the use of a sign system
in concrete situations, especially in terms of cultural, ideological, eco-
nomic and social activity). Now, as we noted earlier, to prevent seman-

4. See also under ‘Style indicator” and ‘Genre synecdoche’, pp. 444, ff., 443, ff.

5. Definition from The New Collins English Dictionary (London, 1982).
Bréal’s sémantique originally (1897) meant studying change of meaning in language,
i.e. a sort of expanded etymology or diachronic study of semiosis.
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tics, the main focus of this book, from becoming a ‘perverse discipline’
(Eco, 1990:259), it must be related to pragmatics. This imperative has at
least two important implications.

Eco’s imperative firstly implies that a synchronic semantics (examining
signs at one given point in time in one given culture) is not enough on
its own: it needs a diachronic perspective that involves studying mean-
ing as part of a dynamic sign system subject to change. The FRoM Ha-
WAII TO COUNTRY MAINSTREAM process, described above, illustrates a
diachronic line of semantic reasoning that can also be called etymo-
phonic. ETYMOPHONY is a useful concept and quite easy to understand as
follows. If etymology studies the ‘historically verifiable sources of the
formation of a word and the development of its meanings’, etymophony
simply means studying the origins of a non-verbal sonic structure and
the development of its meanings and functions over time. Etymophony
is, in short, an important part of diachronic semantics in music.

The second implication of Eco’s imperative is both synchronic and dia-
chronic. It entails relating semantics (‘relationships between signs and
what they represent’) to factors in the socio-cultural field in which the
musical meanings under examination are generated and used. These
meanings obviously both inform and are informed by value systems,
identities, economic interests, ideologies and a whole host of other fac-
tors that constitute the socio-cultural biosphere without which music
and its meanings, as just one semiotic sub-system among many others,
cannot logically exist. We shall soon return to one aspect of this essen-
tial part of musical semantics (see ‘Codal interference’, p.172,ff.).

Semiotics and semiology

When denoting the study of sign systems, speakers of French and
Spanish seem to prefer sémiologie/semiologia, while anglophones, Ital-
ians and others tend to use semiotics/semiotica. This confusion may
eventually be resolved like the VHS versus Betamax battle over video-
cassette formats in the 1980s but it is impossible to predict which con-
cept, if indeed either, will oust the other. In the meantime, semiotics
rather than semiology will be used here for two reasons. [1] A book writ-
ten in English ought logically to use English-language terms. [2] Two of
Peirce’s numerous trichotomies (sign - object - interpretant and icon - in-
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dex - ‘symbol’) substantially inform the conceptual basis of what follows.
Even so, in order to save space, Saussure’s binary notion of signifier and
signified, where signifier is roughly equivalent to Peirce’s sign and signi-
fied means what the sign stands for (in terms of both object and interpre-
tant), will sometimes be used as shorthand, not as a replacement, for
Peirce’s trichotomy object - sign - interpretant. Another terminological
problem is that Peirce uses symbol to denote what Saussure calls sign
and vice versa. To avoid this confusion when discussing semiosis, I
shall try to avoid symbol altogether and stick to sign in the Peircean
sense. That means PEIRCE’S SYMBOL / SAUSSURE’S SIGN needs another la-
bel. Arbitrary sign is what I use to cover the concept (p.153).

Two Peircean trichotomies

First, second, third6

Peirce closely examined and classified all types of signification. Radi-
cally simplifying his overall system, we can say that the relationship be-
tween an audible sound and the human perception of that sound —as
that sound alone without mediation— would constitute his notion of
firstness: it is phenomenologically just one thing, so to speak, even
though the sound and its perception are physically separate entities. It’s
just like the oneness of your aunt’s dog as such and your perception of
it when you took the famous photo.

Secondness is easier to grasp semiotically because (surprise!) it has two
poles. The musical sound as sign (one pole) includes, relates to and rep-
resents its firstness (the other pole), just as the celebrated dog shot re-
lates to your perception of the dog when you took the photo. For
example, soft, slow, smoothly swaying music, as in a lullaby, is not the
same thing as soft, slow, smooth, swaying as such: it represents that
movement in sound. There is a sign (the sound) and an object (the idea
of movement and touch perceived as representable in sound).

