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         Introduction     

    Attempting to compare the singing of Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau and his former 
teacher Charles Panzéra, Roland Barthes complained about language’s incapacity 
to articulate the things that matter about music. And he continued: ‘rather than 
trying to change directly the language on music, it would be better to change the 
musical object itself, as it presents itself to discourse’ (Barthes 1977: 180). Th is 
book is an attempt to change the musical object from the perspective of musi-
cology. In a nutshell, musicology was set up around the idea of music as writ-
ing rather than music as performance. To think of music as writing is to see its 
meaning as inscribed within the score, and accordingly to see performance as the 
reproduction of this meaning. Th at turns performance into a kind of supplement 
to the music itself, an optional extra, rather like reading poetry aloud (because 
isn’t the meaning already there on the printed page?). Even if that is a satisfactory 
way of thinking of poetry—which critics such as Stanley Fish would deny—it is 
not a satisfactory way of thinking of a performing art like music. Th e experience 
of live or recorded performance is a primary form of music’s existence, not just the 
refl ection of a notated text. And performers make an indispensable contribution 
to the culture of creative practice that is music. My claim is that in order to build 
this deeply into our thinking about music—in order to think of music  as perfor-
mance —we need to think diff erently about what sort of an object music is, and 
indeed how far it is appropriate to think of it as an object at all. 

 Interdisciplinary performance studies, which developed from theatre studies 
into a general approach to the performative dimensions of culture, understands 
meaning as created in the act of performance, or to put it more longwindedly but 
also more accurately, it focusses on how performances aff ord the production of 
meaning. Th is idea is fundamental to my book. At the same time, my approach 
is more conservative than much of the writing on music that has been carried 
out within, or infl uenced by, performance studies. My aim is not to displace tra-
ditional musicology but rather to rethink it from the inside. I  want to address 
the issues of culture and meaning that concern most musicologists, but to build 
performance deeply into their formulation, and make it possible to bring the spe-
cifi cs of individual performances—oft en in the form of recordings—to bear upon 
them. I  want to go beyond the score, as my title puts it, but at the same time 
I  suggest that it is only once you think of music as performance that you can 
start to make sense of scores. Seen in the context of performance culture, scores 
are much more like theatrical scripts than the literary texts as which musicology 
has traditionally understood (or misunderstood) them, and that is just one of 
several ways in which thinking of music as performance means rethinking basic 
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2 B E Y O N D  T H E   S C O R E

assumptions of the music-as-writing approach. As all this may suggest, the book 
is centred on performance within the tradition of Western ‘art’ music (hereaft er 
WAM), and to a considerable degree on common-practice repertories such as 
nineteenth-century piano music. I talk about other repertories too, ranging from 
Corelli’s violin sonatas to ‘New Complexity’ composition, and from jazz improvi-
sation to rock, but in general my purpose in doing so is to throw light on perfor-
mance within the core WAM repertories on which musicology has traditionally 
been based. Naturally I hope that some of what I say will extend to the study of 
musical performance more generally. 

 I talk about rethinking musicology because I attribute its failure to engage fully 
with music as performance to habits of thought that are deeply entrenched in the 
discipline. By this I do not mean musicologists are uninterested in performance, 
although that claim is sometimes made. On the contrary, plenty of musicologists 
write about performance, just as do ethnomusicologists, sociologists, psycholo-
gists, and philosophers—not to mention the emerging literature in which perform-
ers feed their experience as practitioners into research, just as they feed research 
into their performances. And you don’t get to be a musicologist without perform-
ing. A signifi cant number of musicologists started as performers, and a few main-
tain serious performing careers alongside their musicological work. By contrast, 
although I have at one time or another had experience of performing on a range 
of instruments and in a range of genres, it has been at a strictly amateur level. In 
some ways, then, I  approach the topic as an outsider, a stance that comes with 
both advantages and disadvantages. (Th e main advantages are independence and 
freedom of interpretation, the main disadvantage the likelihood of missing the 
point or not even realising there is a point to be missed.) What motivates the book 
is less a personal experience that I wish to share with others than a longstanding 
belief that the study of music has from the beginning been skewed, and its rel-
evance to most people outside academia diminished, by its orientation towards 
music as writing. Such a belief might have been viewed as eccentric or plain silly 
thirty years ago. Nowadays the explosion of research in musical performance, and 
the burgeoning fi eld of practice as research, show that it is widely shared. My aim 
is to add what weight I can to this belief, underline its radical implications for this 
discipline, and bring together a wide range of concrete proposals for how we might 
study music as performance and what we might learn from it. 

 Th e fact that there are so many and such diff erent directions from which to 
engage with music as performance is one of the joys of working in this area. Adolph 
Christiani’s table, reproduced at the beginning of this Introduction, makes the 
point—though at the expense of music theorists, who, it transpires, do not need 
talent, emotion, or technique in order to succeed. In reality, of course, established 
theoretical approaches based on score analysis have a part to play in the study of 
music as performance, though they need to be placed in context and weaned from 
their traditional fi xation with structure. Approaches based on the signifying body 
fi gure prominently on the contemporary musicological agenda and are essential to 
performance analysis. Again, music subsists in the collaborative action of people 
playing and working together, so that performances can be thought of as complex 
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Introduction 3

social interactions, and scores as scripting them. And at the same time the acous-
tic traces of real or fi ctitious performances—sound recordings—lend themselves 
to quantitative analysis, creating an opportunity to work empirically with large 
quantities of data, in contrast to the data-poor approaches characteristic of most 
musicology. Th rough such work, style opens up as a domain of musical meaning 
that complements the individual musical work (since the middle of the twentieth 
century the almost exclusive focus of music-theoretical attention). Such research 
raises the question of how far such data-driven methods can be reconciled with 
the issues of culture and meaning that motivate musicologists, myself included. 
I hope to convince you that working with as complex and slippery a phenomenon 
as music requires the deployment of a wide variety of analytical methods. 

