
Prelude 

Music and Musicking 

In a concert hall, two thousand people settle in their seats, and an intense 
silence falls. A hundred musicians bring their instruments to the ready. The 
conductor raises his baton, and after a few moments the symphony begins. 
As the orchestra plays, each member of d1e audience sits alone, listening to 
the work of d1e great, dead, composer. 

In a supermarket, loudspeakers fill the big space with anodyne melodies 
that envelop customers, checkout clerks, shelf assistants and managers, 
uniting d1em in their common purpose of buying and selling. 

In a big stadium, fifty thousand voices cheer and fifty thousand pairs of 
hands applaud. A blaze of colored light and a crash of drums and aniplified 
guitars greet the appearance onstage of the famous star of popular music, 
who is often heard on record and seen on video but whose presence here in 
the flesh is an experience of another kind. The noise is so great that the first 
few minutes of the performance are inaudible. 

A young man walks down a city street, his Walkman clamped across his 
cars, isolating him from his surroundings. Inside his head is an infinite 
space charged with music that only he can hear. 

A saxophonist finishes his improvised solo with a cascade of notes that 
ornament an old popular song. He wipes his forehead with a handkerchief 
and nods absently to acknowledge the applause of a hundred pairs of 
hands. The pianist takes up the tune. 

A church organist plays tl1e first line of a familiar hymn tune, and tl1e 
wngregation begins to sing, a medley of voices in ragged unison. 

At an outdoor rally, with bodies erect and hands at the salute, fifty thou­
Hand men and women thunder out a patriotic song. The sounds they make 
rise toward the God whom tl1ey are imploring to make their country great. 
( )rhcrs hear the singing and shiver with fear. 
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In an opera house, a soprano, in long blond wig and white •own 
streaked with red, reaches the climax of her mad scene and dies patheti­
cally. Her death in song provokes not tears but a roar of satisfaction that 
echoes arOtmd the theater. As the curtain descends, hands clap thunder­
ously and feet stamp on the floor. In a few moments, restored to life, she 
will appear before the curtain to receive her homage with a torrent of ap­
plause and a shower of roses thrown from the galleries. 

A housewife making the beds in the morning sings to herself an old 
popular song, its words imperfectly remembered. 

So many different settings, so many different kinds of action, so many 
different ways of organizing sounds into meanings, all of them given the 
name music. What is this thing called music, that human beings the world 
over should find in it such satisfaction, should invest in it so much of their 
lives and resources? The question has been asked many times over the cen­
turies and since at least the time of the ancient Greeks, scholars and musi­
cians have tried to explain the nature and meaning of music and find the 
reason for its extraordinary power in the lives of human beings. 

Many of these attempts have been complex and ingenious, and some 
have even possessed a kind of abstract beauty, reminding one in their com­
plexity and ingenuity of those cycles and epicycles which astronomers in­
vented to explain the movement of the planets before Copernicus simpli­
fied matters by placing the sun instead of the earth at the center of the 
system. But none has succeeded in giving a satisfactory answer to the ques­
tion-or rather, pair of questions- Wh~t is the meaning of music? and 
What is the function of music in human life?- in the life, that is, of every 

member of the human species. 
It is easy to understand why. Those are the wrong questions to ask. 

There is no such thing as music. 
Music is not a thing at all but an activity, something that people do. The 

apparent thing "music" is a figment, an abstraction of the action, whose re­
ality vanishes as soon as we examine it at all closely. This habit of thinking 
in abstractions, of taking from an action what appears to be its essence and 
of giving that essence a name, is probably as old as language; it is useful in 
the conceptualizing of our world but it has its dangers. It is very easy to 
come to think of the abstraction as more real than the reality it represents, 
to clUnk, for example, of those abstractions which we call love, hate, good 
and evil as having an existence apart from the acts of loving, hating, or per­
~~~~~~~~tothink~~~~in~ 
way more real than the acts themselves, a kind of universal or ideal lying 
behind and suffusing the actions. This is the trap of reification, and it has 
been a besetting fault of Western thinking ever since Plato, who was one of 

its earliest perpetrators. 
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If there is no such thing as music, then to ask What is the meaning of' 
music?' is to ask a question that has no possible answer. Scholars of West­
ern music seem to have have sensed rather tl1an understood that this is so· ) 
but rather than directing their attention to the activity we call music, 
whose meanings have to be grasped in time as it flies and carmot be fixed 
on paper, they have quietly carried out a process of elision by means of 
which the word music becomes equated witl1 "works of music in the West­
ern tradition." Those at least do seem to have a real existence, even if tl1e 
question of just how and where they exist does create problems. In tllis way 
the question ''What is the meaning of music?" becomes the more manage­
able "What is the meaning of this work (or these works) of music?"­
which is not the same question at all. 

Tllis privileging of Western classical music above all other musics is a 
strange and contradictory phenomenon. On the one hand, it is claimed to 
be an intellectual and spiritual achievement tl1at is unique in the world's 
musical cultures (for me the claim is sUl11ffied up by the reported remark of 
a famous scientist who, when asked what message should be included in a 
missile to be fired off in search of otl1er intelligent life in the universe, 
replied, "We could send them Bach, but tl1at would be boasting"); on the 
other hand, it appeals to only a very tiny minority of people, even within 
Western industrialized societies; classical music records account for only 
around 3 percent of all record sales. 

We even see it in the way the word music is commonly used; we know 
what kind of music is dealt with in the music departments of universities 
and colleges and in schools and conservatories of music, and we know 
what kind of music an upmarket newspaper's music critic will be writing 
about. In addition, musicology is, almost by definition, concerned with 
Western classical music, while other musics, including even Western popu­
lar musics, are dealt with under the rubric of ethnomusicology (the real 
musical study of Western popular musics, in their own terms rather than 
those of classical music, is only just beginning and does not yet dare to call 
itself musicology). 