6. ‘Merely to say that Peirce was extremely fond of... of triadic relations, would fail
miserably to do justice to the overwhelming obtrusiveness in his philosophy of the
number three.” (Peirce entry in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, July 2006;
| plato.stanford.edu/entries/peirce/| 2007-12-05).
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The three elements of thirdness are: [1] sign (the sound of the lullaby); [2]
object (explained under secondness) and [3] interpretant[s] (interpreta-
tions of the lullaby, including recognising it as a lullaby rather than a
war song). Final interpretants might be: nostalgic feelings of comfort, im-
ages of an adoring parent singing a much loved infant to sleep, the
smell of baby powder, evening light shining through a chink in the bed-
room curtains, etc.

Icon, index, symbol

Peirce’s next three trichotomies are like a ninefold Kyrie in that first-
ness, secondness and thirdness each give rise to their own three catego-
ries of sign. Since I shall concentrate on musical semantics, oneness will
be largely taken as read. Secondness and thirdness, however, are of di-
rect relevance to the topic. Nevertheless, to avoid death by conceptual
drowning in Peirce’s trinities of 9, 27 and 81 categories, each with its
own abstruse label, and so as to open up our musical semantics to
sociocultural considerations through pragmatics, thirdness will be dis-
cussed in more accessible terms and use of Peirce’s sign types will be re-
stricted to those of secondness because they seem best suited to musical
semantics. Peirce’s trichotomy of secondness distinguishes between
icon, index (plural: indices) and arbitrary sign (what Peirce called symbol
and Saussure called sign).

Icon

Icons are signs bearing physical resemblance to what they stand for.
Iconic resemblance can be striking, as in photographs or figurative
painting, but maps and certain types of diagram are also iconic because
there is at least some structural resemblance, though less patent, be-
tween the signs and what those signs stand for. Even the representation
of rising and falling pitch, of legato slurs (smooth) and staccato dots
(choppy) in musical notation can to some extent be qualified as iconic.
However, the visual representation of sonic events can only be consid-
ered a resemblance if conventions of synaesthetic homology are in op-
eration allowing us to equate certain signs encoded in one mode of
perception (e.g. visually, as staccato dots on the page) with certain ob-
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jects/interpretants existing in another (e.g. sonically, as intermittent,
choppy, pointillistic, aurally pixelated, etc.). Since, as explained earlier
(pp-60-66), synaesthesis is intrinsic to music, we will have to refine the
notion of icons in music to cater for conventions of synaesthetic homol-
ogy (see ‘Anaphones’, p.000, ff.). Here, though, we need to get to the
most obvious aspect of musical iconicity, i.e. to sounds as signs physi-
cally resembling the sounds they stand for.

If a photo like MY AUNT’S DOG is an icon of the whatever it is supposed
to represent, then a musical recording ought logically to be considered
an icon of the music as it sounded when recorded. However reasonable
that assumption may be for live recordings, there are good reasons for
considering icons differently as a musical sign type. One reason is that
the sound of a recording does not even reach semiotic oneness until the
sounds are actually perceived by someone hearing it, even less reach
the semantic stages of secondness and thirdness where sonic signs can
relate to objects and interpretants. It is at these stages that musical icons
(sonic anaphones, see p.405,1f.) come into play, such as a low-pitched
drum roll sounding like the rumble of distant thunder, or an over-
driven electric guitar sounding like a Harley Davidson, or two notes a
third apart on the piano imitating the call of a cuckoo, etc. None of these
SOUNDS LIKE examples function solely as icons because distant thunder
can mean danger, while a Harley might connote a pack of Hell’s Angels
and cuckoo notes on the piano might make you think of a spring morn-
ing or of your junior school music teacher.

