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Editor's Note: 

Musicology has experienced an order of reflection during the past de-
cade or so that has inspired change in many facets of the discipline. The 
field has seen the emergence of new subdisciplines and the appearance of 
new journals or the restructuring of long-standing ones; there have been 
changes in the topics and formats of conferences; and graduate programs 
in many musicology departments have been revised. The present volume 
of essays holds to the premise that the contemplation of the activity of 
scholarship is in itself a vital component of academic endeavor. Its aim is 
in part to provide a forum for considering recent trends in the field: how 
they have shaped past discourse, and what their implications might be for 
the future directions of the field. 

This volume reflects the range of topics and issues that engage many of 
its practitioners. Some essays consider areas where musicology intersects 
with other disciplines, among them biography, gender studies, and cul-
tural studies. Others examine the premises behind some of the traditional 
divisions within musical scholarship, such as music theory and ethno-
musicology, and where their objects of inquiry overlap or part. This vol-
ume also discusses aspects of music scholarship from recent developments 
to well established traditions. Several contributions, for example, investi-
gate the role that postmodernism has played in shaping discourse in mu-
sic historiography; others, in turn, reflect on the role of early music in the 
field-how the increasing scholarly emphasis on music after 1600 has 
changed its status, if at all, and how the particular methodologies in early 
music might profit from or enrich work in. these later periods. Contribu-
tors come from the fields of ethnomusicology, music history, music theory, 
and performance, and in many instances their individual scholarly activity 
encompasses several disciplines or subdisciplines at once. 

The authors often take up widely differing positions regarding the pre-
cise nature of musicology's relationship to its siblings in the humanities 
and social sciences. Some hold that adopting the methodologies of other 
disciplines opens up stimulating and revealing possibilities for musical 
scholarship, whereas others make the plea that musicology has much to 
offer its companion disciplines and that it produces the richest method-
ological yield by tilling its own soil. A central issue for all of the authors is 
how one approaches the musical work. What are the capabilities and limi-
tations of language in capturing the musical experience, how does one 
effectively articulate the structure and syntax of music, and how one weighs 
the competing interests between the work as an object of analysis and as 
one element in a matrix of political, social, aesthetic, and intellectual 
forces are concerns running throughout these pages. 
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Three Pragmatists in Search of a Theory* 

By Harold S. Powers 

When I was invited to hold forth on this occasion, it was delicately 
hinted that generalizations about whither musicology?-or, for that mat-
ter, whether musicology?-would probably not serve the purpose; our chair-
man thought I might prefer to talk about my own work, perhaps about 
"mode" in cross-cultural or cross-disciplinary contexts. But to me it seemed 
just as presumptuous to keep members of a captive audience away from 
the bar to listen politely to the professional reminiscences of an aging 
colleague as to subject them to pontifical speculation. The two parameters 
somehow got stuck in my mind, however, forming the dismal image of a 
vast moor of general musical discourse with a quicksand of pontification 
on the one hand and a quagmire of autobiography on the other. Finally a 
day came when I was asked to supply a title. The one you have on the 
program occurred to me then and there, evidently as a confluence of 
several things that happened to be on my desk and my mind at that 
moment, and I've been asked more than once what I meant by it. I've 
been trying to answer that question myself, and I do so now with a gloss on 
the title in the form of a charade: first the individual words, here in 
reverse order, then the whole thing. 

Among the items on my desk when I sent in the title was a form letter 
signed by Jeffrey Kallberg and Anthony Newcomb, inviting interest in a 
new publication series. I quote from the second paragraph: 

In the past few decades, other disciplines in the humanities have 
witnessed an outpouring of studies on what are often called "theo-
retical" issues. "Theoretical" work in this sense embraces a wider 
purview than its musical cognate; it means the elaboration of struc-
tures of explanation, interpretation, commentary, comparison, and 
criticism that make these domains intelligible, and that provide a 
basis for argument about judgments of their value. Until recently, 
musicology remained relatively unaffected by this intellectual trend. 

It should come as no surprise that musicology remains relatively unaf-
fected by intellectual trends that have recently affected other disciplines in 
the humanities: musicology almost always lags behind the latest intellec-
tual trend. Musicology's first practical models were philology-the critical 
study of documents-and with their help, the study of history on the 
Rankean model: "wie es eigentlich gewesen ist." Then came connoisseur-
ship and style study, for which a certain kind of art history was the guiding 
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6 CURRENT MUSICOLOGY 

light. Along came anthropology, linguistics, and anallytic philosophy, to 
show us how to change comparative musicology into ethnomusicology, 
and how to do theory that might be something more than harmony and 
counterpoint. And now still newer canons have turned up in the nick of 
time, to show the way and save the day once again. 

So why do we always lag behind? I see only two possible explanations. 
Maybe people who take up the academic study of music are just naturally 
a bit slower and duller than their quicker-witted colleagues in other hu-
manistic fields. Perhaps I shouldn't dismiss this possibility; but I think it 
more likely that musical data are more resistant to verbal explication than 
the data in other humanistic domains. Indeed, musicology is really only 
partly one of the humanities, which otherwise deal with the visible and 
above all the verbal arts. Music is like painting or literature, in that you 
can respond to it without knowing how to talk about it; but it is like 
mathematics, in that, if you do want to talk about it, the language you have 
to use is esoteric; and to represent sounding music in visible form you 
have to use some sort of metaphoric symbols that necessarily represent it 
indirectly as well as incompletely. Yet precisely because our raw material is 
so much more ephemeral and abstract, if we could find a way to deal with 
music in its own terms that would be intelligible to our colleagues in other 
fields, we might even lead the way, for a change. 

But there is certainly no harm in looking at our neighbors' gardens, as 
Kallberg's and Newcomb's form letter implicitly recommends. I am rea-
sonably well acquainted at first hand with two lines along which a search 
for theory that will include discourse on music in a larger sphere is devel-
oping. Both of these lines rely on the connection of musical sound in 
performance with something outside itself, something that seems to make 
discourse about that music possible in a nonesoteric manner by impinging 
on more verbalizable domains. One way to explain the way music goes, for 
instance, is to deal with it in terms of a social, cultural, or religious context 
in which music is used, by which it is influenced, which it in turn influ-
ences, and with which it can therefore be paralleled. An excellent model 
with which I happen to be familiar is Regula Qureshi's study of the qawwiil 
community in Delhi, their patrons and their music.! I myself have been 
accused in print, by my colleague Lorenzo Bianconi, of "delving into Verdian 
musical dramaturgy with the distancing, and therefore perspicacious, stance 
of the ethnomusicologist."2 Perhaps this was because, having learned that 
Verdi was composing for particular audiences, I thought I ought to learn 
something about their particular horizons of expectation-though I 
wouldn't have thought one had to be an ethnomusicologist to do so. 

Be that as it may, it brings up another promising line of search for new 
theory with which I am also somewhat familiar: the study of nineteenth-



HAROLD S. POWERS 7 

and early twentieth-century European art music with overt or covert narra-
tive or dramatic content, above all opera theory and criticism. In recent 
years we have seen a massive infiltration of non-guild members with fully 
humanistic credentials in other fields into repertory opera studies, and 
now similar studies with more substantial content are being produced by 
reputable guild members, toO.3 Some of their most provocative work is 
devoted to elaborating structures of explanation modeled on recent liter-
ary theory, be it in its structuralist, poststructuralist, or deconstructivist 
modes. A fundamental stimulus to that series of explanatory modes origi-
nated in the reconstruction of a lecture series by Ferdinand de Saussure 
that was organized and published posthumously in 1916 by former stu-
dents. Reactions and counteractions initiated by this work come under the 
general umbrella of Saussure's own term "semiology," whose central the-
ses cluster around the notion that meaning, including musical meaning, is 
carried by codes made up of things called "signs." 

Saussurian semiologic signs are dyads, comprising an indivisible mental 
coupling called "signifier" and "signified." Saussure's American contempo-
rary Charles Sanders Peirce also constructed a theory of signification, also 
largely disseminated posthumously by devotees of later generations. Peirce's 
system, however, is triadic rather than dyadic: in addition to two elements 
called "sign" and "object," Peirce's so-called "semeiotic" requires a third 
element that he called "interpretant." Peirce described the "interpretant" 
element in various ways, depending on context, as for instance: "the proper 
significate outcome of a sign," or "its proper significate effects"; "the cog-
nition produced in the mind"; "the idea to which [the sign] gives rise."4 

Peirce's system is shot through at all levels with triads like "sign/object/ 
interpretant." Everyone is now distinguishing "icon" from "index" from 
"symbol," Peirce's triad of relationships between signs and their objects; 
but there are many more, including triads subsuming matters familiar 
from other modes of philosophy, such as the logical triad of "term," "propo-
sition," and "argument." Less familiar is Peirce's semiotic triad relating 
signs to what he called their "final interpretants," a triad whose terms 
Peirce called, in his usual neologistic fashion, "gratific," "practical," and 
"pragmatistic." The "gratific" level of the triad of "final interpretants" sub-
sists in the pleasurable reactions to which signs may give rise; Peirce him-
self cited the musical sign as an illustration. 5 The "practical" level of the 
triad pertains to conduct that may be induced by signs. The third level, 
"pragmatistic," is the one least well defined by Peirce himself. Michael 
Shapiro has summarized the matter as follows: 

in the hierarchy of signs relative to their final interpretants, the 
highest or ultimate purpose is reached in the dominance of critical 
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control over habits and beliefs .... Peirce regards deliberate self-
criticism to be the outstanding feature of interpretants whose signs 
are pragmatistic.6 

In sum, the three levels of Peirce's "final interpretant" form a triad of 
behavioral attitudes responding to signs. These attitudes are, respectively, 
aesthetic, ethical, and critical. 

In the domain of music, aesthetic attitudes, as we have already noted, 
are "gratific," denoting the pleasure we take in our responses to musical 
signs. What we do about those responses would constitute our "practical" 
attitudes: passive as listeners, whether naive or sophisticated; active as pro-
ducers-performers, composers, whatever; or contemplative as scholars, 
in the investigation of music in or out of social or historical context. The 
ways we understand and evaluate what we do and what we feel-our "criti-
cal control over habits and beliefs," as Shapiro's summary definition has 
it-would constitute our "pragmatistic" attitudes. The spirit of "self-criti-
cism" implicit in Kallberg's and Newcomb's call for critical self-renewal 
through other disciplines could certainly be deemed "pragmatistic" with 
respect to musical scholarship. 

The word "critical" has a number of senses, however, pointing in more 
than one direction. In its most general and powerful sense, it simply desig-
nates the so-called "scientific method." Both the natural and the human 
sciences entail the collection and organization of data, whether in obser-
vatory, laboratory, archive, library, or tribal village. But more than that, 
and uniquely in the Western tradition of learning since the Renaissance, 
they also entail the confrontation of diverse pieces of data with one an-
other, forcing them to tell us more than is actually recorded or reported, 
turning them into evidence. Seen in historical perspective, "self-criticism" 
in search of theory need not and should not casually abandon traditional 
modes in favor of new ones taken over from easier fields. A true "self-
criticism" might also suggest that we acquaint ourselves more widely with 
what has been done in our own field, and analyze more carefully how 
some of it has been done. There are cases where pragmatic laboring with 
musical materials has resulted in methodological approaches and theoreti-
cal constructs that anticipate by many years their appearance in easier 
humanistic fields.7 

In subjecting you to an amateur summary of Peircean triads and Peircean 
pragmaticism, however, it was not my only intent to admonish you to envy 
your neighbor's garden a little less and cultivate your own garden a little 
more. I want also to borrow Peirce's doctrine that signs include a respond-
ing element, call it what you will; he called it "interpretant." Whatever else 
it may imply, "self-criticism" does bring the notion of "self'-of the scholar 
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as a living human being-alongside the notion of "criticism," including 
"criticism" as "scientific method." This probably goes too far for an ortho-
dox Peircean, though; Peirce himself was at some pains to distinguish 
what he rechristened "pragmaticism" from "pragmatism"-his own earlier 
term-which had become known and, he felt, misunderstood through the 
writings of his friend William James. Peirce wrote that 

the meaning of a concept . . . lies in the manner in which it could 
conceivably modify purposive action, and in this alone. James, on the 
contrary, whose natural turn of mind is away from generals ... in 
defining pragmatism; speaks of it as referring ideas to experiences, 
meaning evidently the sensational side of experience.8 

When the chairman's request for a title reached me, I happened to be 
immersed in William James's Varieties of Religious Experience. What came to 
my mind was that very referral of idea to experience, and indeed the 
sensational side of experience, to which Peirce was objecting in James's 
variant of pragmatism. I thought of the varieties of musical experience, 
experience that Roger Sessions summed up forty years ago as nonetheless 

essentially indivisible, whether it is embodied in the impulse to pro-
duce, or in the response, through reproduction, actual as by the 
performer or imaginary as by the listener, of the musical experience 
embodied in music already produced.9 

William James's vision of the referral of idea to experience is summed 
up in two passages in The Varieties of Religious Experience. Near the begin-
ning of his book, James described religious sentiments as "concrete states 
of mind, made up of a feeling plus a specific sort of object"; the stressing 
of the word plus is his. Returning to his stressed plus near the end, James 
concluded that 

objects, so far as the experience yields them, are but ideal pictures of 
something whose existence we do not inwardly possess but only point 
at outwardly, while the inner state is our very experience itself; its 
reality and that of our experience are one. A conscious field plus its 
object as felt or thought of plus an attitude toward the object plus a 
sense of a self to whom the attitude belongs.1o 

That amalgam of field, object, attitude, and self-awareness was the subject 
of James's book Pragmatism. There he claimed that philosophically con-
trasted modes of coping with experience depended on differences in hu-
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man temperament, making his famous distinction of "tender-minded" ra-
tionalists from "tough-minded" empiricists. james's pragmatism may some-
times seem synonymous with empiricism, as in his statement that "pragma-
tism is uncomfortable away from facts. Rationalism is comfortable only in 
the presence of abstractions."ll Yet james was not opposed to abstractions 
in principle; he was proposing only that the variety of rational modes of 
thinking that do exist ought to 

awaken a presumption favorable to the pragmatistic view that all our 
theories are instrumental, are mental modes of adaptation to reality, 
rather than revelations or gnomic answers to some divinely instituted 
world-enigma.12 

In short, james wanted to have it both ways at once, experience and idea 
together, and so do I. I conclude this part of my charade by saying that for 
me and the varieties of musical experience, as for William james and the 
varieties of religious experience, 

pragmatism, devoted tho she be to facts, has no such materialistic 
bias as ordinary empiricism labors under. Moreover, she has no ob-
jection whatever to the realizing of abstractions, so long as you get 
about among particulars with their aid and they actually carry you 
somewhere. Interested in no conclusions but those which our minds 
and our experiences work out together, she has no a priori preju-
dices. 13 

Having gone on at some length about the last three substantives in my 
title-pragmatism, searching, and theory-I'll not belabor the initial one. 
Older colleagues know that the trinity represented here at these meetings 
was once dualistic-indeed, it was a monad, for Charles Seeger was one of 
the founding fathers of the eldest member of the trinity, as well as a 
guiding spirit in its second member. But I'll not pursue the trinitarian 
metaphor further, for fear of real pontification. Let me pass on to the 
second part of the charade, where I'm to take up "Three pragmatists in 
search of a theory" as a whole. 

*** 
My title is a calque on the title of Luigi Pirandello's play Six Characters in 

Search of an Author, as many colleagues have noted. Pirandello's play opens 
with a director and a group of actors about to start rehearsing. Six person-
ages wander into the theater claiming to be characters created for a play 



HAROLD S. POWERS 11 

whose creator has subsequently abandoned it, and them; they are search-
ing for an author to write their drama into a script. By the end of Act I the 
director has been persuaded to do so. Act II concludes with the two 
principal personages of the six enacting-or is it re-enacting?-the ap-
proach to the climax of a crucial episode in their drama; meanwhile the 
prompter is taking it all down to be part of the script. Then the two 
leading actors of the company begin to rehearse that bit of the play, but 
the personages themselves are appalled: they claim that they and their 
drama are being ludicrously misrepresented. 

Somehow the actors and director in the theater on the one hand, plus 
the characters in the drama abandoned by its author on the other, got 
mixed up in my mind with elements on the two sides of William James's 
emphasized plus: ;'conscious field plus its object as felt" and "attitude to-
ward the object plus a sense of self." Or to use Peirce's terms decrying 
James, I saw the personages in the drama as enjoying "the sensation side 
of the experience" and the actors in the playas portraying "the meaning 
of the concept." And then I thought back to three musically inclined 
personages I had known in my college and graduate school days. One was 
an aspiring tenor, the acme of whose ambition was to sing Andrea Chenier 
on the stage of the San Francisco opera. Another was a would-be com-
poser who managed to get from middle Strauss to middle Bartok during 
the years I knew him. The third was a piano major; a couple of months 
after his senior recital he went on the payroll of an import-export trader 
operating in Southeast Asia and Japan; he fell in love with the exotic East 
in the manner of Pierre Loti, and decided to give up music and do some-
thing socially significant. Unlike the personages in Pirandello's play, how-
ever, none of these young men succeeded in living out his personal drama 
to the end; each is now an actor in the play in which all of us here are also 
taking part. The tenor, whose top never developed properly, became a 
music historian specializing in opera. The composer had a problem many 
of us had in the serialized 1950s: what he composed that he liked, he 
didn't approve of; and what he composed that he approved of, he didn't 
like; he became a theory teacher. The Pierre Loti type eventually returned 
to America and went to graduate school, but not to take up something 
socially significant; instead, he became what is usually described as an 
ethnomusicologist. 

But as some of my colleagues know, I didn't use to like being called an 
ethnomusicologist, and I used to insist that what I was doing was Indic 
musicology. Neither can I call myself a theorist, since I don't construct 
theoretical modes or do musical analyses merely to explicate how I hear 
music. Nor do I quality as a proper music historian-this is beginning to 
sound like the tenor in Act I of Die Walkure explaining why he isn't named 
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Friedmund or Frohwalt-since I have never discovered or edited anything. 
But I do publish in three quite specific and seemingly unrelated fields-
Indian music, the pre-history of tonality, and Italian opera studies-and 
have often been asked why I do so, whether they have anything in com-
mon. The invitation to speak at this joint meeting has driven me to try for 
an answer to that question, to find the "self' that lies within the "objects," 
to write a script that will impose some coherence on my own play. 

In thinking about the way I operate in my three specific fields, I real-
ized that I strongly incline to only two approaches to the materials, and 
that both approaches might loosely be designated with the single adjective 
"comparative." My work in Indic musicology is centered on the study of 
melodic types, in which one has to do with multiple representations of a 
single named musical entity, a raga, in diverse compositional and improvi-
sational genres. I usually approach Italian opera in the same way, through 
the study of multiple representations, of variant forms of a single work. My 
interest in the raga systems of India has also drawn me into studies of the 
relationships between Indian musical theory and musical practice; theory-
practice relationships are the focus of my interest in Medieval and Renais-
sance musicology as well. But for both these approaches the basic tech-
nique is Western; it is confrontation, of multiple representations one with 
another in Italian opera and Indian music, of tender-minded rational 
theory with tough-minded empirical practice in Indian music and Medi-
eval/Renaissance music. 

My work in Italian opera studies has proceeded almost exclusively 
through the study of different sources that in some sense represent a 
single "work," such as a draft or skeletal score and the so-called "defini-
tive" version, or an "original" version and a "revised" version for another 
production. Extending the idea of multiple representation to comparison 
of different works with a significant constant thread, I would also include, 
as an aspect of this approach, different settings of the same libretto, and 
in particularly conventionalized contexts, even different treatments of the 
same subject. In the Verdi operas with which I have been occupied in 
recent years, there are several degrees of sameness in multiple representa-
tion. They range from the virtual identity of, say, Les vepres siciliennes and 
Giovanna di Guzman, through the near identity of the 1853 and 1854 
versions of La traviata, to the 1857 and the 1881 versions of Simon Boccanegra, 
which despite extensive revision are still nonetheless "the same" opera; 
and on to the revision of StifJelio as Aroldo, which, despite much common 
material and a common dramatic structure, I would regard as two differ-
ent operas.l4 Such comparisons in the domain of Verdi an musical drama-
turgy, which are basically "genetic" in method, I have been using analyti-
cally, talking of aborted duets, of truncated interior finales, and of hidden 
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aria scenes, in order to demonstrate "generic" gestural norms underlying 
seemingly unique entities.15 

Multiple representation, as manifested in variant versions of an Italian 
opera, has been a central diagnostic device for me as a scholar, but it is 
hardly central to the aesthetic of the genre, or to the practice of European 
art music in general. In the practice of Indian classical music, to the 
contrary, multiple representation is overt and fundamental, in that me-
lodic types-ragas-are the primary musical entities, manifesting their al-
ways recognizable and unique identities in a multiplicity of performable 
genres. 16 In that respect the notion of raga, as music-theoretical and mu-
sic-historical matter for investigation, plays the role in Indic musicology 
that the notion of ''work'' plays in the conventional musicology of Euro-
pean art music, including Italian opera. Yet a raga, like a psalm-tone, the 
Folia, or a standard Blues progression, is in no way a ''work''-its render-
ings in performance are but shadows of a Platonic reality-so my pen-
chant for looking into multiple representations in this case has turned 
outward rather than inward, toward cross-cultural comparison of melodic 
types themselves. Some years ago I noticed that North Indian and South 
Indian ragas having the same name reflect similar melodic contours and 
emphases even when their intervallic structures are completely differentP 
More recently, I have been playing the game of cross-cultural melodic 
typology-I call it the game of "nominal equivalence"-in the Muslim 
musical world, with sometimes surprising and gratifying results: very re-
cently, a seemingly anomalous Central Asian genre bearing the widespread 
"international" melodic-type name Segah turned out to be remotely refer-
able to the general model after all. ls 

Mention of melodic types brings me now to my other line of approach 
based on confrontation of things that have something, but not everything, 
in common: congruences and contradictions between musical theory and 
musical practice. In a long-standing tradition in Western musicological 
scholarship, Indian ragas are often called "modes"; this extension of the 
earlier European concept, and others like it, grew out of nineteenth- and 
early twentieth-century studies of Christian chant and Arabic music. From 
these beginnings has evolved a terminological conflation of two quite 
different phenomena: open-ended heterogeneous networks of melodic 
types, on the one hand, and closed systems of music-theoretical categories, 
on the other, have both been designated with the single adjective "modal." 
Something called "modality" has become a reified property ascribed to 
the music of a widely and wildly varying number of musical practices, past 
and present; and in those cultures where learned music-theoretical tradi-
tions co-exist with the practical traditions, the writings of musical theorists 
are often adduced as evidence for so-called "modal" practices.19 
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I remember now that in my first published article I had already rejected 
the conflation of melodic type and modal category,20 but there are pas-
sages in the infamous "Mode" article for The New Grove where I seem to 
have backslid momentarily. For the Gregorianantiphoner, for instance, I 
posited a simple and undifferentiated pair of levels: a superordinate closed 
and symmetrical system of modal categories based on pitch content; and a 
subordinate open-ended heterogeneous collection of melodic types, iden-
tifiable in the first instance through their psalm-tone differentiae. 21 In 
Siegfried Hermelink's book Dispositiones modorum, I thought I was going to 
find a similar phenomenon in Renaissance vocal polyphony, since 
Hermelink's analysis of the cantus parts in Palestrina's output demon-
strates a clear set of melodic-type constraints operating in what he called 
"tonal types." I was soon disabused; Hermelink himself pointed out that 
the "tonal types" he found in sixteenth-century compositional practice do 
not fit sixteenth-century modal theories at all well. 22 

In those days I was also getting interested in Indian raga-mala painting, 
and was therefore looking critically at the welter of schemes for classitying 
ragas in the Indic theoretical traditions.23 The same pattern emerged: 
most of the classification schemes are closed and symmetrical systems, 
from Rajasthani raga malas in which each of six male ragas has five female 
raginis, to the South Indian system of seventy-two scale-types, to one or 
another of which every melodic type in practice-every raga-is suppos-
edly assignable. In all such schemes, moreover, serious discrepancies with 
melodic types actually in use have had to be explained away: perhaps 
there are more types in common use than a closed scheme can accommo-
date; or there may be types with turns of phrase or melodic emphases that 
cannot be described in terms of pitch level or interval. 24 And in fact, the 
Gregorian antiphoner presented exactly the same kinds of problems for 
the monks and clerics who tried to accommodate their Carolingian reper-
tories to an eight-mode system inspired by the octoechos of the Eastern 
Churches. They, too, had to devise ways of dealing with the bad fit be-
tween a closed and symmetrical system of categories and a heterogeneous 
repertory of melodies and melodic types. 

In short, in Indian classical music and in Gregorian chant, as in Renais-
sance polyphony, the distinction between the modal categories of theory 
and the melodic or tonal types of practice is not one of superordinated 
and subordinated levels in a single hierarchy. It is a distinction between 
rational idea and empirical experience, and those two need to be con-
fronted one with the other, not just assimilated one to the other. Musical 
theories have cultural significance in their own right, as part of the history 
of ideas; music-theoretical traditions can be and should be investigated 
independently of practical traditions. Relationships between theory and 
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practice are not a priori, they are ad hoc, so any eventual confrontations of 
theory and practice ought to be pragmatic, and on a case-by-case basis. We 
cannot naively adduce the writers on music in a given musical culture as 
straightforward testimony to musical practice. They, like we, are more 
likely to be handing on traditional theory, or making their own theories, 
rather than just objectively reporting what practical musicians are doing.25 

And with this second admonishment I conclude this charade of three 
pragmatists, two approaches, one technique, and no theory. I see that I 
have escaped neither the quicksand of pontification nor the quagmire of 
autobiography, so I must thank you, humbly at last, for indulging my self-
indulgence. On to the bar! 
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Musical Pasts and Postmodern Musicologies: 
A Response to Lawrence Kramer 

By Gary Tomlinson 

Early last summer, not long after I was invited by the editors of Current 
Musicology to contribute to this special issue, the inaugural issue of an-
other music journal landed in my mail box. This was repercussions, pro-
duced by graduate students at the University of California at Berkeley. It 
opened with a position piece by Lawrence Kramer entitled 'The Musicol-
ogy of the Future"-a fitting beginning, given that the journal is devoted 
to fostering "critical & alternative viewpoints on music and scholarship" 
and that Kramer has ·emerged over the past decade as one of the shrewd-
est and most theoretically savvy of a younger generation of musical schol-
ars. But Kramer's essay, on closer inspection, was disconcerting. 'The Mu-
sicology of the Future" seems to me to linger over old viewpoints more 
than suggest new ones. It reveals patterns of thought that not only already 
threaten to harden into new orthodoxies of postmodern musicology but 
that have, at the deepest level, moved little from the putative truths they 
aim to leave behind. What follows is a brief rejoinder to Kramer's vision of 
the new musicology. 

I should say at the beginning that I do not think Kramer is alone in his 
difficulty in escaping the old orthodoxies; if he were, my differences with 
his approach would have no broader resonance than that of a personal 
disagreement. I sense, instead, that all of us who work in the methodologi-
cal realms he calls postmodern have experienced this difficulty, that we 
have all felt twinges of an unease that originates in our sense of the 
persistent proximity of our methods to those we thought we had moved 
away from. We have met the enemy and they is us. Kramer's (and our) 
difficulty touches the heart of our conceptions of the new musicology. For 
this reason it seems to me that a brief description of some methodological 
choices that (in my view) underlie his essay and a sketch of some alterna-
tive choices might help move the discussion forward. 

*** 
Kramer rightly locates the origins of what we may call modernist musi-

cology in nineteenth-century views of the signifying distance between mu-
sic and words (pp. 7-8). Because of this gap, language was closed off from 
music; words were "denied access" to its transcendent expressive modes. 
Those who sought to put the study of music on a scholarly footing were 
left with two options: positivistic description of historical data around the 
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music and analytic description of the workings of the notes themselves. In 
the first option the experience itself of music was separated off entirely 
from the scholarly endeavor, while in the second it was transformed, its 
quasi-religious transcendence sublimated in technical accounts of musical 
process. Neither option challenged the autonomy and "epistemologically 
self-contained" character of the musical experience. 

But, Kramer notes, this maintenance of music's autonomy does not jibe 
with the worldliness and contextual contingency that postmodern scholars 
find in all utterance, musical or otherwise (p. 9). Therefore, "from a 
postmodern perspective, music as it has been conceived of by musicology 
simply does not exist." In order to reconceive music (and musicology) in 
postmodern terms we need not, however, reject the immediacy of its ef-
fects on us (p. 10); Kramer would not "show [his] love for music by 
ceasing to it." Instead we should abandon the myth of music's au-
tonomy by broadening "the horizons of our musical pleasure" and wel-
coming the complex situatedness of musical utterances in webs of 
extramusical forces. 

So far, so good. Kramer's diagnosis of the constraints enacted in mod-
ernist musicology is smart and eloquent, and his general recommenda-
tions are headed in the right direction: toward a new, more flexible 
contextualization of music and its histories. But in filling out the details of 
these recommendations Kramer begins to reveal the tenacity of modernist 
ideology in the new musicology. 

Kramer betrays this modernism already when he dubs "criticism" the 
"rhetorical" and "subjective" language by which we might contextualize 
music (p. 9). This term, as I have suggested elsewhere, seems in all its 
many meanings destined to put an ahistorical, aestheticist, sometimes even 
formalist spin on what might otherwise be conceived as our rich historical 
encounter of others' musical utterances (see "The Web of Culture: A 
Context for Musicology," 19th-Century Music 7 [1984]: 350-62). The evoca-
tion of criticism, in other words, tends to deal out from the start the most 
essential and richly problematic historicism of our experiences, musical 
and other. More on this historicism below. 

Kramer reveals his modernism more fundamentally in his next move 
(pp. 10-11). He locates the context of music-"the densely compacted, 
concretely situated worlds of those who compose, perform, and listen" 
that he sees as basic to postmodern perceptions-in the music itself. "The 
emergence of a postmodernist ... musicology," he writes, ''will depend on 
our willingness and ability to read as inscribed within the immediacy-effects 
of music itself the kind of mediating structures usually positioned outside 
music under the rubric of context.".or again, countering Charles Rosen's 
reading of Mozart's Divertimento K. 563: ''What if the music were heard, 
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not as the site where its contexts vanish, but precisely as the site where 
they appear?" Kramer's own example of an alternative musicology-his 
discussion of the special physicality he hears in K 563 (pp. 11-16)-
follows from this question. 

This is for me a troubling maneuver. Its effect is to sweep away in a 
single stroke the epistemological and phenomenological quandaries at-
tendant on the contextualization Kramer has just finished advocating. The 
many opportunities presented by such thick contextualism are likewise 
lost, leaving little more than an internalist engagement of the critic with 
the work. Indeed Kramer unreservedly identifies the "work" as the locus of 
the new musicology, even though it is one of the modernist categories 
contested most rewardingly in postmodern thought. In the very moment 
that he holds out hope for an extramusical broadening of the notes' 
signifying potential, he draws our attention back to the work, making it 
the primary (almost exclusive) matrix of its own meanings. Ultimately, I 
believe, he substitutes modernist internalism and aestheticism, both carry-
ing still the potent charge of nineteenth-century transcendentalism, for 
postmodern contingency and localism. 

In this sleight""Df-hand that decontextualizes his contextualism, Kramer 
falls back on a central tenet of modernist musicology: the sweeping subjec-
tive powers of the composer to speak to the critic (analyst, listener in 
general) through the music. This retrenchment is evident in the example 
Kramer offers, where Mozart is repeatedly seen to be complicit in 
"foregrounding" the particular corporeality Kramer senses in K 563. If we 
are skeptical, if we wonder where Mozart's music has disappeared to in the 
questions Kramer asks, we are assured that Mozart himself raises these 
questions "by making his music behave as it does, and trusting the listener 
to hear the music within a broader field of rhetorical, expressive, and 
discursive behaviors." The critic and the composer are perfectly attuned 
here, speaking to one another without difficulty through the music. Mozart's 
trust, it would seem, is well placed. 

In reading this passage, I for one do not find myself wondering where 
K 563 has gone. Mozart's music is simply with us, in one or another of its 
numberless performative realities, at any moment that we might choose to 
make it so, and serious thought about music, modernist and postmodern, 
has always been needlessly plagued by those who exaggerate the fragility 
of our cultural icons. I wonder, instead, where Mozart has gone-Mozart, a 
mysterious and elusive subjectivity whom (as Hildesheimer, Solomon, even 
perhaps Amadeus have begun to show us) we too easily come to believe we 
know well. Kramer evades the immense complexity of the historian's dia-
logue with past subjectivities. He offers as the goal of musicology the 
continuance of "the dialogue of listening," but he gives little hint as to 
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how we might begin to reconceive this dialogue in postmodern terms. 
Indeed, from his example we could only guess that his "dialogue" comes 
closer to modernist solipsism than to true conversation-to a ventriloquist's 
monologue in which the critic reacts to the music by throwing his/her 
voice into the body of the faintly imagined composer/other. It is, finally, 
Kramer's confidence in his bond with Mozart that rankles here. The invio-
late security of his knowledge speaks the language of an older musicology. 
Instead of postmodern doubt, play, and problematizing of the communi-
cative relation, Kramer offers a too-familiar modernist mastery. 

*** 
If all this may seem a rather harsh reaction to an essay whose most 

general anti-modernist intent I certainly applaud, I should repeat by way 
of melioration what I said at the outset: Kramer's difficulties seem to me 
to be emblematic of a more general methodological conundrum, of the 
struggles of a growing number of scholars to forge a musicology genuinely 
distanced from modernist premises. We are, all of us, in this mess to-
gether, notwithstanding the individual differences of method and empha-
sis that distinguish an Abbate from a Feld, a McClary from an Agawu, a 
Bianconi from a Subotnik. 