The contradiction extends to the nature of the music itself; on the one 
h.md, it is regarded as the model and paradigm for all musical experience, 
ll can be seen from the fact that a classical training is thought to be a fit 
preparation for any other kind of musical performance (a famous violinist 
n·~·ords "jazz" duets with Stephane Grappelli, and operatic divas record 

1 mgs from Broadway musicals, all witl1out apparently hearing their own 
I listic solecisms); and on the other, it is regarded as somehow unique and 

1\1 1t to be subjected to the same modes of inquiry as other musics, espe­
h\lly in respect to its social meanings; brave spirits who have attempted to 

l1 1 NI 1 have brought the wrath of the musicological establishment down on 
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their heads. Even those who try to right the balance by comparative study 
of other human musics most often avoid comparisons with Western classi­
cal music, thus emphasizing, if only in a negative way, its uniqueness and 
implicitly privileging it in reverse, although it is in fact a perfectly normal 
human music, an ethnic music if you like, like any other and, like any 
other, susceptible to social as well as purely musical comment. 

So it is tl1at while scholars of music may disagree of any number of mat­
ters, there is one matter on which there is virtually unanimous agreement, 
all the more powerful for being for the most part undiscussed and unspo­
ken. It is that the essence of music and of whatever meanings it contains is 
to be found in those things called musical works-works, that is, of West­
ern classical music. The most succinct modern formulation of the idea 
comes perhaps from the doyen of contemporary German musicologists, 
Carl Dalhaus (1983), who tells us, flatly, that "the subject matter of music is 
made up, primarily, of significant works of music that have outlived the 
culture of their age" and that "the concept 'work' and not 'event' is the cor­
nerstone of music history." Any history of music will bear out Dalhaus's 
contention. They are primarily histories of those things which are works of 
music and of the people who made them, and they tell us about the cir­
cumstances of their creation, about the fa,ttors that influenced their nature, 
and about the influence they have had on subsequent works. 

It is not only historians who assume the primacy of musical works but 
also musicologists, whose purpose is to ascertain the real nature and con­
tours of musical works by recourse to original texts, as well as theorists, 
whose purpose is to discover the way in which the works are constructed as 
objects in themselves, and aestheticians, who deal with the meaning of 
sound objects and the reasons for their effect on a listener. All are con­
cerned with things, with musical works. Even the recent area of study 
known as "reception history'' deals not, as one might reasonably expect, 
with performance itself but with the changing ways in which musical 
works have been perceived by their audiences during the term of their exis­
tence. The part played by the performers in that perception does not come 
into consideration; when performance is discussed at all, it is spoken of as 
if it were nothing more than a presentation, and generally an approximate 
and imperfect presentation at that, of the work that is being performed. It 
is rare indeed to find the act of musical performance thought of as possess­
ing, much less creating, meanings in its own right. 

The presumed autonomous "thingness" of works of music is, of course, 
only part of the prevailing modern philosophy of art in general. What is 
valued is not the action of art, not the act of creating, and even less that of 
perceiving and responding, but the created art object itself. Whatever 
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meaning art may have is thought to reside in the object, persisting ind ·• 
pcndently of what the perceiver may bring to it. It is sin1ply rl1ere, Aoatin r 

rhrough history untouched by time and change, waiting for tl1e ideal pcr­
ceiver to draw it out. 

It is f~r the sake of tl1at unchanging, inm1anent meaning that paintings, 
books, p1eces of sculpture and other art objects (including musical works 
and the scores that in some not quite understood way are supposed to be 
the bearers of them) are cared for, lovingly exhibited in air-conditioned 
museums (and concert halls), sold for exorbitant prices (the autograph 
s ·ore of Schumrum's Piano Concerto in A Minor was sold in London in 
1989 for nearly one and a half million dollars), printed in luxurious edi-
1 ions, pursued to the creator's manuscript (and performed in "authentic" 
versions). The critic Waiter Benjanun encapsulated the idea in one memo­
rable sentence: "The supreme reality of art," he wrote, "is the isolated, self­
l"Ontained work." 

This idea, that musical meaning resides uniquely in music objects, 
wmes with a few corollaries. Tli.e first is that musical performance plays no 
parr in the creative process, being only the medium through which the iso­
l.ucd, self-contained work has to pass in order to reach its goal, tl1e listener. 
We read little in music literature about performance orl1er than in the lim­
ltl·d sense of following the composer's notations and realizing them in 
IHIIld, and we are left to conclude tl1at the more transparent rl1e medium 

the better. 

'!'here are even those who believe that, since each performance is at best 
1 mly an imperfect and approximate representation of the work itself, it foi­
l~ •ws that music's irmer meanings can never be properly yielded up in per­
llll'mance. !hey can be discovered only by those who can read and study 
the score, like Joharmes Bral1ms, who once refused an invitation to attend a 
(Wrf(>rmance of Mozart's Don Giovanni, saying he would sooner stay 
h111llc and read it. What Mozart, the supreme practical musician, would 
l1.1w had to say about that one can only imagine. We note the corollary to 
th11t idea, wluch is seriously held by many musical scholars and even musi-
l,lns : only tl1ose who can read a score have access to tl1e inner meanings of 

IIIIINil:. One wonders, in that case, why we should bod1er performing musi­
••1 Wl •rks at all, when we could just sit at home, like Bral1ms, and read 

thnu as if they were novels. 