Index

Distant thunder meaning danger, smoke meaning fire, dark clouds
meaning rain —these are all examples of semiosis using a causal index
as sign. Indices are signs connected either by causality, or by spatial,
temporal or cultural proximity, to what they stand for. This sign type is
so important in music that virtually all musical sign types can be con-
sidered as at least partially indexical.” Some types of indexical sign are
more common than others in musical semiosis, for example a type of

7. For convincing arguments on the intrinsic indexicality of all musical signs, see Kar-
busicky (1986). See also ‘Anaphone’ (p.000) and ‘Genre synecdoche’ (p.000).
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metonymy38 called synecdoche [sr'nekdaki]. In language, synecdoches
are part-for-whole expressions like the crown meaning the monarch and
royal power in toto, not just a bejewelled piece of metal headgear; or like
fifty head of cattle meaning not just the animals” heads but fifty complete
bovine beings. Synecdoches work similarly in music, for example, the
overdriven guitar connoting, via the SOUNDS LIKE A HARLEY icon, an en-
tire pack of Hell’s Angels and not just the bike, or the cuckoo notes on
the piano connoting the entirety of a spring morning rather than just
the cuckoo that happened to be part of the soundscape at the time. An-
other example would be seeing old Paris in your mind’s eye on hearing
specific figurations in waltz time played on a French accordion (ac-
cordéon musette). That semiosis is typically synecdochal because only
one tiny set of all the musical sounds circulating in Paris before World
War I have come to connote the totality of that time, that place, its cul-
ture, its popular classes, their habits and activities, all more likely in
black and white, too, rather than in colour.

Arbitrary sign

An arbitrary sign (Peirce’s symbol) is connected only by convention to
what it represents. Examples of arbitrary signs in the English language
are table, because, grass, semiotics, but, think, grateful, pullover and most
other words and phrases. This sign type is called conventional or arbi-
trary because it is supposed that nothing but convention prevents a
word like theology from denoting a can-opener, whereas it is highly un-
likely that an indexical sign like Champagne (the wine) will ever mean
POLISH VODKA or LAWN-MOWER, and impossible that smoke from a fire
will mean the fire has gone out or that you have run out of sugar. In
other words, a sign can be called arbitrary when its semiosis exhibits no
readily discernible elements of structural similarity (icons), or of prox-
imity or causality (indices), between sign and object/interpretant.?

8. Another type of metonymy uses phenomena connected in time or space to refer to
each other, as in the case of Champagne signifying a certain type of wine because it is
produced in a region of that name.

9. Arbitrary: not absolute; founded on (personal/collective) whim, convention, habit
etc. Arbitrary signs cannot originate as such because without other initial types of
semiotic relationship (e.g. icons or indices) it would be impossible to develop the
conventions on which arbitrary signs rely for their subsequent denotative qualities.
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Arbitrary signs are rare in music, except for things like instrumental
versions of national anthems or instrumental passages from Eurovision
Song Contest tunes. In these cases there is rarely any musical signifier,
iconic or indexical, of a particular national identity, the main point of
the music often being generic, apparently: to sound like a national an-
them or like a Eurovision Song Contest entry. It is only paramusical ev-
idence —the language in which the melodies are sung, or, in the case of
a national anthem, which flags are flown behind the Olympic medal-
lists” podium — that give uninitiated listeners a clue as to which nation
the anthem or the Eurovision song represents. In other instances where
musical signs are apparently stylised to the point of convention, some
vestige of non-arbitrary semiosis, iconic or indexical, always remains.
For instance, four French horns, in unison, playing broad, strong, con-
sonant melodies in the upper middle register of the instrument, still
sound heroic, even in space (as in Star Wars), despite the fact that the
etymophony of that horn sound is shrouded in the historical mists of
rural Europe, when horns were used in hunting or to clear the road for
stagecoaches.10 That specific indexical link in history with quick,
strong, energetic male activity may be lost on modern listeners but it
has passed into stylised convention. Other aspects of the original semi-
osis remain, because those ‘heroic’ horn melodies move swiftly in
broad, strong, sweeping and energetic gestures and because FAST,
BROAD, and STRONG are still supposed to be heroic characteristics.