The struggle should not discourage the endeavor, of course. It reflects 
in part the inevitable persistence of well-molded patterns of thought, of 
disciplinary premises and practices that will only gradually erode. More 
fundamentally, it reflects the contestatory and self-problematizing stance 
of postmodernism itself in the face of modernism, a stance that will (we 
may hope) increasingly decenter and destabilize postmodern musicologi-
cal discourse even as the nature of this discourse grows clearer. In broad 
terms, a postmodern musicology will be characterized most distinctively by 
its insistent questioning of its own methods and practices. 

This self-questioning might arise in many areas of our thought. I will 
suggest four such areas that seem to be, at most, little evident in Kramer's 
view of the new musicology. These are interrelated places where we might 
envision musicological premises different from those of modernism or at 
least find a productive and clarifying tension between those older pre-
sumptions and postmodern ones. They are topoi, in other words, that 
might help to inch us past the gravitational pull of modernist method. 

First, we might seek alternatives to the internalism and formalism that 
have dominated musicology. This is ostensibly Kramer's primary goal. But 
his insistence on close reading of the notes and his locating of context in 
them undoes his good intentions. I would go farther than Kramer here 
and suggest that we need to move away from the whole constraining 
notion that close reading of works of music, of whatever sort, is the sine 
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qua non of musicological practice. This notion has repeatedly pulled us 
back toward the aestheticism and transcendentalism of earlier ideologies. 
(I have felt the pull in much of the nascent postmodern musicology 1 have 
read and written.) It is not enough to cast our close readings in the light 
of new methods-narratological, feminist, phenomenological, anthropo-
logical, whatever. For it is the act of close reading itsellf that carries with it 
the ideological charge of modernism. These new methods, instead, need 
to be linked to new approaches to music that have distanced themselves 
from such analytically oriented reading. They need, indeed, to be allowed 
to engender such new approaches. 

Finding alternatives to close reading without forgoing entirely the spe-
cific discussion of music they have habitually enabled is a ticklish task, as 
Kramer's attempt should warn us. Such alternatives might well emerge, 1 
think, from all three of the remaining topoi 1 will summarize below. But in 
the most general way 1 believe they will be discovered in a kind of 
contextualization different from Kramer's. This contextualism will not circle 
back narrowly to the notes but instead will resolutely historicize musical utter-
ance, exploding it outwards through an imaginative building of contexts 
out of as wealthy a concatenation of past traces as the historian can man-
age. Such contextualism will aim to describe a local set of meanings in as 
full a volume as possible. It will not pose as a reconstruction of some 
putative and unitary "original" situation the music inhabited but will rec-
ognize the myriad situations we as historians might construct around a 
musical utterance and the plurality of meanings the music might thus 
engage. This contextualism will be, like Foucault's archaeology/geneal-
ogy, Geertz's anthropology, or Ginzburg's or Chartier's history, a localiz-
ing rather than a universalizing strategy. And, in the act of its seeking out 
its own locale within a plurality of potential meanings, it will incorporate 
the very "rhetorical" and "subjective" character that Kramer sought in the 
old haunts of criticism. 

Second, we might become more sensitive to realms of musical 
culture-making beyond the ken of individual, subjective agency. Such agency 
maintains the modernist myths of genius and inspired, empowered, he-
roic individualism and supports the reflection of these myths in the omni-
scient critic (again Kramer's discussion of K 563 is a useful caution). We 
cannot successfully challenge these myths while we remain bound to mod-
els of culture that see it as made exclusively through the conscious and 
subconscious intents of historical actors. Neither can we do so while we 
adhere singlemindedly to conceptions of subjectivity that grant it unri-
valed culture-making powers. 

The different, metasubjective level of cultural formation that 1 have in 
mind moves beyond the reach of individual subjectivities even as they are 
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continually implicated in shaping it and being shaped by it. It inhabits the 
collective, kaleidoscopic, and dialogical realm of subjectivities opened out 
to one another. It is nothing like the nineteenth century's transcendental 
Zeitgeist and is distinct even from Annales-school menta lites, because its 
impact is local, fragmented across larger cultural spaces. Various 
postmodern methods have aimed to delimit this metasubjective place of 
cultural formation and to provide a means for describing it: some New 
Historical writings, Hayden White's tropologies, and, again, Foucault's ar-
chaeology / genealogy. 

Third, we might try to see more clearly that categories such as "work" 
"art," "the aesthetic," even "music" itself are not truths given us by the 
world through which we and others must always conceive musical utter-
ances but rather are themselves cultural constructions darkly tinted for us 
with modernist ideology. They are concepts that-in the versions of them 
we habitually and often tacitly deploy-have little currency in the 
historico-geographical world beyond nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
westernism. In questioning them we might begin to carry to the heart of 
our method the limitations of the music-versus-Ianguage epistemological 
model that Kramer identifies as a foundational premise of modernist mu-
sicology. It, too, is no monolithic, given truth, but rather a single point, 
privileged by modern western perceptions, along a spectrum of conceiv-
able relations among music, words, and the world. 

In this endeavor the methods employed by post-Foucauldian histories 
of sexuality and gender might well be revelatory, since such histories have 
worked hard to show the ways in which some of our most basic, apparently 
"natural" categories are local cultural constructs. In this endeavor, also, a 
crucial leverage might come from our exposure to more distant musical 
others than most of us usually encounter. Our difficulty in seeing beyond 
modernism is, after all, in part a result of our concentration on the musi-
cal adumbrations, avatars, and artifacts of modernism. We need to make 
central to our studies not only the most familiar musics we come across 
but also those that seem to us stranger, less tractable. Moreover, we need 
to bring them into our thoughts not by possessing them as newly minted 
canonic objects of study-a common enough strategy in the expansion of 
the observed musical universe that has marked musicology in recent years-
but by leaving them at a distance and coming into contact with them 
through the befogged, ambivalent dialogical medium between them and 
us. We need, in other words, to think hard about what we do as we bring 
cultural others into our line of vision: how can we construct ways of seeing 
them that do not aggressively familiarize (colonize, terrorize) them? 

Ethnomusicology might seem to be the obvious place to look for help 
in this endeavor, except that ethnomusicologists have often defined their 
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project by transferring onto the musics they study precisely the western 
presumptions--of internalism, formalism, aestheticism, transcendentalism-
that we need to question. (It is significant in this regard that Kramer could 
turn to a founder of American ethnomusicology, Charles Seeger, in order 
to exemplify the word/music schism that gave rise to musicological for-
malism and positivism; see page 7.) With some notable exceptions 
ethnomusicologists have been less shaken than we might expect by the 
epistemological revolution that has taken place over the last twenty years 
in their kindred discipline of anthropology. In ethnomusicology as in 
musicology, when it comes to constructing postmodern alternatives the 
enemy seems once more to be us. 

Fourth and finally-and perhaps, indeed, most fundamentally-we might 
begin to interrogate our love for the music we study. This is not to say we 
should try to stop loving it-I would want this no more than Kramer. It is 
instead to urge that we dredge up our usual impassioned musical involve-
ments from the hidden realm of untouchable premise they tend to in-
habit, and that we make them a dynamic force-to be reckoned with, 
challenged, rejected, indulged in, whatever-within our study. The nature 
of our commitment to the works of a Beethoven or a Monteverdi or a 
Brahms cannot be allowed to lie uninvestigated, for then it imposes its 
own hegemony, welcoming musics that move more or less like theirs but 
at the same time foreclosing by invisible action commitments of a similar 
strength to a thousand other, different musics. This hegemony should be 
brought to light, examined in order to enrich and complicate our already 
complex relations with the others we encounter. 

In the process we might shift the focus of musicology away from musi-
cal utterances all told toward the people who make them, away from 
Kramer's mastering dialogue between a work and the musicologist toward 
the less compliant but, I believe, infinitely richer dialogue between people. 
Then the primary stimulus for musicology, instead of our love for this or 
that music, might more luminously be our love of, concern for, commit-
ment to, belief in, alienating distance from-choose your words-the oth-
ers who have made this or that music in the process of making their 
worlds. Then the study of music-making might open out on the study of 
world-making. 

And then-who knows?-we might even find that Beethoven and Mozart 
are not so like ourselves-in their conceivable expressive intents, their 
musical and non-musical desires, their made worlds-as we once thought. 
At bottom Kramer seems to offer a musicology still conceived as a means 
to illuminate our own aesthetic experiences. But this it has been for a 
century now; I am not alone, clearly, in chafing at its constraints. Why not 
try a musicology that aims instead to problematize the knowledge of oth-
ers we come to through their musics? 



Music Criticism and the Postmodernist Turn: 
In Contrary Motion with Gary Tomlinson 

By Lawrence Kramer 

The problem Gary Tomlinson finds with current efforts to frame a 
postmodernist musicology is a version of the Cubbins Conundrum. The 
eponymous hero of Dr. Seuss's classic children's story The Five Hundred 
Hats of Bartholomew Cubbins is in serious trouble. Mter taking off his hat to 
the king, Bartholomew finds himself ordered by the king to-take off his 
hat. But no matter how often he does so, another, identical hat, a be-
draggled old thing with a lame excuse for a feather, keeps appearing on 
his head. So, too, the musicological Bartholomew (me, in this case) may 
try to take off the old hat of modernism with the best of intentions, but no 
better luck. 

Tomlinson spots the Cubbins Conundrum in scholarship that seeks a 
postmodernist end, a "thick contextualism" in the understanding of cul-
tural phenomena, with modernist means. High on the list of such means is 
criticism, glossed as "close reading" and associated with "internalism," "aes-
theticism," "formalism," "transcendentalism," and ''westernism.'' Tomlinson 
claims that criticism trades in concepts, including "[the] work," "art," "the 
aesthetic," and "even 'music' itself," that are "darkly tinted for us with 
modernist ideology" (p. 23). In place of a critical program, he advocates 
what we might loosely call an ethnographic one, aimed proximately at 
"describ[ing] a local set of meanings in as full a volume as possible" (p. 
22), and ultimately at knowing, in nonappropriative, nondominating ways, 
the other people, including our own ancestors, "who have made this or 
that music in the process of making their worlds" (p. 24). 

As Tomlinson acknowledges, he and I share in a desire, fast evolving 
across our discipline, to uncloister music, to understand it as a worldly 
activity. No one caught up by that desire could fail to find something 
appealing in the ethnographic program. But the program as Tomlinson 
formulates it fills me with misgivings. 

First, it depends on a hard-and-fast distinction between criticism and 
ethnography that may be neither necessary, nor desirable, nor even pos-
sible: a programmatic phantom. If so, arguments for either program over 
the other could easily degenerate into sectarian (or worse, careerist) 
squabbles. 

Second, though it might seem hard to quarrel with the ideal of a knowl-
edge free of tendentiousness, scholars do not have the minds of angels; we 
are driven to knowledge by more things than we know. The very claim to 
have such an ideal knowledge might be the surest sign that its absence is 

25 



26 CURRENT MUSICOLOGY 

still the one thing we can be sure of. Even supposing that knowledge and 
virtue could somehow be reconciled, can we really mistake the prescrip-
tions and proscriptions of any single epistemic program for a panacea that 
will reconcile them? 

Third, even if the break between modernism and postmodernism is 
radical, something I think likely despite Jiirgen Habermas's arguments to 
the contrary,! that does not constitute the postmodern as a moment of 
absolute novelty, a complete rupture with a failed intellectual past. Ironi-
cally, the call for such a rupture is a classically modernist maneuver, epito-
mized by the memorable slogan from Rimbaud's A Season in Hell, "One 
must be absolutely modern" [II faut etre absolument moderne]. I would 
say rather that the post- in postmodernism designates the moment of dis-
engagement from the very idea of such absolutes, and of the consequent 
proliferation of intellectual projects that undo whatJean-Franr,;ois Lyotard 
calls the "grand metanarratives" and Habermas the "unfinished project" of 
modern, which is to say post-Enlightenment, reason.2 

Nonetheless, Tomlinson's critique of criticism cannot merely be written 
off as a caricature, nor his ethnographic program as a blown-up special 
interest. On the contrary, the program reflects the pressing need to find 
the apparent collapse of modernism's cognitive paradigms enabling rather 
than paralyzing. It is important to work out the possibilities and spot the 
difficulties of doing this. Similarly, the critique can be taken to spell out 
exactly what is wrong with one familiar mode of modernist criticism, and 
even exactly what happens when any mode of criticism goes wrong. And 
that makes it important to counter the underlying, far more drastic claim 
that no criticism can ever go right. Perhaps Tomlinson has found the right 
problems but the wrong solutions. Perhaps he has misconstrued the charac-
ter of criticism and its relation to a possible musical ethnography. Perhaps 
he has formulated the ethnographic program itself in terms that will quickly 
prove their own undoing. And perhaps there is no perhaps about it. 

Tomlinson's complaint against criticism is that, in principle, it passes off 
personal response as knowledge and blinds itself to the otherness for 
which it presumes to speak. Criticism inevitably sets a reified object before 
a solipsistic subject. It inflates the authority of both the critic and the artist 
and establishes a spurious transparency of communication between them, 
a relay of (pseudo-)knowledge that also acts as a network of disciplinary 
and social power. The locus of knowledge is the artwork-in this case the 
music-in which criticism corrals too much of our attention. Fetishizing 
the work, criticism withdraws us from the real, scants the weight of history, 
creates a kind of transcendental museum or mausoleum of canonical mas-
terpieces. The locus power is the figure (person and trope) of the 
critic. "Close reading" supposedly proceeds from a discursive position that 
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involves the a priori assumption of coercive authority: the (im)posture of 
mastery, an appropriation by the critic of the composer's voice (s), a falsifi-
cation of knowledge by the denial of the differences between the knower 
and the known. Tomlinson, accordingly, asks us to lay down our scores. 
We must no longer "circle back narrowly to the notes but instead ... 
resolutely historicize musical utterance, exploding it outwards through an imagi-
native building of contexts" (p. 22, italics in original). 

Tomlinson focuses his objections to criticism on my proposal that we 
learn "to read as inscribed within the immediacy-effects of music itself the 
kind of mediating structures usually positioned outside music under the 
rubric of context."3 Arguing that any such effort is doomed by the blind-
ness inherent in criticism, which "tends to deal out from the start the most 
essential and richly problematic historicism of our experiences" (p. 19), 
Tomlinson in effect asks for the reverse, the dispersal into context of what 
we usually grasp as the immediacy of music. What he wants, if we take him 
at his word, is music under erasure: a music so decentered, so bought out 
or bought off by the entrepreneurial historian's "wealthy ... concatena-
tion of past traces" (p. 22) that we can no longer claim to know it, or claim 
it as ours to know. In this dispensation there would be no criticism be-
cause there would be nothing to criticize; the death of criticism would 
follow on the death of what we currently think of as music. For some of us 
that might seem a steep price to pay. 

If Tomlinson's terms of understanding are translated into terms of 
listening, their relentless negativity becomes obvious-and punishing. What 
would happen if we gave up listening with the kind of deep engagement, 
the heightened perception and sense of identification, that both grounds 
and impels criticism? We might avoid a certain amount of ideological 
mystification-assuming, that is, that mere exposure to ideologically 
charged representations renders us helpless against them. (Plato thought 
so, and said we need guardians.) Meanwhile, the materiality of the music, 
the dynamic sensuous fullness that arguably offers a major site of resis-
tance to ideological pressures, would be put at risk. Can we really hear a 
music constituted only by its continual flowing outwards into the conduits 
of world-making? In our unwillingness to fetishize music as an aesthetic 
object, should we rush to dismantle it into a pure concatenation of 
signifiers? In pursuit of a credibly modest ethnographic attitude, should 
we throw the baby out with the bathwater? 

If we can avoid an aesthetic ideology only by swapping musica practica 
for a modern-day musica mundana, if a postmodernist musicology can de-
velop only as a musicology without music, then our situation is pretty 
grim. On the one side, participation mystique, ideological muddle, cock-
sure myths of mastery; on the other, the thickets of thick contextualism, 
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the Pythagorean mysteries of the ethnohistorian supplanting those of the 
ethnocentric close reader. 

Whatever its failings, criticism at least allows more light and air than 
that. Criticism is the public record of our sustained, thoughtful involve-
ment with some of the music we find moving, enlightening, provoking, 
oppressive, ambivalent, and more. Talking about music, old or new, whether 
under the aegis of individuated works, genres, occasions of performance, 
improvisation, or social ritual, is a means of investing that music with the 
very cultural value(s) we also want to comprehend through it. Such talk 
may risk being solipsistic in practice, but in principle, pace Tomlinson, it is 
dialogical. As Mikhail Bakhtin argued tirelessly, 

Any utterance, in addition to its own theme, always responds (in the 
broad sense of the word) in one form or another to others' utter-
ances which precede it. The speaker is not Adam, and therefore the 
subject of his speech itself inevitably becomes the arena where his 
opinions meet those of . . . other viewpoints, world views, trends, 
theories, and so forth. 4 

Ifwe take postmodernism to name an affirmative spirit of diversity, a contest-
able rather than merely a leveling pluralism, then criticism can serve that 
spirit best not by falling silent, but by foregrounding its own inescapably 
dialogical and interdiscursive character. Tomlinson complains that Mozart's 
music is too much with us, but that Mozart, that "mysterious and elusive 
subjectivity," has (been) disappeared. Granted, the music is very much 
with the dwindling "us" who still quixotically harbor a love of "classical" 
music, but is that really because Mozart criticism has continually falsified 
and appropriated the composer's "musical utterance?" Or is it because 
Mozart, through his music, has continually provoked dialogical responses 
that inevitably refigure both "him," each other, and "us?" We may need to 
recognize that much of our Mozart-talk has been too introverted and too 
cozy with an imaginary Mozart, but that is no reason either to dismiss it 
out of hand or, worse yet, to stop talking. 

That brings us to the problem of mastery. There can be no denying 
that criticism has historically promoted a fantasy of instruction in which 
the critic poses as the master of truth. Tomlinson's forceful, eloquent 
warning on this point can be only to the good. Not doing criticism, how-
ever, is hardly enough to free one of the mastery pose. Certainly neither 
Tomlinson in his rhetoric nor his discursive models iI1 theirs are free of it; 
indeed, Michel Foucault, Clifford Geertz, and Hayden White are old hands 
at mastery, real master masters. And while Tomlinson's positive program 
for thickly describing the worldly place of music is not only unobjection-
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able, but exciting, his use of that program to proscribe thickly describing 
the place of worldliness in music is a hegemonic gesture, a gesture of 
mastery, not of distance or reflection. If Tomlinson really wants to avoid 
establishing "new orthodoxies of postmodern musicology" (p. 18)-a goal 
hardly anyone would disavow-he has an odd way of going about it. 

Not that this is Tomlinson's problem directly, any more than the Cubbins 
Conundrum is mine. As he rightly says, we are all in this mess together. 
The problem is that knowledge and power are in it together, too, as 
Foucault above all has insisted: 

Perhaps . . . we should abandon a whole tradition that allows us to 
imagine that knowledge can exist only where power relations are 
suspended and that knowledge can develop only outside its injunc-
tions, its demands, and its interests .... We should admit rather that 
power produces knowledge, . . . that there is no power relation 
without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any 
knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time 
power relations.5 

Tomlinson is not to be faulted for promoting a certain mode of knowl-
edge, but for imagining that this mode, and this mode only, can transcend 
power relations. Underlying this imaginary episteme is the apparent convic-
tion that power always translates into an abusive or appropriative claim of 
mastery. The conviction is not to be lightly dismissed, given the frequency 
with which power has done just that. But power and mastery are not 
necessarily the same thing; the ability to propose knowledge is not neces-
sarily the ability to impose it. There should be-must be-ways of keeping 
them apart. 

Certainly it is questionable whether the critic's discursive position auto-
matically, in and of itself, reproduces the mastery scenario. And even 
where the scenario occurs, it may include the implicit or explicit acknowl-
edgment of its own fictitiousness. Indeed, one type of postmodernist musi-
cology might be conceived precisely as an attempt to engage musical works, 
genres, and so on dialogically, to write about them either without assum-
ing the pose of mastery or by deliberately assuming it as a rhetorical· 
position, a discursive trope and not a social or institutional force. 

Such an attempt requires a rethinking of what it means to say that the 
critic "speaks for"-that is, has the power to speak for-a composer or a 
musical community. Tomlinson conceives this speaking-for as inherently 
appropriative and ventriloquistic: I speak for myself while pretending to 
speak for the other. But there are other ways to conceive the process, 
other "speech genres" within which to situate the critical discourse. In 
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speaking of a work by, say, Mozart, I may candidly be speaking for him as 
an actor speaks for a character in a classic role. I speak for the other 
precisely in speaking for myself, but always under the possibly resistant 
impress of the other. Or I may be speaking for Mozart the way a narrator 
speaks for a character in a novel: again speaking for the other in speaking 
for the self, but only from a moral or temporal distance that in principle 
limits my claims to certainty and authority. 

Unless I give myself the latitude to speak for the other in some such 
way, I cannot approach the work (genre, etc.) as an "utterance" at all 
except as the passive recipient of messages that mean too much or too 
little. On the one hand I can refer to the most mastery laden concept of 
all, the paternal word, the authoritative voice of the author. On the other, 
following Tomlinson, I can depersonalize the utterance altogether, replac-
ing the author with the "metasubjective level of cultural formation ... 
beyond the reach of individual subjectivities" (p. 22). That would leave me 
with a cultural version of the discredited high-structuralist notion that it is 
language, not the person, which "speaks." Granted, there would be little 
call to dwell "internally" on utterances not genuinely exchanged between 
subjects. Such utterances would need thick description to compensate for 
their wafer thinness. But neutralizing the communicative process does not 
seem very promising as a means of understanding other people in their 
world-making. 

Tomlinson's will to depersonalization pretty clearly reflects the 
decentering of the subject that is so prominent a feature of poststructuralist 
and postmodernist thinking. Even supposing that we can justifY the critic's 
role as dialogical and not ventriloquistic, it is questionable whether we can 
justifY any discursive practice that depends on one unitary, autonomous 
self speaking for another. Criticism, however, does not require such a 
dependency. We have already seen that the critic's voice is invested with a 
certain fictitiousnesS that can, and perhaps should, be made candid. And 
the other for whom the critic speaks may be equally provisional, equally 
embedded in a multiplicity of roles and discourses that no one can hope 
to master. 

For Tomlinson, criticism is simply incapable of these recognitions, as if, 
paralleling the case with music, the mere representation of "individual, 
subjective agency" (p. 22) in critical discourse paralyzed our capacities for 
distance and reflection. Hence Tomlinson would argue that I cannot "close 
read" music, even for its social character, because in doing so I privilege 
both the composer as author(ity) over the sociality of musical utterance, 
and myself as master-a higher author(ity)-over all. We cannot, he ar-
gues, challenge "the modernist myths of ... heroic individualism" (p. 22) 
in a discourse that perpetuates it. But criticism can do more than merely 
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perpetuate the myths of authorship and authority. Precisely because it is 
historically and rhetorically engaged with those myths, it can also destabi-
lize them, undo them, and experiment with alternatives. Criticism can 
interrogate both its own myths and the myths of art. And that is something 
an ethnographic contextualism cannot do by trying to steer around them. 

Suppose we were to rely on Foucault's celebrated demystifying thesis 
that authorship is something produced in and by discourse rather than by 
an individual subject? Authorship, by this account, is a function, not an 
ontological privilege.6 There is nothing here to derail criticism, but plenty 
to redirect it. The person who writes (or composes) may at once perform 
and resist the author-function. And since that function is to personify the 
conjuncture of discourse and society, the "utterances" produced in its 
name will everywhere implicate social practices. In that case, I can assur-
edly make de-authorized social readings of those utterances (say musical 
ones). Indeed, I can read them prolifically, conceiving their sociality as 
extending into culture on the one hand and the psyche on the other. Far 
from privileging me as a master, Tomlinson's "omniscient critic," the pres-
ence of such a readable sociality calls me into dialogue with unmasterable 
realities. 

On reflection, then, the opposition between criticism and ethnography 
proves to be a mirage. Nor is that all. Further reflection will suggest that 
we cannot even carry out the ethnographic program of thickly 
contextualizing musical works, styles, or genres without some understand-
ing of their meaningfulness. The knowledge-claims of a dialogical criti-
cism are prerequisite to those of musical ethnography; if either project 
bans the other, it will suffocate itself. 

For if music is really what Tomlinson calls it, "musical utterance," then 
it must have the speech-act character of utterance.7 It must, that is, be able 
to perform or imitate a social action in the act of being uttered. It must 
further be able to do this in an indefinite number of different circum-
stances, and must accordingly be subject to a semantic variability that 
requires it to be interpreted rather than merely decoded. Only through 
such interpretation, which is to say, through criticism, the putting into 
discourse of the dynamic interplay of speaker, utterance, and reply that 
Tomlinson misleadingly calls internalism, can we make knowledge-claims 
about musical utterance. And if we decline to make those claims in order 
to avoid the supposed pitfalls of criticism, we will forgo the chance to 
recognize the various worldly claims that music makes on us-and makes 
precisely through the pleasure that Tomlinson's version of the ethno-
graphic program, in its anti-aesthetic rigor, elides. 

In sum, we cannot understand music "in context," thick or otherwise, if 
we have no means of representing concretely what the music does as 
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utterance. Unquestionably, there are political and moral problems with 
the aesthetic ideologies that have historically furnished those means, but 
that is no reason to write off the aesthetic, the valorization of perceptual 
pleasure as knowledge, tout court. One possibility for a postmodernist, 
which is to say a worldly, aesthetics, is to trace out the interrelations of 
musical pleasure, musical form, and ideology. Not to pursue that possibil-
ity is tantamount to denying-ascetically if not cognitively, but perhaps 
both-the two cardinal, historically grounded truths that music (or art) is 
meaningful and that music (or art) gives pleasure. 

Tomlinson surely has no wish to make these denials, but his discourse 
leads implacably in their direction. The reason, I think, is the aversion to 
old-fashioned subjectivity that everywhere impels his text, and that over-
laps imperceptibly into a profound distrust of human agency itself. Schooled 
in the postmodernist distrust of unitary selfhood and its delusions, 
Tomlinson's text projects a sense that agency always engrosses too much 
power, that the subject in action always seeks mastery over something or, 
worse, someone, as object. Hence his curious assumption that the best 
means to appreciate someone else's subjectivity is to depreciate one's own. 
Yet if postmodernism has taught us anything, it is that we do not need to 
conceive of subjectivity in such Hegelian terms as a force of opposition, 
inner to outer, private to public, value to fact. We can instead conceive of 
the subject as a position within a continuous process of communicative 
exchange, the character of which is simultaneously psychical, social, and 
cultural. And unless we leave room for this postmodernist subject in the 
discourses of knowledge, we risk falling back into the worst, most auto-
cratic excesses of instrumental reason. 

That is, of course, the last thing Tomlinson wants, but again, his dis-
course has a will of its own. Despite his sophisticated talk about meta-
subjectivity and the plural construction of knowledge, Tomlinson's version 
of musical ethnography is at bottom positivistic. His program appeals to 
discovery procedures and modes of knowledge uncontaminated by "indi-
vidual, subjective agency"; it presupposes an oppositional relationship be-
tween subjectivity, that is, precisely the partial or localized modes of knowl-
edge that an ethnographic postmodernism is supposed to cultivate, and 
truth; and it assumes possession of a transparent-enough metalanguage to 
make good on its epistemic promises.8 There are no clear means by which 
to distinguish this program from what Donna Haraway tartly calls the god-
trick of modern epistemology.9 Underneath the invocation of a "collec-
tive, kaleidoscopic, and dialogical realm of subjectivities opened out to 
one another" (p. 23), I sense, with discomfort, a will to truth that is also a 
will to both intellectual property and purity. Here those metaphors of a 
historicism "essential" in character and "rich" in problematicity, of "wealthy" 
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concatenations set beyond concepts "darkly tinted" by ideology, make a 
haunting return. And from these the program reads its proscriptive bias 
along the ameliorative lines of classic quest romance. 

With this turn of argument, I might seem to have thrown Tomlinson's 
critique back on him in a predictable and somewhat dreary way: You think 
I'm a crypto-modernist? You're another! But the tu quoque game is not the 
point. Rather, the point is discovering the best means to carry out the 
overarching musicological project to which we both want to contribute, 
the understanding of music in its worldliness. From this standpoint the 
problem with Tomlinson's version of the ethnographic program is that its 
distrust of subjectivity sets its conceptual mechanism on self-destruct. The 
knowledge the program seeks is impossible on the terms it sets. 

This is clearest, perhaps, in relation to the problem of otherness. I 
share Tomlinson's desire not to confuse appreciation with appropriation, 
but I am not ready to identify the necessary limitations of anyone person's 
discourse, his included, with an appropriative solipsism. Unlike Tomlinson, 
I am not interested in respecting, not to say reverencing, otherness but in 
deconstructing the opposition of self and other. For that opposition always 
posits a superior self-a master. Tomlinson can judge that a critical read-
ing appropriates the otherness of a Mozart or a Monteverdi or a Leadbelly 
only if he can claim a sure knowledge of that otherness. But since, by his 
own account, he can arrive at such knowledge only from a position exter-
nal to the otherness, the claim to knowledge is both a hermeneutic claim 
and a claim to mastery. Only if Tomlinson could himself be the other 
could he venture a decisive claim to the knowledge he seeks from the 
thick context that surrounds the other. But then, since the rest of us 
remain in a position external to the other, this other Tomlinson would 
not be able to communicate his claim to us. Of course not: being the 
other, he would not be empowered to speak for himself, at least to us, and 
none of us could credibly or transparently speak for him. 

At best, I suppose, one might approximate the knowledge Tomlinson 
seeks by so immersing oneself in the signs of otherness as to identify with 
it, and then to produce a text that would allow a reader to identify with it. 
But the text, being a text, would unavoidably be subject to the slippages 
and metamorphoses of interpretation. And the underlying process of iden-
tification would, just as inevitably, lead both the writer and reader into the 
confusions, alienations, and always questionable jubilances of fantasy, the 
register of the signifying process that Jacques Lacan calls the Imaginary, 
and in which desire, not knowledge, is paramount. 

Criticism, of course, runs just the same risks, a point that underscores 
the continuity of criticism and ethnography but also brings us round to 
the question of conceptual means from a final perspective. How can we 
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write criticism without falling afoul of Tomlinson's critique? From my 
position as a postmodernist critic, the chief value of Tomlinson's argu-
ment is that it forces an explicit answer to that question. 

How, then, can one write criticism as an agent, a subject empowered to 
claim knowledge, rather than as a master, a subject privileged to impose 
knowledge? Or, failing that, how can one write as a literal agent and only a 
figurative master? I offered one answer (only one, an instance, not a 
paradigm) in my reading of Mozart's K 563. In his essay, Tomlinson 
declines to consider the content of this reading. He does so pointedly, of 
course, true to his critique of critical interpretation as such, but nonethe-
less with an indirectness that conceals the problematicity of the gesture. 
And it is indeed odd, if you consult my piece, to speak of internalism, 
aestheticism, or mastery in relation to a critical discourse that makes no 
attempt to account comprehensively for form and structure in K 563 and 
that continually refers musical events not only to each other but also to 
the social construction of the body, to labor, to manners, to heterosexual-
ity and homosociality, to the Rousseauvian concept of civil society, and 
more. This is certainly not close reading in anything like its original liter-
ary sense, which defines the "aesthetic object" as a restricted, semi-sacralized 
field of inquiry and tries to stay wholly within its borders. The critical 
effort is manifestly to grant no more than provisional authority to any 
border, to encourage multiple border crossings, and to efface, in the 
process, the distinctions between inside and outside, work and frame, text 
and context. One might even suppose that I was resolutely historicizing 
the musical utterance, exploding it outwards through an imaginative build-
ing of contexts-except that I wasn't interested in exploding anything. 

Granted, some of the differentness of K 563 will necessarily be lost in 
my discourse. But the loss might have its compensations in insight, and, in 
any case, if I. do not write critically, all of the differentness of K 563 as 
discourse will be lost. There is no musical utterance without an interlocu-
tor; there is no context without a text. Jacques Derrida made this same 
point with the famous dictum that there is no outside the text. But we 
should remember that the dictum is credible only because there is no 
inside the text, either. With luck, each critical effort that puts this recollec-
tion into practice will count as a step toward collapsing the ideal(ology) of 
appropriation, disrupting the trade in authority, mastering the seductions 
of mastery. 

These goals are reachable, if no more than asymtotically, only by writ-
ing onward. In other words, the solution to the Cubbins Conundrum is to 
play it out to the end. When Bartholomew does that, he saves himself, and 
incidentally triumphs over arbitrary authority, by taking off so many hats 
that a metamorphosis happens. Mter 450 doublings, his hats spontane-
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ously begin to blossom; the poor excuse for a phallocratic feather exfoli-
ates into lush ambiguous plumes and gorgeous gems. But Bartholomew, 
good postmodernist that he is, refuses to fetishize his new headwork. He 
produces splendid hats at last, but keeps none of them. 
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Gary Tomlinson responds: 

I resist the many imperatives, the either/or dualisms, the all-or-nothing 
propositions, and the implacable teleologies Kramer folds into my views. 
In the face of so systematic a rigidification of my ideas I will be brief but 
needfully repetitive. 

Kramer writes of my "hard-and-fast distinction between criticism and 
ethnography" (p. 25). I wrote of criticism as a force that "tends to deal out 
from the start the most essential and richly problematic historicism of our 
experiences" (p. 19). Music criticism and music history have in my view 
been countervailing but intersecting tendencies; they admit no absolute 
distinction. 