 Th en there is the issue of history. Most so-called histories of music are really 
histories of composition, or even of compositional innovation. Th is ignores the 
fact that, for the past two centuries, the culture of WAM has largely consisted of 
the performance of old music. It is partly a matter of aesthetic ideology, but it is 
also because histories of music are written on the basis of documents, ranging 
from scores and transcriptions to treatises and criticism. Performance, however, 
is an art of telling detail—detail that falls between the notes of musical texts and 
the words of literary ones. Th is means we have remarkably little idea how music 
sounded before the development of recording. (If the singing style of Alessandro 
Moreschi, as recorded in 1902, is altogether foreign to present-day norms, how 
can we possibly imagine what performances were like in 1802 or 1602?) And the 
result is that present-day performance style is projected back into the past. Th e 
post-war modernists who proclaimed the values of authenticity to the musical 
text presented themselves as reinstating a classical performance style that had 
been perverted by the excesses of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century perfor-
mance. It is easy to invoke the support of history in the absence of historical facts 
and hence the possibility of contradiction. It seems much more likely that the 
literalist performance style that became dominant aft er 1945 is a relatively recent 
invention. Yet its stylistic features have been erected by practitioners, teachers, 
and theorists into universally applicable principles of articulate performance, fur-
ther impinging on performers’ ability to make creative choices. 

 Th is book is not intended as an attack on modernist performance, but it does 
show how modernist assumptions have boxed in both performance and thinking 
about performance, and it illustrates some of the fundamentally diff erent per-
formance options that have accordingly been ruled out. Th e key point does not 
have to do with playing this way or that way. It is that music aff ords an apparently 
unlimited variety of interpretive options, and we could be much more adventur-
ous in our exploration of them if our thinking about performance was more fl ex-
ible. Th e idea of music as sounded writing gives rise to what in this book I call 
the paradigm of reproduction: performance is seen as reproducing the work, or 
the structures embodied in the work, or the conditions of its early performances, 
or the intentions of its composer. Diff erent as these formulations are—and the 
last can serve as a justifi cation for almost anything—they all have one thing in 
common: no space is left  for the creativity of performers. Or at least, if creativity 
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should slip in, it must do so unannounced and untheorised. And then the same 
thinking is applied to recording. Classical producers aim to reproduce the experi-
ence of listening to live music, at the same time as live music seems increasingly 
to reproduce the experience of listening to a CD or mp3 download. I  see this 
as a vicious circle that is largely responsible for WAM’s diminishing role in the 
modern world. Live and recorded music can off er very diff erent experiences that 
engage with contemporary lifestyles in very diff erent ways, but each needs to be 
developed in light of its particular potential. Th at is not going to happen as long 
as thinking about music is constrained by the paradigm of reproduction. At one 
level, I  am concerned in this book with musicology and with practices of per-
formance across the last century or so. At another level, however, I would like to 
think that it could have some impact on current and future practice. 

 Th e book begins, then, by tracing the history and consequences of dominant 
ways of thinking about the performance of music. Th e opening chapter, ‘Plato’s 
Curse’, sets out the textualist paradigm around which musicology has traditionally 
been confi gured—in other words, the idea that music is sounded writing, that it 
consists of texts or works reproduced in performance. I see that approach as hav-
ing driven a wedge between the real-life experience of music and the academic 
discipline based on it. Th e second chapter, ‘Page and Stage’, develops this critique 
in relation to established music-theoretical and analytical approaches to perfor-
mance. I  argue that their structuralist orientation embodies far too narrow an 
understanding of the many ways in which performances aff ord the production of 
meaning. Th ey treat as a paradigm of what performance is—or should be—what 
is in reality a specifi cally modernist practice. 

 Th ereaft er the books falls into pairs of chapters. Th e next two chapters put fl esh 
on the bones of this critique, focussing in part on the early twentieth-century 
theorist Heinrich Schenker, whose work was particularly infl uential in the forma-
tion of today’s music-theoretical approaches to performance. Chapter 3, ‘What 
the Th eorist Heard’, is built around a piano roll of Schubert’s Impromptu op. 90 
no. 3 by Eugen d’Albert: this is one of very few pieces of which we have both an 
analysis by Schenker, including detailed prescriptions for how it should be played, 
and a contemporary recording by a performer whom Schenker admired. I show 
how Schenker’s performance prescriptions fi t closely with the principles underly-
ing what I call d’Albert’s ‘rhetorical’ playing but have remarkably little relation-
ship to his own analysis. Even as he was developing the theory on which today’s 
performance pedagogy is based, Schenker continued to conceive music in terms 
of a very diff erent, premodern performance style, one based less on the idea of 
structure than on that of rhetoric. To that extent, we have been misreading and 
misimagining Schenker’s analyses all along. 

 Chapter  4, ‘Beyond Structure’, goes more deeply into the idea of rhetorical 
performance, using the topics (stylised musical references) of the classical rep-
ertory as its starting point. I  compare modern, or modernist, performances of 
two movements by Mozart (the  Rondo alla turca  from K 331 and the fi rst move-
ment of the Sonata K 332)  to those of today’s fortepianists; I  relate the idea of 
rhetorical performance as appropriated by the historically informed performance 

oxfordhb-9780199357406.indd   4oxfordhb-9780199357406.indd   4 11/23/2013   10:49:04 AM11/23/2013   10:49:04 AM



Introduction 5

(HIP) movement to its presence in Schenker’s and other late nineteenth- or early 
twentieth-century writings, where it fi gures much more prominently than is gen-
erally recognised; and on the basis of this I  examine early recordings of these 
works, in particular by Carl Reinecke, whom Schenker regarded as the greatest 
living Mozart interpreter. I theorise the relationship between rhetorical and what 
by contrast I term ‘structuralist’ performance in terms of opposed conceptions of 
time, but I argue that these should not be seen as representing incommensurable 
mentalities or demarcating separate historical periods. Just as we slip from one 
metaphorical construction of everyday experience to another, so the rhetorical 
and structuralist approaches represent complementary ways of construing music 
as both theory and practice, and to that extent permanently available options, 
even though one or the other may predominate at any given time or place. Th at is 
why structuralist performance is not a model of performance in general—which 
is how established music theory presents it—but a stylistic option. 