Denotation and connotation

Denotation and connotation designate two different types of semiosis. By
denotation is meant the lexical type of meaning associated with diction-
ary definitions and with arbitrary signs. The word table, for instance, de-
notes ‘a flat horizontal slab or board supported by one or more legs’; it
doesn’t connote it. Similarly, theology doesn’t connote the idea of study-
ing religious beliefs: it denotes that idea. However, in the statement
smoke means fire, neither the phenomenon SMOKE nor the word smoke de-
notes fire: it is the perception of smoke that connotes the presence of fire

10. Mail coaches were the fastest vehicles on the planet, delivering the mail post-haste.
For more about action, heroism and horns, see Tagg (2000a:185-210).
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through causal indexicality. Despite the fact that SMOKE MEANS FIRE ex-
emplifies a more tangible type of semiosis than does theology’s link with
the idea of studying religions, denotation is still often considered to be
a less vague type of semiosis than connotation. Eco (1990:6) challenges
this assumption, branding the imagined solidity of denotative signifi-
cation through arbitrary signs ‘rigid designation’, adding that language
‘always says something more than its inaccessible literal meaning’. If
Eco’s observation is true for language, it is even more relevant to music
which, as just suggested, rarely uses arbitrary signs. Since music is
highly connotative, it is worth examining the concept of indexical con-
notation in more detail. I'll apply Eco’s ideas to the semiosis involved in
the statement ‘smoke means fire’.

I've shortened WHERE THERE’S SMOKE THERE'S FIRE to SMOKE MEANS FIRE. In
so doing, I substituted an indexical observation of simultaneity (smoke
at the same time as fire) with one of causality. I can do that because, un-
less we're talking about stage smoke (liquid CO,), fire causes smoke.

Now fit your smoke alarm as instructed (good) and go to sleep with a
burning cigarette (bad). Your smoke alarm wakes you up. Its piercing
sound is triggered by smoke caused by fire. You hear that loud, sharp
sound (the sign) and you know it means FIRE (interpretant) and other
alarming things, like WAKE UP, GET OUT OF THE HOUSE and DON’'T DIE (fi-
nal interpretants). The alarm sound doesn’t denote FIRE like the word fire,
nor does it directly mean FIRE indexically like the smoke you may or
may not see that is caused by fire you are even less likely to see. The
connection between the smoke alarm sound and fire is one of connota-
tion: the alarm connotes a particular sort of fire and everything you
know goes with it, because the relationship between the alarm sound as
signifier and the fire as signified, with all its connotations, presupposes
previously established levels of signification. These distinctions are essen-
tial in understanding how connotation, a central aspect of musical se-
mantics, actually works.

The ‘previous levels’ just mentioned are all indexical and causal,
namely the relationships [1] between the alarm sound and smoke
(smoke triggers the alarm), [2] between smoke and fire (fire causes
smoke), [3] between fire and danger (babies have to learn that fire
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hurts). With these three previous levels of signification you are able to
connote the specific threats of multiple burns, asphyxiation and possi-
ble death with the sound of a smoke alarm. In Eco’s terms (1976:55),
‘connotation arises when a signification is conveyed by a previous sig-
nification, which gives rise to a superelevation of codes’. The form of
this ‘connotative semiotics’ is shown in Table 5-1.11

Table 5-1. Smoke alarm: connotation as
superelevation of previous signification

Signifier Signified
Signifier Signified
Signifier Signified Danger! Get out!
alarm noise smoke fire

According to Eco (1976:55), ‘there is a connotative semiotics when there
is a semiotics whose expression plane is another semiotics’. So, in the
smoke alarm example, the interpretant (signified) of the three former
significations combined —[1] THE ALARM SOUND IS CAUSED BY SMOKE, [2]
SMOKE IS CAUSED BY FIRE and [3] THE GREAT PAIN OF SKIN BURNS IS CAUSED
BY FIRE — becomes the signifier of a fourth signified: DON’T DIE! GET OUT!
Thus the smoke signifies FIRE indexically, but the sound of the smoke
alarm also connotes both DANGER and EVACUATION associated with fire
thanks to the previous semiotic relationships. Eco continues his critique
of denotative hegemony in conventional linguistics as follows.