A.~ fhr performers, we hear little about them either, at least not as ere­
'' 11 .~ of' musical meaning. It seems tl1at they cru1 clarify or obscure a work, 
JH·~~· nr 1t adequately or not, but tl1ey have nodung to contribute to it· its . ' 
IIU' •111111g has been completely determined before a performer ever lays eyes 
1111 I Ill' .~ ·ore. omposers, especially in the twentieth century, have often 
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railed against the "liberties" taken by performers who dare to interpose 
themselves, their personalities and their ideas between composer and lis­
tener. Igor Stravinsky (1947) was especially vehement in this regard, con­
demning "interpretation" in terms that seem as much moral as purely aes­
thetic and demanding from the performer a rigidly objective approach 
called by him "execution," which he characterized as "the strict putting 
into effect of an explicit will that contains nothing beyond what it specifi­
cally commands." The eagerness with which many composers took up elec­
tronic composition from the 1950s onward was motivated at least in part 
by the prospect of dispensing altogether with the services of those trouble­
some fellows. 

The second corollary is that a musical performance is thought of as a 
one-way system of communication, running from composer to individual 
listener through the medium of the performer. This is perhaps just another 
way of stating the first, though it brings a change of emphasis, for it sug­
gests that the listener's task is simply to contemplate the work, to try to un­
derstand it and to respond to it, but that he or she has nothing to con­
tribute to its meaning. That is the composer's business. 

It suggests also that music is an individual matter, that composing, per­
forming and listening take place in a social vacuum; the presence of other 
listeners is at best an irrelevance and at worst an interference in the individ­
ual's contemplation of the musical work as it is presented by the perform­
ers. A flowchart of communication during a performance might show ar­
rows pointing from composer to perfdrrhers and a multitude of arrows 
pointing from performers to as many listeners as are present; but what it 
will not show is any arrow pointing in the reverse direction, indicating 
feedback from listener to performers and certainly not to composer (who 
in any case is probably dead and so cannot possibly receive any feedback). 
Nor would it show any that ran from listener to listener; no interaction is 
assumed there. 

A third corollary is that no performance can possibly be better than the 
work that is being performed. The quality of the work sets an upper limit 
to the possible quality of the performance, so an inferior work of music 
cannot possibly give rise to a good performance. We all know from experi­
ence that that is nonsense; performers are always capable of turning trivial 
material into great performances. Adelina Patti could reduce an audience 
to tears singing "Home Sweet Home," while the wealth of meanings that 
Billie Holiday was able to create with her performances of the tritest of 
popular songs is both legendary and documented on record. Were it not 
so, then much of the culture of opera would collapse, for who would toler-
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ate the musical and dramatic absurdities of Lucia di Lammermoor, fc>r n 
ample, or of Gounod's Faust if it were not for the opportunities the o ld 
warhorses give singers to show off their powers? 

But I should go further and shall argue later that it is not just great per­
formers who are capable of endowing such material with meaning and 
beauty. However trivial and banal the work may be that is the basis of the 
perform~ce,. meaning and beauty are created whenever any performer ap­
pr~aches It with love and with all the skill and care that he or she can bring 
to tt. And of course it is also possible to give a beautiful performance with­
out ~y work of music at all being involved, as thousands of improvising 
mustCians have demonstrated. 

A fourth corollary is that each musical work is autonomous, that is to 
say, ~t exists without necessary reference to any occasion, any ritual, or any 
particular set of religious, political, or social beliefs. It is there purely for 
what the philosopher Immanuel Kant called "disinterested contemplation" 
of its own inherent qualities. Even a work that started its life as integrally 
attached to a myth and to the ritual enactment of that myth, as, for exam­
plc, did Bach's Saint Matthew Passion, which was intended as part of the 
Good Friday obsequies of the Lutheran Church, is today performed in 
,·oncert halls as a work of art in its own right, whose qualities and whose 
meaning for a modern listener are supposed to depend solely on its quali­
ties "as music" and have nothing to do with the beliefs that Bach believed 
he had embodied in it. 

My musical friends scoff at me when I say I can hardly bear to listen to 
the piece, so powerfully and so cogently does it embody a myth that to me 
i profoundly antipathetic. "Don't bother about all that," they say, "just lis­
fl'll to the marvelous music." Marvelous music it is indeed, but marvelous 
tor what? That is a question that seems never to be asked, let alone an-
wcrcd. Other musical cultures, including our own past, would find such 

1111 itudes curious; Bach himself, could he know about them, might well feel 
th.tt his masterpiece was being trivialized. 

Neither the idea that musical meaning resides uniquely in musical ob-
1 'ts ~tor any of its corollaries bears much relation to music as it is actually 
prolc.'tlccd throughout the human race. Most of the world's musicians-and 
hy that word I mean, here and throughout this book, not just professional 
musil.:ians, not just those who make a living from singing or playing or 
umpming, but anyone who sings or plays or composes-have no use for 
musi~·al scores and do not treasure musical works but simply play and sing, 
ltotwmg on remembered melodies and rhythms and on their own powers 

ut 111vcmion within the strict order of tradition. There may not even be 
11 fixed and stable musical work, so the performer creates as he or she 
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performs while the listeners, should there be an?' apart from th~ perform­
ers, have an important and acknowledged creauve role to play ~ rl1e per­
formance drrough the energy they feed (or fail to feed), selecuvely and 
wid1 discrimination, back to the performers. . 

But even within a literate musical culture such as the Western classiCal 
tradition the exclusive concentration on musical works and the relegation 
of the act of performance to subordinate status has resulted in a severe 
misunderstanding of what actually takes place during a performance. That 
misunderstanding has, as we shall see, had in turn its effect on the perfor­
mance itself-on the experience, that is, of the performance, for b~th per­
formers and listeners- an effect that I believe to have been more to rmpov­
erish than to enrich it. For performance does not exist in order to present 
musical works, but rather, musical works exist in order to give performers 
something to perform. 