 Chapter  5, ‘Close and Distant Listening’, continues with piano music but 
focusses on comparative analysis of performance style. Its fi rst half is meth-
odological in orientation. I  begin by contrasting structural and stylistic analy-
sis, asking why the latter went out of favour at the same time that comparative 
musicology was transformed into ethnomusicology; then I discuss issues of close 
listening, what might be termed computer-assisted listening, and the quantita-
tive approaches to performance analysis that I call ‘distant listening’. I also out-
line signifi cant issues in discographical source criticism, in other words what one 
can and can’t deduce about period performance styles from recordings, and how 
far the aim should be to analyse recordings or to analyse performance practices 
 through  recordings. Th is clears the way for the second half of the chapter, which 
focusses on recordings of Chopin’s mazurkas from across the twentieth century, 
with Ignaz Friedman’s recordings of Chopin’s Mazurka op.  33 no.  2 occupying 
stage centre: my analysis extends from the role of accentuation in the creation 
of this style to the manner in which it has come to signify Polish national iden-
tity. Chapter  6, ‘Objective Expression’, continues with Chopin’s mazurkas but 
approaches them from the perspective of distant listening. Its specifi c focus is on 
phrase arching, the practice of getting faster and louder as you play into a phrase, 
and slower and soft er as you come out of it. I explore this across a large corpus of 
recordings of the Mazurkas op. 17 no. 4 and op. 63 no. 3, develop a computational 
model of it, and suggest that the kind of fully coordinated phrase arching seen by 
music psychologists as a permanent dimension of expressive performance is in 
reality a historically situated phenomenon, achieving its modern form only aft er 
the Second World War. Again my aim is to link technical and cultural analysis, 
and the chapter concludes with an extensive discussion of issues of streamlining, 
standardisation, and sentimentality that relates musical performance to a range of 
contemporaneous cultural practices, in particular architecture and design. 

 Th e second half of the book moves away from close analysis of recordings of 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century piano music to a broader cultural purview fea-
turing a wider range of musics. Chapter 7, ‘Playing Somethin’,’ picks up from my 
earlier critique of the traditional approach to performance as the reproduction of 
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works and develops a model of what I call the work as performance: this is less a 
thing than a network of signifi ers, and in order to formulate it I generalise theo-
retical approaches to jazz improvisation drawn from the work of Jeff  Pressing and 
Keith Sawyer. An essential dimension of this is seeing music as not just a social 
activity but one that generates specifi c socialities, and this is central to my under-
standing of performance as a semiotic and creative practice. Whereas the focus of 
Chapter 7 is broadly theoretical, Chapter 8, ‘Social Scripts’, ties down the idea of 
the work as performance by focussing on specifi c interactions between performers, 
and how scores serve to script them. I draw my examples largely from contempo-
rary ‘art’ music, showing how the ostensively mathematical notations used by ‘New 
Complexity’ composers function in performance as what I call social scripts. 

 Chapters 9 and 10 remain in the social and cultural domain but introduce a 
focus on the performing body. Chapter 9, ‘Th e Signifying Body’, is structured 
round a case study of Jimi Hendrix’s stage performances of ‘Foxy Lady’: I focus 
in particular on how Hendrix’s embodied practices construct a range of sub-
ject positions for the audience, and the rich cultural connotations on which they 
draw, including traditions of blackface minstrelsy. I argue that critical concepts 
developed within the context of black cultural studies, such as Henry Louis Gates 
Jr’s ‘signifyin(g)’, articulate practices and values that are relevant to performance 
culture more generally. Chapter 10, ‘Everything Counts’, uses the issue of embodi-
ment to pursue an argument concerning the relationship between contrasted 
approaches to performance analysis. Focussing on pianistic gesture, I develop a 
performance studies approach to the construction of meaning through embod-
ied practice in fi lmed performances of Chopin’s op. 63 no. 3 by Grigory Sokolov 
and others, and then I ask how it might be possible to reconcile this approach 
with the sound-based, style-analytical approach developed in Chapter  6. My 
conclusion is that the performance studies approach enhances awareness of the 
meanings constructed through performance, while the empirical approach pro-
vides a foundation for understanding how these meanings are constructed. 

 Whereas the argument of the fi rst ten chapters is largely based on recordings, it is 
in the fi nal two that I thematise the relationship between performance and record-
ing. Th is enables me to further develop what I like to think of as the commonsen-
sical semiotic perspective that runs through the book: I argue in Chapter 11 (‘Th e 
Ghost in the Machine’) that just as performances are not adequately understood 
as reproductions of works, so recordings are not adequately understood as repro-
ductions of performances; rather, they represent performances though complex 
processes of cultural signifi cation. We hear recordings as performances, in other 
words diegetically, even when we know that the performance represented by the 
recording never took place. To listen to a recording is therefore to experience 
music as performance, and in this way I  see recorded and live performance as 
together constituting a single, though complex and varied, cultural domain. Seen 
this way, producers and sound engineers become performers, and the scope of 
performance is massively expanded, as are the sites and modes of its consumption. 