Kramer would avoid "sectarian (or worse, careerist) squabbles" (p. 25) 
while still somehow-mysteriously, by my lights-taking full cognizance of 
the play of power in discourse. I see criticism as a set of approaches whose 
structures of institutional validation push it in certain methodological di-
rections more forcefully than in others. What Kramer dismisses as sectar-
ian squabbles are, it seems to me, at the center of our differences. Which 
is only to say the obvious: Kramer's choice to pursue "criticism," like mine 
to pursue "history" or "ethnography," carries heavy ideological/institu-
tional/ disciplinary baggage along with it. We might profit by looking deeper 
into the baggage. 

Kramer imputes to me the "drastic claim that no criticism can ever go 
right" (p. 26). Again, I spoke of tendencies, not absolutes: I suggest that 
because of its institutional history criticism tends to pull us away from the 
rich inherent dialogism of all utterance (on which Kramer and I agree; no 
need for poor Bakhtin to sit up nights) in the direction of a narrowed 
dialogue or even solipsism. 

Kramer sees me as depicting, in "classically modernist" fashion, "the 
postmodern as a moment of absolute novelty" (p. 26).1 I spoke instead of 
anything but a sharp break between modernism and postmodernism: of a 
widespread "unease" I sense at "the persistent proximity of our methods to 
those we thought we had moved away from"(p. 18) and of "the contestatory 
and self-problematizing stance of postmodernism ... in the face of 
modernism"(p. 21). I use "postmodern" the way Terry Eagleton uses "post-
Romantic": we are products of modernism "rather than confidently poste-
rior to it."2 

In Kramer's reading I seek "music under erasure" and pursue a relent-
lessly negative "postmodernist musicology ... without music," even "the 
death of what we currently think of as music"(p. 27). This is not the first 
time that challenges to conventional analytic and critical approaches to 
music have been branded anti-aesthetic (read: anti- or unmusical). The 
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knee-jerk response itself says a lot about our inability to disengage our-
selves even a little from, not all "deep engagement"(p. 27) with music, but 
a particular kind of an aesthetic engagement defined and created in eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century Europe. The ideology of this engagement 
still weighs too heavily, in my estimation, on the academic study of musics. 

The erasure of music I advocate-that is, musique sous rature in a truly 
deconstructive rather than Kramer's merely destructive guise-might allow 
us to unfold the cultural experiences we gather under the rubric "music" 
as a patchwork of divergences supporting and simultaneously undermin-
ing our presumptions rather than as a monolothic sameness. It might 
begin to expose ways in which our musical languages and our languages 
about music bear within themselves, to speak in Derridean terms, a call for 
their own critique. It might help bring to light deep metaphysical myths on 
which our musical and musicological practices have been based. The dear-
est price musicology can pay is not a decentering of our current notions of 
music-this ought to be its steadfast aim-but the continued sacrifices of 
musical invitations to a broad engagement in human difference. 

The erasure of music I have in mind, by the way, would not militate 
against all close study of scores but only against the preeminence it claims 
in most current varieties of musicological research and pedagogy. I believe 
that dislodging this close study from its position as what I called "the sine 
qua non of musicological practice" would help us to a fuller awareness of 
the premises it usually entails. More generally, I don't wish to "proscribe" 
(Kramer's word, p. 29) any approaches but rather to apply new pressures, 
to scrutinize marginal traces, to look sometimes elsewhere. 

Kramer is apparently troubled by my notions of metasubjective histori-
cal exploration. He devotes a good portion of the midsection of his 
response to the refutation of my putative ''will to depersonalization" (p. 
30), to the "aversion to old-fashioned subjectivity that everywhere impels" 
my text, and .to my "profound distrust of human agency itself' (p. 32), 
suggesting in the process that I adopt "high-structuralist" ideas. Here 
Kramer confuses any notions of metasubjective cultural formation with an 
aggravated Levi-Straussianism that sees nothing but metasubjectivity. The 
confusion is old hat by now; Foucault needed to combat it already in the 
late 1960s. Indeed Foucault's archaeological/genealogical project as it 
evolved around 1970 may be conceived from this perspective as an effort 
to strike a precarious balance of subjective and metasubjective modes of 
cultural formation and analysis in the face of exacerbated structuralist! 
anti-structuralist polarities around him. (In any case, Kramer's rejection of 
metasubjective historical inquiry is ironic in light of the precisely 
metasubjective ''will of its own" he ascribes to my discourse on p. 32.) 

In my own brief discussion of metasubjective research aims I urged that 
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we loose ourselves from models that see culture as the exclusive product of 
conscious and subconscious subjectivity (p. 22). This point is one of four 
suggestions I offered for a revised musicology (pp. 21-24); all the other 
three are intricately implicated in models of subjectivity and intersubjectivity. 
I have never shied away from analyses of human agency in my work. Indeed 
I have argued repeatedly that invocations of the intentional fallacy and 
other interpretive stances that place out of bounds questions of historical 
subjectivity are simplistic, misleading, and limiting. And my recent book 
Music in Renaissance Magic is largely concerned with reconciling certain 
subjective (hermeneutic) and metasubjective (archaeological) analyses. 

Neither have I ever relinquished "the latitude to speak for the other" 
Kramer discusses on page 30. In fact I believe we might well take, as a 
baseline characterization of our interpretive speech-acts, Kramer's formu-
lation that we speak for the other in speaking for ourselves, "but always 
under the possibly resistant impress of the other" (the echo resounds here 
of latter-day hermeneutic formulations like Paul Ricoeur's famous "com-
prehension of the self by the detour of the comprehension ofthe other"). 3 

Except that I'm disturbed by the potential slippage from Kramer's "al-
ways" to his "possibly." The resistance of others in our speech is indelible 
and inevitable, hard-wired into language, so to say. (Wake up, Mikhail!) 
The problem, then, is how to take greater cognizance of this ubiquitous 
resistance, how to carry language's play of differance, of un master able traces, 
to the heart of our historical method as an ongoing critique of our strate-
gies of mastery. My suggestions for revising our musicological project aim-
briefly, generally, and preliminarily, to be sure-in this direction. 

So when Kramer ascribes to me "the ideal of a knowledge free of ten-
dentiousness" (p. 25), when he argues that I ignore my own masterful 
moves or those of Foucault, Geertz, et aI., when he accuses me of advanc-
ing my "ethnographic" mode of understanding as the only one that "can 
transcend power relations" (p. 29), I can only doff, Cubbins-ish, another 
hat in the hope that my head will be more clearly revealed. So let me be as 
clear as I can: My suggestions are all predicated on the idea that we are 
exercizing our powerful and "rancorous will to knowledge" (Nietzsche/ 
Foucault) whenever we speak or teach or set pen to paper or fingers to 
computer keyboard. In this I disagree with Kramer (p. 29): I think the 
subject-positions we find as scholars do automatically "reproduce the mas-
tery scenario," and I do not find Kramer's "speech genres" responsible 
answers to the ethical problems entailed in these masterful claims. I seek 
an ethnographic historicism that, in Foucault's words, "is capable of liber-
ating divergence and marginal elements-the kind of dissociating view 
that is capable of decomposing itself, capable of shattering the unity of 
man's being through which it was thought that he could extend his sover-
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eignty to the events of the past."4 I want a historical method that; instead 
of clamoring ever louder, will undermine and moderate its own voice 
through its clearer (but never full) hearing of others; a method in which 
the subject-position we adopt is not an a priori and little-conscious pre-
sumption subsequently ignored but the conscious, problematized material 
medium we inscribe at every moment of making history. I believe we 
might move toward such a historicism through the specific reorientations 
I suggested in my response to Kramer, among others, and, more gener-
ally, through an intricate construction of webs of historical traces (musical . 
and extramusical) aided by genealogical, dialogical, deconstructive and 
postdeconstructive, feminist, and postcolonial conceptions of culture, knowl-
edge, and power. 

If Kramer's criticism is really an intersubjective practice of "putting into 
discourse ... the dynamic interplay of speaker, utterance, and reply" (p. 
31); if it aims in its historicism and rhetoricality to destabilize our myths 
(p. 31); if its "effort is manifestly to grant no more than provisional au-
thority to any border, to encourage multiple border crossings, and to 
efface, in the process, the distinctions between inside and outside, work 
and frame, text and context" (p. 34); then perhaps I have little substantive 
quarrel with him. 

The trouble is that his practice of criticism, along with the practices of 
many other scholars, seems to me rarely to square with these ideals. It 
does not seem to be destabilizing of itself, rather the reverse. It does not 
sufficiently put its own world in jeopardy, to paraphrase James Clifford, as 
it depicts the worlds of others.5 In this it threatens to efface more than the 
distinctions of work and frame or text and context; it threatens to efface 
the distinction of self and other all told. Kramer writes: "I am not inter-
ested in respecting, not to say reverencing, otherness but in de constructing 
the opposition of self and other" (p. 33). But there is a danger in such an 
approach, the danger that even deconstruction's powerful critique of west-
ern language metaphysics will serve only to bolster or reinstate old pat-
terns of dominance; the danger that, as Romi Bhabha warns, "the place of 
otherness [will be] fixed in the west as a subversion of western metaphys-
ics and ... finally appropriated by the west as its limit-text, anti-west."6 
Postmodern thought at its most challenging, it seems to me, pursues some-
thing else: the extraordinarily complex and problematic maintenance of a 
space for others' escape from our patterns of meaningfulness at the very 
moment in which we, interacting with them, masterfully map out those 
patterns. 

Enough. More than enough. We both, Kramer and I, write books, and 
have published ones recently that, if not the last words on our approaches, 
at least give a clearer sense of their differences in practice than will be had 
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from this exchange. Readers who care to follow these differences might 
well turn to Music as Cultural Practice and Music in Renaissance Magic. Censeat 
lector. 
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In Defense of Close Reading and Close Listening 

By Stephen Blum 
Alan Lessem in memoriam 

Whatever we write about music is informed (in more ways than we can 
recognize) by our responses to works, genres, theories, performances, per-
formers, and to many other factors, some of which we treat as "extra-
musical." As musicians and as ",riters, we enact our interpretations of prior 
interpretive acts. As scholars, we also reflect on the history of our modes 
of interpretation and compare them with other ways of responding. 

These points offer one approach to a question posed by the organizers 
of this symposium: "With a life that extends well beyond the historical era 
in which it had its genesis, does the musical work (or any artistic work) 
require a special kind of historiography?" At the very least, the production 
and reproduction of music require a historiography that enables us to 
discover some of the prior interpretive moves that have eluded our con-
sciousness. A number of these moves, but by no means all, will have in-
volved responses to works. We have no good reason to isolate histories of 
our interactions with works from histories of our interactions with (for 
example) musical instruments, musicians, spirits, patrons, melody types, 
stories, and aesthetic theories.! A Persian musician who continues to dis-
cover new aspects of Segiih and Chahiirgiih has established a relationship to 
these dastgiihrs (systems of melodic models) that may well resemble the 
relationship of a German or a Korean pianist to the Beethoven sonatas 
and Das wohltemperierte Klavier. In both cases, the relationship between the 
musician and the models or works is the product of a very long series of 
social interactions, an9- the most exhaustive histories can represent only a 
small proportion of these interactions. 

Music histories are histories of performances and of modes or styles of 
performance. Every act of composition is an act of performance, whether 
or not the composer draws up a detailed plan for use in future perfor-
mances. Because there are so many variables in all aspects of performance 
(the resources and instruments, purposes and consequences, etc.), we 
should not take a small selection of these as the "primary concerns" or the 
"central problems" of music historians. One of our special tasks as music 
historians is to trace the changing relationships between the knowledge 
and actions of musicians in various times and places, and the theories and 
practices of people who followed other vocations and avocations. As prod-
ucts of these changing relationships, musicological disciplines help us to 
register and interpret the changes. 

It has often happened, of course, that a fund of terms, metaphors, and 
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stories elaborated with respect to music has been adopted and transformed 
by critics and practitioners of literary, visual, or kinetic arts. For example, 
the language of Chinese texts dealing with the criticism of poetry and 
painting is deeply indebted to earlier Chinese musicology.2 Similarly, when 
Jacques Derrida speaks of texts in which "the labor of writing is no longer 
a transparent ether" but "catches our attention and forces us ... to work 
with it," his words may remind us, once again, of the indebtedness of 
modern European poetry and painting to modern European music and 
ideas about music.3 

A Musical View of the Universe, the title of Ellen Basso's excellent mono-
graph on Kalapalo myth and ritual performances,4 would serve equally 
well for books on many other subjects, as would An Unmusical View of the 
Universe (not yet used as a title, so far as I know). In the late twentieth 
century few of us expect to find "a musical view of the universe" at the 
centers of political and economic power. It is difficult even to imagine 
what such a view might entail for those who hold power, other than "a 
radical aestheticizing of the political consciousness or subconscious" and a 
fascist "transfiguration of brute force through intoxication born of the 
spirit of music."5 In many familiar myths, the powerless are represented as 
"more musical" than the powerful. It is no secret that people who seek to 
live a musical life may find it virtually impossible to reconcile the demands 
of music with those of political or economic interests. We now have ample 
evidence of the consequences for professional and amateur musicians 
when music is relegated to an area of "power-protected inwardness."6 We 
also have more than enough experience to compare many histories of 
musical practices that have been politicized or commercialized in differ-
ent ways. We do not have, and do not need, general criteria that would 
enable us to distinguish between "musical" and "non-musical" actions in 
all known societies and civilizations. 

Arguments about what is or is not "extra-musical" are necessarily spe-
cific to particular sets of circumstances, as interpreted by various inter-
ested parties. Whatever may be true of some of us as individuals, the full 
"population" of musicologists does not constitute a sect, living mainly 
within what Max Weber called the "aesthetic sphere ofvalue."7 Our incen-
tives for musicological research arise from conflicts between several value-
spheres or "life orders," and musicological writing is heavily dependent on 
terms, metaphors, and stories that also occur in accounts of religious and 
political conflicts. We can easily ignite sectarian disputes that develop into 
bad imitations of religious and political quarrels. 

Unless we decide to cancel our lectures and stop producing books and 
papers, we will continue to retell some of the stories that have already 
been told: each critique of one myth will reproduce another myth, by the 
process that Peirce described as "translation of a sign into another system 
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of signs."8 For musicians, "another system" is whatever configuration of 
signs they deem pertinent on a subsequent occasion: for example, a later 
moment in the same performance (or process of composition), a different 
performance, or a discussion of what happened in a given performance. 
In each case, "the meaning of a word [or of a musical cue, a gesture, a 
touch, etc.] really lies in the way in which it might, in a proper position in 
a proposition believed, tend to mould the conduct of a person into con-
formity to that to which it is itself moulded."9 Since so many types of 
translation are possible, it is not surprising that musicologists continue to 
argue about which translations produce the "real" or "true" meanings. 
Such arguments could be settled only by imposing a religious or political 
orthodoxy (one with more powerful tools for suppressing dissent than the 
world has yet seen). 

In the "Mterword" to his Musikgeschichte im Uberblick,]acques Handschin 
underlined the difference between music historians who live in specific 
times and places and the utterly imaginary creatures who do not: 

Our possibilities are unlimited only in the final instance, not in the 
first; for were we capable of apprehending aesthetically every type of 
music-music from all epochs and music of all peoples-we would 
not be human beings in a specific (temporal, national) location, but 
we would be "humankind in itself. "10 

If "humankind in itself' remains unknowable, we can hardly claim that 
"aesthetic apprehension" (however defined) is the normal human response 
to music. Neither musicians nor musicologists can avoid making claims 
about how one should respond in particular situations. Yet everyone real-
izes, to some extent, that others make different claims: "A concurring yes 
. ; . is not only a dissenting no to a different set of yeses but may also be a 
modification or adaptation that rephrases an implicit, perhaps unrecog-
nized, question. "11 Historical and ethnographic studies of musical prac-
tices can direct our attention toward some of these implicit questions, 
even if we could only recognize all of them by becoming "humankind in 
itself. " 

For obvious reasons, it is not uncommon for musicologists working in 
the late twentieth century to adopt "an aesthetic which is essentially con-
sumer-orientated in that music is treated as a kind of commodity whose 
value is realized in the gratification of the listener. "12 The aesthetic that 
Nicholas Cook describes in these terms is not equally available (or, at 
least, not available in the same way) to rich and poor alike: the earth has 
not yet become a giant shopping mall where everybody enjoys unlimited 
reserves of cash and credit. We can observe that a considerable number of 
affluent consumers attend performances of music that would not have 
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been described by the performers and composers as commodities de-
signed for the gratification of listeners. Is it our task, as musicologists, to 
lecture consumers relentlessly until some of them attempt to hear the 
music in what we claim is an appropriate manner? For what proportion of 
listeners does some kind of musicological knowledge (however diluted or 
otherwise transformed) serve as "cultural capital" in Pierre Bourdieu's 
sense, increasing their sense of participation in the music by enabling 
them to feel that they know how to appreciate it?13 

Cook approaches this problem by distinguishing between "musical" and 
"musicological" listening: "If by 'musical listening' we mean listening to 
music for purposes of direct aesthetic gratification, then we can use the 
term 'musicological listening' to refer to any type of listening to music 
whose purpose is the establishment of facts or the formulation of theories" 
(p. 152). Why should the "musical" listener be concerned with facts or 
theories? Bourdieu's answer is that members of the dominant class use 
them in the process of "aesthetic distancing" through which they lay claim 
to "distinction." Cook argues that, for "normal" listeners, "the experience 
of music is not problematical at all; it is, in a sense, the one thing we can 
be sure of' (p. 230). Since his own discussion of "normal listening" is 
highly problematical, it is quite useful in a number of respects. Of particu-
lar relevance to this symposium on Approaches to the Discipline is the ques-
tion of what will happen to musicology should the experience of more 
and more listeners become "unproblematical" in Cook's sense. How would 
we reinterpret the classic texts of our discipline and the large ethno-
graphic literature to which we now have access? 

The answer, I fear, is that these texts would be ignored even more than 
they are at present. Cook has little use for the many writers who have 
treated "the work of music as a moral rather than a perceptual entity" (p. 
227). The normality of his normal listeners could be more easily sustained 
if no one agreed with Richard Kuhns that "interpretation, when exercised 
upon human products, discovers an unconscious domain which is a neces-
sary condition for, and an inevitable accompaniment of, a conscious do-
main."14 No sociologist investigating the production and sale of certain 
commodities would be so naive as to deny the potential significance of the 
consumers' desires, as understood and manipulated by the producers and 
distributors. A musicology that adopted Cook's view of normal, 
"unproblematic" listening would abolish itself as a schollarly discipline. 

Kuhns's impressive Psychoanalytic Theory of Art is an important book for 
musicologists, in part because his interpretation of Freud's theory in rela-
tion to Hegel and others offers an excellent point of departure for reread-
ing musicological texts-those of August Halm, for example, which are 
briefly discussed below. Musical performances (including, as already men-



STEPHEN BLUM 45 

tioned, acts of composition), are "enactments" that "organize and focus 
objects in highly cathected ways"-as are (in some instances) the writings 
and lectures of musicologists: any act of performance or writing may pro-
duce representations that can be enacted on a subsequent occasion.15 The 
performances of musicians and listeners, writers and readers "possess a 
latent content whose translation to manifest content will be at once sought 
and resisted" (p. 2S). However relentlessly we may attempt to disclose our 
motives (or, more often, the motives we attribute to others), we can also 
expect to find conjunctions of seeking and resistance in scholarly work, 
inasmuch as "the risk of being exposed to forced disclosure itself becomes 
part of the ground for the creation of enactments, since they subtly repre-
sent delicate matters requiring hiddenness, and are able to disclose the 
otherwise inexpressible" (p. 74). 

An important consequence of Kuhns's argument about latent and mani-
fest content is the need for a "multiplicity of interpretations and responses" 
(p. 32); fortunately, many interpretations of the latent or manifest content 
of music and dance rely more on sounds and gestures than on verbal 
argument. Kuhns has good things to say about the "interpretative reorga-
nization" of enactments in artistic manifestoes (p. 72), recognizing that 
"each interpretation draws a boundary around the variables that can be 
considered in making an interpretation" (p. SO). All of us have good (and 
not-so-good) reasons to dispute and transgress some of the boundaries 
that various authorities seek to enforce. (Kuhns's short book does not 
examine the uses of manifestoes as tools of intimidation.) 

In the past few decades, musicologists have begun to investigate the 
literary genres and conventions employed by writers of artistic and schol-
arly manifestoes, and more generally by theorists, historians, and educa-
tors. I have not seen any history of musical thought or musical pedagogy 
described as "a parable of the history of all sciences, a novel of European 
thought through the millennia"-Thomas Mann's apt phrase for Goethe's 
Materialien zur Geschichte der Farbenlehre. 16 Carl Dahlhaus, among others, 
insisted that the music historian's choice of appropriate distancing devices 
needs to be informed by considerable experience with literature. He often 
drew attention to novelistic aspects of music histories, expanding upon 
Handschin's critique of "the general ego" (quoted above): 

We need to question the naivete that recognizes "humanity pure and 
simple" in every historical agent (seen, like the protagonist of a 
novel, as an appropriate object of empathy); but no less disabling is 
the skepticism that can satisfy its [overly] sensitive historical scruples 
only when every semblance of understanding has been destroyed 
and the past lies before us in inaccessible othernessP 
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Dahlhaus, who worked for several years as a Dramaturg, used a number of 
dramatic techniques (particularly in his writings on the history of music 
theory) as he sought to avoid the extremes of naive empathy and un-
bridled skepticism. In the first chapter of Untersuchungen uber die Entstehung 
der harmonischen Tonalitiit, for example, we see Hugo Riemann (like the 
characters in the opening scenes of many plays) making a number of 
mistakes, with consequences that are worked out later. ls Dahlhaus first 
dramatizes the differences between the theories of and Riemann 
(pp. 9-18), noting that one should not rule out the possibility of reconcil-
ing them. Before the chapter concludes with a confrontation between 
certain ideas of Riemann and Helmholtz (pp. 51-54), several other theo-
rists are drawn into the action: Riemann misinterprets Rameau (pp. 28-
29), Sechter makes an adaptation of Rameau's theory (pp. 29-33), several 
writers develop theories of the cadence (pp. 33-40), and Riemann misin-
terprets Hauptmann (p. 41). 

Although his own practice may seem somewhat more dramatistic than 
novelistic, Dahlhaus endorsed the suggestion of Hans Robert Jauss that 
historians have much to learn from the narrative techniques of Joyce and 
Proust; in my opinion, those of Musil are even more relevant to music 
historians.19 Our choices as writers on music are not so much among 
literary genres as among different approaches to the genres. Despite the 
claims advanced in numerous manifestos, musicology as a whole has never 
followed the model of a pseudo-historical pageant in which the confusion 
and errors of the past are dissipated by the "blessed assurance" of a brighter 
future. 

As musicologists, we can participate in dramas that continue to enjoy 
long runs, and we can stage revivals of older and allegedly outmoded types 
of drama and storytelling. Some of us may prefer not to renew the ritual 
denunciations of "formalism" that have loomed so large in many parts of 
the world for most of this century. Sooner or later, "formalism" (like any 
other -ism) will lose its effectiveness as a term of abuse, and the dramas in 
which evil formalists conspire against "the people" will be deleted from 
the repertoire or rewritten. Historians can ask (even now) how the so-
called formalists were able to create "a dissenting no to a different set of 
yeses." Such creative acts are possible only when one manages to resist 
demands to keep step with the "progress" of history. No series of attacks 
on "formalism" could possibly serve everyone's interests. 

Lawrence Kramer's manifesto on "The Musicology of the Future" in-
cludes an account of his experience at a recent performance of Mozart's 
Divertimento K 563: he perceived "the performer's (and by proxy the 
composer's) body shuttling, with ambiguity and constraint, between labor 
and pleasure."2o Compare Hermann Abert's account of this work, in which 
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he heard a "healthy, youthful feeling of vitality, which knows how to laugh 
with good humor as well as to be full of enthusiasm"; "all three players are 
equals, and even where one individual takes over the lead, several ideas, 
agreeing or contradictory, spring up in the others, so that we always have 
the impression of the most animated life. "21 The differences between the 
two interpretations are considerable, yet Abert's reference to players who 
"rouse" one another's "own thoughts" in agreement and in contradiction, 
presenting the listener with "the impression of the most animated life," is 
to some extent compatible with Kramer's image of bodies "shuttling be-
tween labor and pleasure." Kramer objects to Charles Rosen's perception 
of a "transference of divertimento form . . . into the realm of serious 
chamber music, making purely intimate what had been public."22 For Abert, 
the tone of the divertimento was "weit intimer und zarter" in comparison, 
not with "serious chamber music," but with the last three symphonies, 
which are the main subject of his chapter. Abert (though not, of course, 
Cook's normalized listeners) might well have agreed with Kramer that 
"Mozart raises [questions] by making his music behave as it does, and 
trusting the listener to hear the music within a broader field of rhetorical, 
expressive, and discursive behaviors" (p. 17). 

I have no quarrel with Kramer's thesis that "listening is not an imme-
diacy alienated from a later reflection, but a mode of dialogue" (p. 17). 
Recalling Kuhns's discussion of manifestoes as instruments for the "inter-
pretative reorganization" of enactments, I can readily imagine that mani-
festoes announcing a "postmodernist perspective" are helpful to Kramer 
and others as they "continue the dialogue oflistening." As a historian and 
ethnographer, I must acknowledge that earlier manifestoes on the "rela-
tive autonomy" of works have been no less helpful to many musicians and 
listeners as they engaged in dialogue with one another as well as with 
whatever additional presences the performance awakened in their imagi-
nations. There are many names for such presences and for aspects of the 
complex relationships people entertain with them: the composer's per-
sona, the performer's magnetism, the spirit of an age or a people or a 
locale, blind faith in genius, idolatry, and fetishism, to name but a few. 
The terms are not identical with the relationships that people enact. 

We have much to learn about the ways in which people talk about the 
dialogues in which musicians and listeners are engaged. All of the talk 
relies on tropes, as Goethe recognized: "We think we are speaking in pure 
prose and we are already speaking in tropes; one person employs the 
tropes differently than another, takes them farther in a related sense, and 
thus the debate becomes interminable and the riddle insoluble. "23 Human 
beings lack the ability to "fully articulate, in words, either the objects [of 
our attention] or ourselves. "24 I have not yet understood the difference 
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between the "postmodernist perspective" that Kramer advocates and the 
various "modern" (or modernizing) critiques of "purity," of which Goethe's 
is one. Whatever the differences, we can perhaps recognize more of what 
happens in our own dialogues as listeners by comparing what we say about 
the dialogues with what others have said about their experiences. The 
tropes used in Kramer's account of listening to K 563 are well repre-
sented in the extensive written records of responses to Mozart and his 
music. 

Those who share Kramer's interest in "strategies that are radically anti-
foundationalist, anti-essentialist, and anti-totalizing" (p. 5) can only smile 
(as may well be his intent) at the definite articles in his title, 'The Musicol-
ogy of the Future." The narrative strategies that consign earlier writing 
and discourse to a repertoire of -isms, while urging us forward to a neces-
sary future (usually named with a new -ism), are as totalizing as narrative 
strategies can become. One can't have much of a dialogue with an -ism or 
a paradigm, unless the dialogue questions the ways in which the -ism was 
named or those in which the paradigm was constructed. Many of the 
other ghosts who still bend our ears (the ghost of Mozart, for example) 
talk back to us more forcefully than paradigms are wont to do (although 
we can make them talk back by challenging their right to exist). 

In his remarks on Kramer's discussion of K 563, Gary Tomlinson con-
jures up the specters of "internalism," "formalism," "aestheticism," and 
"transcendentalism" (p. 20, above)-a formidable quartet of ghosts, which 
makes another appearance as he objects to the "western presumptions" of 
manyethnomusicologists (p. 24). Evidently, these demons will continue to 
wreak havoc for as long as Kramer, or anyone else, imagines a "bond with 
Mozart" (p. 21). One may share Tomlinson's desire "to problematize the 
knowledge of others we come to through their musics" (p. 24) without 
wishing to join a campaign against "cultural constructions" that are "darkly 
tinted for us with modernist ideology" (p. 23). The uses that Tomlinson 
finds for such constructs as "nineteenth- and twentieth-century westernism" 
(p. 23) can produce a "ventriloquist's monologue" (p. 21) just as easily as 
any listener's "conceptions of subjectivity that grant it unrivaled culture-
making powers" (p. 22). 

No doubt all of us are capable of self-deception, whether we are inter-
preting the decisions of a composer-performer or the demands of the 
situation we imagine to be our own (or that of our family, tribe, guild, 
profession, region, nation, epoch, or "culture"). Kramer's (or anyone's) 
close listening to Mozart's music mayor may not endow an imaginary 
"Mozart" with "sweeping subjective powers ... to speak to the critic (ana-
lyst, listener in general) through the music" (p. 20): listeners who sense 
that the processes initiated in performances of this music elude our efforts 
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to participate fully in them do not always seek refuge in myths of "subjec-
tive powers." In any case, we should not place a permanent (or even a 
temporary) ban on all illusions of understanding "Mozart." Musicologists 
can learn to tolerate many varieties of love-including some that may 
strike guardians of our morals as fetishism, idolatry, or some other "per-
version. "25 

August Halm was critical of what he called an ausgepragte Genieglaubigkeit 
in the writings of Heinrich Schenker. He nonetheless conceded that this 
"in no way blind, but downright clairvoyant belief in genius" revealed itself 
in Schenker's work as "a valuable heuristic principle, an incentive to make 
discoveries that do not stand or fall with his faith. "26 This is a good crite-
rion with which to assess our reactions to beliefs and loves we do not 
share: do our prejudices against the belief or the love prevent us from 
recognizing it as an incentive to acts that are "valuable" from one or more 
perspectives? Halm's remark also points to an enduring dilemma faced by 
musicologists: we may have little choice but to understand many beliefs 
and loves as "heuristic principles," but this is not how they are experi-
enced by the believers and lovers. Nietzsche's "philosophizing with a sledge-
hammer," recalled in Kramer's paper, is not always the right response to 
this dilemma. 

In a helpful and provocative paragraph, Tomlinson expands on his 
recommendation that we "interrogate our love for the music we study" (p. 
24). His language immediately brings to mind Foucault's discussion of 
Bentham's Panopticon, in which humans are "object[s] of an investigation 
[information], never subject[s] in a communication."27 Tomlinson does not 
suggest that we should interrogate our love for music and for musicians in 
this manner. It is entirely possible to "dredge up our usual impassioned 
musical involvements from the hidden realm of untouchable premise they 
tend to inhabit" (p. 24) without enacting a drama of interrogation in 
which the style of questioning prevents the answers from altering the 
questioner'S initial stance. 

Without knowing what writings Tomlinson regards as "bound to models 
of culture that see it as made exclusively through the conscious and sub-
conscious intents of historical actors" (p. 22), I fully agree with him that 
these are by no means the only factors to be considered in writing history 
and ethnography. Many ethnomusicological monographs of the past de-
cade pay close attention to questions of political economy-which, of 
course, require some ''western presumptions" that Tomlinson might find 
no less "disconcerting" (p. 18) than Kramer's "confidence in his bond 
with Mozart." His insistence that "the act of close reading ... carries with 
it the ideological charge of modernism" (p. 22) places a strong restriction 
on Tomlinson's earlier statement that "art works inscribe in one fashion 
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lOr anather cultural cancepts, assumptians, aspirations, etc., that govern 
their reception. "28 How can we hope to know in what fashion the concepts, 
assumptions, aspirations have been "inscribed" if we must sacrifice "close 
reading" in order to exorcise the ghost of modernism and all its cousins? 

Polemicizing elsewhere against what he heard as a call for "greater 
engagement in decontextualized musical sound" in studies of Mrican mu-
sic, Tomlinson maintains that "musicology has trodden this path for a 
hundred years now, with an ever-increasing arrogance of the Same as the 
most pervasive result. "29 One can read musicological writings of the past 
century without arriving at this impression. What we can gain from acts of 
close reading and close listening is, above all, the possibility of rereading 
and rehearing, increasing our recognition of the limitations of paradigms, 
"ideal types," and other constructs. Conversation without close listening is 
pointless. Ethnomusicologists may have acquired more experience than 
Tomlinson is prepared to acknowledge in learning how not to impose our 
conceptions and fantasies about what is or is not ''western'' on the musi-
cians with whom we interact, and in learning to listen, read, and write 
dialogically.30 

Toward the end of his life, Halm published a remarkable account of his 
responses to the music of Beethoven, whom he had once regarded as an 
"enemy" without allowing himself to confess this in so many words.3l He 
was concerned with the consequences of a situation in which "we involun-
tarily take [Beethoven's] music as the symbol of a definite way of being 
human": specifically, the satisfaction that "the mass" of listeners derives 
from Beethoven's music is based on an attitude of self-importance.32 The 
syndrome of "involuntary" attachment to a symbol must be broken if one 
is to respond to the "real" (wirklichen) Beethoven, or to any other musi-
cian. Inasmuch as a composer's musical technique is symptomatic of his 
"underlying desire" (untergriindliche Trieb), the technique (when properly 
understood) indicates the desired response: "a genuine artist's way of 
working offers direct testimony about his convictions, about his attitude 
toward art, and, hence, about the kind of response that he want.s! "33 

Discussion of technical issues enables us to recognize and alter our 
habitual responses; Halm did not suggest that an appropriate response 
must conform to one's interpretation of the composer's desires. Whatever 
causes us to mistrust our perceptions and habitual responses is to be 
welcomed as the necessary first step in replacing a culture that is "narrow" 
and "exclusive" with a culture worthy of human beings.34 To the extent 
that we experience music as symptomatic or representative of "an existing 
culture," the music does not "itself become culture or lead to a culture."35 

Halm's approach to dramatizing "the history of music" (in his book Von 
zwei Kulturen der Musik and elsewhere) was based on the model of the 
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Bildungsroman: the protagonist (humanity in its engagement with "the spirit 
of music") grows older and wiser, learning how to retain and renew some 
of the energy of youth (the Kraftgefuhl that Abert heard in K. 563). The 
culture of fugue, fully acknowledging and developing youthful energies, 
had been followed by the culture of sonata, allowing for coordination and 
control of formal processes but imposing excessive limitations on the "au-
tonomy" of themes, composers, performers, and listeners.36 With the ad-
vantages of hindsight, we can read Halm's text in relation to texts by his 
contemporaries, overhearing but also dramatizing his conversations with 
himself and with his colleaguesY 

The language of Halm's writings is that of a "secularized theology"-
due in part to his training in theology but also, more significantly, to the 
conditions of music, musicology, writing, and scholarship in his time and 
place.38 These are not as different from our own local conditions as we 
might like to imagine. When we are willing to recognize points at which 
our own techniques of storytelling and dramatizing overlap significantly 
with those employed by "others," we can no longer relegate the so-called 
others to a "backward culture" or an "outmoded paradigm." Those who 
learn to read well learn to listen well, and good listeners can also become 
good readers. 
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Changing the Subject* 

By Ruth A. Solie 

I do think in this earlier part of your life there should 
be some mysterious or undefined reference to some 
faint suffering love affair. ... Nothing could be more 
agreeable to me than to weave a sentimental chap-
ter entitled, for instance, "The Romance of Susan B. 
Anthony's Younger Days." How all the daily papers 
would jump at that! 