That being so, a musical performance is a much richer and ~ore com­
plex affair than is allowed by those who concentr~te ~-eir att~nuon exclu­
sively on the musical work and on its effe~t on an m~vtduallisten~r. If ~e 
widen the circle of our attention to take m d1e enure set of relationships 
that constitutes a performance, we shall see that music's primary meanings 
are not individual at all but social. Those social meanings are not to be 
hived off into somedling called a "sociology" of music that is separ:ate 
from the meaning of the sounds but are fundamental to an understanding 
of the activity that is called music. . 

The fundamental nature and meaning of music lie not in objects, not m 
musical works at all, but in action, in what people do. It is only by under­
standing what people do as d1ey take Rallt in a musical act tha~ we can hope 
to understand its nature and the function it fulfills in human life. Whatever 
that function may be, I am certain, first, that to take part in a mu~ic act is ?f 
central importance to our very humanness, as import~t ~s taking. part ~ 
the act of speech, which it so resembles (but from which tt also differs m 
important ways), and second, that everyone, every norm~y end~wed 
human being, is born with the gift of music no les~ d1an wtth ~e g~ o,: 
speech. If that is so, then our present-day concert life, whether classiCal 
or "popular," in which the "talented" few are empowered to produce 
music for the "untalented" majority, is based on a falsehood. It means rl1at 
our powers of making music for ourselves have been hijacke~ and the.ma­
jority of people robbed of the musicality that is theirs by nght of bU:th, 
while a few stars, and their handlers, grow rich and famous rllfough selling 
us what we have been led to believe we lack. 

This book, then, is not so much about music as it is about people, about 
people as they play and sing, as they listen and compose, and even as they 
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?ance (~or in m~y cultures if no one is dancing d1en no music is happen 
mg, so mtegralts dance to the musical act), and about d1c ways in whidt 
~hey-we-go about singing and playing and composing and listening. lt 
IS also about the reasons we feel the urge to do d1ese things and why we fc ·I 
good when we do them well. We could say that it is not so much about 
music as about people musicking. 

. So far as I. ~ow the word musicking does not appear in any English dic­
tton~r_y, but tt ts too useful a conceptual tool to lie unused. It is the present 
parttctple, or gerund, of the verb to music. This verb does have an obscure 
existence in ~ome larger dictionaries, but its potential goes unexploited be­
l:ause when tt does appear it is used to mean roughly rl1e same as "to per­
form" or "to make music" -a meaning that is already well covered by those 
two words. I have larger ambitions for this neglected verb. · 

, I have.proposed dlis definition: To music is to take part, in any capacity, 
111 ~~ mu~t~al performance, whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing 
fir practtctng, by providing material for performance (what is called compos­
;,(q), o~ by d~ncing. We nlight at times even extend its meaning to what the 
fll'r,m~l ts domg who takes d1e tickets at the door or the hefty men who slllft 
I hl· ptano and the drums or the roadies who set up the instruments and 
l1trry out rl1e sound checks or the cleaners who dean up after everyone else 
h•• ·~ gone. They, too, are all contributing to the nature of the event that is a 
musical performance. 

It will bec?me dear as we go along how useful this verb-and especially 
11 ~l'rund-ts (the added k is not just a caprice but has llistorical an­
t l'dcnts), and I shall use it from now on as if it were the proper English 
I ll~uagc verb that I hope it will become. 

I h.tvc to ~1ake two things dear. The first is that to pay attention in any 
11y le 

1 :~ mustcal performance, including a recorded performance, even to 
ltl..tk 111 an elevator, is to music. The second is related but needs to be 

I ll•d separately: rl1e verb to music is not concerned with valuation. It is 
l t lpt ivc, not prescriptive. It covers all participation in a musical perfor­
llll', whether it takes place actively or passively, whether we like the way 

t lhtpp,·ns or whether we do not, whether we consider it it interesting or 
11 11~ , l'Onstructive or destructive, sympathetic or antipathetic. The word 
llltl'tn,'tin useful only for so long as we keep our own value judgments 

I I ••I 11 . Value-laden uses that I have heard, such as "Everyone ought to 
U j," • •I' "You can't call listening to a Walknlan musicking," distort its 

lUll~ weaken its usefulness as an investigative tool, and plunge us back 
I 'ftutk .trgumcnts about what music or musicking is. Value judgments 

I • l1lli' l', if rhcy come at all. 

1'•111 lrom 1:-tvoring the idea dut music is first and foremost action the 
' 
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w rd has other useful implications. In the first place, in making no distinc­
tion between what the performers are doing and what the rest of those 
present are doing, it reminds us that musicking (you see ho': easy it is to 
slip into using it) is an activity in which all those present are mvolved and 
for whose nature and quality, success or failure, everyone present bears 
some responsibility. It is not just a matter of composers, or even pe.rf?rm­
ers, actively doing something to, or for, passive listeners. Whatever 1t IS we 
are doing, we are all doing it together-performers, listeners (should there 
be any apart from the performers), composer (should there be one a~art 
from the performers), dancers, ticket collectors, piano movers, roadies, 
cleaners and all. 