 Within the WAM tradition, however, the potential of technologically medi-
ated experiences of music has been drastically curtailed by the paradigm of 
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reproduction. Classical recordings set out to reproduce the acoustic traces of 
live performance, just as live performances have come to resemble recordings, 
not least by downplaying the dimensions of the visual and the embodied. Th e 
result is creative practice in both performance and recording that is not as 
creative as it might be. In the fi nal chapter (‘Beyond Reproduction’) I explore 
approaches to classical production based on specifi cally phonographic ways of 
experiencing music. Equally I return to the social dimension of performance, 
including the traditions of participatory music making that largely fell victim 
to the professionalisation of classical performance aft er the Second World 
War:  the many contemporary contexts within which making music together 
serves as an agent of personal or social transformation epitomise the capacity 
of performance to aff ord meaning that lies beyond reproduction. Th eorising 
music as performance—as a social event in which meaning is produced, rather 
than as sounded writing that reproduces pre-existing meaning—helps to open 
up possibilities for both creating and experiencing music that outmoded think-
ing has closed off .    
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   1 

 Plato’s Curse    

     We call it music, but that is not music: that is only paper. 
  —Leopold Stokowski   1     

 For generations musicologists have behaved as if scores were the only real 
thing about music. 

  —Nicholas Kenyon   2       

    SOUNDED WRITING   

 ‘Basically’, wrote the  fi n-de-siècle  Viennese pianist, critic, and teacher Heinrich 
Schenker (2000: 3), ‘a composition does not require a performance in order to 
exist . . . . Th e reading of the score is suffi  cient’. What makes this negative assess-
ment of the performer’s role so striking is that it is the fi rst sentence of his unfi n-
ished treatise  Th e Art of Performance ; how many other books start with a statement 
that their topic is redundant? What Schenker was actually saying, however, bor-
dered on the commonplace. According to Dika Newlin (1980:  164), Arnold 
Schoenberg—who himself had ideas of writing a book on performance—once 
remarked that the performer was ‘totally unnecessary except as his interpretations 
make the music understandable to an audience unfortunate enough not to be 
able to read it in print’. Rudolph Kolisch, the violinist and quartet leader who was 
closely associated with Schoenberg—and who at one time planned to co-author 
a book on performance with T.  W. Adorno—echoed this as late as 1978:  ‘the 
entire need for performance disappears if one can read music’.   3    One might think 
that such off -the-cuff  remarks shouldn’t be taken seriously. But in another sense, 

   1  .  In Gould (1987: 264).  

   2  .  Kenyon (2012: 11).  

   3  .  Transcribed and translated by David Trippett from a recorded interview with Berthold 
Türcke, 18 April 1978 (Houghton Library, Harvard University, b MS Mus 195-2211, no. 32). For 
Kolisch’s co-authorship see Adorno (2006: 12).  

oxfordhb-9780199357406.indd   8oxfordhb-9780199357406.indd   8 11/23/2013   10:49:04 AM11/23/2013   10:49:04 AM



Plato’s Curse 9

just because they are unconsidered, they reveal deeply embedded assumptions 
or prejudices with particular clarity. And what Schoenberg apparently said to 
Newlin ties in with other things that he set down on paper, for example in an 
essay of 1934 where he talks about the ‘freedom in the manner of expression’ of 
the old-fashioned fantasia, and adds that such freedom is

  permissible in our own day only perhaps in dreams; in dreams of future 
fulfi lment; in dreams of a possibility of expression which has no regard for 
the perceptive faculties of a contemporary audience; where one may speak 
with kindred spirits in the language of intuition and know that one is under-
stood if one uses the speech of the imagination—of fantasy. (Schoenberg 
1975: 274–75)  

 Th is may be no more than a daydream, but it still powerfully articulates the ideal 
of a music that travels instantaneously from mind to mind, in the manner of telep-
athy, or perhaps of what was in 1934 the still recent technology of radio. At the 
same time it resonates with Ludwig van Beethoven’s famous inscription in the 
autograph of the  Missa Solemnis : ‘From the heart—may it go straight to the heart’. 
In this vision of an ideal music, performers are conspicuous by their absence. 

 Discourses around musical performance, both academic and vernacular, are 
strangely confl icted. On the one hand, music is one of the heartlands of the 
star system, not only in pop but across the range of the classical tradition, from 
Claudio Abbado to Hayley Westenra, and this has been the case since the days 
of Enrico Caruso—the fi rst star created by sound recording—and before that 
Niccolò Paganini, the virtuoso violinist whose achievement Franz Liszt set out to 
emulate. (Earlier still, the eighteenth-century opera world revolved around stars 
in much the same way as twentieth-century Hollywood.) And a survey carried out 
in 2002 by Classic FM, the UK radio station, showed that while only 65% of chil-
dren between six and fourteen could name a single classical composer, 98% could 
name a classical performer.   4    On the other hand the offi  cial publications of the clas-
sical music establishment tell a diff erent story. Th e 1983 edition of the  New Oxford 
Companion to Music , edited by Denis Arnold, included highly obscure compos-
ers but had no entries for performers. And what are sold as histories of classical 
music represent music as something made by composers rather than performers. 
Th e twentieth century emerges as dominated by atonality, Schoenbergian serialism, 
post-war serialism, and a variety of postmodern reactions against it; depending on 
the market, there may be a few chapters on jazz and popular music. You could not tell 
from this that most classical music making in the twentieth century consisted of the 
performance, recording, and consumption of earlier music. It is like telling the story of 
the car purely in terms of successive refi nements of the internal combustion engine 
rather than in terms of the innumerable ways in which cars changed people’s lives, 

   4  .  As cited by Howard Goodall in an unpublished interview conducted as part of the research 
for Victoros (2009).  
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not to say the physical environment, in the course of the twentieth century. And the 
worst thing about this skewing of musicological discourse is it cuts academic studies 
off  from precisely the dimension of music that touches most people’s lives. 