-Elizabeth Cady Stanton to Susan B. Anthony 

The difficulty with writing a woman's life is that your readers may be 
predisposed to disbelief. Everybody already knows that she can't have done 
those things, or not all by herself, or at any rate not for very healthy 
reasons-and everyone from Sigmund Freud to Playboy already has an 
explanation of her aberrant behavior. The reason, of course, is that every-
body already knows what women are like and what they're capable of-it's 
been one of the most thoroughly discussed topics in humanity's history. 
The only wrinkle is that the discussion has been conducted almost exclu-
sively among men.! 

Interestingly, the quotation in my epigraph concerns Stanton's prepa-
ration of her own memoirs.2 Acknowledging that Anthony would playa 
strong supporting role in the book, as she had in Stanton's life, the autobi-
ographer here shares with her friend their all-too-clear understanding of 
what the reading public both wanted and expected to learn: that promi-
nent women, strong women of exceptional accomplishment-women who 
"act like men"-have a frustrated love affair somewhere in their pasts. 

Storytelling 
Biography is a genre like any other, with its own codes and conven-

tional procedures; part and parcel of those procedures is the familiar 
repertory of stories by which we are accustomed to represent and under-
stand lives. All biographers-like historians in general-are to some de-
gree at the mercy of the stories that happen to be available in the time 
and place in which they are working. In conventional political or military 
biography, for example, there is the modern version of the quest narra-
tive: the picking up of the thrown gauntlet, the overcoming of foes, the 
triumphant achievement of the goal. Judith Tick has reminded me that 
the traditional Western rendition of the "myth of the artist" has come to 
share several of the stereotypical characteristics of this story, particularly 
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its portrayal of a heroic, larger-than-life overcoming of odds (and philis-
tines), its pervasive sense of struggle.3 

The result for musicology is overdetermining: on top of the cultural 
stories by which "great men's" lives are lived and written, there's the ge-
nius story as well. Musical biographers have dealt with this variously, as 
their own temperaments and interests and the intellectual style of the 
moment moved them.4 They may choose to heroicize or de-heroicize their 
subjects, to humanize or "geniusize" them; to take the olympian or the 
back-fence perspective; to focus relatively more on the life or on the work, 
on the public or the private aspect of the career. But whatever spin is put 
upon the story, on the level of cultural myth it remains irremediably a 
male story. 

And what are the available female stories? Again at that mythic level, 
there are but two: "happily ever after" or "she came to a bad end." Both of 
these stories focus tenaciously on the appropriateness of the heroine's 
behavior-she is either rewarded for virtue (with marriage) or punished 
for transgression (with death);5 neither story is of the slightest use in 
explaining or evaluating a life whose very triumphs result from the refusal 
to behave in "appropriate" ways. 

The overwhelming power of these stories has bedeviled biographers of 
women from the beginning. Carolyn Heilbrun reminds us of a typical 
case: 

Elizabeth Gaskell, until recently the most salient of female biogra-
phers, did not celebrate Charlotte Bronte's genius, but rescued her 
from the stigma of being a famous female writer, an eccentric. Care-
fully, Gaskell restored Bronte to the safety ofwomanliness.6 

And perhaps most poignantly, Jill Conway has found that a generation of 
prominent American women habitually misunderstood and misrepresented 
their own achievements in the (subconscious?) effort to make their auto-
biographies conform to available female stories, producing accounts vio-
lently at odds with their own diaries as well as with external historical 
evidence.7 No wonder that feminist biographers have taken it as a central 
part of their mission to "protest against the available fiction of female 
becoming. "8 

"The only kangaroo among the beauty" 
With this forlorn phrase, Emily Dickinson elliptically expressed her 

sense of her own oddity.9 Having refused, or been unable, to order her life 
according to the standard story, she found no alternative story available 
except that of the outcast, the misfit. 
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The misfit story, of course, is enticing and thrillingly variegated, and it 
remains a terrible temptation to biographers and to critics of biographies 
as well. The outrage that has in some quarters greeted Blanche Wiesen 
Cook's new biography of Eleanor Roosevelt is a good example. Patriots of 
many stripes have been offended by Cook's forthright account of Roosevelt's 
lesbian relationship with Lorena Hickok; what the biographer offered as 
an illumination of one of her subject's most important sources of strength, 
an explanation of her ability to thrive even in view of her husband's 
philandering neglect, these critics have read as an effort to tarnish her 
reputation.10 

Furthermore, as Judith Tick has observed, gender isn't necessarily on 
the surface of these accomplished lives. Among the most frustrating sto-
ries to disentangle are those of women whose aspiration is that their works 
should be indistinguishable from men's, or who place their faith in the 
gender-neutrality of "excellence," or who do in fact behave just like their 
male counterparts. Whatever the critical fate of their literary or artistic 
output, at least until very recently their lives have continued to be found 
wanting in "womanhood"-thus Gaskell's "rescue" of Bronte-because they 
tried to "act like men." Not to belabor the point, most "great" women will 
turn out to have been "bad" women, according to one or another of 
society's dictates. The biographer's job is not to protect her subject from 
such charges, but to redefine "bad." 

Because of the "kangaroo factor," there will have to be a certain politi-
cal awareness in the insightful reconstruction of a woman's life story. I do 
not mean to argue that we should reconstruct women of the past as "femi-
nists" avant La lettre, but that a woman of public accomplishment before 
the mid-twentieth century virtually had to have rebelled against the behav-
ioral standards set for her, with some degree of consciousness or other. 
(This is not to say, of course, that she wanted to be seen in that light; 
many such women have worked hard to cover their tracks!) Critics some-
times complain that feminists render their subjects in too "political" a way, 
but it is hard to see how such lives can be explored and illuminated 
without the acknowledgement of political consciousness and resistance-
or, failing those, either extraordinary pain or extraordinary good fortune. 
Any of these will call for comment and analysis on the biographer's part. 
Heilbrun puts it this way: ''Where should [her story] begin? With her 
birth, and the disappointment, or reason for no disappointment, that she 
was not a boy?"ll In male lives the question doesn't arise. 

For example, Adrienne Block has found in her work on Amy Beach 
that the very extraordinariness of Beach's situation has become a center 
not only for the biography itself but for her whole research agenda. "I 
have to ask," she says, "how [it is] that despite Social Darwinist attitudes 
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about women, family and social pressures for her to marry and be a pri-
vate person, [and] received attitudes about women's inferior abilities as 
creative artists, Beach was able to succeed as well as she did." The seren-
dipitous sources of support that Block has unearthed in answer to these 
questions make perfectly clear that Beach's life simply could not be under-
stood in another, "gender-blind," context-however much Beach herself 
would surely protest against this assertion. 

Finally, understanding the "kangaroo phenomenon" underlines the po-
tential importance of looking beyond canonic subjects and canonic genres, 
a perhaps counterintuitive assignment for musicologists since, as Katherine 
Reeve has recently pointed out, "weighty biographies stand with published 
correspondence, thematic catalogues, and monumental editions of Com-
plete Works as our twentieth-century certifications of greatness. "12 Tradi-
tionally, feminist practice has been somewhat less interested in those certi-
fications and more interested in what the lives of women have to tell us 
about felicitous ways of navigating treacherous waters-about what we 
might call, at the risk of flippanc.y, the diversity of successful kangaroo 
lives. Elizabeth Wood observes that the music of such necessarily eccentric 
composers may be eccentric itself; one of the most interesting challenges 
for musicology, as it continues in the coming decades to wean itself from 
its excessive devotion to "greatness," will be to contrive both analytic sys-
tems and critical methods that can deal with "different" musics without 
simply finding them wanting for lack of resemblance to familiar master-
works.13 

Biography under postmodern conditions 
In the wake of postmodern critical theory, and indeed of Marx and 

Freud themselves, reactive concerns have begun to arise about the so-called 
"death of the subject": have we gone so far in the direction of "context"-
in history, Foucauldian archaeology, or cultural critique-that individual 
subjectivity and agency have disappeared altogether?14 Such a turn of events, 
needless to say, would make the writing of biography at best difficult and 
at worst quixotic. In Diane Middlebrook's words, 

the very genre of biography requires that there be a person, a consis-
tently represented self at the center of the book. Yet as the discipline 
of semiotics so compellingly demonstrates, language is fundamen-
tally non-representational: the materials of a biography are not life, 
but documents, and all the documents refer within systems of lan-
guage, within different discourses. 15 

As theoretical questions, the status and viability of subjectivity and agency 
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have crucial import primarily on two accounts: the ethical need for a locus 
of moral and political resistance to ideological systems, and the desire to 
understand the source of creativity and aesthetic production. The former 
question is in the forefront of debate right now, most recently and au-
thoritatively in Paul Smith's Discerning the Subject, written explicitly to put 
forth the claims 

that current conceptions of the "subject" have tended to produce a 
purely theoretical "subject," removed almost entirely from the political 
and ethical realities in which human agents actually live and that a 
different concept ofthe "subject" must be discerned or discovered.16 

The second-which seems likely to take shape as the postmodern version 
of the "intentional fallacy" debate-has received less attention to date; 
since the questions (though in more classic form) of creative process, 
compositional method, and authorial intention have long interested the 
biographers of famous composers, perhaps this is a theoretical juncture at 
which musicologists have important contributions to offer. 

In terms of the methods used by biographers, a similar concern can be 
expressed as finding the right balance between "internal" and "external" 
evidence, between the essence of the self (as Leon Edel might put it) and 
the social contexts in which that self operated. Current biographical theory 
thus concerns itself, in particular, with the relation between postmodern 
theory and psychoanalysis, which has been so influential in biography 
writing during the past few decades. There is, perhaps, a certain tension 
between acknowledging the pull of large-scale structural societal forces on 
the one hand and making use of the intra-psychic insights of psychoanaly-
sis on the other; nonetheless, many have also made Patrick Brantlinger's 
point that 

Freud can be said to have helped cause the "death of the subject" by 
revealing the internal conflicts, fragmentation, and irrationality of 
the individual. But he did not therefore abandon reason or the 
perspective of the "knowing subject": that remained crucial-indeed, 
all the more crucial given the problem of achieving self-understand-
ing by a basically irrational self. And despite its focus on the [singu-
lar] self, psychoanalysis turns introspection into dialogue between 
analyst and patient and treats self-formation as a social process, at 
least within the familyP 

Among feminists, there has been a certain suspicion of all the parties 
involved in the present debate. Alison Booth writes, with a trace of cyni-
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cism: "That post-modern proclamations of the death of the author should 
coincide with the 'second wave' of feminism and a burgeoning interest in 
female authorship is perhaps no accident."18 And while it is impossible here 
even to outline the interactions of feminist and psychoanalytic theory, they 
can be aptly characterized as interminable, multifarious, and edgy. On the 
whole, feminist writers have recognized the impossibility of proceeding 
without taking psychoanalytic insights into consideration;19 but at the same 
time they insist that even the most private aspects of life are societally 
inflected, not entirely matters of individual negotiation and personal dys-
function, as some versions of psychoanalysis may appear to suggest. 

In any event, the inside and outside perspectives need not be in con-
flict, as feminist film theory in particular has brilliantly shown.20 Variations 
upon this tension and its resolution will continue to ground the best 
biographies, as authors pursue the most 'profound insights into creative 
lives. Mter all, an individual subject's social positioning (woman/wife/ 
mother, to choose just one familiar complex) crucially conditions not only 
her personal choices and decisions but the. satisfactions she is able to 
derive from the societal context in which she finds herself. Sharon O'Brien, 
a biographer of Willa Cather, suggests a working solution to the problem: 
"keeping in mind the inadequacy of 'unitary selves' while at the same time 
attempting to speak of women's different 'social treatment' or psychologi-
cal experience. "21 My own sense would be that what we are after is to 
recover what Jameson, following Foucault, calls the "conditions of possibil-
ity" of both the life and the work of our biographical subject; if so, then 
surely we need to consider both the internal and the external evidence.22 

The question that has perhaps most plagued musicological biographers 
is a related one: how should "life" and "works" be understood together? 
To what extent, if any, does our understanding of the one illuminate the 
other? Although it seems abundantly clear to common sense that the 
connection is intimate, we have not made as much progress as we might 
have wished in understanding its mechanism. 

A feminist writer may usually be expected to have an a priori tendency 
toward integrating these two aspects of her subject, because the recogni-
tion that "the personal is the political" represents a commitment to lower-
ing the barrier between public and private life. (Besides which, the pub-
lic/private dichotomy has long been analogized to a male/female dualism 
in ways that a feminist scholar would be at pains to deconstruct.) Thus, 
Judith Tick is working out a form of "integrated testimony" in which Ruth 
Crawford's music may give evidence concerning her psychological life 
while evidence about the latter may simultaneously help to explicate the 
music. Elizabeth Wood has used a similar method, considering music, 
correspondence, and autobiographical writing as three parallel and equally 
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revealing discourses, in an essay about Ethel Smyth's experience as woman, 
lesbian, and composer.23 An aspect of this process that seems to have 
wider implications for musicology as a discipline is the experience of many 
biographers that their involvement in one composer's life makes an im-

. pact on their other musicological work. All three of my "biographer-infor-
mants" have written historical, analytic, or critical essays deeply influenced 
by the methods they have developed for understanding the life/works 
continuum.24 

Whatever we mayor may not be learning about an artist's work from 
studying her life, in any event the person must surely be seen whole in 
order for any real insights to occur. In a recent biography of Anne Sexton, 
Diane Middlebrook took the daring step of including (with .the permis-
sion of the literary executors) material from tapes of Sexton's psychiatric 
treatment. She reasoned, convincingly in my view, both that it was impos-
sible to understand Sexton's life or work in the absence of this intimate 
evidence, and that Sexton's own poetry made it abundantly clear that she 
wished to share the darkest aspects of her experience with her readers. 
Reaction has been strong, centering both on the breach of confidentiality 
imputed to the doctor who gave Middlebrook the tapes, and on Sexton's 
continuing right to privacy after death. But Alicia Ostriker, commenting 
upon the hue and cry, dismissed the latter argument and asked a pointed 
question: "is it then the public that needs to be protected, needs not to 
know about the pain behind the veil of normal American family life?"25 
Or, we might add in order to generalize the point, the pain of any "nor-
mal" woman attempting to live a life beyond the boundaries of the script 
she was handed? Surely, on the contrary, this is precisely what we need to 
learn. Nor can we understand any aspect of a public life without seeing 
the whole person clearly. In particular, there will be something empower-
ing in the private aspects of life-in Roosevelt's relationship with Hickok, 
in Sexton's with her therapist-that helps to make the public accomplish-
ments possible. 

There is one final aspect to this complex of problems that I have been 
skirting: does the composer have a privileged relationship to her work? 
(Do we have to accept what she tells us about it, or about what it means?) 
Here the "theoretically correct" answer of postmodernism is an unequivo-
cal negative. Yet I think it both possible and desirable to complicate, the 
matter a bit, by. distinguishing between two kinds of questions a scholar 
might be posing, and two different answers that might result. 

From the analyst's or critic's perspective, the postmodern "no" appears 
appropriate. The composer, if not "dead," nonetheless cannot forever be 
appended to her creation, like an explanatory footnote. The reception 
history of any composition will reveal changing patterns of understanding 
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and interpretation, many of which will not necessarily be sympathetic to 
the composer's original vision. Pieces may frequently become meaningful 
to listeners in ways that the composer could not have imagined, or indeed 
lose meaningfulness in the same way. Furthermore, certain habitual or 
subconscious formal features may be apparent only to a third party: dur-
ing the 1960s we heard one anecdote after another about unwitting com-
posers whose works were discovered after the fact (usually by eager theory 
students) to conform to the twelve-tone method. 

The truth of such claims is one thing, their relevance another. The 
biographer or historian, that is, will need to take the composer's own 
account more seriously, as evidence about the person herself, her life 
experience, her historical environment, and her artistic intentions. Since 
listeners too can be multiple, divided, and "bi-auditory," relishing certain 
aspects of a piece on one hearing and entirely different ones on another, I 
see no reason to insist upon one face of this coin to the obliteration of the 
other. 

Difference and method 
I am not a believer in essentialism-for one thing, it undermines the 

kind of historical specificity that I value highly-and in my view the prob-
lem of women's biography has less to do with the categories male/female 
than with the distinction "standard/ other." As Susan Bell and Marilyn 
Yalom have commented, "white men tend to look at themselves with a 
normative eye, conflating the masculine viewpoint with universal vision, as 
if it were the eye of God. "26 The methodological question is simply, what 
stories are available that are relevant and enlightening? 

As we have observed, the often painful and even shaming life scripts of 
those kangaroos are quite different from what psychiatrists would call the 
"ego-syntonic" plots of many men's biographies, where personal aspiration 
is generally consonant with societal expectations and exhortations-the 
story of "my son, the doctor" warms a mother's heart, while "my daughter, 
the doctor" may be a source of heartache and bewilderment. (This is not 
to claim, of course, that outstanding achievement is ever effortless.) Inter-
estingly, however, the situation in which aspiring male artists find them-
selves (as opposed, for instance, to political or military leaders) may have 
more resonance with women's experience, particularly in the United States 
where, as Adrienne Block observes, "real men do not become musicians." 

In any event, if there do need to be methodological differences in the 
writing of men's and women's lives, it is not because of essential differ-
ences between them or in their works. Rather, it is because of the ways in 
which women's life experiences have necessarily been radically different 
from men's just in order for them to get to the same place: the place in 
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which they look like apt subjects for biographies. That is, the "conditions 
of possibility" differ, in ways that will be systematic and (to an experienced 
hand) predictable, albeit strongly conditioned by both time and place. 
These differences are, for the most part, familiar enough: marriage or its 
absence has been a more significant variable. for women than for men, 
and parenthood a far more determinative condition; historically, female 
friendships and access to communities of women have been crucial factors 
in women's success, and not always easily come by; the culture's very 
definition of "woman" is a specter of which women, especially rebellious 
ones, have been made constantly aware. Bell and Yalom summarize a 
broader differential agenda: "Special attention to the prevailing ideologi-
cal infra-structure and its system of signification often provides a fruitful 
method with which to isolate the sexual and sexist threads of the cultural 
fabric enveloping these scripted lives. "27 

But, finally, all of this may apply as well to biographies of men, and in 
the long run we may not wish to preclude the desirability of studying in 
men's lives the same (or counterpart) frequently-neglected areas: relation-
ships, parenthood, mentoring, marriage or its absence, social positioning, 
role expectations, and the culture's definition of "man." Above all, any 
feminist will insist on this last-that gender as a category of understanding 
ought to be taken into consideration. Although women have traditionally 
been marked as "having gender" Uust as blacks are marked as "having 
race" in a way that whites are not), in fact the system that encompasses the 
genders and controls their interactions prescribes equally, though not 
similarly, for both.28 

As literary theory, cultural theory, and feminist theory continue to de-
velop, the concerns that preoccupy musicological biographers will con-
tinue to shift and evolve as well. Questions about subjectivity, ideology, 
resistance, and difference seem likely to be at the center of debate for 
some time to come; in the meantime, the working writer will want to 
proceed both thoughtfully and imaginatively amidst new methodological 
challenges and opportunities. Ultimately, in Elizabeth Wood's words, the 
biographer'S goal is to make her readers ''want (in the case of a com-
poser) to return to rehear the music once we have heard the personal 
voice in its historical, cultural, social and musical time, place and milieu." 
Theoretical questions aside, this strikes me as an entirely apt summary of 
what most readers of musical lives are after, and an admirable and 
commonsensical description of what we are about in writing them. 

NOTES 
* My thinking about this topic owes much to three superb informants, all feminist musi· 

cologists who are presently engaged in writing the lives of women; I am most grateful to 
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them for taking precious time from their work to consider these issues so thoughtfully with 
me. Adrienne Fried Block is preparing a life of Amy Beach for Oxford University Press; 
Oxford will also publish Judith Tick's An American Woman's Life in Music, a biography of Ruth 
Crawford Seeger; Elizabeth Wood is completing a study of Ethel Smyth for Bloomsbury 
Publishers of London. I have also profited from conversation with my colleague Helen 
Lefkowitz Horowitz, who is at work on a biography of M. Carey Thomas. 

1 The classic response to this curious phenomenon is, of course, Virginia Woolf's A Room 
of One's Own. 

2 I take the quotation from Kathleen Barry, "Toward a Theory of Women's Biography: 
From the Life of Susan B. Anthony," in All Sides of the Subject: Women and Biography, ed. Teresa 
lies (New York and London: Teachers College Press, 1992), 23. 

3 My quotations of Judith Tick, Adrienne Fried Block, and Elizabeth Wood, if not other-
wise identified, are from personal communications undertaken for the purpose of preparing 
this essay. As illustrations of some of the points discussed in this essay, see Nancy B. Reich, 
Clam Schumann: The Artist and the Women (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985); and Eva 
Rieger, Nannerl Mozart (Frankfurt: Insel Verlag, 1990). 

4 Of course, the nature of the available research sources also plays a significant role in 
determining the character of a biography. On general matters of musical biography, see 
Hans Lenneberg, Witnesses and Scholars: Studies in Musical Biography (New York: Gordon and 
Breach,1988). 

5 And note that these two, oddly, represent alternative endings to her story. In tragedy, of 
course, the heroine's death (Ophelia's, Desdemona's) will be presented as undeserved; but 
note that in such cases she is merely an accessory to the character whose story is really being 
told. 

6 Carolyn Heilbrun, Writing a Woman's Life (New York: W.W. Norton, 1988),22. Heilbrun 
has been the most eloquent and influential exponent of the particular considerations in-
volved in writing women's lives. Her latest novel written as Amanda Cross, The Players Come 
Again (New York: Random House, 1990), is concerned with the same issues. 

7 Jill Ker Conway, "Convention versus Self-Revelation: Five Types of Autobiography by 
Women of the Progressive Era," talk given for the Project on Women and Social Change, 
Smith College (Northampton, Mass.), 13June 1983. 

8 Nancy Miller's words, quoted in Heilbrun, Writing a Woman's Life, 18. 
g "An ignorance, not of customs, but if caught with the dawn, or the sunset see me, 

myself the only kangaroo among the beauty, sir, if you please, it afflicts me, and I thought 
that instruction would take it away." Emily Dickinson to Thomas Wentworth Higginson, July 
1862. In Letters of Emily Dickinson, ed. Mabel Loomis Todd (New York: Harper & Bros., 1931), 
276. My thanks to Susan Van Dyne for this pertinent reference. 

10 For Cook's own attitude toward these questions, see her review of Doris Faber's biogra-
phy of Hickok, in Feminist Studies 6 (1980): 513-16. 

11 Heilbrun, Writing a Woman's Life, 27. 
12 Katherine Reeve, in a review of two new biographies of Berlioz, Journal of the American 

Musicological Society 45 (1992): 131. 
13 It has very often been pointed out, of course, that the application of "greatness" as a 

disciplinary criterion has been sporadic at best. About my own graduate training-which 
never invited the study of any music composed by women, presumably on grounds of insig-
nificance-I still find it instructive to ponder why I was expected to learn quite so much 
about the frottola. 

14 For strong postmodern objections to the assumed coherence of the authorial self, see 
for example Michael Sprinker, "Fictions of the Self: The End of Autobiography," in Essays 
Theoretical and Critical, ed. James Olney (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980),321-



RUTH A. SOLIE 65 

42; and Paul John Eakin, Fictions in Autobiography: Studies in the Art of Self-Invention (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1985). 

15 Diane Wood Middlebrook, "Postmodernism and the Biographer," in Revealing Lives: 
Autobiography, Biography, and Gender, ed. Susan Groag Bell and Marilyn Yalom (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 1990), 159. 

16 Paul Smith, Discerning the Subject, Theory and History of Literature, vol. 55 (Minneapo-
lis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), xxix. 

17 Patrick Brantlinger, Crusoe's Footprints: Cultural Studies in Britain and America (New York: 
Routledge, 1990), 17. 

18 Alison Booth, "Biographical Criticism and the 'Great' Woman of Letters," in Contesting 
the Subject: Essays in the Postmodern Theory and Practice of Biography and Biographical Criticism, ed. 
William H. Epstein (West Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Press, 1991),87. 

19 This literature includes work by Jane Gallop, Jessica Benjamin, Jane Flax, Juliet Mitchell, 
and many others. 

20 See, for instance, Christine Gledhill, "Pleasurable Negotiations," in Female Spectators: 
Looking at Film and Television, ed. E. Deidre Pribram (London and New York: Verso, 1988), 
64-89. 

21 Sharon O'Brien, "Feminist Theory and Literary Biography," in Contesting the Subject, 
129. 

22 I resort to this bifurcation largely for purposes of clarity; needless to say, it vastly 
oversimplifies the real state of current cultural and feminist theorizing, most of which, far 
from simply denying the existence of subjectivity, insists upon its construction by means of 
the ideological and discursive practices of society. Even in this more problematized form, 
though, the question still remains how an individual may find purchase for resistance to 
those very practices, whether political, moral, or aesthetic-something which individuals 
(perhaps artists especially?) demonstrably do. The phrase "conditions of possibility" encapsu-
lates one of the principal themes of Fredric Jameson's Postmodernism: Or, the Cultural Logic of 
Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991). 

23 Elizabeth Wood, "Lesbian Fugue: Ethel Smyth's Contrapuntal Arts," in Musicology and 
Difference: Gender and Sexuality in Music Scholarship, ed. Ruth A. Solie (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1993), 164-83. 

24 See, for example, Adrienne Fried Block, "The Child as Mother to the Woman: Amy 
Beach's New England Upbringing," in Cecilia: Exploring Gender and Music, ed. Susan C. Cook 
and Judy S. Tsou (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, forthcoming); Judith Tick, "Ruth 
Crawford's 'Spiritual Concept': The Sound-Ideals of an Early American Modernist, 1924-
1930," Journal of the American Musicological Society 44 (1991): 221-61; and Elizabeth Wood, 
"Sapphonics," in Q:i-eering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology, ed. Philip Brett, 
Elizabeth Wood, and Gary Thomas (New York and London: Routledge, forthcoming). 

25 Alicia Ostriker, review of Diane Wood Middlebrook, Anne Sexton: A Biography, in The 
Women's Review of Books 9 (1991): 3. 

26 Bell and Yalom, editors' introduction to Revealing Lives, 8. 
27 Ibid., 6--7. 
28 In a more expansive forum, I would draw out by analogy the implications of my 

argument for other aspects of a biographical subject's identity, such as race, social class, or 
sexual orientation; in the present limiting context I must leave readers to make those infer-
ences for themselves. In particular, however, note that increasing appreciation of gender 
identity has already begun to sharpen our awareness of the powerful impact of sexuality on 
those "conditions of possibility." 



Gender and the Field of Musicology 

By Marcia J Citron 

The rise of studies in music and gender numbers among the most 
recent and significant developments in the field of musicology. Gender 
has come into its own as an analytical category in music only in the last ten 
years or so, and even though issues that would now fall under the topic of 
gender were discussed early in the 1980s, especially in work on women, 
the conscious and deliberate use of the term itself is even more recent. In 
its relatively brief existence, however, gender has had a profound impact 
on the field. As a major area of critical theory, gender has linked musicol-
ogy with other humanistic disciplines and many in the social sciences. 
Even more important, gender has raised and responded to new questions 
in the history of music and broadened the sweep and complexity of the 
discipline. It has helped to redefine categories and methodologies and 
opened up new possibilities for understanding musical works. What I would 
like to consider below is the present status and influence of gender studies 
within the discipline, and the ways in which gender might continue to be 
a major force in the field in the years to come. 

Before the early 1980s, musicology was mainly a positivist discipline. 
Critical, speculative studies, to which gender studies belong, were few and 
far between, and in this respect the discipline lagged behind other fields. 
For all practical purposes, the concept of gender did not exist in the study 
of music. The working, albeit unarticulated, assumption was that the ob-
ject of study was male and usually undifferentiated as to class, race, sexual-
ity, and other social factors. Yet because these variables were unstated, 
such studies tended to lay claims to universality. Consequently, important 
differences were papered over and other groups marginalized, especially 
women. 

By 1985, the appearance of Joseph Kerman's Contemplating Music seemed 
to reflect, if not initiate, a change of attitude in the field. Critical studies 
appeared more frequently and provided an environment in which the 
study of music and gender was capable of flourishing. Musicologists looked 
to other fields, especially history, literature, and anthropology, for meth-
odology and content, and feminism and gay and lesbian studies 
some of the most important beneficiaries of this interdisciplinary theory. 
In fact, musicological models have been modified to the extent that many 
practitioners have had to re-educate themselves in the ways of other fields-
almost like switching careers in midstream. For musicology as a whole it 
has meant an expanded array of subject matter and new possibilities for 
traditional areas. 

66 
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Since my own research experience involves gender and its relationship 
with women, I will steer my remarks mostly in this direction. At the same 
time, it is important to recognize that gender is a rich, complex category, 
one not limited exclusively to this issue, and that there is much work to be 
done in sorting out the theory and its practical implications. Generally 
described as the social constructedness of the cultural meanings of male 
and female, gender encompasses many issues, including sexuality. There 
is a fair amount of controversy, however, over the relationships among 
internal categories. For example, are male and female dualistic concepts? 
Oppositional? If there is a continuum within gender, then what are the 
end points? Are they male and female? How would sexual orientation 
figure into such a scale? Approaches run the gamut from constructivism to 
essentialism, with most practitioners somewhere in between. Some even 
find the very concept of gender problematic, especially recent feminists; 
while recognizing gender's value for women's issues, they worry that its 
appropriation for issues concerning men could lead to the marginalization 
of women. I This is ironic, given that feminists found gender useful in the 
first place as a means of ultimately removing women from the margins. 

This is not the forum to explore in detail the problematic nature of 
gender, but it is important that the tensions be acknowledged. Tensions 
need not be negative factors, however; in this case, they suggest a flexibility 
that can accommodate diverse perspectives and approaches in music. In-
deed, I prefer to see gender as an analytic category that infuses many 
kinds of musicological work rather than as some separate area cordoned 
off under the label "gender studies." Of course, there are individuals who 
focus on issues of gender in their work, and their specialty might be called 
gender studies. Yet their collective work covers the gamut of topics, from 
Medieval to contemporary, performance to reception, sociology to aes-
thetics, historiography to sexuality. This breadth suggests that the value of 
gender runs throughout much of the discipline and that one risks misun-
derstanding its place and undermining its usefulness by forcing gender 
studies into a separate niche. 

Inherent in this discussion is the implication that gender does not fit 
neatly into traditional categories of musicology. Like other concepts taken 
from social theory, it upsets the neatness of the old models, if indeed they 
were that neat in the first place. Gender is obviously not comparable to a 
historical period, nor a blueprint for gathering objective data about a 
person or a work. It is neither biography nor style analysis. Instead, it is a 
means of structuring problems and issues and how one interprets them, 
and thus has the potential to modifY the field significantly. Gender is 
already affecting the major categories of musicology, and I suspect that it 
will continue to do so. It is no longer easy to categorize the field mainly in 
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terms of historical periods, or areas like biography, sketch studies, or 
archival work. Too many scholars are doing work that cuts across such 
categories, and gender has been instrumental in this reconfiguration. It 
has helped to foster an emphasis on music-as-practice, for example, with 
practice now a more heterogeneous concept than mere process. The com-
poser remains an important agent but now shares the stage with others, 
including performers, patrons, critics, audiences, and individual listeners. 
Furthermore, the sociology behind practice helps to dismantle the walls 
between art music and other kinds of music, among them pop, jazz, and 
world music. Asa result, the boundaries between musicology and other 
structures for discussing music begin to erode, and the possibilities for 
musical discourse expand. 

Gender as an analytical category can be viewed as a challenge to some 
of the basic assumptions of the field. While I do not believe that this is the 
fundamental reason why practitioners choose topics that utilize gender, it 
is at the least a consequence of such work. Like other categories of social 
construction, gender explodes the insularity of music. It underscores the 
idea that music relates to real human experiences and to aspects of iden-
tity and social location. It emphasizes the notion that socialization as male 
or female, and one's sexuality, do matter in artistic expression. Gender 
further challenges the conventional wisdom of the field by raising ques-
tions about the ideology of art music as an ennobling art form representa-
tive of universal human experience; in other words, it challenges the moral 
authority of "classical" music. Consequently some might find gender un-
comfortable or even threatening, and this is one reason why it engenders 
resistance.2 The field is gradually acclimating itself to such deconstructive 
strategies, but additional time is probably needed before gender moves 
into a more central position in the discipline. Understandably, some advo-
cates might view such a transformation with concern, since one of the 
strengths of a gendered approach, it might be argued, resides in its capac-
ity for viewing conventions from a position outside the center. But making 
such a stand at the borders of the discipline might prove impractical. 
Gender will probably be most effective when it can infuse disciplinary 
discourse from a position of authority, which implies some location in or 
near the center (or centers). Furthermore, it is a questionable premise 
that one has to be on the outside to mount critical challenges. Positioning 
that enables fluid movement between inside and outside might prove 
more successful in effecting change. 