I am not, of course, so silly as to see no distinction between what the 
performers are doing and what the cleaners ar~ d?ing.; they are obviously 
doing different things, and when we want to distmgmsh between the two 
sets of activities we already have adequate words with which to do so. In 
using the verb to music, on the other hand, we are remin~ed that all these 
different activities add up to a single event, whose nature IS affected by the 
ways in which all of them are carried out, and we have a tool by means ~f 
which we can begin to explore the meanings that the event as a whol~ IS 
generating. We take into account not just what the performers are domg 
and certainly not just the piece that is being played or what the composer, 
should there be one, has done. We begin to see a musical performance as an 
encounter between human beings that takes place through the medium of 
sounds organized in specific ways. Like all human encounters, it tak~s place 
in a physical and a social setting, and those, too, have to be taken mto ac­
count when we ask what meanings are being generated by a performance. 

That being so, it is not enough to ask, What is the nature or the meaning 
of this work of music? To do so leaves us trapped in the assumptions of the 
modern Western concert tradition, atfd even within those limits, so narrow 
when one considers the whole field of human musicking, it will give an­
swers that are at best partial and even contradictory. And of course, if there 
is no fixed and stable musical work, as is true of many cultures, then the 
question cannot even be asked. Using the concep~ of m~sicking ~s a 
human encounter, we can ask the wider and more mterestmg quesuon: 
What does it mean when this performance (of this work) takes place at this 
time, in this place, with these participants? Or to put it more simply, w~ can 
ask of the performance, any performance anywhere and at any trme, 
What1s really going on here? It is at that point, and not before, that we can 
allow our value judgments full rein- if we wish to do so. 

In framing that question, I have placed the words "of this work'' in 
parentheses to remind us that there may not necessarily be a musical work 
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but that when there is, then the nature of that work is part of 1 he 1 wrur~· of 

the perfo~mance, and whatever meanings it may in itself possess ;1 re pa 
1
•
1 

, ,, • 

the meanmg of the event-an important part but only a part. 1 do this in 
order to reassure those who fear that I am going to ignore the part that 

1 
he 

na~e of the work plays in the nature of the performance or even that 1 am 
gomg to deny its existence altogether. Of course not; those set sequcncc.:li 
of s~unds we call works, or pieces, of music form an important part of the.: 
musiCal economy of the modern world, from the Ninth Symphony of 
Beethoven to "Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer." 

But they are not the whole of musicking and in fact are not even neces­
sary.for it to tak_e place, as can be seen from the large number of human 
musical cultures m which there is no such thing as a musical work, in which 
there are only the activities of singing, playing, listening-and most proba­
bly, dancing. 

Thus we see that the second question does not exclude the first but 
r:~t~1er s.ubsumes i~, ~to a larger and more comprehensive question. In ad­
dition, If the definiuon of musicking I have offered takes in all the activities 
~hat affect the nature of that event which is a performance, then that must 
111du~e preparing. for it. That means that composing, practicing and re­
hc:arsmg, performmg, and listening are not separate processes but are all 
•tspec~s of the one great human activity that is called musicking. And if the 
l~ll'amng of the work is part of the meaning of the event, then the opposi­
IIC •n between ''work" and "event" expressed by Cad Dalhaus does not exist. 

By expanding ~ur questioning to the total performance we can escape 
Ire 1~11 the a~sumpuons of the Western concert tradition as it exists today, 
wluch contmue to dominate the ways in which we think about music and 

,. can see that tradition, as it were from the outside as a small and iliese 
I I .~(it was not always so) tranquil (some might even, say stagnant) lagoon 

ul the.: ?reat restless ocean of hun1an musicking. We may see also tl1at, 
hl'll VIewed from outside, it is less isolated from that great ocean tl1an 

rhc •s~· who look only from inside may think and perhaps also tl1at whatever 
h.tluy we can ~on~ue to find in it today is, as it always has been, pro­
he~nl hy the qwckerung effect of the life-giving water of that great ocean. 

An.y thcor~ of m~sicking, which is to say any attempt to explain its 
lllt'.uung and Its funcuon in human life, that cannot be used to account for 

11 hlll.nan musicking, no matter how strange, primitive or even antipa­
h ' 11~ .11 ma~ seem to our perceptions, is not worth the paper it is written 
11 . 1t IN not JUSt a question of why the Saint Matthew Passion of J. S. Bach 
lltltlw Ninth Symphony of Beethoven are great works-which they Lm­

tuuhtnlly arc.:, ~nee we acce~t the premises on which they were composed. 
lr I 11111 cvc.:n JUSt a question of why people like to sing and to hear 



"Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer" or "Does Your Chewing Gum Lose 
Its Flavor on the Bedpost Over Night?" or why drunken ol' pals like to 
gather around the piano and sing bawdy songs together in rustic harmo~y. 
It .must also explain why it is that takillg part in a performance of the Samt 
Matthew Passion or the Ninth Symphony or "Rudolph the Red Nosed 
Reindeer" arouses in some a powerful and joyful emotional response while 

in others it induces only boredom and irritation. . 
But the theory must go further, and be able to explain why Indonestans 

enjoy taking part in performances of gamelan music, why ~e Ewe of 
Ghana like to play, sing and dance to Mro-Cuban popular mustc as w~ll as 
the adzida dance, and why many, but by no means all, Mrican Amencans 
like to sing and to hear gospel songs. It must also be able to explain why so 
many white people go for Mrican American blues, some of them even ~e­
coming successful and admired practitioners, why ra.p has become an .tm­

portant and influential way of musicking o.n ~oth stdes of the Amencan 

calor barrier, and how it is that reggae got btg m Japan. . 
It must be able to explain, in fact, not just why members of one soctal 

and cultural group differ in their ways of musicking from members of an­
other group but how it is that members of one culture can come t~ ~der­
stand and to enjoy, and perhaps creatively misunderstand, the mustc~g of 
others. It must explain also how some musical cultures become dommant, 
sometimes across the whole world, while others remain confined to the so­
cial group within which they originated. And of course it must be able to 

explain why people like to music at all. . . . . . 