 I originally voiced my complaint about the  New Oxford Companion to Music  more 
than fi ft een years ago (Cook 1996: 33):  the 2002 edition of the  Companion , com-
pletely overhauled by Alison Latham, gives proper representation to performance. 
And during that period there has been a steady, even spectacular, increase in aca-
demic studies of musical performance from a wide range of complementary direc-
tions, to the extent that today there are perhaps more conferences about performance 
than about any other area of music studies. Many aspects of the network of intercon-
nected aesthetic assumptions I set out in this chapter have come under scrutiny in 
recent decades. So it might seem decidedly late in the day to be voicing complaints 
about the neglect of music as performance. But the claim I would now advance is 
rather diff erent from the one I made in 1996. It is that this new consciousness of the 
role and importance of performance has for the most part been graft ed onto tradi-
tional ways of thinking about music, or squeezed in as a new specialist area, whereas 
thinking about music as performance should prompt a fundamental rethinking of 
the discipline as a whole. It is that rethinking to which I hope to contribute. 

 Th ere is an obvious comparison with theatre studies, which broke away from the 
mainstream of literary studies as a consequence of a fundamentally diff erent attitude 
towards the dramatic text. I shall shortly discuss these matters at greater length, but 
in brief, the literary studies approach is to see meaning as inherent in a written text, 
whether dramatic or otherwise. Th e theatre studies approach, by contrast, is to see 
the dramatic text as one of many inputs into a performance, and to see meaning as 
something that emerges in the course of performance. In other words, though liter-
ary studies and theatre studies both deal with dramatic texts, they do so in terms 
of diff erent methods and, more important, diff erent epistemological assumptions. 
Seen this way, traditional musicology is like literary studies: it sees meaning, of what-
ever kind, as embodied in musical notation, from which it follows that performance 
is in essence a matter of communicating that meaning from the page to the stage. 
Th e performer’s work becomes a supplement to the composer’s. Th e musicological 
approach, then, has been to study music  and  performance, in contrast to studying 
music  as  performance—a term which in recent years has started to be used within 
musicology, but has a specifi c provenance within the fi eld of performance studies.   5    
Th e diff erence between ‘and’ and ‘as’ stands for the fundamental rethinking to which 
I referred. 

 Th e disconnect between the discourses around music and its performance has 
a long history: assumptions about the nature of music that marginalise perfor-
mance go back at least as far as the early middle ages. And this goes beyond a 
simple contrast between some ideal, philosophical  musica mundana  and a merely 
practical  musica instrumentalis.  From his study of ninth-to-eleventh-century 

   5  .  Frequently abbreviated to MAP, ‘Music as Performance’ is the name of one of the working 
groups set up by the (North American) Association for Th eatre in Higher Education to forge 
relationships with neighbouring disciplines.  
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discussions of chant, Sam Barrett concludes that ‘neumatic notation served not 
simply as a pragmatic  aide-memoire , but as a refl exive tool for disciplined know-
ing’: it ‘mirrors a higher order of being’ (2008: 93, 90). Music is in other words 
conceived platonically, as an abstract and enduring entity that is refl ected in nota-
tion, with the notation itself being refl ected in singing (since mistakes in singing 
can be corrected by reference to the notation). As Barrett (92) comments, ‘Th e 
primary melodic reality is suprasensual, an ongoing, unfolding celestial round 
of praise: the equivalent performance in the world of sense is at best a mere tran-
scription and at worst a deviation’. And he adds: ‘between the two domains lies 
the cognitive domain of memory’. From here it would be possible to trace the idea 
of music as an abstract and enduring entity through a variety of later sources, 
though its relationship to notation changes. As Bojan Buji ć  (1993: 134) says, ‘the 
whole subsequent course of Western notation represents a move away from mem-
ory towards the state in which a written document can stand on its own, as it were, 
representing the work as such and off ering to the performer clear indications how 
to recreate it in musical sounds’. 

 My purpose is not to trace a history but merely to identify a recurrent idea, so 
I will use another medieval source as a launching pad from which to jump to the 
early modern era and beyond: Aurelian of Réôme’s account of a Frankish monk 
who ‘heard a choir of angels singing the response that is sung on the birthday 
of the apostles’, and ‘carried it back with him to Rome’ (Barrett 2008: 92). Th e 
idea of genius as a kind of divinely inspired authorship emerged in the sixteenth 
century, as exemplifi ed in the artist and biographer Giorgio Vasari’s account of 
Giotto, the painter and architect whose work contributed crucially to the Italian 
Renaissance: this marked a decisive shift  towards what become the dominant par-
adigm of appreciating artistic products as the work of their author. And the idea 
of inspiration from a higher authority continued to inform the idea of genius until 
well into the twentieth century. Th e connection with Aurelian is made explicit 
in Karl Bauer’s painting of the composer Hans Pfi tzner (Figure 1.1), who wrote 
extensively on both inspiration and genius, and whose opera  Palestrina  revolves 
around the vision of angelic singing that supposedly inspired the Italian com-
poser’s  Missa Papae Marcelli . Pfi tzner’s opera was fi rst performed in 1917, but 
the picturesque thinking that informs it survives to the present day. According to 
the liner, a 2005 CD by the healer and holistic practitioner Celeste, recorded over 
a sequence of full moons, consists of ‘angelic healing harmonies sung through 
Celeste’.   6         

 At the same time, ideas of authorship, genius, and inspiration were fundamen-
tal to the development in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries of for-
malistic approaches to music, which transformed ideas of divine authority into 
those of aesthetic autonomy, and in this way gave a modernist gloss to an older 
conception. An obvious example is the approach developed by Schenker, who 