As one might expect, gender is more pertinent to certain areas than 
others. Pursuits that grow out of the positivist tradition of musicology-
archival studies, sketch studies, and the preparation of editions-are less 
likely to benefit from gender, for example. In contrast, gender can be of 
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great use to the many areas that consider social factors-which does not 
mean, however, that gender ought to serve as the only approach. That 
might be appropriate for some topics, of course, as in a of how a 
composer's sexual orientation could influence reception. But for others, 
gender could function as one factor among many to be taken into ac-
count. A word of caution is necessary here, however: gender should not be 
associated merely with historical outsiders. While they might seem the 
most obvious focus of a gendered approach, it is crucial that mainstream 
figures and institutions also be subjected to social analysis, and that means, 
among other things, gender. Indeed, one of the goals of social analysis is 
the deconstruction of the constructedness of the conditions surrounding 
those figures and institutions that make up the mainstream. Without such 
analysis, the mainstream seems natural and inevitable-a distortion that 
masks the complex relationships between music and culture, as well as the 
importance of process in the conventions behind the mainstream. 

Gender can be extremely useful for biography.3 It locates the individual 
within a specified social group or groups and also views the individual as 
an individual, though one operating within specified bounds. Thus gen-
der works the spaces between the individual and group, and this proves to 
be one of its most attractive features for biography. In the case of a woman, 
for example, gender can highlight contradictions in socialization that are 
caused by her upbringing in dominant institutions. It can underscore the 
likely possibility of what literary critic Judith Fetterley calls immasculation: 
identification with men, against herself as a woman.4 It can reveal the 
psychological costs of such situations and the ambivalence that often re-
sults from this identification. One need only read some of the statements 
of women like Fanny Hensel and Clara Schumann, or various contempo-
rary composers,5 to realize that factors directly related to gender affect 
their cultural position. Overall, gender as an analytical category affords a 
valuable vehicle for accessing issues critical to an understanding of a 
woman's life and historical position, issues that might otherwise be ig-
nored because of an absence of methodology for identification and inter-
rogation. Such methodology owes a great deal to feminist theory, of course, 
which itself is heavily indebted to the theory and methodology of various 
disciplines. In any case, the biographical potential offered by the category 
of gender should not be reserved exclusively for the study of women's 
lives; comparable approaches can also be used for biographical studies of 
men. 

Gender also has much to offer historiography, that sprawling category 
that encompasses many others. As mentioned above, gender helps to re-
shuffle the categories, and this itself is beneficial to the field. Of the 
diverse topics in historiography, one of the most important is canon for-
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mation, an area of particular interest to me.6 Here gender is critical: it 
provides an analytical category that can expose many of the assumptions 
and ideologies behind seemingly value-free conditions that have promoted 
the Western canon (or canons). For example, gendered ideologies behind 
creativity and professionalism tell us a great deal about why and how 
women composers have been excluded from mainstream practices in art 
music. They also reveal many of the conventions that led to the inclusion 
of certain works and composers. Thus, gender is not confined to marginal 
groups but has the ability to probe the central tradition and how it be-
came that way. 

Gender could also be useful for critiques of periodization, an impor-
tant component of historiography. It might show that some of the bases 
for coherence within periods and division between them are inflected by 
considerations of gender, especially female gender. Works by women might 
suggest other bases for categorization, such as a greater emphasis on func-
tion and site. There is also the problem of the appropriateness of the 
names. The Renaissance, for example, did not necessarily mark a rebirth 
of women's artistic fortunes, and the Romantic period did not mean the 
kinds of existential utterances found in many works by men.7 Of course, 
the present array of periods is problematic even when one leaves aside 
considerations of gender; questions remain about labels, about placement 
of boundaries, and about the identification and ranking of defining musi-
cal characteristics. But whether or not we ultimately decide on replace-
ments for the current system, categorical exploration via gender raises 
questions that go well beyond gender itself and touch on some fundamen-
tal issues in musicology. 

* * * 
As important as gender is for biography and historiography, however, 

perhaps the most burning question regarding gender is whether it is present 
in a piece of music. I hear this question frequently: from students, laypeople, 
and professionals. Although it is relatively easy to answer in the affirma-
tive, from that point on the details of how, where, and under what circum-
stances become difficult. One problem is that "presence" may be taken to 
mean literal presence in the sense of being readily perceivable. That sug-
gests something that can be heard and identified as gendered, or some-
thing that a performer or analyst could visually recognize in the score· as 
gendered. Yet while there may be elements of a text accompanying a 
musical work that readily refer to gender, as a general rule one cannot 
hear gender in musical language or musical gestures in and of themselves. 
To put it another way, there is no such thing as an inherently gendered 



MARCIA J. CITRON 71 

interval, chord, or musical line. But the situation is not that simple. Many 
features of musical language have been ideologically associated with gen-
der at various times, and this means that music can become a vehicle for 
the representation of ideologies of masculinity or femininity, or sexuality, 
that have been constructed in society. These are not inherent or universal 
meanings; they are socially contingent references. The challenge in his-
torical work is to identify such references and to find out what they meant 
at the time they originated and what they came to mean through the 
various stages of their history. And even if we do not have obvious evi-
dence of their longevity, some may have been incorporated into other 
kinds of conventions, musical or otherwise. Part of the difficulty is that it is 
likely that many associations were unwritten yet perfectly understood at a 
given time. Given the discipline's traditional emphasis on the written docu-
ment, many musicologists may find themselves at a loss without written 
evidence and consequently assume that nothing significant is at stake. 
Obviously, we need to expand our methodologies to deal with such con-
ventions, and ethnomusicology probably has a lot to offer in this regard. 

Speculation about unwritten codes may sound tenuous or fanciful, yet 
it is important to bear in mind the power of the written gendered musical 
associations we do know about. There are the gendered descriptions of 
the themes of sonata form that apparently began with A. B. Marx in 1845 
and extend past the middle of the twentieth century.8 There are mascu-
line and feminine cadences and masculine and feminine rhythms, and the 
association of the major mode with the masculine and the minor with the 
feminine. In each case the masculine refers to musical characteristics 
deemed strong, active, and independent, while the feminine alludes to 
characteristics that are weak, passive, and dependent: qualities associated 
with man and woman in contemporary ideology. This does not mean that 
real men and women actually exhibited such traits. What it does mean is 
that contemporary ideals delineated this behavior and that they could 
affect real people; for instance, behavior beyond prescribed norms could 
lead to ambivalence and contradiction. To be sure, if these ideological 
references were evident in only one musical convention, we might be 
tempted to discount it as an aberration. But given a pattern of such asso-
ciations, we cannot. What is more, the pattern strongly suggests the exist-
ence of unwritten codes we may not know about yet. Though some might 
argue that gendered codes of representation in music should be ignored 
because they are obsolete or repressive, we must remember that these 
ideologies were indeed real in the history of ideas and had the potential to 
affect practice. To ignore them is to distort the past. 

There is another aspect of representation we need to consider: a strat-
egy of representation deployed by a composer in a given work. In instru-
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mental works this can mean manipulating understood codes, as in the 
case of inflections on the ideologies behind the gendered codes of sonata 
form. In texted works it can mean musical language that comments on 
ideologies of masculine and feminine conveyed by the text and that con-
structs images of masculinity and femininity vis a vis those ideologies. 
While most research on gendered representation has focused on texted 
works, probably because of the obvious narrativity and the availability of 
models from literary theory, gendered representation in instrumental mu-
sic holds out great promise. With the formidable methodological obstacles 
such work presents, the analyst may find him- or herself on shaky ground. 
But short-term risk may be the necessary price for staking out new terri-
tory that will be of great importance in the long term. 

Representation should not be confused with the gender of the maker; a 
composer of either gender is capable of deploying compositional strate-
gies that involve gender. Nonetheless, this theoretical democracy might 
break down in actual practice because of subject positioning. It can be 
argued, for example, that because a woman is the subordinate member in 
Western ideology, the female composer comes to composition and to the 
gendered codes of musical conventions in a potentially different subject 
position from a man. I do not mean some essentialist subject position that 
all women share; it can vary from individual to individual, just as it would 
from man to man. But there might be a greater likelihood for a woman to 
feel positioned outside the mainstream-this even though she was herself 
nurtured in mainstream traditions. Potential contradiction might express 
itself in strategies of representation that renegotiate the ideological rela-
tionships between masculinity and femininity, such that they might amount 
to a critique of the ideological dominance of man. Let me repeat that 
such strategies are available to a male composer as well as a female. But 
the realities of subject positioning suggest that with regard to composi-
tional strategy, a woman may be more likely to critique female objectifica-
tion than would a man. 

While it is clear that I believe that analysis according to gender is 
extremely important, I do not necessarily view it as a replacement for 
other kinds of musical analysis such that other approaches should be 
categorically eliminated from consideration. Nor do I see it as an ap-
proach that should always function as the main analytical approach. What 
I do believe is that gender is one of many possible methodologies for 
providing meaning about a composition, and as regular practice it should 
be considered an important option for understanding a composition. Un-
less the analyst is a die-hard adherent to a particular system, decisions as to 
what kinds of approaches are suggested by the work, composer, historical 
context, and particular aims of the analysis are made early in the project, 
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and the possibilities offered by gender should be considered at this stage. 
I am also suggesting that gender, like any other single approach to analy-
sis, cannot possibly provide all the "answers" to the meaning of a composi-
tion. If it does represent the sole analytical approach in a given project, 
the analysis should be understood as a partial exploration of the richness 
of the work. Yet the more likely and useful scenario is that gender will be 
deployed in combination with other approaches. I am not implying an 
ideal of the totalizing analysis, only that gender can work well with other 
approaches, and their interaction may provide insights that are otherwise 
not evident. Because gender exposes layers of meaning beyond the frame-
work of the score, it can be especially useful in the classroom, as we 
attempt to place music in its cultural context. 

* * * 
My remarks on analysis probably represent a projection for the future 

as much as a description of current practice. At present gendered analyti-
cal approaches are utilized mainly by specialists in gender. Much of the 
discipline is ignorant of its possibilities for musical analysis, and even 
many who are aware of these possibilities are still resistent to them. Yet 
attitudes can change over time, and I prefer to be moderately optimistic 
about the long-range prospects for gender. If one considers its astonishing 
progress over the past ten years, it is not difficult to envision comparable 
strides in the next decade and beyond. 

I see several factors motivating these changes. First, as time passes, 
more work will be done, and the category will not seem so radical. Presen-
tations on gender are already a commonplace at the annual meeting of 
the American Musicological Society, as are books and conferences de-
voted specifically to gender. Second, graduate programs in musicology are 
increasingly incorporating critical theory into their curricula. While it is 
less clear how much attention is devoted to gender, the modifications 
suggest that future scholars will at least be familiar with much of the 
theory behind gender studies and better prepared to handle a broader 
range of methodologies. I expect to see many more dissertations that deal 
with gender. Indeed, the abundance of topics aired at the first and second 
Feminist Theory and Music Conferences (1991 and 1993), especially by 
younger scholars, attests to a vigorous ground swell of interest. Of course, 
we cannot assume that students exposed to interdisciplinary theory will 
necessarily embrace it wholeheartedly or decide to incorporate it into 
their work. But they will understand its potential as an analytical category 
alongside other options at their disposal. One caveat, however: at present 
there are very few schools with specialists in gender on the faculty. Al-
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though a specialist in a given area is not essential for a dissertation project, 
practically speaking the absence of one would tend to keep down the 
number of students that pursue such a course of study. 

A third reason behind the changes is demographics. Women are popu-
lating the field in proportionally greater numbers, including leadership 
positions. Although it would be foolish to posit a direct correspondence 
between presence and subject matter, a diversity of practitioners nonethe-
less suggests greater attention to women as historical subjects. This in turn 
suggests utilization of gender as an analytical category. Societal interest in 
multiculturalism also encourages the diverse perspectives that gender can 
offer. 

Fourth and last, musicology in general is becoming less insular and 
more connected to society at large. Already underway are efforts at out-
reach, aimed at forging links with the community and other professional 
organizations. Although change over time is inevitable in any organiza-
tion, musicology seems to be in the midst of a self-conscious redefini-
tion-witness this collection and others-and part of the process involves 
moving away from the field's elitist origins in late nineteenth-century Ger-
many. As social forces expand the range of subject matter and practition-
ers, the inviolability and intangibility of art music are being challenged. 
Gender is both a cause and an effect of such changes, and I believe that 
we can expect many more in the coming years. 

Gender and its relationship to musicology may boil down to a matter of 
identity. How does the field wish to see itself? Does it yearn to hold on to 
its elitist status as protector and proponent of the traditional canon and its 
European values, or does it wish to be something else? Of course the 
issues are not that simple, nor can there be an expectation of unanimity. 
The expansion of musicology to include critical theory has introduced, or 
rather brought to the surface, tensions and contradictions that are pal-
pable. While some might prefer the supposed simplicity of old, I consider 
the tensions extremely healthy, especially for the future. As for the present 
and near term, I believe that the discipline is much more interesting 
because of the expanded range of categories and methodologies. Confer-
ence papers and journal articles are much more engaging, for example, 
and there is a sense that the controversies do matter. Gender can claim 
some of the credit for the change. Another benefit is that musicology has 
jumped into the intellectual mainstream of the humanities and social 
sciences. 

Of course there are risks. We could become as factious and politicized 
as literary criticism. We could become so wrapped up in critical theory 
that we lose sight of the raison d'itre of our efforts: music itself. Many 
believe this has already happened with literature. One hopes that our 
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roots in musical performance and the sheer aesthetic pleasure of music 
will temper any disciplinary tendencies toward theoretical excess. 

I expect that by the end of the decade the kinds of possibilities I have 
sketched for gender will be joined by others as yet unimagined. Let this be 
a prediction in itself. Gender and other social issues force musicologists to 
examine their desires for the discipline and their relationship to the disci-
pline. While there may be a fair amount of debate, the very process of self-
examination will strengthen practitioners and music alike. Like others, I 
look forward to a vital future for the discipline in the coming years. 

NOTES 
1 See, for example, Tania Modleski, Feminism Without Women: Culture and Criticism in a 

"Postfeminist" Age (New York: Routledge, 1991). Judith Butler critiques the essentializing 
tendencies of recent usage of the category of gender in Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 
Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990). 

2 See especially Pieter C. Van Den Toorn, "Politics, Feminism, and Contemporary Music 
Theory," The Journal of Musicology 9 (1991): 275-99; and the response by Ruth Solie in the 
next issue of the journal, "What Do Feminists Want? A Reply to PieterVan Den Toorn," 399-
411. 

3 See Ruth Solie's essay in this issue. 
4 Judith Fetterley, The Resisting Reader: A Feminist Approach to American Fiction (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1978). 
5 See the responses of several women composers to a survey conducted by Elaine Barkin 

in Perspectives of New Music 20 (1981-82): 288-329. 
6 See my study Gender and the Musical Canon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1993). 
7 For a model of how women's history can be reconfigured see Bonnie S. Anderson and 

Judith P. Zinsser, A History of Their Own: Women in Europe from Prehistory to the Present, 2 vols. 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1988). 

8 For a fuller discussion, especially in connection with absolute music and an analysis of 
an actual piece, see chapter 4 of my Gender and the Musical Canon. 



Musical and Intellectual Values: Interpreting the 
History of Tonal Theory 

By Scott Burnham 

For many years, the history of music theory seemed most useful as a 
source for dissertation topics, the models of choice being the critically 
annotated translation of some little-read treatise, "book report"-style cov-
erage of a wider range of a theorist's work, or sometimes the tracing of a 
concept or category through several generations of theorists (sonata form, 
or the 2 chord). The unstated assumption that there would be little over-
whelming relevance in such topics guaranteed their suitability as journey-
man demonstrations of scholarly aptitude. Students could safely work in 
distant tributaries, away from the roaring cataracts of central issues. Intel-
lectual investment would be limited to showing a consciousness of the 
relationship of such tributaries to the main stream, either by locating 
originary traces of modern theories or by indulging in the compensatory 
satisfaction of being able to appraise earlier theories as primitive and 
unenlightened. But as more and more theorists have been brought to 
light in this manner and the list of critical editions grows, there is an 
equally growing apprehension that the history of our theoretical assump-
tions has moved closer to the center of our concerns in musicology. For as 
we become increasingly self-aware of the ways we talk about music, as talk 
about music eclipses music itself as the most fascinating object in the 
academic firmament, the history of such talk suddenly assumes a luminous 
relevance. 

If music claims any place at all in academic discourse, it is as a cipher 
whose history is one of ever changing investiture. The study of the history 
of music theory enjoys the closest view of the parade route of authorities 
that have been vested in music and allows for an examination of the 
intellectual and ethical motivations behind them. Nature, Reason, Physiol-
ogy, Psychology, Theology, and Human Cognition stand among these au-
thorities, each variously appealed to in various ages. Music is alternately a 
force of nature, a product of reason, or an expression of the transcendent; 
it is a human practice, a product of cognition, and an expression of the 
creative psyche. What remains throughout any combination of these attri-
butions is the invariably unshakable yet variably supportable belief that 
music is of fundamental importance to the human condition, and the 
history of its theory is largely the history of underwriting this belief in 
music's value through analogies with other currently meaningful human 
activities. We clearly feel the substantiality of music and yet, like Chamisso's 
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Peter Schlemihl, it casts no shadow. As a hedge against the abiding fear 
that music has no communicable meaning that can be the subject of 
reasoned discourse (and consequently the fear that it may in fact have no 
"real" importance), music theory strives to give music back its shadow. l 

Highly valued but equivocally grounded, music becomes a magical pres-
ence inviting both awe and anxiety.2 As a natural response to this view of 
music, music theorists have sought time and again (with all the earnest 
demeanor of blind, or perhaps bad, faith) to attach musical practice to 
esteemed cultural ideals: the agenda behind the construction of a music 
theory is very often one of fitting an existing practice to some sort of 
idealized intellectual model. This is increasingly found to be the case in 
medieval and renaissance theories, which up until recently have been 
examined primarily for clues about performance practices. Accounts of 
practice in the treatises of those periods reveal puzzling anomalies when 
attempts are made to reconstruct the moribund traditions they presum-
ably expound.3 For music theory is never purely an act of codification, as it 
is sometimes portrayed (Fux as the codification of Palestrina, or, closer to 
home, A. B. Marx as the codification of Beethoven); mixed with the urge 
to account for what is vital in any given composer or style is the urge to 
idealize musical practice in ways congruent with one's world view. 

In fact, the perception of just what is vital in a musical practice is often 
dictated by what is vital to one's value system (that which appears to be 
alive in one's necessarily selective field of vision). To take but one ex-
ample, J. P. Rameau's entire theoretical oeuvre hums with the tension 
between empirical practice and the assumption of Cartesian ideals; vital to 
Rameau in the burgeoning tonal practice of his age is the susceptibility of 
harmonic syntax to generalization. He noticed that a pervasive aspect of 
musical practice, the dominant-tonic cadence, could act as a model for all 
other harmonic progressions and as a empirical representation 
of the nature of pitch itself (the fifth returning to its source), thus allow-
ing the semblance of a deductive system.4 An element of practice and an 
intellectual model attract each other, and an inevitable host of adjust-
ments are made to preserve the marriage. 

This continued tension between musical practice and intellectual model 
claims central importance in the history of music theory. Equal consider-
ation to both factors is rarely granted in studies of the history of theory: 
either an earlier theorist's effectiveness in accounting for a particular mu-
sical practice is gauged by the nearest available lights, namely the per-
ceived effectiveness of one's own theory, or the nature of his theory is 
explained primarily as a result of intellectual influences. These latter ex-
planations are often based on similarities in language between a theorist 
and some philosopher, for example. Once such similarities are detected, 
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the works of the theorist in question are then ransacked for other such 
evidence, and an interpretation based on influence arises. This kind of 
interpretation is then employed either to explain what is inadequate about 
a theorist (as in interpretations of A. B. Marx as a contradictory mix of 
Hegel and Goethe) or to show how a favored theorist is- grounded in a 
venerable philosophical tradition (as in depictions of Schenker as Goethean 
or Kantian). 5 Academically feasible evidence is found for pre-existing value 
judgments. 

One way to avoid a premature or prejudicial assessment of influence as 
well as to keep in one's sights the mutually interactive confluence of praxis 
codification and intellectual model is to investigate first and foremost what 
a theorist in fact does rather than what he says he is doing or what one wishes 
he had done. The surest way to determine what a theorist does is to 
determine how he engages musical practice-what kinds of things are 
ascribed to that practice? how is the practice conceptualized?6 Only after a 
theorist's intellectual engagement with practice is understood in some 
internally logical way can that theorist's work stand open for an investiga-
tion of influence. As Allan Keiler puts it, in a discussion of philosophical 
influence on the different stages of Schenker's theory: "the whole question 
of influence can be confronted squarely only when each stage is under-
stood synchronically in some coherent (or not coherent) way and when a 
comprehensible internal logic of development of such stages points the way 
to just those problematic areas whose understanding can come only from 
the outside."7 In short, to echo Roman Jakobson (and Saussure before 
him), you have to know what the points are before you can draw lines 
between them. 

An understanding of synchronic "internal logic" in a theorist's work is 
facilitated when the music under examination is still part of a viable tradi-
tion. The history of tonal theory is thus of particular interest to us today, 
for its object of study is a music not only with which we are abundantly 
familiar, but which continues to bear the main argument of musical tradi-
tion in the modern West. Our study of the history of this music's theory is 
not directed toward reconstructing an unavailable musical experience, as 
has been the case with some branches of early-music history of theory (the 
efficacy of which is questioned above). We can instead approach earlier 
tonal theorists with our own internalized assumptions about the music 
they are attempting to understand-we are thus in a better position to 
gauge the shape of their endeavors, for we have the shape of our own as a 
ready comparison. 

Of course this reliance on a shared tradition as rapprochement will easily 
lead to unproductive assessments of earlier theorists if the shape of our 
own concerns is treated as the desired standard against which earlier work 
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is measured. There is no surer way to guarantee a complete misunder-
standing of a theorist working from another standpoint than to measure it 
against one's own in this way. The model for this procedure is of course 
the now outmoded essentialist view of the history of science: the shared 
tradition of music is treated like a product of the natural world, the under-
standing of which is increasingly refined by subsequent generations of 
scientist-theorists. Thus we read about what Rameau got right (inversion 
theory) and what he got wrong (suspensions); or what Riemann got right 
(harmonic function), and what he didn't (dualism). 

We need to be more concerned with understanding the history of mu-
sic theory as an intellectual and cultural history than with constructing the 
pre-history of today's theory. This shift in emphasis would involve treating 
all theories as systems of thought with their own integrity and as cultural! 
historical products with their own ways and means. Our present theoreti-
cal prejudices can start a dialogue with the earlier theory, in the manner 
of a hermeneutic exchange. Such an exchange would take the shape of a 
questioning, starting (most profitably, according to Thomas Kuhn) with 
those aspects of the earlier theory which seem to stand in greatest contra-
diction to our own views.8 The hermeneutic exercise then involves arriving 
at an understanding of the other theory that makes any apparently refrac-
tory aspects necessary, or at least relevant, to that theory. We thus move 
away from ''why does Riemann insist on dualism?" as a rhetorical question 
along the lines of "why does he continue to bet on a lame horse (when he 
has a stable of winners)?" to "why does Riemann need dualism?" as a real 
question with the possibility of a revealing answer. Our question would 
then take the form of "why does his horse seem lame to us and a winner to 
him?" leading to "on what kind of race track would such a horse prove a 
winner?"9 Every test of an earlier theorist's assumptions is thus at the same 
time a test of our own assumptions. The result would be a more integrated 
view of ourselves as historical beings: instead of living within a discon-
nected present in need of a constitutive past we would be part of a present 
vitally connected to the past. Our own assumptions thus relinquish the 
role of a prescriptive template and become as historically conditioned as 
those of earlier theorists. This is in fact what we share, nolens volens, with 
those who have preceded us: we too attempt to understand music from a 
specific vantage point along the same historical continuum. 

*** 
A few examples may illuminate the opportunites afforded by an inter-

pretive study of the history of theory. The first takes the form of a vignette 
on the subject of Rameau and the suspension, in which an attempt will be 
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made to counteract the standard type of assumption about earlier theo-
rists made from the essentialist standpoint. Rameau's explanation of the 
suspension, taken from his first and most influential theoretical work, the 
Traite de l'Harmonie (1722), offers a clear case of an explanatory strategy 
that would never occur to us today. In the Traite, what we would deem a 
melodic suspension is for Rameau the result of the supposition (sub-posi-
tion) in the continuo bass of a supernumerary tone beneath the fundamen-
tal bass. The rule behind such a reading states that in accordance with the 
so-called senano there can be no chord which exceeds the octave; there-
fore, the existing bass note cannot be the true fundamental. And the 
assumption behind this rule is that any simultaneous combination of tones 
found in a piece of music is perforce harmonic in nature, because nature, 
in music, is harmonic. The demonstrable relation of a major triad to the 
physical properties of regularly vibrating sound makes harmony a work-
able bottom line for a Cartesian deductive process. 

Example 1. FromJean-Philippe Rameau, Treatise on Harmony, trans. Philip Gossett (New York: 
Dover, 1971),90. 
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In Example 1, Rameau's notion of a supposed bass is useful in that it 
allows him to generalize about the other parts. The three upper parts of 
the chords at A, B, and C, when construed as forming a stack of three 
thirds with the fundamental bass, lbehave like the voices of a dominant 
seventh chord. Here Rameau, as a would-be deductive theorist, meets the 
challenge of showing how the apparently melodic practice of suspension 
can be harmonically generated-his explanation preserves normative fun-
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damental bass harmonic syntax (root motion by fifth). Yet even if we 
accept Rameau's explanation for chords A, B, and C, we may have more 
trouble with the chord at D, where we find what we would clearly deem a 
cadential suspension. Rameau places it in the same class as the other 
chords by supposition, stating that for reasons of undue harshness this 
particular chord omits some of its natural chord tones (G and B, the 
remaining tones of a seventh chord built on E). Since it is not divided in 
thirds like the other chords, Rameau labels the chord at D a heteroclite, 
an anomaly.lo The theoretical of this chord, as an e7 progressing 
to A7, is more abstract than in cases A, B, and C-there is less evidence on 
the musical surface of the underlying seventh chord. Here we see the 
strength of Rameau's allegiance to his intellectual model: he willingly 
considers as a morphological anomaly that which in practice is an ex-
tremely common occurrence (the 4-3 cadential suspension). If we view 
his explanation from the standpoint of this allegiance, we can understand 
why he would so construe a musical phenomenon that seems to us so 
transparently otherwiseY 

In subsequent treatises Rameau appears to come closer to a melodic 
concept of suspension. In his Generation Harmonique (1737), after declar-
ing that the suspension is a dependent consequence of supposition,12 
Rameau nonetheless describes the suspension as follows: "The suspension 
consists in holding over [literally: conserving] as many harmonic tones of 
a chord as one wishes, in order to make them heard in the place of those 
which would sound in the following chord, the root of which is generally 
employed at the same time in the Basso Continuo, on condition that the 
held tones can move diatonically to those that they suspend while the root 
of these latter tones continues to sound. "13 And in the following example 
(which accompanies these passages in the treatise) Rameau remarks that 
the case at letter J must be regarded as a suspension rather than as a 
supposition.14 

Example 2. From Rameau, Generation Harmonique, ex. XXIII . 

• ll_ - - - - - - -
A B C D H J K 
#7 8 9 6 7 9 7 7 4 7 5 4 

: 

BC: 
7 7 7 7 7 7 

: 

BF: 
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Yet what is interesting in this example is not that Rameau finally seems 
to approach our own melodic view of a cadential suspension but that he 
felt the need at all to distinguish between supposition and suspension 
immediately after he had defined the latter as a dependent symptom of 
the former. In other words, whereas before all cases of suspension were 
explained as symptoms of supposition, it now appears that one can distin-
guish some cases as suppositions and others as suspensions. What lies 
behind this inconsistency? 

I would argue that it is indicative of a tension between the analytical 
roles of the Basso Continuo (BC) and the Basse Fondamentale (BF). 
Rameau's recognition of the suspension is really an acknowledgment that 
some musical passages are best understood in terms of the Be. In the 
Traite example, and in cases C and H of the Generation Harmonique ex-
ample, the BF allows an analysis of each passage showing it to be in 
conformance with generalized harmonic behavior. The supposed bass note 
in the BC is described as a supernumerary sound (yet related to the chord 
that follows as an anticipation). At letter ], the BC (D), according to 
Rameau's above description of the suspension, acts as the root-yet there 
is an A in the BF (which results in a root progression rare for the BF, that 
of a rising second). Rather than say that BC and BF are one here, Rameau 
says that the root is employed in the BC-while the BF hangs on as a less 
significant placeholder, a theoretical root from a different conceptual 
dimension. Thus the BC is clearly taking on an analytical role, as Rameau 
now distinguishes between cases that are best explained by the BF and 
those best explained by the BC. Suspension is a BC phenomenon, supposi-
tion a BF phenomenon. For Rameau, letting the BC determine the nature 
of the progression at] allows that progression to be understood as a 
normative dominant-to-tonic cadence with a slightly prolonged and deco-
rated dominant. ls By leaving the A in the BF, he seems to argue that while 
what is happening at] is primarily a suspension, it is still in some secondary 
sense a supposition, thus reversing his previous position. 

These equivocations mark Rameau's struggle with two different levels 
of his analytical method: an analytical bass that shows the fundamental 
derivation of the sounds on the musical surface in relation to a deductive 
system of harmony contends with an analytical bass that generates the 
simplest practical descriptions of the linear behavior of those sounds.16 

This is a central tension in Rameau, one that would be missed were we to 
comb his later work for clues to a closer propinquity to our own views 
about suspensions (and then rely on a crassly applied evolutionary model 
to support Rameau's "improving" views). The tension between BC and BF 
is the most visible manifestation of the underlying tension between musi-
cal practice and Cartesian deduction as available epistemological bases in 
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Rameau's theoretical workP In terms of intellectual history, this reading 
of Rameau links his work to an age when systematic thought tacked a 
sometimes ambiguous course between the perceived tidal forces of deduc-
tion and induction, the age of both Descartes and Newton. ls 

* * * 
Mter sketching just one symptomatic complexity of the issues Rameau 

was dealing with, it will be a bracing contrast to jump to a view of Rameau 
from the opposite end of the tonal theory spectrum, namely to Heinrich 
Schenker's version of Rameau's role in the history of theory. Here our 
emphasis is not on how a theorist engages music but how he engages the 
history of theory. An attempt to understand Schenker's fashioning of that 
history can reveal much about his own theory and its value system. At the 
same time, our discussion will mark the growing trend to address what is 
perhaps the most immediately pressing need in the history of tonal theory, 
namely, the formation of a historical perspective on Schenker.19 Such an 
approach would register as self-examination, for we still live in the Age of 
Schenker-his teachings have filtered into our daily talk about Western 
art music as pervasively and imperceptibly as those of Freud in our talk 
about human behavior. 

In his essay "Rameau oder Beethoven? Erstarrung oder geistiges Leben 
in der Musik?" Schenker interprets the history of theory as that of a fall 
from grace. "Before Rameau," Schenker claims, "theory and composition 
were still a unity: both exclusively embraced voice leading."20 Rameau's 
theory brought on a schism; his ill-conceived theory of harmony led to 
mechanical torpor. At the same time, however, music itself began to par-
take of spiritual life: "Suddenly an art form grew up, which, while appeal-
ing figuratively to the motions of the human soul by means of the material 
[sinnlich] living motion of the horizontal spans that are uniquely its own, 
certainly had to rank as the most autonomous and most sublime of all the 
arts."21 Echoing Riemann's primary objection to Rameau, Schenker cites 
Rameau's notion of chord structure by thirds as the scion of a misbegot-
ten race of mechanical theories of vertical chord structures. The vertical 
in music is Erstarrung, the horizontal is geistiges Leben-note the association 
Schenker makes between horizontal Ziige and the motions of the soul. 
French theory leads to death; German music is the life of the spirit. But 
Schenker's target is larger than French theory. In a strikingly Marxist 
interpretive move, Schenker relates Rameau's theory of inversion to the 
French Revolution ("Unten ist oben und oben ist unten!"), and dismisses 
both, along with the entire French Enlightenment, as evidence of 
"franzosisches MittelmaB" over and against "deutsche Genie." France's 
vaunted rationality clearly plays the serpent in Schenker's Garden of Eden, 
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turning man away from natural genius toward a specious Tree of Knowl-
edge. 

Schenker then positions himself as a Messianic figure who will heal the 
schism and once again unite theory with art, who will bring the word of 
Genius to Man after the Fall.22 This is why he needs to view the history of 
tonal theory as a schism. His simplistic dichotomies of theory and musical 
art, mechanical chord structure and living voice leading, French medioc-
rity and German genius-they all work to the end of articulating a crisis to 
which his theory provides a synthesizing answer. Not a little of Schenker's 
fervor could be dismissed as the consolatory ravings of a failed composer 
in an age of failed composition; he is thus easily attracted to a Romantic 
notion of recovering a lost and glorious past, and of showing his citizen-
ship rights in the realm of genius. Now that theory has again become an· 
art, theorists can take up residence alongside musical genius. Schenker's 
synthesis of the schism between theory and musical art is treated as a 
creative breakthrough very much like the artistic synthesis he so admires 
in the great composers. 