There is no dearth of studies, many of them brilliant and illurnmatmg, 

of musicking's social furtction, that show the ways in which musi~king 
fu.rtctions as a social and even a political act. Nor do we lack for studies of 
the dazzling series of interactions, fusions, crossovers and hybri~ations 
that are taking place today between musicians the world over. In this book 
there is no way in which I could possibly deal with all these phen~mena 
even if I had the knowledge and experience to do so. Nor am I trymg to 
give an account of what musicking has become in our ~e or of how_ it got 
to be that way; I shall have little to say about recording, broadcastmg or 

what has become known as the music industry. 
My purpose here is different-at the same time mor~ modest ~d _more 

ambitious. It is to propose a framework for understanding all mu_stcking ~s 
a human activity, to understand not just how but why t~g part_ m~ ~ust­
cal performance acts in such complex ways on_our_ eXistence a~ mdivtd~al, 
social and political beings. What I am proposmg ts a way of mte~pr~tm? 
what we already know about hun1an musicking, a theory of mustckmg tf 

you like. 
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Who n_eeds ~theory of musicking? Surely, such a thing is too :1 ·ad ·mi~.: 
to be of etther mterest or use to ordinary people? 

Everyone, whether aware of it or not, has what we can loosely :111 a rhc 
?ry of musicking, which is to say, an idea of what musicking i ·, of what it 
IS not, ~d of the part it plays in our lives. As long as that theory n.:m:1ins 
tmc~nsctou:' ~d ~~~ught about, it not only controls people and their 
mustcal actlvttles, limtttng and circumscribing their capabilities, but also 
renders them vulnerable to manipulation by those those who have an inter­
est in doing so for purposes of power, status, or profit. It is one of my aims 
in this book to make readers more aware of the the nature of their "theo­
ries" of musicking and thus be in a better position to take control of their 
1~u~icallives. A theory of musicking, like the act itself, is not just an affair 
tor mtellec~als and "cultured" people but an important component of our 
understanding of ourselves and of our relationships with other people and 
the other creatures with which we share our planet. It is a political matter 
in the widest sense. 
. . If ev~ryone is born musical, then everyone's musical experience is valid. 
I hat bemg so, a theory of musicking, if it is to have any basis in real life 
must stan? up to being tested against the musical experience of ever; 
hum:m bemg, no matter who he or she may be or how the experience was 
ilcqtured. ~or that r~ason I shall write in terms that are as closely tied to con­
crete mustcal expe~tence as I can make them, and I ask in turn that every 
reader_ test ever~g that I have to say against his or her own experience. 

So tf the meanmg of music lies not just in musical works but in the to­
ta~ity o~ a musical performance, where do we start to look for insights that 
w11l umte the work and the event and allow us to understand it? 

The answer I propose is this. The act of musicking establishes in the 
place where it is happening a set of relationships, and it is in those relation-
hips that the me~g of the act lies. They are to be found not only be­
IW~en those orgaruzed sounds which are conventionally thought of as 
hc1~1g the s~f of musical meaning but also between the people who are 
htkmg part, m whatever capacity, in the performance; and they model, or 
l.md a~ met_aphor for, ideal relationships as the participants in the perfor­

mance !m~~me them to be: relationships between person and person, be­
lwccn mdivtdual and society, between humanity and the natural world and 
•vcn pcrh~ps the sup~rnatural world. These are important matters, perhaps 
lhl· 1~10~t 1~portant m human life, and how we learn about them through 
IIIIISickmg ts what this book is about. 

As we shall see, the relationships of a musical performance are enor­
mously complex, too complex, ultimately, to be expressed in words. But 
1h.11 does not mean that they are too complex for our minds to encompass. 
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· 1 'he act of musicking, in its totality, itself provides us with a language by 
means of which we can come to understand and articulate those relation­
ships and through them to understand the relationships of our li~es. 

That being so, we need to look as well as listen around us duriDg a per­
formance, to find out what relationships are being generated in the perfor­
mance space. To show the kind of questions we might ask ~f a perfor­
mance I shall be examining carefully an important event ID Western 
music~ culture, namely, a symphony concert as it might take place in a 
concert hall anywhere in the industrialized world. I am going to try to de­
construct it, which is to say, to decipher the signals that are everywhere 
being given and received, and to learn the meaning not just ?f the musical 
works that are being played there but of the total event that 1s a symphony 
concert. I have three reasons for taking this event as an example. 

The first is that it is likely to be an experience that most readers of this 
book will have undergone at least once, and you will therefore be able to 
check my observations against your own. . 

The second is that a symphony concert is a very sacred event ID Western 
culture, sacred in the sense that its nature is assumed to be given and not 
open to question. I know of few writings that so much as attempt to de­
scribe it in detail, let alone question its nature. I shall therefore, and I 
cheerfully admit the fact, find it a pleasurable task to examine it and to ask 
the forbidden question, What>s really going on here? . . 

I have to pause here, remembering the response of some cnncs to my 
earlier attempts to deconstruct a symphony concert. It seems that I need to 
explain that to do this is not to anathematize or in :my .way pass judgment 
on either the event or the works that are played durmg 1ts course. To try to 
tease out the complex texture of meanings that a musical performance­
any musical performance, anywhere, at any time-generates is .not redu:­
tive or destructive. Quite the contrary; it is to enrich our expenence of lt. 
And after all, at the very least, the ceremonies of the concert hall must, to 
the unbiased eye and ear, appear as strange as did those rituals of Mrica and 
America which the first European travelers encountered and just as much in 
need of accounting for. As I said earlier, it i~ an ethnic music like any other. 