   6  .  Celeste, ‘Celestial Sounds: A Harmonic Embrace for the Soul’, Celestial Sounds 5060115940078 
(2005).  
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represented musical works as the unfolding of a basic structural idea that can be 
expressed in notational terms: if for Schenker the structural idea represented the 
inspiration of the work, then the ability to unfold it was the mark of genius, and 
it was a basic principle of Schenker’s thought that composers were frequently 
unaware of the means by which they achieved this. Schenker’s thinking bears 
the traces of the late-nineteenth-century context from which it sprang, but was 
reshaped in line with the values of post-war American academia by his ex-pupils 
and followers—it was at this point that Schenker was transformed from the pia-
nist, critic, and teacher as which I described him at the beginning of this chapter 

 

   Figure 1.1    Karl Bauer, ‘Hans Pfi tzner’, from  Jugend  (1918). Photo: akg-images   
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to the theorist as which he is known now—and it is in this modernised form that 
his ideas exerted a wide infl uence on post-war approaches to musical struc-
ture. Meanwhile a parallel development took place in philosophical approaches 
to the musical work and its performance. Despite their diff erent perspectives, 
debates between writers such as Peter Kivy, Stephen Davies, Jerrold Levinson, 
and Julian Dodd have been framed within a conception of the musical work 
as the ontological basis of musical culture that embodies the two ideas I have 
described: fi rst, that the musical work is an abstract and enduring entity, con-
ceived in a more or less platonic manner; and second, that it is grounded in 
notation. 

 What does all this have to do with performance? In one sense, nothing; in 
another, everything. Under the shadow of what I  call Plato’s curse, music is 
embraced within a communicative chain. Music goes from heart to heart, 
as Beethoven had it, but—as Schoenberg glossed it—unless you are fortunate 
enough to be able to read what Beethoven wrote for yourself, it has to go via the 
performer. To repeat Barrett’s words, the performer’s role is at best to transcribe 
the work from the domain of the abstract to that of the concrete, and at worst 
to deviate from it. Th e performer becomes a mediator, and as in the case of all 
middlemen, this involves a kind of contractual relationship: it is the performer’s 
obligation to represent the composer’s work to the listener, just as it is the lis-
tener’s obligation to strive towards an adequate understanding of the work itself. 
And it is here, in a conception of the relationship between composer, performer, 
and listener that extends from E. T. A. Hoff mann and Adolph Bernhard Marx 
to Schoenberg and Pierre Boulez, that the ethically charged language that has 
surrounded WAM (Western ‘art’ music) performance emerges: I am talking of 
the language of ‘authority’, ‘duty’, and ‘faithfulness’, as well as the overall tone of, 
for example, Schoenberg’s reference to ‘the Sodom and Gomorrha of false inter-
preters’ (1975: 328). Th e entire early music revival was built around the claim 
that certain performance practices were authentic while others were not. Even in 
the more pluralistic culture of the early twentieth century the moral dimension 
retains a currency in music for which it is hard to fi nd parallels in other arts. In 
the theatre, and even in the opera house, it is taken for granted that old works 
should be reinterpreted for modern audiences and that a director should express 
his or her own vision. If issues of historical accuracy are raised, then they are 
likely to be seen as just one of a number of competing desirables. With WAM it is 
diff erent. I shall come back to these issues at the end of the book. 

 Th e idea of the performer’s duty has traditionally come in two distinct ver-
sions: on the one hand duty to the composer, on the other to the work (some-
times referred to as  Werktreue ). But in practice there is slippage between these. 
In mainstream repertory composers are safely dead, and various parties may seek 
to appropriate their authority. When Schenker explains the principles governing 
Beethoven’s compositions—principles of which Beethoven may well have been 
unaware—and draws conclusions for how they should be performed, he is laying 
claim to the composer’s authority. Performers, too, invoke Beethoven’s author-
ity in negotiating interpretations. Robert Martin (1994: 117–18), who was cellist 
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in the Sequoia Quartet, imagines a rehearsal in which this exchange takes place 
around Beethoven’s notoriously problematic metronome markings:

  ‘Beethoven’s marking for the slow movement is perfect (60 to the quarter)—
so why should we doubt his marking for the  Allegretto ?’ 

 ‘Look, we play the slow movement around 60 because that feels right to 
us—our reaction to the metronome marking is that he got it right! In the 
 Allegretto  he gives a tempo that feels wrong.’ 

 ‘It may feel wrong to you. I think we will get used to it, and anyway, it’s 
what he wanted! You’re not denying that, are you?’  

 Th e absent Beethoven is invoked as a kind of rhetorical construct:  the per-
formers do not express their opinions directly but rather ventriloquise them. 
Faithfulness to the composer is tempered by the essential unknowability of his 
intentions, which enables them to function as a vehicle for the performers’ own 
judgements about the music. 

 In practice, then, it makes little diff erence whether duty is owed to the com-
poser or to the work. In either case two consequences follow, both of which I have 
mentioned but on which I now expand. Th e fi rst consequence is that meaning 
is understood as laid down by the composer, deposited in the work. If, in the 
words of Nicolai Listenius (the sixteenth-century writer oft en credited with the 
fi rst clear formulation of the concept of the musical work), the composer’s labour 
results in ‘a perfect and absolute  opus  [ opus perfectum ed absolutum ]’ (Goehr 
1992: 116), then all that remains for the performer is to reproduce it in sound. 
Th is was explicitly stated by Eduard Hanslick (1986: 29), whose  On the Musically 
Beautiful  was fi rst published as long ago as 1854 (‘the performer can deliver 
only what is already in the composition’), and it still underpins the philosophi-
cal approaches I  mentioned earlier. ‘Reproduction’ became a standard term in 
the discourse of twentieth-century composers, critics, and theorists: it was rou-
tinely used (alongside several other German terms normally translated as ‘perfor-
mance’) by Schoenberg, Adorno, and Schenker, who approvingly cited Johannes 
Brahms’s statement—as quoted by his biographer Max Kalbeck—that ‘whenever 
I  play something by Beethoven, I  have no individuality whatsoever, insofar as 
the piece is concerned: instead I strive to reproduce the piece as Beethoven pre-
scribed, and I then have enough to do’ (Schenker 2005: 31). And Laurence Dreyfus 
(2007: 254) has shown that even the apparently more generous term ‘interpreta-
tion’ draws on biblical and legal contexts where it refers to the clarifi cation of 
existing content rather than the generation of new insights. 