But why the distasteful political framework; why is genius German, me-
diocrity French? Is this dichotomy simply a dire result of the post-World 
War I political atmosphere in Germany, or are there other factors that 
make this equation so automatic for Schenker?24 Any complete answer 
would entail nothing less than a cultural history of Germany from at least 
the eighteenth century to the twentieth. This is a history characterized by 
the interweaving of the ideas of genius, spirit, universality, and national 
identity. German intellectuals in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries were in the process of building a cultural nation based on spiri-
tual affinity, a kind of spiritual Heimat whose ancestor was the Hellenic 
Golden Age. By about 1800 music became a leading metaphor for spirit, 
the cultivation of music a metaphor for spirituality. As the primary locus 
of German profundity and universality, German music was the heart of a 
spiritual nation felt to be not only universal but distinctly ethnic at the 
same time.23 Exultantly possessed by this thought, Schenker quotes these 
words of Schiller: "Every nation has its day in history, but the day of the 
Germans is the harvest of the whole. "25 

But music wasn't always the mode of this universal spirit. In the Goethezeit 
it was much more clearly the German language itself that bore that spirit-
witness the emancipation from French letters mounted in the age of 
Lessing, the subsequent translations of Shakespeare and the Persian poets, 
the agenda behind journals such as Goethe's Propyliien and the famous 
Athenaeum, and other attempts to associate German culture with the re-
vered culture of ancient Greece (culminating latterly in Heidegger's lin-
guistic speculations on the close relation between German and Greek as 
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agglutinative tongues). Germany inherited from Greece the model for its 
self-imposed role as a universal culture, or at least as the epitome of 
Western culture. 

Thus the attachment of these ideas to German nationalism is not just 
the result of post-World War I nationalist fervor, but is constitutive of 
German cultural history from at least the Deutsche Klassik, the age of Goethe 
and Schiller, Herder and Winckelmann. Perhaps the luridly emotional 
form this trend takes in Schenker's essay is engendered by the feelings of 
betrayal in Germany after the war (and by the latitude allowed such feel-
ings, even in intellectual circles), but the basic assumption of a spiritual 
homeland that is associated with German culture is in place long before 
any militaristic manifestations of nationalism (which are often deemed its 
natural consequences) and serves far different purposes. Only the close 
association of cultural spirit with German national identity could ensure 
the ease with which enemies of the state become for Schenker enemies of 
the spirit. And France, with its history of rational prowess (its tongue long 
reputed to be the very language of rational thought), makes perhaps the 
readiest antithesis to the mysteries of German spiritual profundity, myster-
ies most closely preserved in its music. 

These issues-the German question, canon formation, and spirituality 
in music-are central to the recent history of tonal theory and to our 
continued engagement with that history. The praxis that theorists such as 
Riemann and Schenker attempt to account for is fraught with valuations 
of spirit and culture that remain acutely alive and exposed in the late 
twentieth century. We as musical academics in the age of Schenker are 
fully implicated; we need to look at ourselves in just the ways that an 
interpretive study of the history of theory makes possible. We do so not to 
turn away in disgust from the tradition of the canonic masterpiece and its 
theories but to learn why we have loved this tradition, and what we can 
continue to love in it, in the manner of children who have just learned to 
see their parents as fallible humans, that is, as real historical beings rather 
than timeless entities. It is thus that we as a humanistic discipline may 
begin to grow up, take the measure of our abiding tradition, and assume 
our place, for better or worse, in the history of the Western world. 

NOTES 
1 This analogy is made more interesting by the fact that legendary figures who lose their 

shadows (or their reflections) do so as a pledge to the Devil in exchange for some sort of 
power (as in E. T. A. Hoffmann's Die Abenteuer der Silvesternacht or, more broadly, in vampire 
legends). Music thus figures, and is treated, as a powerful force that cannot be safely an-
chored in the normal world of objects, light, and shadows. Its propinquity to evil in writers as 
diverse as Plato and Thomas Mann is no coincidence. 

2 In this light, the role of philosophy as an intermediary between man and the external 
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world seems a nearer analogy to music theory than that of science, for music shares with 
philosophically conceived reality the same paradoxical combination of otherness and relat-
edness, exteriority and interiority. This is to distinguish a philosophical relation to the world 
from the largely dichotomous, subject/object relationship of science and the real world, 
defined by the ever present elements of technology and control. Philosophical assessments 
of the world are more likely to engage what it means to "be" in the world rather than what it 
means to "have" a world at one's disposal. Of course recent science has changed in this 
regard, but the science that is commonly associated with music theory is a more classical 
model. 

3 The relation of theoretical prescriptions and intellectual models in early medieval 
theory is discussed by David E. Cohen in "Metaphysics, Ideology, Discipline: Consonance and 
Dissonance in the Theory and Practice of Western Polyphony," a paper read at the Princeton 
University Music Department Colloquium on 7 May 1993. 

4 See Thomas Christensen's impressive "Science and Music Theory in the Enlighten-
ment: D'Alembert's Critique of Rameau" (Ph. D. dissertation, Yale University, 1985) for a 
more in-depth view of Rameau's alleged Cartesianism. 

5 Although a dauntingly relentless and impressively thorough study, Kevin Korsyn's 
"Schenker and Kantian Epistemology," Theoria 3 (1988): 1-58, seems motivated primarily by 
the need to overturn common objections to Schenker. 

6 A brilliant example of this type of assessment is provided by Joseph Dubiel in "'When 
You Are a Beethoven': Kinds of Rules in Schenker's Counterpoint, Journal of Music Theary 34 
(1990): 291-340. Dubiel shows the central and abiding importance of the concept of the 
passing tone for Schenker's theory and does so with close readings of many examples from 
Schenker's counterpoint treatise in which he attempts to find out why Schenker sees things 
the way he does rather than instantly interpreting everything as either leading to or hinder-
ing the development of Schenker's "mature" theory. 

7 Allan Keiler, "The Origins of Schenker's Thought: How Man is Musical," Journal of 
Music Theory 33 (1989): 274. 

8 ''When reading the works of an important thinker, look first for th.e apparent absurdi-
ties in the text and ask yourself how a sensible person could have written them. When you 
find an answer, ... when these passages make sense, then you may find that more central 
passages, ones you previously thought you understood, have changed their meaning." Tho-
mas Kuhn, The Essential Tension (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), xii. 

9 I sketch a possible answer to this specific question about Riemann in "Method and 
Motivation in Hugo Riemanl).'s History of Harmonic Theory," Music Theary spectrum 14 (1992): 
9n. 

10 This is originally a Greek word meaning "inclined differently." It was used in grammars 
to denote a word of irregular declension or inflection, and from there has assumed the 
general figurative meaning of exceptional or anomalous. 

11 The reaction to RanIeau' s explanation of suspension that is precluded by a hermeneutic 
approach is exemplified in the following passage from David Beach's "The Origins of Har-
monic Analysis," Journal of Music Theary 18 (1974): 282: "Rameau's explanation of suspen-
sions reflects his conception of harmony as being separable from counterpoint. The chord, 
as isolated from its context, is considered synonymous with 'harmony'; this is a fundamental 
error in his approch to musical syntax." 

12 "La Supposition prend sa source dans l'un des Sons de la proportion Arithmetique 
ajoute au-dessous de la proportion Harmonique; la Suspension n'en est qu'une Suite." 
Generation Harmonique ou Traite de musique thiorique et pratique (Paris, 1737), 158. 

13 Ibid., 161-62. "La Suspension consiste a conserver autant de Sons Harmoniques que 
l'on veut d'un Accord, pour les faire entendre a la place de ceux qui exister dans 
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I'Accord suivant, dont pour lors Ie Son fondamental est generalement employe dans la Basse 
continue, pourvU que ces Sons conserves puissent arriver Diatoniquement a ceux qu'ils 
suspendent, pendant que Ie Son fondamental de ces demiers existe toujours."(Translation 
mine, as are all that follow). 

14 "Le cas de J. doit etre plutat regarde comme Suspension, que comme Supposition." 
Ibid., 16l. 

15 By preferring a simpler syntactic explanation of the sounds atJ (V to I rather than II to 
V to I), Rameau could be said to be wielding Ockham's razor, an intellectual reflex (and-
significantly-an inductive reflex) which may well have justified for him the discrepancy 
between BC and BF. 

16 Just for the record, Rameau defines suspension in linear terms already in the Traite-
but he does so in Book III, the practical section of the treatise. See Treatise on Harmony, 298: 
"Chords by supposition serve only to suspend sounds which should be heard naturally .... 
This will be found wherever these chords occur, if you examine them with respect to the 
basso continuo and not to the fundamental bass, which always represents the perfect har-
mony." Here the linear view of the suspension is recognized as a strictly practical conception 
and associated explicitly with the BC, whereas the theoretical conception involves the suppo-
sition and the BF. Also notable is the implication that here the suspension is the desired 
effect, and as such is served by the supposition; in the theoretical explanation the supposi-
tion is prior and the suspension dependent. For the practicing musician, the melodic view of 
suspension is the conceptualization that is most directly conducive to playing such things 
oneself. 

17 The confusion between BC and BF in Rameau is the subject of Allan Kdler's pioneer-
ing interpretation of Rameau's fundamental bass. See Keiler, "Music as Metalanguage: 
Rameau's Fundamental Bass," in Music Theory: SPecial Topics, ed. Richmond Browne (New 
York: Academic Press, 1981), 83-100. Keiler discusses the theoretical constraints which arise 
as the result of fashioning the BF both as musical part and as metamusical paraphrase, and 
he characterizes Rameau as "the first theorist to be confronted, in the area of harmonic 
analysis, with the fact that the surface details of a piece often obscure the extent to which any 
piece conforms to the general musical language" (p. 100). 

18 For a study of Rameau reception highly sensitive to the complex pull of these currents 
in French intellectual history see Thomas Christensen, "Music Theory as Scientific Propa-
ganda: The Case of D'Alembert's EMmens de Musique," Journal of the History of Ideas 50 (1989): 
409-27. 

19 Exceptional recent work in this regard includes Allan Keiler, 'The Origins of Schenker's 
Thought," and Leslie David Blasius, "Evading Psychology: The Epistemology of Schenker's 
Kontrapunkt," a paper read at the 1989 Annual Meeting of the Society of Music Theory in 
Austin, Texas. Stephen Hinton is also at work on a forthcoming book dealing with the 
Americanization of Schenker. 

20 ''Vor dem Auftreten Rameaus waren Schaffen und Lehre eine Einheit immerhin: beide 
bekannten sich ausschlieBlich zur Stimmfiihrung." Heinrich Schenker, "Rameau oder 
Beethoven? Erstarrung oder geistiges Leben in der Musik?" Das Meisterwerk in der Musik, vol. 3 
(Munich: Drei Masken Verlag, 1930), 14. 

21 "Auf einmal wuchs eine Kunst heran, die ... mit der sinnlich-lebendigen Bewegung der ihr 
eigenen horizontalen Ziige auch die Menschenseele in ihren Bewegungen gleichnishaft ansprechend, unter 
samtlichen Kiinsten wohl als die unabhiingigste und erhabenste gelten diirfte." Ibid., 15. 

22 "Nur ein Christus konnte Tote erwecken-nur Geist allein konnte die Menschheit 
noch einmal zur Genie-Musik, dem einzig wahren Leben in Musik erwecken." Ibid., 19. 

23 In an unpublished paper entitled "On the Task of the Music Historian: The Myth of 
the Symphony after Beethoven," Sanna Pederson develops the idea of Germany as a cultural 
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nation in the context of a striking critique of Carl Dahlhaus and the myth of the symphony. 
24 The effects of World War I on Schenker's view of Rameau are discussed by Harald 

Krebs in his article, "Schenker's Changing View of Rameau: A Comparison of Remarks in 
Harmony, Counterpoint, and 'Rameau or Beethoven?' ," in Theoria 3 (1988): 69ff. 

25 'Jedes Volk hat seinen Tag in der Geschichte, doch der Tag der Deutschen ist die 
Emte der ganzen Zeit." Ibid:, 23. 



Does Music Theory Need Musicology? 

By Kofi Agawu 

Understood as a search for "the abstract principles embodied in music 
and the sounds of which it consists,"l music theory casts a wide net: it calls 
for a comparative sample and insists on a systematic methodology. As "the 
scholarly study of music, wherever it is found historically or geographi-
cally," musicology casts an even wider net.2 In practice, however, it has not 
been possible to transcend historical and geographical boundaries. (How 
often have you read an article on contemporary rock in JAMS or on Asian 
music in 19th-Century Music?) Obviously, any attempt to explore the junc-
ture between music theory and music history-my particular brief from 
the editors of Current not get very far on definitions alone. 
Are not disciplinary boundaries convenient tags sanctioned by a certain 
distribution of economic, political, and intellectual power? Better, then, to 
focus on what some theorists and some historians do than to dwell ab-
stractlyon the purviews of music theory and music history.3 

There are two professional organizations in this country that mirror the 
theory/history dichotomy: the Society for Music Theory (SMT) and the 
American Musicological Society (AMS). Though it is no secret that some 
theorists "do history" while some historians "do theory," the task will be 
greatly simplified if, instead of dealing with such interesting hybrids, a 
normative representation of each group is assumed: SMT is to theory as 
AMS is to history/musicology. 

Let us immediately take note of some differences in professional situa-
tions and habits. In numbers alone, historians hold stronger claims to 
hegemony-for every five historians there is only one theorist. Many were 
the voices that lamented the divorce between the newly formed SMT and 
its parent organization, the AMS, in 1978. Yet a decade and a half later 
even the most ardent critic of the break-up would have to concede that 
the formation of the SMT and the subsequent publication of its journal, 
Music Theory Spectrum, have brought considerable gains in consolidating 
the practice of Anglo-American music theory and analysis.4 The search for 
music's organizing principles remains the primary concern of theorists, 
but only an uninformed critic would claim that the profile of contempo-
rary theory is by any standards narrow. There is no shortage of work of a 
formal or mathematical nature; there are translations of, and commentar-
ies upon, earlier treatises; and there are empirical investigations of the 
nature of music perception, analyses informed by linguistic or literary-
theoretical principles, fresh approaches to pedagogy, and several experi-
mental mergers of methods and techniques. 

89 
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Historians, by contrast, have had trouble isolating a collective purpose. 
Because the subject of music history remains unspecified, we are encour-
aged to think pluralistically: style, genre, social history, criticism, biogra-
phy, among many others, are all legitimate subjects. One result of this is a 
practical shift from history in the grand sense to various local histories. 
Although the community of theorists, too, is in some ways fragmented, the 
overriding focus on "the music itself"-overlooking ontological problems 
that, however interesting in themselves, rarely undermine our 
commonsensical intuition that we are dealing with specifiable objects-
ensures a communality of vision that historians have yet to achieve. 

Some historians will remind us that they, too, deal with "the music 
itself." They include makers of editions and practitioners of criticism, with 
the latter's stock-in-trade characterized by an avoidance of systematic or 
formal theory. It goes without saying, however, that critics who shun "hard" 
theory, or who are not particularly self-conscious about using theory, often 
end up either trafficking in an older theory or simply reinventing the 
wheel. It is disheartening to encounter critical writings that refuse to in-
corporate the results of the purely technical advance of music-analytical 
method. One could, of course, dispute the significance of what I am 
calling "technical advance," but it would be more productive if such dispu-
tation took concrete and comparative forms instead of consigning demon-
stration to the untouchable category of "formalism." Few academic disci-
plines can get away with such facile rejections of technical achievement. 

Still, some historians remain unimpressed by the theorists' appeal to 
rigor and to systematization, processes that can easily grow in narrowness 
and abstraction, quickly leaving the realm of ordinary musical experience. 
For them context (historical, social, political, economic, and above all 
cultural) is so basic that its suppression in theoretical work undermines 
the theoretical project right from the start. In the very year in which the 
SMT was formed, a JAMS editorial felt the need to justifY the intention to 
exclude certain kinds of work from its pages. The offending category 
included "articles which analyze individual pieces of music merely as ab-
stract patterns of notes or sounds, without reference to their cultural 
context."5 No one complained about this policy, so I assume that readers 
of JAMS considered this a perfectly reasonable exclusionary tactic. But 
what is this "cultural context" that historians insist on seeing in any analy-
sis of a musical work? 

Context is simply more text, and in any research venture, one has to 
draw the line somewhere. Moreover, the decision as to when and where to 
draw the line can be a purely pragmatic one, determined perhaps by the 
next deadline. In any case, no theoretical or analytical work stands outside 
a context. If the musicologists' context is understood 1broadly as compris-
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ing levels of composition and reception, as well as a neutral level, then the 
usual argument for attending to context needs to justity its evident privi-
leging of one of the three levels. Moreover, it is no use insisting on con-
text if you cannot specity its units and a set of procedures for discovering 
relationships embedded in context-to-music or music-to-context approaches. 
Could it be that the appeal to an ill-defined context is a strategy for 
avoiding the more technical aspects of analysis? Is it not conceivable to 
write meaningfully about the Rite of Spring without mentioning the riot 
that attended the first performance, about the Eroica without referring to 
Napoleon, or about the Violin Sonata in G major, K. 301 without mention-
ing the death of Mozart's mother earlier in the year in which it was com-
posed (1778)? The challenge for advocates of context is to show how such 
writing might be improved by greater attention to context. But perhaps it 
is too much to ask historians for something as mundane and "formalistic" 
as a technical demonstration. 

The context of a musical work subtends a potentially infinite number of 
constituent events. To list events a, b, c ... n as being coeval with the 
creation of a given musical work is to state the obvious. More pertinent is 
to demonstrate how events a, b, c ... n, either singly or in various combi-
nations, determine the nature of the musical work. How, in short, can we 
create a syntax of networks?6 It seems unlikely that context-mongers will 
be able to provide us with an answer to this question if, as often happens, 
the invocation of context engenders a retreat from hard analysis. There is 
more than a dash of irony in the possibility that as theorists move beyond 
structuralism, they and not the historians will take on the challenge of 
theorizing context explicitly. 

By now the continued use of "theorists" and "historians" (or "musicolo-
gists") will seem deeply problematic, perhaps even irritating, to some read-
ers. Individual cases that contradict the normative profiles attributed to 
each group can be easily cited. But to allow this resistance to generaliza-
tion to blind us to the profiles that have emerged as scholars have exer-
cised power amounts to either turning a blind eye to, or being idealistic 
about, the politics of the academy. For better or worse, MTS and JAMS 
powerfully symbolize the contemporary practices of music theory and mu-
sicology respectively. In order to focus on some further differences be-
tween the approaches of the two groups, I will comment briefly on three 
striking moments in recent c;liscourse about music. 

(1) A few years ago, an interesting little drama unfolded in the world of 
Stravinsky studies. With scores and tables in hand, and working mostly 
independently, Pieter van den Toorn, a theorist, having sensed the impor-
tance of octatonic writing in Stravinsky (an earlier study by Arthur Berger 
provided important pointers7), embarked on a comprehensive search for 
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octatonic patterning in Stravinsky's oeuvre. The result was a monumental 
taxonomy of Stravinsky's octatonic vocabulary, The Music of Stravinsky, pub-
lished in 1983, and running to over five hundred pages.8 Any suspicion 
that this is simply mindless note-counting is quickly laid to rest in two 
ways. The first is the author's concern to chart differences of strategy in 
Stravinsky's manipulation of pure and not-so-pure octatonic collections. 
The second is a subtle discussion of these routines in often vivid and 
complex prose, a discussion in which questions of influence, intention, 
perception, and intertextual resonance are raised, provisionally answered, 
set aside, retrieved, answered again and again-always from a different 
perspective. It is a book so rich in lessons about meaning and method that 
it cannot be summarily consigned to a formalist heap and thus dispensed 
with by the historian. 

In this case, however, a historian actually found much to admire in van 
den Toorn's work. Richard Taruskin set out to provide a historical confir-
mation of Stravinsky's octatonic routines by searching for earlier (nine-
teenth-century) uses of the scale or constructs referable to the scale.9 

From the works of Stravinsky's teacher, Rimsky-Korsakov, back through 
the music of Liszt, Glinka and even Schubert, Taruskin was able to provide 
the missing historical link and thus to corroborate as well as complement 
van den Toorn's findings. Indeed, the triumphant way in which Taruskin 
announced the corroborative status of his findings suggests an extraordi-
nary meeting of theoretical and historical minds. 

But the significance of this corroboration remains dubious. Van den 
Toorn's work provided comprehensive internal evidence of a particular 
lexical usage in Stravinsky. What if the search for precedents had yielded 
nothing significant? Would we then have been skeptical of van den Toorn's 
findings? How would we justify our doubting when confronted with the 
massive evidence from Stravinsky'S scores? Is it merely "heartening" (to 
use Taruskin's word) that work in theory is "confirmed" by work in his-
tory? Since when did theory need such "confirmation?" The point, I should 
stress, is not that the historical precedents unearthed by Taruskin are in 
any way uninteresting in and of themselves. What is less certain is the 
significance of those precedents as corroborative evidence for patterns 
observed in Stravinsky'S scores. 

(2) The year 1991 marked the bicentenary of Mozart's death. You could 
not escape the excessively programmatic emphasis on his life and music 
even if you wanted to. Yet at the countless symposia and festivals that 
brought together experts on Mozart from around the globe, one listened 
in vain for as much as a passing reference to an article published in 1971 
in Perspectives of New Music by a composer and theorist, John E. Rogers. Of 
course, music historians do not normally turn to Perspectives for insights 
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into Mozart's music. Even if they did, they would most likely skip over an 
article entitled "Pitch Class Sets in Fourteen Measures of Mozart's 'Jupiter' 
Symphony," with its promise of a formidable technical language. 10 

What exactly did Rogers set out to do, and why did Mozart scholars 
overlook his contribution during 1991? Rogers's article offers an analysis 
of fourteen bars of intricate counterpoint from the finale of the 'Jupiter" 
Symphony. According to him, Mozart's handling of the set-class formed by 
the first four notes of the movement, C-D-F-E (set class 4-11 in Allen 
Forte's nomenclaturell), is "so thorough-going that it points ahead to the 
compositional procedures of many composers of the 1960s. "12 Mter dem-
onstrating the manifold occurrences in unsuspected guises of this cantus 
firmus, Rogers responds creatively by offering a recomposition of Mozart's 
music. Included at the end of the article are the concluding bars of his 
own Trio for Flute, Cello, and Piano. This is no passive or detached recep-
tion of Mozart; it is an aggressively interested one. 

Unlike some theorists, musicologists do not normally respond to the 
music of the past by recomposing it within the confines of a new "linguis-
tic" context. So it comes as no surprise that they were able to ignore 
Rogers's twenty-year old study during the very year in which the world was 
ostensibly celebrating the continuing relevance of Mozart's music. When I 
mentioned not just the lack of any reference to Rogers's study but a more 
general paucity of references to "hard" theoretical and analytical studies 
in our bibliographies for the Mozargahr at a London conference, one 
respondent suggested that my Rogers example was a "spoof' and imag-
ined that it was "possibly intended to demonstrate the absurdity of pitch 
class set analysis." Since Rogers's article can be looked up in any standard 
library, I will forgo comment on its possible status as a "spoof." But the 
implicit charge-often made by historians-that Rogers's study is some-
how anachronistic, needs to be refuted. Is it anachronistic in a way that an 
attempt to understand the historical past with today's conceptual tools is 
not? This seems unlikely. Nor will it do to insist-another topos of musico-
logical criticism-that, by virtue of chronological proximity, composition 
treatises from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries consti-
tute a far better source of information about Mozart's counterpoint than 
Rogers's set-theoretic or motivic method. There may well be a missing 
historical link from Rogers's argument-perhaps he needed van den 
Toorn's Taruskin-but that in itself should not sanction a refusal to grant 
that, in certain specific areas of theory, there has been a technical ad-
vance, both conceptually and representationally, over the eighteenth cen-
tury. Rogers's economical description of the life of a single four-note set 
may not be the most persuasive instance of this advance, but even a cur-
sory comparison of Schenker to Kirnberger (or rather to aspects of 
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Kirnberger), or a comparison of Rosen, Ratner, Dahlhaus or Rothstein to 
Koch and his contemporaries should leave one uneasy about granting a 
privilege to old thought. 

(3) It is in the practical activity of interpreting musical works that the 
greatest potential resides for a fruitful exchange of ideas between theorists 
and musicologists. In recent years, some of the most innovative work un-
dertaken by musicologists involves close readings of particular works or 
portions thereof. Whenever musicologists analyze music, we might expect 
that their perspectives will be broader than those of theorists, insofar as 
historical, biographical, or cultural information is readily included. In 
principle, the broadening of the boundaries of analysis is a turn to be 
welcomed, but only if it does not lead to an impoverishment of older ways 
of reading or hearing. It is far too soon to be able to predict the future of 
this new impulse in musicology, but we can at least take note of the sort of 
problem that it breeds. 

In her provocative study of the first movement of Mahler's Second 
Symphony, Carolyn Abbate lays great store by the otherwordly nature of 
the so called Gesang theme or second subject beginning in bar 48 (ex-
ample 1).IS Crucial to her interpretation is the technical means of discon-
tinuity. Abbate considers this moment an "interruption"; it is "a radically 
different musical gesture" (her emphasis). From earlier commentaries by 
Specht, Bekker, Reilly, Floros, and Vill, a characterization of this moment 
as "a deep sonic break" is distilled. Abbate identifies "sites of hyperbolic 
musical disjunction" and notes that "cracks fissure the music at the entry 
of the 'Gesang'." 

Few listeners are likely to disagree that the onset of the Gesang theme 
is an arresting moment. But how does difference become disjunction in 
Mahler? It is perhaps not insignificant that Abbate, in reminding the reader 
of this remarkable moment, quotes only the actual onset of the Gesang 
theme, not the music that immediately precedes it. Example 2 restores 
this context, from which it becomes immediately apparent that the triplet 
figure that accompanies the Gesang theme is heard throughout the pre-
ceding five bars in unmistakably preparatory mode.14 For those who follow 
this figure's course, and for others who understand the bass note C-flat/B-
natural as a neighbor to the principal C, the onset of the Gesang theme 
would support metaphors opposed to Abbate's breaks, disjunctions, and 
discontinuities. 

The point here is not to chide Abbate for failing to establish the techni-
cal limits of it is rather to urge its sharper definition as a 
musical device, perhaps within the modest confines of Mahler's musical 
language. Abbate's study well exemplifies the self-awareness that high-level 
critical writing demands, but it is curious that certain music-technical op-
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positions are not subjected to her usual scrutiny. At the onset of the 
Gesang theme some may choose to hear not a "sonic break" but a tension 
between motivic and voice-leading conjunction on the one hand and tex-
tural, registral, and affective disjunction on the other. 

A not dissimilar interpretive moment occurs in Susan McClary's chal-
lenging reading of the middle movement of Mozart's Piano Concerto in G 
major, K 453.15 McClary divides up the opening ritornello into two seg-
ments, bars 1-5 (the "motto theme") and bars 6-29 (example 3). In order 
to discern an individual! society dialectic at work in the movement and to 
suggest ways in which Mozart problematizes this opposition, McClary needs 
to claim early on in the analysis that there is a disjunction between the 
motto theme and what immediately follows it. According to her, "the two 
[passages] seem to have little to do with one another. ... Indeed, the 
most important event in the ritornello-the one most in need of explana-
tion-will turn out to be the fact of juxtaposition of the two units." Later, 
bar 6 is described as "musical material entirely unrelated affectively or 
thematically to the opening." 

Here, too, we might insist on a contextual definition of unrelatedness 
in Mozart's music, or at least in this movement. For a listener who has 
internalized the harmonic expectations generated by a half-cadence in 
eighteenth-century music, the onset of bar 6, despite-or rather because 
of-the intervening silence, fulfills the promise of resolution; it is a re-
beginning as well as the resolution of an unresolved dominant. In these 
terms it is more conjunct than disjunct. Similarly, a listener interested in 
the grand melody of the movement will most likely follow the line mapped 
out by 5, a line that is prominently (but only partially) transferred up an 
octave to the oboe's G in bars 6ff. These listeners will disagree with 
McClary's reading of the two passages as disjunct because they are unable 
to agree with her note-to-note technical characterization. 

I should point out, again, that the issue here is not so much one of 
disagreeing with McClary's view that "dilemmas posed by the enigmatic 
motto prove to be too much-and rather than addressing these issues-
the piece turns into something completely different," but of insisting on a 
more secure delineation of a central device. Had she, perhaps in a paren-
thesis, offered the reader a formulation such as "Events A and Bare 
considered disjunct whenever. .. ," there might have been stronger grounds 
for evaluating her interpretation of Mozart's music. 

* * * 
I have chosen these particular moments in recent writing about music 

to illustrate what I perceive to be fundamental differences between the 
concerns of theorists and musicologists. In letting the SMT and AMS repre-



KOFI ACAWU 97 

Example 3. McClary's quotation of two contiguous passages (bars 1-5 and 6-10) from Mozart's 
Piano Concerto in G, K. 453, second movement 
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sent the two groups, I have, of course, misrepresented the work of some 
scholars. But it is impossible to intervene in this long-standing debate 
without doing violence to the far more refined contributions of particular 
scholars. The apparent narrowness of the theoretical project, the preoccu-
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pation with wholes (including fragments conceptualized as provisional 
wholes), the lack of restraint in making generalizations, and the insistence 
that the musical text, however defined, together with an explicit methodol-
ogy for its understanding, form the basis of theorizing: these present some-
thing of a contrast to the more heterogenous and diffuse historical project. 
Historians arein general more receptive to fragments, more cautious about 
certain kinds of grand characterization, and frequently appeal to orders of 
authority other than the notes and an attendant methodology. 

It is nice to imagine a time in the future when theorists and historians 
will shed their disciplinary allegiances and become one. There is, how-
ever, absolutely no evidence that such a merger will enhance the work of 
the new group. Has not the most influential historical work always needed 
theory, whereas the best theoretical work rarely depended on the insights 
of conventional history? On present showing, we might say that theory is 
theory and history is history, and that although they may meet or clash 
sometimes, they remain separate disciplines. To this writer at least, that 
ain't such a bad thing. 
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The Seeds of Notation and Music Paleography* 

By Sandra Pinegar 

In a recent critical essay by Kent Devereaux, the phrase "seeds of nota-
tion" was eye-catching because it referred to medieval music, something of 
a "find" in literature on CD-ROM.! The point was that medieval notation 
was planted as a mnemonic aid from which ultimately sprang the analyti-
cal tools and abstract language of modern formalistic analysis. Even the 
best generalists tend to regard anything medieval as seminal, proto-, in-
choate, pre-, incipient; and this was not disquieting simply because it ap-
pears so often and because Devereaux's article, directed towards compos-
ers rather than musicologists, showed a knack for encapsulating some 
rather large and difficult issues in engaging if terse prose. Rather, it com-
municated an assumption, also frequently encountered these days, that 
music notation conceals or suppresses perception of music as sound, "the 
original language. " No medieval mind, thoroughly cognizant of man's and 
music's temporal, mortal being, could have planted that seed. From a 
medieval perspective, what was written endured. True, St. Augustine de-
duced that angels had no use for literacy in order to know God, and one 
might suspect they had none for music notation either, but man's knowl-
edge consisted of transitory, fleeting images passed from. memory to 
memory and then lost unless collected into monuments of authoritative 
and archaic texts that suspended the opaque cloak of reality and revealed 
truth beyond memory, beyond contradiction, and often beyond change. 

Nevertheless Devereaux is right. The snake has long been in the gar-
den. For example, music paleography, our major inheritance from nine-
teenth-century "musical archaeology" and a fundamental research skill 
until only recently required of all students of musicology, often became an 
exercise in the "correct reading" of a "pre-modern" music text.2 So the 
solution now before us is to ignore paleography and hope it will just go 
away when it no longer has low-level problem solving to feed upon. Leave 
us to what Chaucer once called "the naked text." Give us the truth, the 
original! Devereaux has illuminated an issue that is close to my heart, and 
that is that paleography has become a symbol of positivistic orthodoxy in 
musicology's race to incorporate and legitimize the voices of radical dia-
lectics. I have a high respect for those voices, and I hope they prosper. 
But, as a medievalist whose musical interests have been genuinely stirred, I 
also think that neither Medieval nor Renaissance music was responsible 
for musicology's lapses into scientific positivism taken in the pejorative. 
Moreover, I think that American musicology has gotten caught up in 
larger issues affecting the entire academic community and its relationship 
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to society, and thus we need to widen the scope of admissible evidence 
before delivering any verdict on paleography within the course of studies 
in musicology. Taking up Devereaux's organic metaphor, 1 would like to 
argue here a case for replanting. 

Transcription has always been an uncertain enterprise-occasionally 
even a dangerous one if we recall that the (accidentally) lethal duel be-
tween Pierre Aubry and Johann Baptist Beck in 1910 concerned which of 
them had solved how rhythmically to transcribe chansons of the trouba-
dours and trouveres. Transcribing is now no longer confined to ink and 
paper either conceptually or literally, and 1 think we all know the reasons 
why. Max Chop, a German composer and journalist, addressed the notion 
that music as sound was concealed or suppressed in transcription when he 
wrote critiques of the products of the Victor Talking Machine Company 
and others like it for Die phonographische Zeitschrift from 1906 to 1914. 
Arguing for "the original orchestration," Chop considered the replace-
ment of string basses and cellos by low winds and brass a necessary conces-
sion to the technology of recording, but supplanting the violins with flutes, 
clarinets, and trumpets was arbitrary-it just lacked artistic understanding 
and was sure to "embarrass the[ir] perpetrators in the end."3 Never the 
exclusive dominion of musicologists, transcription (interpretation recorded 
in any medium, if you will) is a natural part of music-making. Whether it is 
Toscanini on Red Label or Roger Norrington with authentic instruments 
in digital, it is a transcription. Whether we read Philippe de Vitry's Garrit 
gallus/In nova fen from a facsimile of F-Pn 146 or we read it from Leo 
Schrade's edition, the presence of any sound that might be termed "the 
original language" is nine parts imagination and one part what is on the 
page, and every musicologist should possess the tribal instinct to relish it. 