Nor, in asking of a symphony concert the question What>s rea~ly go~ng 
on here? am I suggesting, as some critics seem to think, that what 1s goiDg 
on is something sinister, something "dehumanizing" or "authoritarian" 
(two words recendy used in this regard by a critic). It is no part of ~y pur­
pose to characterize symphonic or indeed any o~er perform~ce ID such 
crude reductive terms. I simply want to show the kind of quesnons that we 
might ask of it, and I carmot help wondering if those who show such resis­
tance to asking questions of a symphony concert might not themselves be a 
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litde afraid that they will uncover meanings they would rather 1101 knc 1w 
about. 

Another caution that I have learned from my critics is that I am nor mak· 
ing the logically quite unjustified jump from deconstructing a symphony 
conc~rt to c~aracterizing (and apparendy, by implication condemning) 
class1eal mustc as. a whole. As d1ose critics have kindly pointed out to me, 
there are other kinds of event within the classical music culture: chamber 
music concerts and opera, for example, as well as solo recitals and record 
·venings; ~d while they clearly possess many features and meanings in 
con1mon w1th symphony concerts, they also differ from them, as can be 
seen. fro~ the fact that their respective audiences, while they overlap, are 
not 1denncal. To those critics I can only repeat that my intention is not to 
give a blanket characterization of classical music but simply to show the 
kinds of questions one can ask of a particular kind of musical performance. 
. All ~at said, I have to confess that there is a third, more personal reason 
fc~r taking. the symphony concert as example. It arises from my own contin­
umg amb1valent relationship with the Western classical tradition, with the 
works that are assumed to comprise it, on the one hand, and, on the other, 
with the institutions through and in which it is disseminated performed 

' ' ·~nd li~tened to today. Despite the fact that I grew up half a world away 
fr.()Jn ItS heardand, I. was brought up in dlat tradition. I learned to play its 
p1ano repertory, I listened to records and went whenever opportunities 
presented themselves (very rarely up to my twenties) to attend perfor­
mances ?f the symphonic and chamber repertory; opera did not come my 
W;ay until I was too old to succumb to its charms. I still get a feeling in the 
l";lt of my pants every four minutes or so when I play my magnificent new 

( :Ds of wonderful old warhorses like the Emperor Concerto or the Rach­
maninov Second Concerto, when I used to have to get up and turn over 
the twelve-inch, 78-rpm record. 

I r is my heritage and I carmot escape it, and I understand well the con­
firming urge on the part of performers, as well as of musicologists, theo­
li ts, and historians, to explore those repertories and learn their secrets. I 
Ill sdf continue to love playing such piano works of that tradition as are 
within the reach of my modest technique and take every opportunity to do 
c '• he •th in public and in private. 

But from the moment when I began to attend large-scale public con­
'tt s, I have never felt at ease in that environment. Loving to hear and to 

1 ha I he works but feeling uncomfortable during the events at which they 
u· presented has produced a deep ambivalence that has not lessened over 

tlw l'ars. N.ow, in my seventy-first year, I have come nearer to pinning 
luwn what IS wrong. I do not feel at ease with the social relationships of 
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onccrt halls. I can say that they do not correspond with my ideal of 
human relationships. For me there is a dissonance between the meanings­
the relationships-that are generated by the works that are being per­
formed and those that are generated by the performance events. 

I have no desire to impose these feelings on anyone who might read this 
book, and I hope that by acknowledging them right at the start I can avoid 
even the appearance of wanting to do so. I strongly suspect, ho~ever, that 
I am not alone in feeling as I do; if so it may be that my exploranon of my 
ambivalent feelings might be of use to others besides myself, includin~ per­
haps, mutatis mutandis, those who feel at ease in the concert hall enVIron­
ment but not in certain other musical environments-a jazz or rock con-

cert, for example. 
In any case, I do not regret the dissonance, which has over the years 

been a rich source of feelings and ideas, nor do I feel any resentment 
against the culture for what is apparendy my own self-exclusion from it. It 
is this continuing ambivalent fascination with the culture of the concert 
hall that leads me to frame a question-a subquestion, if you like, of that 
which I framed a few pages back: What does it mean to take part in a per­
formance of Western concert music in a concert hall .in these closi~g years of 
the twentieth century? I shall be devoting a substannal part of this book to 

an exploration of this question. . 
There must be a link between the nature of symphoruc works and the 

nature of the events at which they are played. That link is flexible, as we can 
see from the fact that most of them were first played to different audiences 
and under different conditions from those under which they are played 
and listened to today; but it must, on the other hand, exist, since only 
works from a certain specific repertory are displayed at modern symphony 
concerts. One does not hear "Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer" there, or 
"Black and Tan Fantasy" or "Please Please Me"; they are heard in other 
places, under other conditions. That leads me to a difficult question, which 
I hesitate to ask but must ask: Is there something built into the nature of the 
works of that repertory that makes performing and listening to them under 
any circumstances go counter to the way I b~li~(e\ human relations~ips should 
be? Do they sing a siren song? Or to put 1t m newspaper headline terms, 
Was even Mozart wrong? Many people whose views I respect would answer 

those questions with a firm yes. 
Nevertheless I feel the case for the prosecution has yet to be proved . ' . 

The various counsels for the defense, in schools, music colleges, and uru-
versities, may be overemphatic in defense of their client and overeager ~o 
claim privilege for it, but we are not in a court of law, and an adversar1 ~ l 
stance does litde good for either side. Besides, as long as they center the1r 
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argument on m~si~ objects and ignore the music act, centcring on musil 
rather th~ mus1eking, the cycles and epicycles keep spirull.ng merrily, and 
the questl~n can never be answered. Maybe that is why they do it. 1 n any 
case, that 1s one .reason the question must be asked in a new way. 