 My concern is, however, not so much with the words as with the musical ontol-
ogy that they express—an ontology that is still infl uential in discourses around 
WAM. It is expressed in the legal concept of the musical work, which, as Anne 
Barron (2006) has shown, developed in parallel—though not always in step—
with the aesthetic concept. Perhaps the clearest illustration is provided by the 
American case  Newton  v  Diamonte et al.  [2002], in which the jazz fl autist James 
Newton sought recompense for the use in a Beastie Boys song of a six-second 
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sample from his album  Axum . Newton’s claim was refused on the grounds that 
‘a musical composition consists of rhythm, harmony, and melody, and it is from 
these elements that originality is to be determined’.   7    Seen this way, the sample in 
question consisted merely of Newton singing the notes C-Db-C while fi ngering 
a C on the fl ute. Th at was not, of course, the reason the Beastie Boys used the 
sample: they did so because of the highly distinctive aural eff ect resulting from 
Newton’s idiosyncratic performance technique. Despite this, the judge took it for 
granted that meaning inheres in the composition and not its performance. 

 Th e second consequence of this way of thinking follows directly on the fi rst 
and was repeatedly stated throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: as a 
mediator, the performer's highest ambition should be self-eff acement. Th is point 
is best made by quotation. ‘Th e true artist,’ writes E. T. A. Hoff mann (1989: 103), 
‘lives only in the work that he conceives and then performs as the composer 
intended it. He disdains to let his own personality intervene in any way; all his 
endeavours are spent in quickening to vivid life, in a thousand shining colours, all 
the sublime eff ects and images the composer’s magical authority enclosed within 
his work’. Hoff mann’s image of the painting resonates with the brusque claim, by 
Hector Berlioz (1918: 101–2), that performers are only there to shine a light upon 
the canvas, but what is particularly revealing about this quotation is the idea of 
meaning having been enclosed within (another translation renders it ‘sealed in’) 
the work. Again, in the notes for his unfi nished book on performance, for which 
one of his working titles was ‘Reproduction Th eory:  A  Music-philosophical 
Investigation’, Adorno copied out a quotation from Proust’s  In Search of Lost 
Time : ‘the playing of a great musician [is] so transparent, so replete with its con-
tent, that one does not notice it oneself, or only like a window that allows us to 
gaze upon a masterpiece’ (Adorno 2006: 119). Th e organ composer Marcel Dupré 
concurs, but spells out the hierarchy and ramps up the imperative tone: ‘Th e inter-
preter must never allow his own personality to intrude. As soon as it penetrates, 
the work has been betrayed. By concealing himself sincerely before the charac-
ter of the work in order to illuminate it, even more so before the personality of 
the composer, he serves the latter and confi rms the authority of the work’ (Hill 
1994: 44). Maybe it is not irrelevant that organists, unlike most other perform-
ers, are generally invisible to their audiences. At all events, with this image of 
the self-eff acing performer whose highest aspiration—like that of high-class ser-
vants—should be invisibility, we are more or less back at the sentiments of the 
Schenker and Schoenberg quotations with which I began this chapter. 

 What Schoenberg was saying was that, in practice, performers (like servants) 
are a necessity, except of course for those who can read the printed score for 
themselves, and it is on the role of the score that I would now like to focus. It 

   7  .  Quoted by Judge Nora Manella from the standard legal textbook Nimmer and Nimmer 
(1997). It should be stressed that this case concerned rights in the work, rather than subsidiary 
rights in the performance, which the Beastie Boys had cleared; the point of the case was that 
the former are much more valuable than the latter. Further discussion may be found in Toynbee 
(2006), Lewis (2007), and Cook (2013a).  
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is a recurring complaint—prominently articulated by James Winn (1998)—that 
humanities disciplines are driven by textualist values, driving a wedge between 
text and performance, and Winn traces this back to the disciplining of music by 
text in ancient Greece. But musicology’s version of the text-performance split has 
more specifi c foundations. As we have seen, there was a long tradition of seeing 
music as some kind of abstract entity, closely (though oft en not very clearly) 
linked to notation. According to Gary Tomlinson, it was in the late eighteenth 
century, and specifi cally with the writings of Johann Nikolaus Forkel, that a 
decisive impetus developed to identify notation with cultural value: for Forkel, 
a society’s position on the spectrum from musical primitiveness to perfection 
depended on the sophistication of its notation, so that ‘the history of European 
musical development could be plotted as a story of the progress of writing’ 
(Tomlinson 2012: 65). Th is view of music as text resonated perfectly with the 
context in which the modern discipline of musicology fi rst into came into 
being during the nineteenth century, the politically motivated programme of 
documenting—or inventing—national origins through culture. Th e retrieval, 
editing, and criticism of national literary canons lay at the heart of this proj-
ect, and so it was natural that the nascent musicology should model itself on 
philology. 