Given the recorded transcriptions now available, it is sometimes diffi-
cult fully to grasp that the paradigm for paleography was once the Histori-
cal Anthology of Music and, if the sound did not immediately ring in your 
head, access to it was a piano! Some professional performers, and many 
amateur singers like myself, feel more comfortable nowadays with facsimi-
les of original notation, and as a researcher 1 am truly dissatisfied when 
only transcriptions are available. When needed, 1 produce them with soft-
ware, which ten years ago would have been unthinkable. I now have time 
to deal withficta, to explore not only text undersetting but translation and 
pronunciation, and to consider questions of manuscript transmission and 
notational variants, all of which got more or less sidetracked in paleogra-
phy because they would have been too specialized for the class in general. 
So I can muster sympathy for those who know they will spend the rest of 
their careers with questions regarding Romantic harmony, Baroque vocal 
ornaments, or Schoenberg's Grundgestalt and are required, ruler and pen 
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in hand, to fulfill the requirement in paleography. Like the Victor Talking 
Machine, it was designed to meet special demands, ones that no longer 
suit the everyday work of musicologists in general or indeed that of poten-
tial Medieval and Renaissance specialists. The demands were not misguided 
in their day, or at least I am reluctant to think they were, but there are 
now new needs to be met. 

Many of us, whether we deal with the music of Perotin, of Beethoven, 
or that of northern Ghana, have taken to examining the meaning of 
musical works and activities within the culture and values of the societies 
from which they arose rather than in the context of our own analytical 
and aesthetic expectations. The ethnomusicologist Charles Seeger, who 
developed a distinction between descriptive and prescriptive notations, 
showed a concern for this as early as 1958 when he wrote: 

First, we single out what appears to us to be structures in the other 
music that resemble structures familiar to us in the notation of the 
Occidental art and write these down, ignoring everything else for 
which we have no symbols. Second, we expect the resulting notation 
to be read by people who do not carry the tradition of the other music.4 

Even the dove who whispered in St. Gregory's ear might have hesitated. 
Seeger's solution was the melograph, which electronically records a tem-
porally scaled graph of acoustical characteristics of a sung melody in pitch 
frequencies and amplitudes. This, of course, creates a visual image "de-
scriptive" of a performance. Sightsinging from such a graph would prob-
ably not reproduce precisely the melody, and no teacher has sought, as far 
as I know, to teach music from one. If several hundred such melodies 
were known to a performer, the graphs could become aides-memoire, and 
this would be much the same process we have in mind when we think of 
the function of perhaps the earliest chant notations as mnemonic. 

The melograph is reported to have a variety of filters: one for overtones, 
another for extraneous noises such as breathing or coughing, and a third 
one for preconceptions. That is, it focuses and concentrates certain aspects 
of music-making and suffers no distractions. It is truly a useless machine 
for a medievalist, but I admire the paradigm. Naked text it certainly is-the 
original without any room for equivocation. In fact, some of my colleagues 
in ethnomusicology employ this paradigm to berate my persistence: "we 
deal with music and you deal with artifacts." opera arte facta, I quibble, and 
recounting Jacques Derrida's heralded critique of Levi-Strauss's Structural-
ism at the Johns Hopkins University in 1966 may have further effect. 
Ethnomusicological methods, however, offer a sensible distancing from 
one's object of study. The tonsured clerics who created most of the reper-
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tories which I study had a very different world view than my own, and I 
have acquired a substantial literature to draw upon for dealing with it. 

On the other hand, many historical musicologists nowadays wish to 
concentrate their efforts on the pinnacles of the past. Joseph Kerman 
espouses a musicology more firmly based in criticism, but Manfred Bukofzer 
also associated "a dearth of up-to-date special studies on the masterworks" 
with the observation that "nothing is easier than to amass new musical 
facts in a vacuum."5 It was with this voice of spiritual reform that Kerman 
placed paleography among the "crippling projects of a mechanical kind" 
from which musicology must be liberated.6 His conscientious objections 
took a direction determined by larger issues, being partly swept up in 
unanticipated and often budget-driven concerns for higher education in 
American universities. What began as an impassioned movement to guide 
American musicology into a framework of critical and mature insight into 
both the method and substance of its scholarship sometimes became redi-
rected by zealous appeals to disenfranchise a perceived lofty, unreflective, 
and uncommunicative elitism. In adopting strategies for stimulating me-
dia, curricula, enrollments, and boards of trustees, paleography is now 
seen as the primary manifestation of recidivism. 

As a medievalist, I am more aware than most initiates that paleography 
usually omitted much that now seems foremost in medieval studies. Fol-
lowing Bruno Stiiblein's hypothesis in 1950 regarding the chronological 
precedence of Old-Roman to Gregorian chant,7 research in plainchant 
has been in the most enviable state of resurgence since the foundation of 
the Solesmes School in the 1880s. To the many questions raised by Stiiblein's 
theory, responses from Kenneth Levy, Peter Jeffery, and Leo Treitler, to 
name a few, should stand beside Durr's and Dadelson's revision of the 
chronology of Bach's works in a series entitled Masterworks in Twentieth-
Century Musicology. Where, why, and when the "seeds of notation" were 
first planted is still far from clear, but despite the fascinating issues to be 
dealt with in the study of plainchant notations, traditional paleography 
courses in American universities rarely gave them any attention at all. Of 
course, there was more to medieval monophony than plainchant, but 
paleography rarely dealt with that either, for it was directed towards rhythm 
in polyphony more than anything else. Breaking the ice with the clearest 
notational example of a Notre Dame discant clausula to be found, it often 
wound up with a tour de force ballade or virelai of the ars subtilior and a 
demanding example of proportional notation from Canonici 213 or Bolo-
gna Q 15. A test of sincerity as much as skill, paleography acquired a moral 
imperative of preparing independent, self-reliant scholars for original re-
search.8 It tended to skew perception of the "musical object" with a nota-
tional transliteration into modern score and an analytical translatio, effec-
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tively marginalizing many of the qualities and much of the stylistic coher-
ence of the music within its grasp. Yet American paleography was by no 
means always barnstorming positivism. It produced a generation of top-
notch scholars who deserve our respect and esteem. One area that 
flourished in their hands was the Notre Dame School, and William Waite's 
controversial transcription of the WI Magnus liber organi, for example, 
captured both the curiosity and the imagination of many music scholars 
with its unrelenting conviction and monumental scale. 

Uncritical "scientific objectivity" is, I wholly agree, a narrow, dogmatic, 
and uncertain path-as Ruth Solie has stated, "a tyrannical insistence upon 
universal experience that hears no dissenting voices."9 Like the smiling 
''Wise Virgins" sculpted on the Paradise Portal of Magdeburg Cathedral 
around 1245-and Houdon's Voltaire-it wears a certain face. Obviously, 
paleography practiced within the confines of late Medieval and early Re-
naissance music should not serve as a standard by which to measure each 
and every graduate student in musicology and theory. At the same time, 
every music scholar should be fully prepared to deal with the textual 
problems and notational characteristics of music that interests him or her. 
As long as performance and scholarly investigation remain "aspects of the 
same search,"lo some form of paleography will prove a powerful interpre-
tive tool, an intellectual leap into the past that enunciates its music's 
present disposition. It represents how we read and thus interpret a music 
text, and most recent criticism of musicology addresses how we interpret 
not just the music but its historical and aesthetic contexts as well. 

The notational innovations of twentieth-century composers alone could 
fill a paleography courseY It is just as important for a nineteenth-century 
specialist to be trained to work with sketches, autographs, short scores, 
publishers' plate numbers, and other such matters as it is for a medievalist 
to be instructed to work with manuscripts. Renaissance scholars need to 
know incunabula, watermarks, chansonniers, tablatures, and all the textual 
problems incumbent to them. Baroque and Classical scholars should be 
able to improvise a realization of a figured bass, to create a score edition 
from parts, to recognize the various hands of composers and important 
copyists, and to know some of the technical aspects of engraving. It is fine 
for these folks to know their hollow red minims and dragmas but it would 
be even better if their time were devoted to honing skills they will need to 
contribute to their own areas of expertise. And that is partly what I have in 
mind when I suggest replanting. Textual-critical methods, interpreting 
notations, and examination of physical records such as codices, printings, 
sketches, and autographs need investigation in different areas of special-
ization, and it is within those contexts that these skills should be taught. 

Paleography long adhered to specific textual problems within repertorial 
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limits because it was practical training in a methodology as much as an 
investigation of the music. Bruno Nettl recounts that, for the 
ethnomusicologist, transcription is not just an end in itself but a means of 
gaining control over recorded or live music for which no notation had 
been devised.12 Margaret Bent suggests that "the better the scholar, the 
sooner his interaction with the material begins to shape it. "13 What both 
appear to address is that musicology is and should be essentially a dia-
logue with the music. But, in relation to notation, these are two divergent 
dialogues. One selects the surface identity of music, masters the space and 
time it needs to occupy, and creates for it a visible shape, an outline 
measured in cents or microtones, pulses or seconds. It is captured from 
sounding experience as if by a snapshot in a moment of unwary inno-
cence. The other begins with a representation or similitude that suspends 
the immediate presence of sounding music with a system of symbolic 
referents, a set of defining attributes determined by convention. It stands 
prior to the surface realization as performance, analysis, or criticism. We 
tend to regard one of these processes as the reversal of the other, the 
ethnomusicologist ever searching for the attributes by which he or she 
may determine the significance of the music being heard and observed, 
the historical musicologist ever inquiring after the surface identity wrought 
from the physical evidence in hand. In short, we are persuaded to believe 
that the Music of Man is a stable· foundation of some pre-Copernican 
universe and one's perception of it depends upon one's methodological 
and ideological orientation. Unconvinced, I find Nettl's and Bent's dia-
logues diverge because the music to which they are committed is not one 
and the same, not because they contradict one another "ideologically," 
and thus the distinction can be dismissed by a "neutral" critic. 

With this in mind, let us return to Devereaux's initial point that there is 
ultimately something medieval about modern formalistic analysis, which 
he considers, as do many others, an ideological stance. My first inclination 
is that by "medieval" he more properly intends someth.ing like "abandon-
ment of immediate experience at the phenomenological level." Nothing 
seems to remove us quite so far from the immediate presence of music as 
sounding experience as a medieval manuscript, and thus his use of "medi-
eval" is metonymic. CD-ROM storage of sounding music is his remedy to 
the category termed formalistic analysis by which I assume a wide variety 
of tools, systems, techniques, models, and vocabularies that have identified 
Music as Science since the days of Pythagoras. Accepting the post-structur-
alist assertion that primary and secondary texts rpaintain equal authorita-
tive rank, I would argue that a sounding musical work stored on anything 
since the Victor Talking Machine is a secondary text and that the primary 
text is, in music of the Western tradition at least up to the 1950s, the 
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notated musical work enveloped in historical conditions, descriptive or 
analytical texts, and other musical works to which it is related. Music, like 
language, is not constructed by individuals alone but by historical and 
cultural processes as well. We are born into specific musical practices just 
as we are born into linguistic and kinship systems, economic and political 
customs, and philosophical and religious mores, and it is within a flux of 
events that music acquires much of its signification. 

This may suggest to you, as it does to me, that musicologists, like per-
formers, conductors, and even composers, are products of their own texts. 
As in Foucault's interpretation of Cervantes's Don Quixote, the book is not 
so much existence as duty to which we are bound by being "constantly 
obliged to consult it in order to know what to do or say."14 Don Quixote, 
of course, is compelled to live out the medieval romans he has read, and 
the apparent absurdity of his resulting behavior (which Cervantes never 
fails to oppose to a dull but undeceived reality) not only brings to light the 
fragility of the human condition for which the novel is noted but more 
specifically addresses the dilemma of historical consciousness and the texts 
it creates. Musical archaeology dealt with this dilemma by suppressing it. It 
rescued music from the past and preserved it as specimens for posterity. 
Our own historical consciousness differs significantly. We delve into aes-
thetic, sociological, and intellectual issues as well as performance practice, 
theory, and notations from the past because of the intrinsic interest and 
value of the music. The Old Hall Manuscript, for example, is no longer 
just a "significant historical document" but an accessible and vital reper-
tory, as are Haydn's keyboard sonatas and Rossini's Semiramide. Certainly 
this is not the type of work to be condemned as positivistic orthodoxy and 
uncritical scientific objectivity! The hue and cry is directed, I think, largely 
towards our general histories of music. Musicologists have never been true 
historiographers,l5 and much (but by no means all) of what has been 
produced has tended to be dogmatic, dryly factual, relatively enigmatic to 
the non-musician and even to the musician, and occasionally outrageous. 
The greatest strength in American musicology, at any rate, resides in mono-
graphs, editions, and articles, with the qualified exception of what Paul 
Henry Lang called "a chronicle of the participation of music in the mak-
ing of Western civilization."16 There is a disjunction between musical schol-
arship and music historiography, and the latter may prove to be one of the 
most promising areas of endeavor by the year 2000. 

Our discontent should not be with Medieval or Renaissance music, but 
rather with the dilemma of historicism now perceived quite differently. 
The expectation that paleography should shed antiquarianism, mechani-
cal tasks, and a moral imperative offers fresh and positive new directions. 
There will always be mundane mechanical tasks in musicology, just as 



106 CURRENT MUSICOLOGY 

there is low-level problem solving in rehearsals, publishing, and, dare it be 
said, even teaching. Eliminating early music and paleography will not 
obviate that and, after all, plurality and diversity have long been the touch-
stones of American intellectual life, and a medievalist or two in academe 
insures, if nothing else, their preservation. The crux of the issue, however, 
is not that early music has become less popular and something of an 
academic dinosaur but rather that our dialogue with the "textuality" of 
music generally and our sense of the historical should be strengthened, 
widened in scope, and methodologically updated. The "demise" ofpaleog-
raphy is not so much linked to the subject it exploredl as to the history of 
musicology in the United States. We should not be surprised that its hey-
days have passed with a generation of expatriated European scholarship 
that flourished in a post-war boom. But, as the scope and values of our 
discipline have inevitably altered with a strong drive to emphasize and 
incorporate American music and music of non-European provenance, and 
as new intellectual frameworks are sought both for musicological research 
and for the manner in which this research finds its way into the larger 
academic context of the humanities as offered at American universities, 
the purpose and significance of paleography also should change. Rather 
than functioning as a test of the will and competence of every graduate 
student, it should concentrate upon the notational and musical issues that 
make working with those repertories unique, challenging, and worthwhile. 

According to Foucault, the characters in the second part of El ingenioso 
hidalgo Don Quixote de la Mancha "have read the first part of his (Don 
Quixote's) story and recognize him, the real man, as the hero of the 
book." Critics hounding musicology as ultimately "medieval" have leapt 
into the novel among those characters. And-as I fasten. closed that book, I 
shall think of them there, especially when I am trying my hand at a tran-
scription or two. Like Wagner's diminished sevenths that Hector Berlioz 
quipped might escape the scores lent him and nibble at the furniture, 
they may be delivered another day. The restraints currently imposed upon 
certain didactic values and assumptions in paleography argue for greater 
freedom within the discipline. Rarely has the field opened up so widely, so 
generously, or so honestly to new formations of specialization, new de-
signs for historiography, and new approaches to theoretical issues. It is a 
time for renewal, an opportunity to reimplement, a season for replanting. 
Far from fragmenting a monolithic musicology into ever more isolated 
streams of specialization, changes in paleography predict prosperity and 
productivity based upon an assemblage of interests and significant though 
divergent dialogues. The textual and interpretive problems with which 
paleography will deal will be more clearly focused, and its mechanical 
tasks (one hopes) will be relegated to the computer. Liberated, it may, in 
fact, thrive like a weed. 
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From the Ivory Tower to the Marketplace: 
Early Music, Musicology, and the Mass Media 

By Paula Higgins 

1 
Petrification is the state of all art which no longer affects us, even 
though it has proved its historical importance .... There are too 
many preliminary requirements before one can "get the feel" of a 
Dufay chanson, a Josquin motet, a Gombert mass, a Lasso madrigal, 
of Monteverdi's Oifeo or Incoronazione di Poppea. 

-Alfred Einstein (1941) 1 

The art of Machaut, Josquin, and even Monteverdi is petrified; the 
attempt to revive this art beyond small circles is likely to be futile, 
unless remoteness in history is enjoyed as an esthetic titillation and 
archaic austerity is accepted as picturesque, and this means accepted 
by mistake and misunderstanding. 

-Carl Dahlhaus (1967)2 

The lynchpin of the curriculum in those days was the seminar in the 
notation of medieval and Renaissance music ... , focused not on 
music but on rather low-level problem-solving. . . . Dropping the 
notation course from the required list, some of us felt, was a first step 
in the liberation of musicology. 

-Joseph Kerman (1985)3 

Within the last couple of decades, there has, of course, been a great 
musicological leap forward. A number of scholars working on the 
Middle Ages and Renaissance began to concentrate more of their 
own efforts (and those of their students) in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. 

-Don Michael Randel (1992)4 

Metaphors of constraint and freedom, regression and progress, stasis 
and motion, riddled with signifiers of death, decay, austerity, and archa-
ism, characterize the scholarly rhetoric that has pitted the study of early 
music against that of the traditional canon.5 Dire forecasts about the fu-
ture of medieval and renaissance music in particular predict that its re-
moteness in time, aesthetic inaccessibility, and outmoded scholarly meth-
odologies will inevitably consign it to the status of a cultural dinosaur. At a 
time when the musicological canon has opened up to embrace all kinds of 
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musics and methodologies, critics gleefully applaud the alleged flocking 
of early music scholars to the study of later music as "a great musicological 
leap forward."6 Stereotyped as a recondite, hyper-specialized domain ab-
sorbed with "low-level problem-solving" (epitomized by edition-making and 
the ritual paleography course), early music scholarship-once the pride of 
the discipline-has become the last bastion of the musicological Other. 

What triggered this curious anxiety about early music and its scholarly 
practitioners? Sandra Pinegar singles out paleography, a "symbol of posi-
tivistic orthodoxy in musicology's race to incorporate and legitimize the 
voices of radical dialectics," as one of the guilty culprits.7 Pinegar mounts 
an admirable defense of notation courses as invaluable aids to the inter-
pretation of music, but advocates making them more relevant to the spe-
cific paleographical problems posed by neatly circumscribed chronologi-
cal repertories: 

I can muster sympathy for those who know they will spend the rest of 
their careers with questions regarding Romantic harmony, Baroque 
vocal ornaments, or Schoenberg'S Grundgestaltand are required, ruler 
and pen in hand, to fulfill the requirement in paleography ... it was 
designed to meet special demands, ones that no longer suit the everyday 
work of musicologists in general or indeed that of potential Medieval and 
Renaissance specialists . ... 

It is fine for these folks to know their hollow red minims and dragmas 
but it would be even better if their time were devoted to honing skills they 
will need to contribute to their own areas of expertise.8 

This ostensibly innocuous formulation conceals a number of troubling 
implications. Pinegar seems to assume that by the end of the decade and 
beyond we will be dealing with the human approximation of program-
mable cyborgs, who will "know" from the outset of graduate school how 
they will "spend the rest of their careers" (not an entirely unwarranted 
assumption if the disturbing pre-professionalist trend in undergraduate 
education continues). But the current economic climate suggests (unduly 
optimistic predictions of the past twenty years notwithstanding) that the 
scarcity of academic jobs in music will continue through the end of the 
century and beyond, thereby precluding many talented Ph.D.'s from ob-
taining academic employment of any kind. With the liberal arts curricula 
of many colleges and universities engaged in fiscal struggles and heated 
debates that challenge their very existence, can we realistically continue to 
advocate the cultivation of narrowly conceived specializations, either in 
our teaching or research? And is it really in our best interest to endorse 
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the notion, implicit in Pinegar's proposal, that there should be discrete 
limits to the kinds of knowledge musicologists should be expected to 
know merely to carry out some highly circumscribed, hypothetical future 
job whose acquisition can no longer be taken as a donnie? "How," as 
Joseph Kerman asks, "will students who have been programmed to be 
'nothing but specialists' turn into scholars with broad, original, humane 
horizons?"9 Pinegar's paradigm, subtly prizing later music over early mu-
sic, becomes patently unthinkable in its inversion: that those who "know" 
they will be "spending the rest of their careers" deciphering "hollow red 
minims and dragmas" should be spared the study of "Romantic harmony, 
Baroque ornaments, or Schoenberg's Grundgestalt." 

Such recommendations come uncomfortably close to promoting a kind 
of musicological vocationalism, symptomatic of the national trend of the 
past decade or so, that measures the value of higher education purely by 
its eventual workplace utility and seeks to enhance teaching efficiency with 
computerized technology.lo Complicity with these questionable anti-hu-
manist agendas, to my mind, strongly undermines the liberal arts tradition 
that has sustained and nurtured the very existence of musicology in the 
academy. By failing to resist the powerful agenda of those who would 
make us even more specialized, efficient, and useful, we may be naively 
collaborating in our own self-destruction. Because music departments 
(which still employ the majority of working musicologists) typically reside 
at the bottom of most totem poles of academic priorities and are consid-
ered by many to be superfluous to the educational experience to begin 
with, they are the least likely to survive the budgetary ax of administrative 
bureaucracies increasingly attuned to the strident voices that would trans-
form the life of the mind into the mind of the workplace. And of all the 
"periods" of specialization in musicology, early music is undoubtedly the 
one most vulnerable to questions of "utility" and "relevance" precisely 
because of its historical imbrication in the currently beleaguered liberal 
arts tradition. To suggest that paleography is the main preoccupation of 
medievalists and even to hint that the routine aspects of teaching notation 
could easily be consigned to computers is, I fear, a first step towards the 
irrevocable elimination of the medievalist position in the music depart-
ment. 

Paradoxically, the much-maligned notation seminar is unique in its 
capacity for providing an unusual chronological and topical sweep be-
cause it usually crams into a semester or two the survey of a broad range of 
notational systems, the changing musical styles and repertories that spawned 
them, and a wide variety of theoretical, historical, and text critical prob-
lems posed by the study of their development over three hundred years. 
At their best, notation courses deal, at least tangentially, not only with the 
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"low-level problem-solving" of transcriptions, but with the religious, social, 
political, and cultural circumstances that led to the production and trans-
mission of the music encoded therein, with the historical context and 
circumstances of creation of the manuscripts embedding the notation, 
and with the ideas of contemporary society reflected in the texts set to 
music. Are these not crucial aspects of past musical cultures that all musi-
cologists ought to be able to reflect upon critically and discuss intelligently 
(if only superficially) in their explorations of music from different times 
and places? If something occasionally goes awry, the cause may lie in 
differing pedagogical approaches to the material rather than in the inher-
ent irrelevance of music paleography and the broader historical issues that 
arise from it. 

Although early music in general, and notation in particular, appears to 
be the principal scapegoat of the anti-positivist agenda so forcefully out-
lined by Joseph Kerman, his recommendations have become largely di-
vorced from their original context and needlessly distorted.ll Similarly, 
the much-discussed stampede to the study of later music need not neces-
sarily be interpreted as the sign of a wholesale mutiny on the part of early 
music practitioners. In addition to those suggested by Kerman, there are 
other fairly logical explanations for the ease with which certain scholars 
seem to negotiate the two fields. 12 Familiarity with the standard canon is 
assumed for all musicologists, regardless of period of specialization. Un-
less it results from a fairly atypical concentrated study at the undergradu-
ate level, the serious musicological study of medieval and renaissance mu-
sic usually begins in graduate school. For many of us, exposure to pre-
tonal music represented a journey into fascinating terrae incognitae that 
opened up vast panoramas of unfamiliar musics and historical problems. 
Because, alas, not all working musicologists have the luxury of teaching in 
Ph.D. programs, those "specializing" in early music often have the oppor-
tunity as well as the obligation to teach within a broader chronological 
spectrum of music than do scholars of later periods. Their de rigueur famil-
iarity with the standard canon and their teaching responsibilities in later 
periods may partially explain why many early music scholars feel no par-
ticular discomfort venturing into later periods of research. And if musicol-
ogy has yet to see many scholars of music post-1750 dabbling in the Middle 
Ages and Renaissance, it is undoubtedly because research in early music 
seems to presuppose prior training in a complex array of linguistic, paleo-
graphical, and historical problems that may not have been the special 
focus of their graduate study. 

Whatever our musicological persuasion, I think we all need to exercise 
caution in espousing ideas of "relevance" that insidiously promote ever-
increasing specialization and narrowness, whether of historical periods, 
ideological approaches, or critical methodologies. We all need to foster 
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ever-broadening strategies for musicological thought in general and about 
early music in particular. 1 would be happy to see more cross-fertilization 
between "periods of specialization" (not to mention rethinking musicol-
ogy in terms other than historical periods) and would be especially en-
couraged by signs of retrograde motion through the centuries. (I was 
recently heartened by the comments of one young colleague working in 
the eighteenth century who confessed that he would "love to become a 
medievalist some day. ")Many of the recent interpretive, critical, and ana-
lytical studies that now much nineteenth-century scholarship, 
for example, offer potentially fresh viewpoints from which to approach 
the study of earlier repertories. 

1 also welcome the exhilarating infiltration of pan-disciplinary critical 
theories into the field. Scholars of early music stand to benefit greatly 
from theoretical reflection about their music as social, political, religious, 
and cultural discourses. But 1 do worry that, in the race to stay current 
with ever-shifting critical fashion in allied disciplines, we risk overlooking 
some of the equally insightful work of our fellow musicologists. 1 suspect 
that 1 have some company in my general observation that musicologists as 
a group, and medieval and renaissance scholars in particular, have always 
gravitated towards more truly interdisciplinary scholarship than many of 
our colleagues in sister disciplines. Historians, for example, who, until 
recently, were especially fastidious about insisting on the "economic," "in-
tellectual," "cultural," "political," or "social" orientation of their work, are 
now absorbed with interdisciplinary, "new historicist" topics of patronage, 
orality, memory, printing and the history of the book-none of which is 
likely to strike many early musicologists as substantially "new." 

Much of the more critically interesting and original recent work in 
medieval and renaissance musicological studies, while assuming mastery 
of textual and musical paleography as a basic research tool, have much 
broader historical and interpretive agendas in mind. Christopher Page, 
for example, has drawn on a wide array of mostly unedited, non-musical 
sources-sermons, manuals for confessors, theological treatises and ency-
clopedias, and vernacular romances-for his richly nuanced contextual 
history of musical life and ideas in France from 1100-1300.13 Michael 
Long's work on the music of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, by 
interrogating seemingly trivial musical commonplaces, uncovers disparate 
strands of social, cultural, and liturgical evidence and weaves them into 
stunning historical and musical exegeses of individual pieces.14 Taking 
regional chant variants as her point of departure, Jennifer Bloxam's simi-
larly subtle and elegant work seeks to demonstrate the layers of biograph i-
cal, religious, and symbolic intertextuality embedded in composers' seem-
ingly arbitrary choices of specific cantus firmus melodies in their Masses 
and motets. 15 Cristle Collins Judd, a rare music theorist who devotes seri-
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ous attention to early music, has developed an all-encompassing theory of 
renaissance tonality by close scrutiny of contemporaneous theoretical rheto-
ric in conjunction with its contingent musical repertories. 16 In my own 
recent work with women's history and feminist criticism, I have tried to 
explore how creative subcultures of poets and musicians among the ladies-
in-waiting of female magnates coexisted and interacted with the officially 
sanctioned public cultural discourse of their male consortsP These stud-
ies, merely the ones with which I am most familiar, represent a sampling 
of the many new approaches that have not only transformed our picture 
of early music but could also have broader applications for the study of 
later repertories. 

2 
The time is more than ripe, in my view, for the professional cadre of 
American musical scholarship to do what it can to strengthen its 
influence on the communication of knowledge about music in the 
public media, at whatever level. 

-Lewis Lockwood (1987)18 

Medieval music is not exactly the stuff of "Greatest Hits" CDs and 
marketing dreams-yet. But the joyful, stereotype-busting sounds of 
Anonymous 4 and the Medieval Strings . . . could well make the 
breakthrough in these multi-cultural times. 

-John Henken, The Los Angeles Times (1991) 19 

It all started the evening you were at that classical concert and the 
supercilious guy in the espresso line at intermission was nattering on 
and on about the merits of Machaut and Dufay. Who were Machaut 
and Dufay? Some French law firm? 

-Melinda Bargreen, The Seattle Times (1992)20 

New musical configurations are even more apparent in the mass 
media. Radio and recordings now provide easy, instantaneous access 
to a worldwide compass of "musics," including a full range of West-
ern art music from the medieval period to the latest generation of 
contemporary composers, a generous sampling of non-Western art 
music, and folk music and popular music from throughout the world. 
This ready availability has markedly increased the types of music 
about which we have direct (if not firsthand) knowledge and has 
made us "literate" (if not "native speakers") within a range of musi-
cal languages inconceivable even a short time ago. 

-Robert P. Morgan (1992)21 
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Musicology has recently seen a remarkable and much needed resur-
gence of interest in the music of later periods and even in the varieties 
and approaches to music studied within traditional chronological param-
eters.22 The unprecedented expansion of the musicological canon, the 
range and implications of which have been so eloquently articulated by 
Robert P. Morgan, creates a somewhat misleading impression that the 
influence of and interest in earlier music must, by default, be dwindling. 
And yet even a cursory survey of the articles published in the last twenty 
years in the Journal of the American Musicological Society reveals that the 
perceived trend away from early music is purely illusory.23 For those who 
would regard JAMS as an unlikely place to track innovative musicological 
trends, the papers read at the annual meetings of the Society may reflect a 
more accurate barometer of changing scholarly tastes.24 Surprisingly, the 
percentage of papers on early music topics has actually risen between 
1972 and 1992. And while it is certainly true that there has been a prolif-
eration of increasingly specialized journals in the past decade or so, some 
of them aimed at the growing audience for post-classical music, a number 
of others continue to treat, either exclusively or at least in part, topics in 
early music. 

Far from becoming an endangered species, early music has never 
flourished as widely at any other time in history. In 1993 it is now impos-
sible-indeed unthinkable-to consider the music of Machaut, Dufay, 
Josquin, and Monteverdi, or even Perotin, as "petrified." The combination 
of technology and an ever-burgeoning number of early music groups has 
resurrected all kinds of previously "dead" music as vital parts of our every-
day soundscape. Astonishing numbers of new compact discs continue to 
bring the most remote and formerly inaccessible music to life with the 
touch of a digital keypad. Not long ago, the general music-loving public 
thought that the only music pre-Bach was "Gregorian chant." Now, at least 
for some, the names of Hildegard of Bingen, Perotin, Machaut, andJosquin 
trip off their tongues as lightly as those of their more illustrious counter-
parts oflater centuries. In England, performances ofPerotin's organa and 
Machaut's Mass have become such warhorses that one critic recently de-
scribed them as the "'Messiah'(s) of the middle ages."25 

Even in the United States, where the tradition of early vocal music is far 
less ingrained in the culture, something is surely in the air when Machaut 
and Dufay become topics of idle conversation in espresso lines.26 Ironi-
cally, it was not a musicologist but a music critic of a major metropolitan 
daily, quoted in the epigraph above: who recognized the possibility that 
early music could become a commercial commodity. As I am writing this 
essay, two early music recordings occupy slots on the Billboard Top Ten 
Classical recordings. The soundtrack of Alain Corneau's film Tous les mat-
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ins du monde (1992),27 featuring music by Marin Marais, Monsieur de Sainte-
Colombe, Lully, and Franc;:ois Couperin, arranged by Jordi Savall and now 
in its thirty-first week on the charts, has clearly done for seventeenth-
century music what Amadeus did for Mozart.28 Rivaled on the French charts 
only by the music of Michael Jackson, the CD broke all kinds of sales 
records throughout Europe as welJ.29 The recent recording An English 
Ladymass by the all-female vocal group Anonymous 4 is in its twenty-first 
week on the charts,30 rivalling CDs by the likes of opera demi-gods Luciano 
Pavarotti and Cecilia Bartoli.31 The ubiquitous national daily USA Today 
recendy featured an article on Anonymous 4,32 and several months earlier 
National Public Radio interviewed its members about medieval music trea-
tises, parchment manuscripts, and early music performance practice.33 Simi-
larly, two recent compact discs by the Baltimore Consort, which specializes 
in popular music of the late Renaissance and early Baroque, have ap-
peared in the ''Top Crossover Albums" category for 23 weeks.34 Though 
probably owing in part to the X-rated lyrics (complete with parental warn-
ing label), the commercial success of the recordings has much to do with 
the appeal ofthe music itself.35 

The growing presence of medieval music in particular, both on the 
concert stage and in the commercial recording industry, is mirrored in 
the avant-rock music scene as well. Recent art-rock ensembles from Great 
Britain and Australia such as Enigma and Dead Can Dance, labeled as 
"gothic rockers" in the popular press, feature electronic recastings of Eu-
ropean medieval and renaissance music, as well as Eastern European and 
other ethnic folk musics. The music of Enigma, featured in the film 1492, 
incorporates the plain chant Kyrie XI on the track "Mea Culpa" and chants 
from the Requiem on "Sadeness" (named for the Marquis de Sade), much 
to the consternation of the Benedictine monks of Solesmes (whose re-
cordings they appropriated), who are apparendy incensed by the blasphe-
mous exploitation of chant for libidinous purposes.36 "Thus saccharined 
religion becomes the bourgeois cloak for a tolerated pornography," as 
Adorno would undoubtedly sneer.37 Less racy, but equally illustrative of 
the gothic-rock phenomenon is Dead Can Dance's A Passage in Time,38 
which features a rousing version of a well-known fourteenth-century Ital-
ian saltarello, as well as eclectic syntheses of other medieval music and a 
wide variety of ethnic folk music. 39 

These popularizing trends recall those from the 1920s through 1950s, 
which made lucrative commercial hits out of the music of Chopin and 
Tchaikovsky (among others); from the 1960s, when J. S. Bach became a 
household name through the mediation of the Swingle Singers,40 Wendy 
(nee Walter) Carlos's Switched on Bach,41 The Toys 1965 hit "A Lover's 
Concerto,"42 and Pro col Hamm's 1967 chartbuster "A Whiter Shade of 
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Pale";43 from the 1970s, which brought a Beethoven symphony and a 
Musorgsky tone poem to the discotheque;44 and from the 1980s, when 
heavy meful guitarists began openly acknowledging their indebtedness to 
the music Bach, Vivaldi, and others.45 At least one critic suggests that we 
are now witnessing a similar phenomenon with medieval and renaissance 
music in the 1990s: 

Interest in the excavation and re-creation of "early music"-Euro-
pean church and court music, mainly, from the end of the Dark 
Ages through the Renaissance, more or less, performed on antique 
instruments, or meticulous reproductions thereof-has grown in this 
century from a cult among classical musicians into a semipopular 
demivogue now in its third decade, and threatens to turn the quaint 
racket of sackbuts, shawms, and plinking psalteries into a rich musi-
cal chablis for condo cocktail parties.46 

Only time will judge the accuracy of such a prediction, but it seems clear 
nevertheless that in their quest for new and unmined musical quarries, 
popular and serious musicians alike are drawing upon older music more 
than ever before. 