‘The difference between denotation and connotation is not... the differ-
ence between “univocal” and “vague” signification, or between “refer-
ential” and “emotional” communication, and so on. What constitutes a
connotation as such is the connotative code which establishes it; the
characteristic of a connotative code is the fact that the further significa-
tion conventionally relies on a primary one.’

This critique of received wisdom about denotation and connotation
segues into the next and equally problematic point —the widely held
assumption that music is intrinsically polysemic.

11. The original Eco model uses Hjelmslev’s terms expression — content, not the Saussu-
rean pair signifier — signified which is used here for reasons of brevity in comparison
with Peirce’s sign - object/interpretant.
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Polysemy and connotative precision

Polysemic —from Greek poly (oAU = many) and séma (onua = sign)—
means signifying many things at the same time, i.e. that the same sign
is linked to many different objects and/or interpretants. Now, there is
no doubt that music is polysemic from a logocentric viewpoint and I of-
ten produce the lexically incongruent concepts AUSTRIA and SHAMPOO
to illustrate the point. Austria is a middle-sized Central European na-
tion famous for its capital city, Vienna, for mountains, Strauss waltzes,
downhill skiing, Mozart and a host of other things that have nothing to
do with viscose liquid that comes in small plastic bottles and that you
apply to your scalp when washing your hair in the privacy of your own
bathroom. Despite these patent differences, I claim that AUSTRIA and
SHAMPOO belong to the same, well-defined semantic field. That sounds
ridiculous, so I'd better explain. [#4]

A one-minute extract from a romantic film theme (The Dream of Olwen
by Charles Williams) was played without visual accompaniment to 607
listeners. Respondents were asked to jot down notes for a suitable film
scenario or anything else that came into their mind when hearing the
piece. The most common responses were LOVE, ROMANCE and either A
COUPLE or A SINGLE WOMAN seen STROLLING THROUGH THE GRASS OF A
SUMMER MEADOW. Other common responses were WAVING CORN, ROLL-
ING HILLS, the long FLOWING HAIR and DRESS of the woman they saw, the
SWELL of the SEA in a SUMMER BREEZE, BILLOWING SAILS, a FLOWING RIVER,
OLDEN TIMES, etc. Several respondents imagined scenarios in either ENG-
LAND, FRANCE or AUSTRIA. Now, the AUSTRIA envisaged by respondents
was not the Dolomites in bad weather, nor skiing at Kitzbiihel, nor eat-
ing Sachertorte in a Konditorei, nor the airport or oil refinery at Schwe-
chat. No, it was the Austria of The Sound of Music, in particular a WOMAN
in a LONG DRESS STROLLING THROUGH GREEN MEADOWS. This cluster of re-
sponses describes the scene, shown as Figure 5-1 (p.158), in which Julie
Andrews bursts into the film’s title song (“The hills are alive with the
sound of music’). Now, that scene features a fine open-landscape pano-
rama quite different to the confines of a shower cabin where shampoo
is applied to the scalp. The question is obvious: how can shampoo be
like strolling through the green grass of an open meadow?
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Well, the SHAMPOO respondents mentioned was no more shampoo as
such than the AUSTRIA they saw was lexically Austria. Respondents
were in fact alluding to a Timotei shampoo advert featuring a young
woman, with long, flowing hair and a long, flowing, old-style white
cotton dress, moving in slow-motion through the long grass of a sum-
mer meadow and watched longingly by a young man in the back-
ground (Fig. 5-2a). This scenario may well derive from the famous
meadow love scene in Elvira Madigan (Fig. 5-2b).

Fig. 5-1. AUSTRIA: Julie Andrews bursts into song in The Sound of Music
Still captured from DVD © 20th Century Fox, 1958, 1965, 1993

]

Fig. 5-2. SHAMPOO: (a: left) Timotei advert (Sweden, c. 1980)
(b: right) Elvira Madigan (Widerberg, 1967): videocassette cover

Obvious similarities between these pictures suggest that respondents,
some of whom said AUSTRIA and others SHAMPOO, were not the least bit
confused about what sort of scenario, movements, gestures, activities,
emotions or moods they got from hearing the music, even though there

































































































