It seems obv1ous to me that performing these works under certain ir­
curnstances . generates different meanings from performing them under 
others. For mstance, when I, an amateur pianist using material provided by 
!osef Hay~ ~der the name of Piano Sonata in E-flat and charging noth­
mg for ~dmiss10n, play the piano to a couple hundred of my fellow citizens 
of the litde Catalan town where I live, people from a variety of occupations 
that could be called working-class as well as middle-class, most of whom I 
know and who know me, at least by sight in the street, I think we are to­
gether making different meanings from those made when a famous virtu­
u~o pi~st p~rforms from that same material to an anonymous paying au­
~lcnce m a b1g conc~rt hall . . At the same time, since we are both playing 
trom the same matenal, making more or less the same sounds in the same 
relationships, there must also be a residue of meanings that are common to 
hoth performances. Maybe if we knew completely where the differences 
nd .the similarities lay, we should understand completely the nature of 
mus1~al performance. In any case the first step is taken when we ask the 
4JUCStiOn What-'s really going on here? 

But do ~ot expect from me any final or definite answer to that or any 
thcr questlons that I may raise in this book. In the first place, I do not 
hlnk. ther~ are final ~d definite answers to any of the really important 
U t1ons m human life; there are only useful and useless answers-an­

rll, that is, that lead in the direction of enrichment of experience or of 
hn~overis~ent. And in the second place, it is one of the assumptions 
wh1ch I wnte that y~u, the reader, are perfecdy capable of coming up 

hh your own answers, JUSt as you are capable of doing your own musick­
' All I hope to do is help frame the questions, for if questions are not 
' d properly, then there is not much hope of coming up with right, or 
f 11 answers. 
'11tcrc will be times when, in order to make a question clear, I have to 

',. :~n answer-and I do have answers of my own, many of them 
m~l felt, that I do not intend even to try to keep under wraps. But as I 

to Nay to my students, I don't care whether or not you agree with my 
NO long as you see that there are questions to be asked. 

111.1jority of this book, then, will be taken up with a description, as 
1nl a~; [ can make it, of the ceremony in Symphony Hall and of 
nand s nic relationships (and the relationships between d1ose re­

ups) I hat arc being generated there. I wish it were possible to nm at 
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the same time, in counterpoint as it were, a parallel text that explains why I 
believe it is important to understand the nature of these relationship~. ~ut 
(and it is one of the themes of this book) while the gestures of mustcking 
can articulate many kinds of relationship at once, words, on the other 
hand, can deal with things only one at a time, and there is no way they can 
be made to bear the cargo of multiple simultaneous meanings that the ges­
tures of musicking can do. I shall therefore be obliged to pause from time 
to time in my description and to interpolate three interludes, which I_ hope 
will gave a more theoretical understanding of my search for the me~~ of 
a musical performance. They are only loosely attached to the descnpuon 
that precedes them, and readers who wish to continue following the de­
scription uninterrupted could leave them to one side and come back to 

them later. 
So let us begin by looking and listening carefully around us at this sy~-

phony concert. It does not matter too much where it is t~g place, fo: 1t 
is an international ceremony; that is part of its nature. It rrught be taking 
place in New York, London, Tokyo, Wellington, Taipei, Minsk, Reykjavik, 
or Denton, Texas. Wherever the Western scientific-industrial culture has 
gone and wherever a middle class has grown prosperous from its activiti~s, 
there we shall find symphony concerts taking place and concert halls built 

to house them. 

(\ 
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CHAPTER I 

A Place for Hearing 

* 
'l'h • chances are that it is a modern building, built since the Second World 
Wm_-. The last fifty years or so have seen a doubling of the number of pro-
1 1~1~1al symphony orchestras in the world, as the Western classical music 
I 1td111?11 has moved into regions where it was previously unheard, and an 

plc ISI~n of concert hall building has taken place to house those orchestras 
nd the1r performances. Countries and cities that wish to signal their entry 

huc' I he "developed" world often do so through the construction of a 
' llll'r for the performing arts," of which the centerpiece is a big concert 

I 11 .u~d. through th~ _est~blishment of a symphony orchestra to play there. 
In !lddmon, many c1Ues m the older industrial countries have decided that 
h ir ~·xisting rnr:et_eenth- or early-twentieth-century hall is too small, or in­
till~ u:ntly speCI~ed, or that it projects an image that is not up to date 
n I have comm1Ss1oned replacements. So today modern concert halls 

ltlly outnumber older ones. 
':c app~oach the building, our first impression is likely to be of its 

I lil.,,c. It IS a _landmark in the cityscape, and even its external appear­
• 1dl~ us tl1at ~t was built with no expense spared, probably in the fore-

Ill c 1f rhe des~gn an~ building technology of its day. It stands most 
I c 111 a promment s1te, on a rise perhaps, in a park, beside a river or 
he" , c ~~ · as the focal point of a complex of civic buildings. It is probabl 
h'd slightly apart from the commercial center of the city, possibly su!­

llllkd by gard~ns and fountains, and at night it will almost certainly be 
I 1111 . In rhe wmter darkness it blazes with light inside and out a beacon 
llhlll'l' in the philistine world of commerce that surrounds it' welco _ 
tlw initiated with dignity and discreet opulence but m~g no :_ 
f'l 11 I .11 rract the vulgar with those flashing neon signs and brightly col­
lpnsll'I'S wh1ch one sees outside cinemas and other places of popular 
ll ••ltun·nr. 
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