Of course the history of fascination with pre-tonal music dates back at 
least to early nineteenth-century revivals by figures like Fetis, Kiesewetter, 
Baini, Mendelssohn, and Brahms.47 In the early twentieth century, music 
of the Middle Ages and Renaissance was the elitist academic preserve of 
certain modernist composers like Anton Webern (an erstwhile musicolo-
gist who wrote a Ph.D. dissertation on Heinrich Isaac) and Igor Stravinsky, 
whose indebtedness to the music of Gesualdo and others is well known. In 
particular, British composers of the post-War generation, such as Harrison 
Birtwistle and Peter Maxwell Davies of the Manchester experimental school, 
like the American composer Charles Wuorinen, have not only absorbed 
medieval styles in their original compositions but have arranged music by 
Machaut and Ockeghem, as well as pieces from the fifteenth-century 
Glogauer Liederbuch. Machaut in particular seems to be the medieval 
man of the hour these days, judging from recent performances in the 
United States and Great Britain of pieces like Wuorinen's "Machaut mon 
chou," a reworking for orchestra of the Messe de Notre Dame,.48 Bruce 
Adolphe's "Machaut is My Beginning," a recomposition of the famous 
retrograde canon;49 Eve Beglarian's "Machaut in the Machine Age," in-
cluding pop-inspired recompositions of Machaut motets and ballades;50 
Patrick Cardy's "Virelai," a theme and variations based on a Machaut 
tune;51 Salvatore Sciarrino's arrangement of Rose liz; and Dominic 
Muldowney's reconstruction of the Hoquetus David.52 
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Indeed, as Robert Morgan and Harry Haskell have observed, the line 
between "old" and "new" music continues to blur as the twentieth century 
progresses. 53 Nowhere is this more manifest than in the growing numbers 
of performers of medieval and renaissance music, one of whom called 
Perotin "the first minimalist composer,"54 who are now regularly program-
ming contemporary music on their concerts and recordings. Without wish-
ing to overstate the case, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that early 
music, much of it medieval, is becoming an integral part of the vastly 
expanding postmodern musicological canon. I like to think of this as a 
belated symbolic payoff (or poetic justice?) to generations of earlier schol-
ars (and teachers of notation courses, no doubt) whose careful, painstak-
ing, and urtglamorous work in locating the manuscripts and preparing the 
editions has begun to yield substantial returns. As Joseph Kerman pointed 
out, "any scholarly edition is an invitation to a performer,"55 and if the 
number of RSVPs that continue to trickle in is any indication, we had 
better expect more guests than originally planned. I think the phenom-
enon has much to do with the unprecedented number of scholars collabo-
rating in the practical realm of musicology-as performers, conductors, 
and expert advisors to fledgling performing groupS.56 It also has to do with 
the high caliber and performing standards of many ensembles,57 with tech-
nical advancements in the playing of early instruments, and a recording 
technology that produces pristine, flawless sound. The music simply sounds 
better and audiences like what they are hearing-indeed, even the uniniti-
ated are finding it irresistible. 58 Subtle clues to the changing status of early 
music, both on the concert scene and in the recording industry, will inevi-
tably reflect itself in the choice of concert dress as early music performers 
exchange their down-home, artsy, or Bohemian garb for tuxedos and 
evening gowns. 59 

Precisely why at this time in history early music, and medieval music in 
particular, seems to have captured the imagination of a broader musical 
public than ever before (not unlike the current fascination with dino-
saurs) is a question that needs to be raised. Is it a reaction against the 
over-saturation of the music of "common-practice period" that has lohg 
dominated the concert halls, the air waves, and the film sound tracks? Is it 
a desire to retreat to an era of perceived timelessness and spirituality in a 
world beset by social, economic, and military tensions? Is it a curiosity 
about our own historical past, touched off by quincentenary celebrations 
of the New World Encounter? Is it a response to the growing multi-
culturalism that will surely intensify as we enter the twenty-first century? 
The latter possibility seems particularly suggestive as comparisons between 
ethnic folk musics and medieval music recur like leitmotivs in the critical 
responses of reviewers who hear reminiscences of an "Appalachian moun-
tain ballad" in a song of Machaut,60 similarities with Bulgarian folk music 
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in the "vocal drones and poignant dissonances" of works from the twelfth-
century Codex Calixtinus,61 and links between traditional American qua-
drilles like "Old Joe Clark" or "Turkey in the Straw" and French Renais-
sance dances.62 

Whatever the confluence of social, political, mystical, or multicultural 
trends, it seems clear that there is a growing appetite out there for "classi-
cal" music, the definition of which, as Robert Morgan has shown, is be-
coming increasingly nebulous.63 In the years to come, early music scholars 
both within and outside the academy will be faced with a multitude of 
options for an increasingly heterogeneous and eclectic kind of "cultural 
musicology"64 that will examine cross-fertilizations between early music 
and the esoteric discourses of the late twentieth-century avant-garde, and 
explore the common ground medieval and renaissance music shares with 
a wide variety of ethnic, folk, and popular musics of all times and places. 

Joseph Kerman's prescient warning that if "musicologists do not write 
the contextual history of Western art music, someone else will write it for 
them"65 has recently been born out by a spate of recent books destined for 
wanna-be aficionados of classical music that are having serious market 
appea1.66 If present signs are any indication, the public appetite for an 
understanding of the less familiar music of earlier periods may well follow 
suit before long. Taking Kerman to heart, and reflecting on Lewis 
Lockwood's similar exhortation to enhance our role in the propagation of 
musical knowledge in the public media,67 I hope that in the future we will 
no longer content ourselves to leave such important cultural work to, 
among others, a petroleum industry executive who also happens to be the 
former Assistant Secretary of Defense.68 

It does not at all surprise me that things are changing for early music-
at least beyond the walls of the academy if not within them-because I 
and many of my colleagues, thanks to receptive and even enthusiastic 
classroom audiences over the 'past decade, have always had perhaps overly 
optimistic notions of the potential of early music to charm the masses. In 
closing, I would like to recount an especially memorable incident that 
took place in Paris in the early 1980s at the Centre Georges Pompidou. 
One afternoon, while transcribing a Busnoys chanson from a film of the 
Wolfenbiittel chansonnier on the microfilm reader, I was distracted by 
hushed whispers behind my back. I turned to find some dozen curious 
strangers (on a tour of the Centre) peering over my shoulder and staring 
at the fifteenth-century manuscript on the screen. Having caught my at-
tention, one of them asked what I was doing and I explained briefly. 
Several persisted in asking questions, and an impromptu mini-lecture on 
white mensural notation ensued. Diffidence prevented me from truly ex-
ploiting the situation, but it left me nevertheless with a sense that I had 
somehow made a tangible, if minuscule, contribution to raising interest in 
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and awareness of early music. It also made me wonder how greatly en-
riched our cultural landscape might be were we each to commit ourselves, 
even in seemingly small ways, to broadening our intellectual and musical 
horizons beyond the sheltered groves of the ivory tower.69 
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Cinderella; or Music and the Human Sciences. 
Unfootnoted Musings from the Margins 

By Leon Botstein 

It has become fashionable among scholars to wax autobiographical with 
the reader, presumably to shed any remnant of the illusion (suggested 
implicitly by the conventional apparatus of a scholarly text and footnotes) 
that one might be speaking with an objective voice, or with an argument 
whose merits can be considered and even accepted without reference to 
personal and therefore circumstantial prejudice. Today's penchant for 
presumed full disclosure of one's subjective standpoint, however, is more 
likely either a species of authorial vanity masquerading as methodological 
scrupulousness or evidence of a greater interest in oneself than the sub-
ject one is writing about. In this case, the reader who wishes to distill the 
prejudices of the author and speculate on their origins must begin with 
the author's notion that one can talk effectively about the character and 
value of arguments by using procedures of reading and research that hold 
up under scrutiny and require no subjective apologetics. 

We are witnesses to a distortion of the fin-de-siecle's singular contribu-
tion to the methodology of the human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften)-a 
common term in German scholarship that encompasses what in the United 
States is called the humanities and the social sciences. Wilhelm Dilthey 
and Max Weber, for example, each illuminated in his own way how the 
perspective of the investigator in the Geisteswissenschaften functions in a 
crucial manner. In the Methodenstreit from the early twentieth century in-
volving such distinguished figures as Wilhelm Windelband and Ernst 
Troeltsch, the task was to define the logic of human sciences, much as 
John Stuart Mill had sought to do, without sacrificing all claims to truth-
telling contained within the acts of scholarship and argument. 

For these thinkers it seemed evident that the human sciences were in 
some decisive sense subjective in a way that the natural sciences were not. 
The framing of the problem, the choice of evidence, and the mode of 
argument-the fundamental tasks facing the scholar in the human sci-
ences-were influenced by the person doing the work in a manner far 
more profound and potentially arbitrary than was the case in the natural 
sciences. Yet it appeared possible to argue for criteria of validity in expla-
nation and description that could lend scholarship in the human sciences 
an authority then considered characteristic of, if not self-evident in, scien-
tific research. Indeed, the generation of Dilthey and Weber still clung to 
the notion that evidence and logic in the human sciences could be devel-
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oped and applied, rescuing a useful cross-cultural understanding grounded 
in a universal sense of objectivity. The delineation of a "value-free" dimen-
sion within scholarship, even with respect to the choice of subject, was 
acknowledged, no matter how complex the achievement of that appropri-
ate scholarly self-discipline might be. One could still speak reasonably, 
therefore, about whether something was true, plain false, or merely plau-
sible, particularly in terms of the writing of history. Shared ideas regarding 
the mode of generalization, the nature of causal or descriptive adequacy, 
and the grounds for reliability in explanation all might be articulated. 

This confidence in the possibility of widely accepted methods and lan-
guage in scholarship has eroded considerably since 1945. Although the 
utilization of novel methods of analysis (almost exclusively drawn from 
post-war French thinkers) in literature and in the study of society has been 
significant among scholars in the United States since 1945, the new meth-
ods have maintained their allure and drawn considerable impetus in part 
from a profound methodological suspicion and skepticism inherent in the 
approaches themselves. 

It should come as no surprise that in the relatively young disciplines of 
musicology and music history (historically speaking the products of Ger-
man scholarly traditions from the mid- and late nineteenth century) this 
skepticism and suspicion have taken a harsh toll. Perhaps in part owing to 
its relative youth, the study of music has not contributed in an autono-
mous fashion to the shared methods of the human sciences. Unlike art 
history, in which the interpretation of visual images, forms, and tech-
niques (e.g. iconography) lends itself easily to verbal translation and there-
fore generalized use, the integration of methods specific to music, even 
so-called style analysis, into the methods of history and sociology, for ex-
ample, has proved singularly elusive. When issues beyond the artificial 
confines of the musical text come into play, scholars of music have re-
sorted to borrowing methods from others. Given the current method-
ological crisis, stylized virtuosity, fashion, and quirkiness-perhaps even 
plain entertainment value-have become marks of recent scholarly suc-
cess in music. It is as if scholarship has become its own kind of perfor-
mance art, an act of improvisation on a subject whose definition as recog-
nizable and whose transformation into the unrecognizable are marks of 
genius otherwise the province of great entertainers. 

The reigning assumption behind today's scholarly consensus argues 
that the construct of perspective-how the scholar defines his or her place 
in his or her own time-creates the subject and legitimates the resultant 
analysis. The arrogance hidden in this contemporary procedure is the 
claim that the investigator-scholar can know his or her own subjectivity in 
any useful way. The typical categories of subjectivity, including gender, 
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class, nationality, and race, become all too easily employed (as opposed to 
being used in a seriously illuminating manner) as explanatory and causal 
rubrics. They are used in a reductive manner, as simplistic kinds of essen-
tialist signs that manage only to trivialize otherwise potent concepts. To 
make matters worse, a brittle and harshly moralistic politics lurks on all 
sides of today's scholarly community in the human sciences. Scholarly 
decisions and activities, stripped of the veneer of professionalism or objec-
tivity, are translated almost mechanically into fixed and reductive ideologi-
cal positions within contemporary politics. In such an environment it is 
difficult to talk well, critically, and searchingly; inquiry, curiosity, and love 
of subject all seem at risk. 

The Delphic admonition to "know thyself' is a daunting, elusive, charge. 
It sees the conduct of everyday life, including, of course, scholarship, as a 
dynamic part of one's coming to terms with oneself. "Unpacking" one's 
own views and prejudices (to use a wicked but fashionable phrase perhaps 
more applicable to the post office than to research) is the hardest of all 
enterprises. Yet substituting "from an x perspective" and utilizing reduc-
tive assessments of subjectivity with respect to context or method do not 
fulfill the demand for serious self-examination. Indeed, self-declaration or 
the overt assertion of allegiance to a particular point of view or method-
ological procedure may camouflage and mislead more than reveal and 
illuminate. 

The irony is that the skeptic-the critic of inherited procedures-rarely 
applies the same degree of harsh analysis to the grounds behind the 
skeptical attack itself. How does the skeptic know he or she is right? Either 
there is a new hidden or overtly "objective" yardstick in use (that is, the 
skeptic is telling us something we ought to know that would end the 
skepticism by introducing a surrogate ideology), or the skeptical critique 
carries no serious weight and is as much an expression of mere taste as the 
object of the critique. 

It may be that the old-fashioned criterion of scholarly distance and the 
illusion of critical neutrality, linked to a notion of getting things historical 
right in a way that transcends opinion, were useful conceits. If nothing 
else, they might remain helpful routes to coming to terms with the subjec-
tive. Far less attractive is an embrace of what some literary scholars have 
apparently now termed "standpoint epistemology." It is preferable to resist 
facile theories that not only attempt to justifY the equivalence of anything 
that is said but also eliminate the need to characterize and understand the 
construct of one's own standpoint. If one concedes that a standpoint is a 
useful category, is it functionally static and describable in some ideal or 
typical manner? To assert that all scholarship is ultimately ideological is to 
assert nothing at all, for it begs the question of what constitutes ideology 
and its definition, its dynamics, and its functions. 
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* * * 
The above prologue (or perhaps peroration), with its decidedly old-

fashioned tone, is a plea for music historians and musicology to seize the 
opportunity inherent in today's fiery methodological turmoil as a means 
to resist imitating some of the practices of its sibling disciplines in the 
humanities and social sciences. The rush away from old habits indeed may 
be justified, but the embrace of new fashions from other disciplines may 
not be, and at the very least requires scrutiny. Today's methodological 
disarray of doubt should signal to students of music that our colleagues 
possess few answers. Imitation no longer will work. In fact, the history of 
the discipline of music in the university could turn out to follow the story 
of Cinderella. Having served in the shadow of our siblings, and been filled 
with envy and admiration for them, we discover that our time has come: 
the shoe (so to speak) of the times may fit only our particular subject. For 
the first time the study of music might lead the way in the human sciences. 
The other disciplines might learn from us, defer to us, and imitate us, for 
a change. 

Though the study of music now has a chance to contribute to the way 
culture and society might be understood and studied, it is clear that we 
are still courting the danger to which the first generations of musicologists 
fell prey a century ago: the imitative appropriation of methodological 
conceits from other disciplines. For all their virtues, Guido Adler and 
Hermann Kretzschmar, for example, were not methodologically innova-
tive. And, ironically, Theodor W. Adorno's writing on music, despite its 
impressive jargon, ranks among the least self-critical and methodologically 
powerful aspects of his work. The embrace of Adorno here and in Ger-
many in the 1960s and 1970s was a symptom of the poverty of a differenti-
ated and subtle sociology of knowledge with respect to music and its role 
in culture. Thus, despite the insights about music that have come from 
anthropology, history, and literary studies, that impoverishment remains 
unalleviated. 

In more recent decades, musicology has continued to yield the lead to 
its sister disciplines in the adoption of the latest intellectual fashions. 
Musicologists are now acting the way scholars in literary studies, history, 
and anthropology acted two decades ago, and what looks new to us is 
already under siege elsewhere. Those who write about music as historians, 
instead of continuing to defer methodologically to the older disciplines 
for an adequate theory, might find greater reward in fashioning not only 
their own theory, but a general theory from within musical culture itself. 
The time has come to make a jump in front of the other disciplines, 
whose modes of operating, despite their greater degree' of historical and 
institutional advancement, are in shambles. As the Viennese satirist 
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Friedrich Kiirnberger put it more than a century ago, in order to become 
literate one must first learn to read music. 

One way that musicology might achieve this new status is through em-
bracing one of Max Weber's most compelling ideas: that any agenda or 
scholarship laying claim to significance must be tied to and therefore 
derived from some profound commitment to a contemporary predica-
ment. The affective intensity of scholarly pursuits that drives curiosity must 
be strong and rooted in the present. It comes as no surprise, then, that 
the contemporary interest in the status of women and the significance of 
gender has opened many of the most powerful new avenues of inquiry. 
Antiquarianism, no matter how brilliant, is rarely just fanatical profession-
alism rooted in a biographically explicable fastidiousness. It, too, is a reso-
lution of an individual's engagement with his or her own time. 

Some of the most serious of these predicaments facing culture and 
society today are located within the realm of music. In the musical world 
in European and American contexts they pertain to the divergent evolu-
tions of popular and concert music and the role music plays in new media 
and the formation of norms, particularly within modes of sound reproduc-
tion and within visual formats such as film and video. The relationships 
among sound, sight, and speech-and therefore the significances attached 
to them-may be changing dramatically. Furthermore, within and without 
the university, the canonic center with which traditional musical studies 
have been occupied is under siege. The distinctions between musicology 
and ethnomusicology are eroding as the aesthetic and socio-cultural prior-
ity of one kind of music against another is challenged. It is likely that in 
both practical training and theoretical or historical analysis, the category 
of music in the university and among so-called consumers (those who 
consciously partake of musical culture at a given time and place) will be 
far more catholic, encompassing a range of times, places, and categories 
well outside the ones reflected in the current distribution of resources 
within the university. Even in comparison to the study of literature or art, 
the shock of change in the content of what is studied under the heading 
of music within the university is going to be striking. 

We should neither lament these circumstances-themselves the result 
of a political evolution in Europe and the Americas-nor exploit them. 
Rather, we might profit by using the intellectual opportunity offered by 
the cultural politics of the moment. This opportunity has two critical com-
ponents. First, we could now consider music as a generic category of 
existence-a form of life, as Wittgenstein suggested, much like the way we 
might view language or fundamental economic or social habits and activi-
ties. This opens up the possibility that music might be treated as a species 
of fundamental social action. It is not a subsidiary anthropological ritual. 
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Music is instead more akin to a poorly understood nexus of communica-
tion (perhaps reaching beyond the sphere of language) in the sense sug-
gested by the work ofJiirgen Habermas. Following the footsteps of Weber, 
Adorno, and Karl Mannheim, Habermas (along with others in his genera-
tion in Germany and France) has sought to carve out the process of 
transaction and exchange through language among human beings as a 
category of social action. Habermas's ambition was to make it susceptible 
to structural and historical analysis as well as to a normative critique with 
regard to ethics and politics. 

The second compelling circumstance that ought to drive the study of 
music is the continuing decline in traditional musical literacy and culture. 
We participate, through scholarship, in the effort to preserve, if not res-
cue, the significance of the canon as it is now understood, as well as the 
repertoire to which the discipline of music has been until recently commit-
ted. However much one wishes to embrace new, esoteric developments, 
the academic study of music cannot remain oblivious to the decline in 
audiences and the erosion of appreciation for the canon and tradition. 

One way to carve out a stable place for Western concert music in a 
successful manner within the university and in the outside world of enter-
tainment (whether in truly popular ways or more museumlike formats) 
may be to reconsider how we understand music-making and its signifi-
cance from the Middle Ages to the present. If we interpret and study 
music in ways that effectively recast the general historical and cultural 
analysis of the past, the interest in the performance of music from the past 
might increase. In order to attract audiences without substantial musical 
literacy, a so-called extramusical dimension has begun to play a larger 
role, as, for example, in the program notes to concerts, or in concert 
formats that decorate musical performances by asserting linkages to his-
tory and art. But here again, one is confronted with mere parallelism and 
surface comparisons. Music and its function and culture are still not con-
sidered indispensable primary sources of historical generalizations of in-
terest to the wider public. 

Indeed, even the most au courant general analyses and specific interpre-
tations of Western culture and society have been distilled with music con-
sidered as, at best, a peripheral or illustrative phenomenon. Perhaps if we 
start with music, a range of new insights beyond the realm of music might 
emerge. The call for "interdisciplinary study" in the case of music, there-
fore, should not be considered another species of tendentiousness. Rather, 
it is a call to reject the implicit parochial separation and segmentation that 
set music apart, with its own interior history and significance, from life 
and therefore history in general. 

Take, for example, the continuing interest in Schubert. Are we using 
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research into his private life, career, and development as a composer as 
starting points to reconsider the notions of Biedermeier Vienna, romanti-
cism, or social change, or are we still trying to adapt analytical frameworks 
from other disciplines, thereby reducing the musical phenomena to illus-
trative roles? The question is not simply a matter of integrating the im-
mense volume of research about social history, economic history, and 
literary and theatrical activity into the consideration of music. Rather, we 
might use music to recast the way these other facets are understood and 
thereby accomplish the creation of a different historical context in a way 
that ultimately can shed more light on both music and its historical and 
social framework. 

In taking on this grander task, which is to use music to guide the wider 
cultural and historical analysis, much more than biography, textual analy-
sis, and reception history would be required. Music history and musicology 
can be directed at the task of trying to extract from musical culture and 
activity in human society something that defines and reveals the human 
condition in a fundamental manner, as opposed to merely in a manner that 
adds to or fills out our grasp of the past and present. What we as scholars 
should seek is that which otherwise would be inaccessible without music. 

This goal is not contingent on a simple philosophical notion that mu-
sic, in some neo-Hanslick-like or neo-Schopenhauerian sense, is autono-
mous, deeper, and structurally distant (and therefore implicitly irrelevant) 
from other activities. Rather, it holds that within any given context, how-
ever defined, the complex dynamics around musical activity-including 
the way music is thought about and responded to-can yield insights that 
recast what we can learn from ordinary language, visual creations, reli-
gious rituals, and so on. 

Consider a case in the history of philosophy. Increasingly, writers on 
music have sought to utilize Wittgenstein's insights about music as a way of 
understanding how music functions. This is happening much the way it 
occurred with Adorno's work. From the Tractatus on, Wittgenstein used 
music as example, analogy, and metaphor; he emplloyed what he later 
termed the family resemblance between language and music as a way of 
probing the nature of language. Yet what Wittgenstein had in mind when 
he talked of music is hardly clear. Furthermore, how did he hear it? Why, 
for example, was he profoundly conservative and hostile to modernism? 
Why was Brahms for him the last of the greats? What function did music 
play (and in what manner) in anthropological terms, in the day-to-day 
course of his childhood and adult life? It is difficult to assemble a coher-
ent, comprehensive picture of his view of music from the texts alone, for 
the bits and pieces of his explicit claims, including commentary on com-
posers and on music, are strewn throughout his writings. 
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What might be suggested is that getting to the heart of what Wittgenstein 
meant when he spoke about music constitutes a complex and comprehen-
sive quasi-anthropological and socio-historical task with music at its center. 
Understanding how Wittgenstein thought about music could yield clues 
about the core of his thoughts otherwise unexplored by philosophers and 
historians, who have generally paid scant attention to the issue of music in 
Wittgenstein. Instead of using language as a metaphor for how music 
works, then, we could reverse the inquiry and study music as a route to 
clarifying the nature and function of language not only in Wittgenstein's 
thought but in history in general. Such a procedure might yield powerful 
results for socio-linguistics, social history, and psychology. 

Likewise, apart from using the suggestive insights Adorno had about 
particular works and composers, unraveling his fierce rhetoric about mu-
sic in relation to the musical culture and world he inhabited tells us 
unique things about him and his colleagues in the Frankfurt School dur-
ing the 1920s and 1930s. This might lead to new perspectives on the way 
social dynamics were constructed by Adorno and his colleagues, which in 
turn might trigger a revisionist view of the way historians and critics deal 
with the traditions of critical theory. The task in these cases remains in the 
widest sense a historical one. 

This approach, however, does not involve the transfer of insights about 
an extramusical "context" into the discourse of music; it cannot be an 
enterprise of the appropriation of cliches and generalizations. Rather, the 
development of a subtly textured, comprehensive analysis of musical cul-
ture and activity (including musical texts and the modes of their consump-
tion, along with their acoustic realization)-within any given cultural and 
historical moment-helps to shape and define the meaning of context 
right at the outset. Using music as a primary source can test and perhaps 
profoundly revise our sense of the past. And if this is true, why relegate 
music, in relationship to the linguistic or the visual, to a peripheral status? 
Why explain mental habits in the past primarily through other modes of 
thought? Why not instead assume the centrality of music? 

Such a path has not been taken because our sense of the past-whether 
within the European framework or elsewhere-invariably has been con-
structed without reference to music. Take, for example, the Central Euro-
pean fin de siecle. For all that has been written about the art, architecture, 
literature, philosophy, and politics of the time (except for some passing 
efforts to integrate benign and glib references to Gustav Mahler and Arnold 
Schoenberg that quote usually from the latter's prose writings), works of 
music and the musical world are cited and discussed with considerable 
ease, at best to confirm and complement a prior general picture and 
interpretation. The texts of music (without any subtle or complex analy-
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sis), musical life, or the character and function of hearing, performance, 
and other modes of reception (e.g. reading about music or reading mu-
sic) are all described in terms borrowed from literary or visual analyses. 
Within the field of music, the works of music are still cast by theorists and 
scholars of musical texts generally within a framework, however modified, 
of an autonomous historical logic specific to music itself. It is as if the 
artisan-craftsmanship tradition (in terms of who musicians are and how 
they work) and the nineteenth-century ideology of music's independent 
formal essence still hold a sort of collaborative sway. 

Equally unexplored is the character of daily music life, from the home, 
to the street, to the concert hall. Within the nineteenth century, for ex-
ample, even a look at composers of secondary rank-not in a search of 
neglected aesthetic values but for historical insights-has not begun. Re-
search on music education, musical institutions, music in the private and 
public arenas, and the interrelationship of the many forms and rituals of 
music-making to one another and to other aspects of culture and society, 
particularly within the fin de siecle, still has not taken hold. 

The ultimate goal is to gain an understanding of musical culture that 
accounts for issues of place, gender, and class and that probes the dynam-
ics of significance with respect to music, but which does not operate on 
the basis of a restrictive definition of music or its role in society and 
culture. This, in turn, necessitates the development of methods of analy-
sis-whether of the acoustical environment, the use of time, or the ways 
music was encountered and talked about-that require skills uniquely 
held by the musicological and music-historical profession. No other branch 
of the human sciences, not even those that deal with experiences of the 
visual and the spatial, such as art, architecture, and design, has unique 
access to so vital and unexplored an area of human experience, whose 
decoding requires special skills apart from a command of ordinary lan-
guage. If one accepts the idea that musical culture is not subordinate, 
then the study of music gains a significance accorded only the archaeo-
logical discovery that changes the understanding of lost civilizations. 

The reason discussions of the fin de siecle are impoverished by the 
virtual absence of the contribution that music might make (even a Schenker-
Wittgenstein comparison, an obvious, albeit limited, subject, has yet to be 
undertaken) is that by training and predilection most professionals out-
side of music cannot deal with music. Not only do they lack the skills to 
talk about a musical text, they are unable to ask and answer questions 
even about the significance of how music was understood through speech. 
To answer, for example, questions about reception and, in the cases of 
Wittgenstein, Freud, Schnitzler, the role of music, their connection to a 
musical culture and their apparent absence of engagement need to be 
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outlined and described. The crucial cultural exchange with music can 
illuminate a wide range of issues well beyond the confines of music. Freud's 
relationship to music-indeed, the minor place it seemed to occupy-
constitutes as powerful a choice as his overt interest in antiquity. The two, 
in fact, may be related. Within Freud's framework resistance, like silence, 
needs to be understood. Otto Weininger's suicide in 1903 in Beethoven's 
last residence in Vienna represents merely the surface of this unexcavated 
historical territory in the Viennese fin de siecle. But beginning this work 
requires the skills of musicologists and music historians. 

A suggestive analogy to the task faced by musicology and music history 
can be made by reference to the history of science and technology. One 
might have thought that art history would provide the greatest resem-
blance. (It is indeed striking how little attention is paid to music in the 
training of art historians, and to art among musicologists.) Although schol-
ars outside of science have looked to Thomas Kuhn and the dynamics of 
shifts in paradigms within science as a helpful model for the process of 
historical change (e.g. style shifts in music), the vital link lies elsewhere. 
The history of science has revealed dimensions of what, for lack of a better 
term, can be described as mental structures. The theory of explanation, 
patterns of observation, and the dissemination of ideas-the dialectical 
tension between theory and practice-in science, as in music, provide 
further useful hints as to how the history of music, like the history of 
science, can be placed at the center of the historical narrative. The conse-
quences of science-in technology, for example, in the intersection be-
tween the various types of science and their institutionalization and eco-
nomic and social activity-all have suggestive parallels in the world of 
music. For the history of science to make its contribution to our grasp of 
culture and society, scholars with the capacity to deal with the scientific, 
mathematical, and technical material are crucial. The same would be true 
for music. 

Two more arenas offer hints as to what music historians and musicolo-
gists might accomplish. Both economic and social history and the history 
of theater (as another arena with shared issues of text and performance 
practice) possess issues and approaches that merit attention, not necessar-
ily imitation. All this points to the need to train future scholars of music in 
new ways and to encourage them to ask the sorts of sweeping questions of 
historical interpretation, description, and analysis that music historians 
traditionally have ceded to their peers from other disciplines. 

* * * 
No matter how new much of today's work in musicology and music 

history seems, it appears still to concede a fundamental marginality to 
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musical phenomena. Music has yet to produce-from within itself, so to 
speak-the kind of contribution to our understanding of the past, in 
terms of culture and society, achieved by the great historians and inter-
preters of religion, science, art, and literature. 

If this claim is correct, then the questions raised by scholars in music 
demand reconsideration. Even though the core of training should be the 
capacity to use the materials of music passively and practically, the context 
in which those skills are placed must change. For example, the vestiges of 
a snobbishness against performance must be set aside simply because the 
scholarly study of music per se is a study of performance in time and 
space. As is the case for all scholars in the human sciences, it is impossible 
not to carry forward our instincts about the nature of reading and how we 
read when we interpret texts, and it is also imperative to attempt critically 
to understand reading as a differentiated social-historical phenomenon 
(its link to speech, writing, religious ritual, daily discourse, use of memory, 
and so forth). For these reasons, a scholar of music must also have the 
contemporary experience of performance-contact with acoustic sound 
made by oneself and an audience, private or public-in order to be 
equipped to guard against the assumption of facile comparisons or conti-
nuities. The use of performance experience is indirect but essential. 

Beyond these active musical skins, the scholar of music would benefit 
from more thorough training in the general research methods of history. 
Training in the task of interpretation in non-musical issues and materials 
within each particular segment of time is needed if music is to be used as a 
fundamental constituent of the historical narrative. The musical scholar, 
therefore, requires a much more extensive education in art history, in 
social, cultural, and economic history, in anthropology, and in the philo-
sophical critique of methods than heretofore considered. 

The definition of future methods of analysis, including the setting of 
the research agenda, cannot be undertaken from within the current tradi-
tions of music history or musicology. If one laments the fact that one is 
asking for more and not less, then so be it. Otherwise, the study of music 
will remain of interest primarily to those who accept and embrace a philo-
sophical prejudice about music and therefore a familiar social and histori-
cal segmentation of the musical from the extramusical. Music will remain 
merely illustrative of historical claims, still rooted in a secondary and sub-
sidiary place. This would be a shame, since the opportunity-in part as a 
result of the methodological travails and exhaustion in other fields of the 
human sciences-presents itself for us to use the study of music as a 
primary vehicle for the reinterpretation of culture and society. 