 Th at may be suffi  cient to explain musicology’s traditional orientation to source 
studies and textual criticism. But its orientation to text rather than to perfor-
mance draws on other sources too. Th e idea of the text as a repository of mean-
ing goes back to early modern conceptions of authorship and was also deeply 
embedded in religious thought, particularly that of the Reformation: that is the 
context of the conception of interpretation that Dreyfus discussed. Charles Rosen 
(2003: 17) provides a telling example of how such ideas work out in the context 
of music. He quotes Giovanni Maria Artusi, at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, criticising the compositional innovations of Claudio Monteverdi and his 
circle. ‘Th ese composers’, Artusi wrote,

  seek only to satisfy the ear and with this aim toil night and day at their instru-
ments to hear the eff ect which passages so made produce; the poor fellows 
do not perceive that what the instruments tell them is false and that it is one 
thing to search with voices and instruments for something pertaining to the 
harmonic faculty, another to arrive at the exact truth by means of reasons 
seconded by the ear.  

 Th e references to falsity and truth refl ect the platonic epistemology I  have 
described, while the idea that composition proper proceeds through the exer-
cise of reason, rather than through experimentation with instrument in hand, still 
survives in conservative critical circles. And in this context the exercise of reason 
corresponds to the manipulation of notation. It is then the same textualist men-
tality that motivates Artusi’s criticism and Schoenberg’s claim (1975: 319), in an 
unpublished typescript headed ‘For a treatise on performance’, that ‘Th e highest 
principle for all reproduction of music would have to be that what the composer 
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has written is made to sound in such a way that every note is really heard’. Seen 
this way, performed music is notation made audible. 

 It did not escape Schoenberg’s notice that the most direct way in which to 
achieve this would be through the use of mechanical instruments. In an essay 
published in 1926 (probably two or three years aft er his notes for a treatise on 
performance), Schoenberg writes that ‘the true product of the mind—the musi-
cal idea, the unalterable—is established in the relationship between pitches and 
time-divisions’. But under today’s conditions, he explains, it is all but impossible 
to secure adequate performance of anything except the most conventional music, 
and so he concludes that ‘mechanical production of sounds and the defi nitive 
fi xing of their pitch, their length, and the way they relate to the division of time 
in the piece would be very desirable’ (1975:  326). Adorno thought the same. 
While reading Frederick Dorian’s  Th e History of Performance: Th e Art of Musical 
Interpretation from the Renaissance to Our Day  in preparation for his own unfi n-
ished treatise on performance, he made a note headed ‘Elimination of the inter-
preter as “middleman” ’, and continued: ‘We have only to think of the possibility 
of an apparatus that will permit the composer to transmit his music directly into 
a recording medium without the help of the middleman interpreter’ (Adorno 
2006: 23). 

 I would like to draw three points out of this. Th e fi rst is that the identifi cation of 
musical substance with what can be notated—from which it follows that anything 
attributable only to the performer is insubstantial—is an assumption built deeply 
into discourses that surround WAM: it might be described as ideological, in the 
sense that it presents itself not as an assumption at all but just as the way things 
are. Again the point is made by the way the law treats this principle as self-evident. 
It is implicit in the judgement on  Newton  v  Diamonte , and it also explains why 
the British fair dealing exceptions for study and research apply to musical scores 
but not recordings: in the words of MacQueen, Waelde, and Laurie (2008: 172), 
‘If I want to study the music or lyrics embodied in a sound recording, I will have 
to do so in ways other than copying the sound recording: for example, by making 
copies of the musical notation or the text of the words’. Th e implication is that 
there is nothing to study in a recording, over and above what is already in the 
score. Th e second point emerges from Schoenberg’s identifi cation of notational 
relationships with ‘the true product of the mind’. Just as in his telepathic fantasy, 
music is assumed to be something in people’s heads. Once again perpetuating 
the platonic tradition, social dimensions are eliminated from the understanding 
of music. It is on the one hand an abstract structure optimally represented in 
notation, and on the other a paradigmatically subjective experience, transcend-
ing its physical surroundings; in Figure 1.2 the performer’s presence is reduced to 
a hand, matched by the hand with which the listener covers her eyes, as it were 
channelling her gaze inwards. I will have much to say in this book about these 
missing social dimensions.      

 Th e third, and most obvious, point is the denigration of performers that 
emerges as much from the tone as the substance of Schoenberg’s and Adorno’s 
discussions of the desirability of replacing them by machines. In advocating the 
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development of what she calls a ‘performer’s discourse’, the pianist and scholar 
Mine Doǧantan-Dack (2008: 302) speaks of performers’ ‘notorious image as inar-
ticulate musicians’. (If this echoes Christiani’s ‘lady pianists with more sentimen-
tality than judgement’, it is still a more desirable category than ‘musical theorist’.) 
Th ere is a long tradition of disparaging performers, of which—perhaps because 
he never had occasion to tone them down—Adorno’s notes towards his unfi n-
ished book constitute something of a storehouse. ‘Most reproducing musicians’, 
he asserts, ‘have the perspective of the bumble bee’ (2006: 126); by this he means 
much the same as Schenker (1996: 3) did when he complained that performers 
‘drag themselves along from moment to moment, with the laziest of ears, without 
any musical imagination’. Again, Adorno (2006: 10, 78) complains that ‘there has 
been a downward trend as regards what the average musician must know’, and 
that most performers ‘know only two characters:  the brilliant (allegro) and the 
lyrical cantabile (adagio)’; Schenker’s writings, too, are full of references to the 
decline in performance standards, and in particular the loss of nuance. But what 
is most revealing is when Adorno (159) notes that his wife Gretel has asked him 
‘how actors, who are mostly of questionable intelligence and always uneducated, 

 

   Figure 1.2    Fernand Khnopff , ‘Listening to Schumann’ (1883), oil on canvas, Brussels, 
Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique. © Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, 
Brussels / photo: J. Geleyns / Ro scan   
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